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Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to conduct a
critical review of a narrow literature on eating
disorders among women of Asian ancestry,
including ancestral backgrounds originating
in the Indian subcontinent, in order to
provide specific recommendations for future
research on this particular population. The
criteria used to select studies for this critique
are those studies that: (a) were quantitative;
(b) focused on eating problems or eating
disorders with non-clinical samples of young
Asian women (mean sample ages between 14
and 32); (c) used the widely recognized
instrument called the Eating Attitudes Test-26
(EAT-26; Garner & Garfinkel, 1979; Garner,
Olmsted, Bohr, & Garfinkel, 1982) (See
Appendix A); and (d) were written in English.
In this paper, 11 studies that met these selection
criteria (See Appendix B for a summary of
each study) are critiqued collectively and then
suggestions for new research directions are
made.

For the field of psychology and education,
the correct diagnosis and effective treatment
of clients with eating disorders are obviously
crucial because these illnesses can be life
threatening. According to Kempa and Thomas
(2000), the rates of relapse and mortality are
high. However, misdiagnosis or lack of iden-
tification of eating disorders in women of
Asian descent, as well as other women of
color, often occurs because these disorders are
commonly viewed as only manifesting them-
selves in young, Caucasian women (Osvold &
Sodowsky, 1993) or in European and
European-American middle-class groups
(Harris & Kuba, 1997). Past research (e.g.,
Mumford, Whitehouse, & Platts, 1991;
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Nasser, 1988a, 1988b) has suggested that these
disorders are culture-bound syndromes tied
to the “Western” value of thinness and a relent-
less pursuit of this ideal. Consequently, prac-
titioners and educators may presume that
individuals who are not Caucasian, such as
Asians, are unsusceptible to eating problems
(Kempa & Thomas, 2000). As a result, counsel-
ing services and educational interventions
targeting these disorders may not be adequately
provided to eating-disturbed Asian clients. In
actuality, inadequate empirical and conceptual
research has been conducted on Asian women
with eating problems, and the number of
overall non-Caucasian eating disorder cases is
unknown (Hall, 1995).

The EAT-26 is a widely used screening
measure for abnormal eating attitudes and
behaviors (Choudry & Mumford, 1992;
Mukai, Kambara, & Sasaki, 1998) that was
developed in Canada (Garner et al., 1982)
(See Appendix A). Respondents rate how
often they engage in the behavior described in
each statement using a 6-point likert scale
ranging from always (6) to never (0). Higher
scores suggest more unhealthy attitudes and
behaviors toward eating and food. Garner et
al. (1982) designated scores above 20 as the
clinical threshold indicating that a respondent
is at risk for, or likely to have, an eating disor-
der and warranting further investigation for
eating psychopathology.

In developing specific recommendations,
this paper raises questions about the basic
presumptions used in applying the EAT-26.
As Harris and Kuba (1997) pointed out, there
are no norms available for determining a
standard of symptomatology for women of
color, including Asians, because ethnocultural
breakdowns of the standardization samples



for the EAT-26 are not provided. Do eating
concerns exist that this self-report measure
does not capture in some Asian women ¢
Thus, whether the EAT-26 is appropriate and
culturally valid to use with women of Asian
ancestry remains unclear. Despite this potential
shortcoming, it has been used with Asian
female participants living in various countries
(e.g., England, Pakistan, U.S., and Japan) in
several studies. Accordingly, this critique
reviews the collective strengths and weakness-
es of these studies to provide the springboard
for discussing new research directions related
to eating disorders in young women of Asian

heritage.
Collective Strengths of the 11 Studies

The assemblage of 11 studies reviewed for
this paper, shown in Appendix B, contributes
to the literature on eating disorders by focus-
ing attention on an understudied, non-
Caucasian group of young women of Asian
descent. Collectively, these studies highlight
that young women of Asian ancestry are not
immune to maladaptive eating behaviors,
body shape concerns, or eating disorders, as
historically defined by “Western” standards.
For example, Dolan, Lacey, & Evans (1990)
found that some Asian girls of Pakistani
origin met the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders-III-R (DSM-III-
R) criteria for bulimia nervosa, and Mukai,
Crago, & Shisslak (1994) found that Japanese
women were more dissatisfied with their
body shape than American women in their
sample. Moreover, McCourt and Waller
(1995) found that Asian girls of Indian sub-
continent origin between 12 and 13 years old
and 15 and 16 years old had significantly

more unhealthy eating attitudes and behav-
iors than their Caucasian peers. Hence, these
findings challenge the simplistic yet common-
ly held assumption that eating problems are
“Western” syndromes associated with “Western”
ideals of thinness that affect only Caucasian
women.

More specifically, results from these 11
studies identify a handful of factors that
might contribute to unhealthy eating patterns
in some young Asian women. These factors
include maternal overprotection, self-
consciousness, low self-esteem, body dissatis-
faction, need for social approval, obsessive
compulsive tendencies, and poor relationships
with parents. Also, results from these studies
indicate that the influence of acculturation on
the development of eating problems in some
young Asian women may be more tenuous
than hypothesized. For example, of the four
studies that investigated the relationship
between cultural orientation and eating prob-
lems, one showed a nonsignificant relation-
ship between these constructs (Akan & Grilo,
1995), two indicated that Asian females with
higher “traditional” orientations had higher
EAT-26 scores (Furnham & Patel, 1994;
Mumford, Whitehouse, & Platts, 1991), and
one showed that more “Westernized” Asian
girls had higher EAT-26 scores (Mumford,
Whitehouse, & Choudry, 1992). These
contradictory findings suggest that integra-
tion into the Caucasian majority culture may
not be a clear-cut mediating factor in the
etiology of eating disorders of Asian females.

In addition to these strong points, this
group of studies supplies some initial
evidence, albeit limited, for the reliability and
validity of using the EAT-26 with certain
Asian female samples. Two of the studies
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(Dolan et al., 1990; Mukai et al., 1998) found
acceptable Cronbach’s alpha coefficients (.87
and .84) for total scores on the EAT-26 with
their Asian samples. Moreover, two of the
studies (Mumford et al., 1991; Mumford et
al., 1992) obtained factor structures of the
EAT-26 that were very similar to the one
obtained with New Zealand female adolescents
(Wells et al., 1985), suggesting some degree of
cross-cultural conceptual equivalence of this
measure.

Collective Weaknesses of the 11 Studies

Notwithstanding these merits, a number of
these studies used small sample sizes, limiting
the generalizability of the results. To illustrate,
Furnham and Patel (1994) studied 74 Asian
and 22 Caucasian participants, and Akan and
Grilo (1995) surveyed 28 Caucasian, 36
African American and 34 Asian American
students. In the majority of these studies
(e.g., Ahmad, Waller, & Verduyn, 1994;
Choudry & Mumford, 1992; Dolan et al.,
1990; Furnham & Patel, 1994; McCourt &
Waller, 1995; Mumford et al., 1991; Mumford
et al., 1992), the Asian ancestries of the
participants were from the Indian subconti-
nent. Therefore, the representative nature of
the findings beyond young Asian women with
origins in the Indian subcontinent is restricted.
Also, in some instances, the specific Asian
backgrounds of the participants were not
furnished, like in Akan and Grilo’s (1995)
study, in which the authors only reported that
34 Asian Americans participated. As Lucero
et al. (1992) and McCourt and Waller (1995)
underscored, to make generalizations about
the eating patterns of Asian females without

taking into account within group differences
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that potentially exist in this diverse ethnic
group is misleading.

Furthermore, in nearly all of the studies
reviewed above, the researchers provided
inadequate information on the reliability and
validity of the standardized measures (e.g.,
EAT-26) used with their samples. In only two
cases (Dolan et al., 1990; Mukai, Kambara, &
Sasaki, 1998) did the authors actually calculate
the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients obtained for
the formal measures used with their samples.
Likewise, past reliability and validity data
about the adequacy of using selected measures
with their Asian samples were scant. In addi-
tion, some authors explicitly stated that their
goal was to assess the validity of the EAT-26
with an Asian group (e.g., Choudry &
Mumford, 1992; Mumford et al., 1991;
Mumford et al., 1992;). However, they did not
check for or demonstrate the discriminant,
convergent or concurrent criteria validity of
this measure. Instead, they only conducted
factorial analyses of the EAT-26 and compared
the factor structures they obtained to factor
structures previously found with Caucasian
participants.

In some of these studies, the researchers
designed their own measures or scales to
investigate important constructs, like cultural
orientation (Mumford et al., 1991; Mumford
et al., 1992), resentment toward parents
(Furnham & Patel, 1994), level of integration
into British society (Furnham & Patel, 1994),
and perception of being overweight (Mukai et
al., 1998). Unfortunately, in these cases the
authors supplied little, if any, reliability or
validity information on these scales and used
very few items. As an example, the accultura-
tion measures developed by the authors in
three of the studies (i.e., Furnham & Patel,



1994; Mumford et al., 1991; Mumford et al.,
1992) may have contributed to the inconsist-
ent findings with respect to the relationship
between eating problems and cultural orien-
tation mentioned earlier. Thus, it is unclear
whether these instruments accurately assessed
what they were designed to measure, so infer-
ences derived from participants’ scores on
them are likely untenable.

In other studies, the researchers provided
insufficient theoretical or empirical justifica-
tion for their proposed hypotheses or sought
to accomplish too many goals at one time. To
illustrate, Furnham and Patel (1994) generat-
ed six hypotheses and furnished inadequate
support for them. Mumford et al. (1991)
attempted not only to assess the cross-cultur-
al validity of the EAT-26 and Body Shape
Questionnaire (BSQ) with Asian girls but also
to use these measures to compare the preva-
lence of eating disorders in Asians and
Caucasians and to examine the relationship
between Western orientation and scores on
these measures. And Mumford et al. (1992)
interjected two hypotheses in their results
section that had not been previously
mentioned or supported. These shortcom-
ings undermined the rigor of these studies
and likely contributed to the lack of signifi-
cant findings because predictions were not
well thought out or substantiated.

Moreover, the replication of some of the
studies critiqued above would be difficult to
accomplish because the researchers did not
provide thorough descriptions of their meth-
ods and analyses. For example, Mumford et
al. (1992) and Choudry and Mumford (1992)
did not describe what sort of interviews they
used with those participants who scored
above 20 on the EAT-26 to ascertain whether

they met DSM-III-R criteria for an eating
disorder. Also, Akan and Grilo (1995) did
not explain how they analyzed participants
scores’ on the Racial Identity Attitude Scale-
Short Form B (RIAS-B) and Suinn Lew Asian
Self-Identity Acculturation Scale (SL-ASIA)
in relation to scores on other measures.
Moreover, Lucero et al. (1992) did not report
specifics on how they recruited undergradu-
ate students for their study. This lack of
specificity weakened the research designs of
these studies.

Furthermore, this critique uncovers the
confusion that exists with respect to how the
EAT-26 can be used as a diagnostic screening
instrument for eating problems and eating
disorders. For instance, in some of the stud-
ies (e.g., Dolan et al., 1990), the researchers
focused on the mean EAT-26 scores and
looked at differences between ethnic groups
based on these average scores. In other cases,
the investigators (e.g., Lucero et al., 1992)
chose to look only at the number of partici-
pants who scored above 20 on the EAT-26,
the threshold determined by the authors to
suggest potential risk for eating disorders.
Then they calculated the prevalence of eating
problems in their sample by looking at the
percentage of respondents who met this
threshold and those who did not. However,
Nakamura et al. (1999) used a slightly differ-
ent threshold (i.e., they looked at the number
of participants who scored 20 or above on the
EAT-26) and then calculated the prevalence
rate. Other researchers (e.g., Choudry &
Mumford, 1992; Mumford et al., 1991) invit-
ed participants who scored above 20 on the
EAT-26 to interviews to determine if they met
DSM-III-R criteria for an eating disorder and
then calculated the prevalence of eating disor-
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der diagnoses. Yet in these studies, the rates
of attendance at interviews were not 100%, so
the number of DSM-III-R diagnoses only
reflects approximations. Finally, some
researchers (e.g., Akan and Grilo, 1995) locked
at the amount of variance in eating attitudes
and behaviors accounted for by specific
psychological factors Unfortunately, these
myriad methods of using EAT-26 scores limit
generalizations that can be drawn from these
11 studies.

In addition to these weaknesses, the majori-
ty of research reviewed here was comparative
in nature (Ahmad et al., 1994; Akan & Grilo,
1995; Dolan et al., 1990; Furnham & Patel,
1994; Lucero et al., 1992; McCourt & Waller,
1995; Mukai et al., 1998; Mumford et al.,
1991). Yet demographic categories such as
ethnic classifications explain little about
cultural factors that may contribute to differ-
ences in unhealthy eating patterns. Also, the
relatively modest amount of total variance
accounted for in EAT-26 scores by predictor
variables in those few studies that conducted
multiple regressions analyses (e.g., Akan &
Grilo, 1995; Mukai et al., 1998) indicate that
other factors warrant investigation.

Recommendations

In light of these identified shortcomings,
the following recommendations are made so
psychologists and educators can more
productively advance research on this topic.
First and foremost, investigators are encour-
aged to use larger sample sizes, specify the
Asian backgrounds of participants, and in
addition to Asians from the Indian subconti-
nent, focus on other Asian groups, like

Koreans, Chinese, Vietnamese, and Japanese.

116 | Educational Studies 44

International Christian University

However, it is crucial that researchers be
extremely careful when making generaliza-
tions about Asians as a whole. Unless
samples are fully represented by East Asians
(e.g., persons from China, Japan, and Korea),
Southeast Asians (e.g., persons from Thailand,
Indonesia, and Vietnam) and Asians from the
Indian subcontinent (e.g., persons from India
and Pakistan), to make claims about Asians in
general is inaccurate. Therefore, researchers
should stipulate to which particular group of
Asians their findings pertain (e.g., Japanese,
Chinese, Southeast Asians, Asian Americans,
etc.) based on the representative members in
their sample. Also, the casual use of the term
“Western” in these 11 studies highlights the
larger problem inherent in using labels like
this without sufficiently defining them. In a
global society today where ethnically diverse
individuals, including persons of varied Asian
backgrounds, are born and raised in North
American and European countries, to use the
term “Western” without specifying clearly
what one means is misleading and unclear.
For example, does “Western” refer to non-
Caucasians or to individuals actually living in
“Western” countries, including non-Caucasians ?
Researchers in the new millennium are called
to use greater discipline when describing
groups as “Western” or “Asian” or when using
other similarly broad stereotypes.

Second, investigators are encouraged to
calculate the internal consistency reliability
estimates obtained with their samples and to
supply appropriate psychometric data about
the reliability and validity of using the EAT-26
and other formal measures with Asian partic-
ipants. They are recommended to validate
the EAT-26 against other measures, including

clinical interviews, with individuals of Asian



lineage. Third, in the future, researchers
should study further the relationship between
acculturation and eating problems in this
population but they should use rigorously
tested, standardized instruments and multiple
assessments of both acculturation and eating
problems. Fourth, psychologists and educa-
tors are encouraged to use greater specificity
when describing their procedures and analy-
ses so other investigators can adequately
replicate their studies. Fifth, it is suggested
that researchers hone their goals and
hypotheses to be more effective in achieving
them. Sixth, investigators are encouraged to
spend more time outlining the theoretical
underpinning that guides their investigation
and choice of variables.

Furthermore, it is recommended that future
literature define a consistent, standard
approach for utilizing and interpreting EAT-
26 scores with Asian samples that will effec-
tively identify eating risks in this population.
Clearly, additional research needs to be
undertaken that moves beyond merely look-
ing at ethnic group differences and instead
focuses on underlying psychological and
cultural factors that mediate pathways leading
to disturbed eating patterns in young Asian
women. Potential influences on the etiology
of eating disorders in Asian women worth
investigating might include a collectivist
orientation, shame, locus of control, perfec-
tionist tendencies, insecure attachment
patterns, and religious orientation. To illus-
trate, McCourt and Waller (1995) noted that
religious affiliation could be an important
cultural factor related to eating patterns.
They cited as an example that Asian girls of
Muslim faith may face various dietary
constraints including periods of fasting.

More sophisticated analytical approaches like
structural equation modeling (SEM) are
needed to identify predictors of eating distur-
bances in this population. This additional
work will ultimately strengthen and expand
the small but growing literature with this
population.

Finally, the perplexing question still
remains: Do eating disorders occur in other
forms or guises among young Asian women
that are not identified by measures designed
for Caucasian women or defined by North
American or European criteria ¢ To answer
this question, a qualitative approach, such as
consensual qualitative research (CQR; Hill,
Thompson, & Williams, 1997), would be
necessary to explore the attitudes and concerns
that a specific group of Asian women experi-
ence related to weight, eating, or body shape.
This type of research design would allow for
the emergence of concepts from the data,
rather than imposing existing standards and
criteria on to the data. Thus, qualitative stud-
ies of this kind could result in promising
leads.
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Appendix A
Eating Attitudes Test — 26
(EAT-26)
Instructions: Please rate how often you engage in the behavior described in each statement
using the following scale ranging from never (0) to always (6).

never always

I am terrified about being overweight. 1

[y

I avoid eating when hungry.

I find myself preoccupied with food.

I have gone on eating binges.

I cut my food into small pieces.

I am aware of the calorie content of foods.

I avoid foods with high carbohydrate content.

I feel others prefer if I ate more.

¥ ° NG W=

I vomit after I have eaten.

p—
o

. I feel extremely guilty after eating.

[a—
—_

. Iam preoccupied with desire to be thinner.

p—
b

. I thing about burning up calories.

. Others think I am too thin.

[ —
= W

. Tam preoccupied with thought of fat.

—
U

. I take longer than others to eat meals.

—
)

. I avoid foods with sugar in them.

. T eat diet foods.

—
o N

. I feel that food controls my life.

[S—
\O

. I display self-control around food.

[\
o

. Others pressure me to eat.

[\
—

. I give too much thought too food.

N
[\

. I feel uncomfortable after eating sweets.

[\
W

. I'engage in dieting behavior.

[\
W~

. I'like my stomach to be empty.

[\
W

. I enjoy trying new rich foods.

2N
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. T have the impulse to vomit after meals.
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