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Abstract
__________________________________________________________________________________|
Introduction and objective: during the university stage, eating habits may deteriorate due to
factors such as increased academic responsibilities, greater autonomy in decision-making, and
changes in daily routines. In the Peruvian highlands, these conditions are exacerbated by soci-
ocultural and economic limitations, making it relevant to investigate the psychological factors
that influence the eating behaviors of this population. The objective of the present study was to
determine whether body appreciation and motivation toward physical activity predict eating
habits among university students in the Peruvian highlands.

Methodology: a quantitative, non-experimental, predictive design was adopted. The sample
consisted of 866 university students (M= 22.04, SD= 3.633) who responded to the Body Appre-
ciation Scale-2 (BAS-2), the PALMS scale, and the Eating Habits Questionnaire, all of which
demonstrated adequate psychometric properties.

Results: Both body appreciation (= 0.148, p < 0.01) and motivation for physical activity (8=
0.270, p < 0.01) had a significant predictive effect on the eating habits of university students.
Furthermore, the model showed a good fit to the data (F=63.733, p < 0.01) and explained 12.9%
of the variance in eating habits (R?= 0.129), highlighting the importance of psychological and
motivational variables in shaping eating behaviors.

Conclusions: Body appreciation and motivation for physical activity significantly predict eating
habits among university students in the Peruvian Altiplano.

Keywords
Body condition; body image; lifestyle; motivational tendency; university students.
Resumen

Introduccién y objetivo: durante la etapa universitaria, los habitos alimentarios pueden dete-
riorarse debido a factores como el aumento de responsabilidades académicas, la autonomia en
la toma de decisiones y los cambios en la rutina diaria. En el altiplano peruano, estas condicio-
nes se agravan por limitaciones socioculturales y econémicas, lo que hace relevante investigar
los factores psicoldgicos que influyen en la alimentacién de esta poblacion. El objetivo de la
presente investigacion fue determinar si la apreciacion corporal y la motivacién hacia la prac-
tica de la actividad fisica predicen los habitos alimentarios en estudiantes universitarios del
altiplano peruano.

Metodologia: se adopté un enfoque cuantitativo, con un disefio no experimental de tipo predic-
tivo. La muestra estuvo conformada por 866 estudiantes universitarios (M= 22.04, DE= 3.633),
quienes respondieron la Escala de Apreciacién Corporal-2 (BAS-2), la Escala PALMS y el Cues-
tionario de Habitos Alimentarios, instrumentos con adecuadas propiedades psicométricas.
Resultados: se determind que tanto la apreciacién corporal (= 0.148, p<0.01) como la motiva-
cion hacia la practica de la actividad fisica (= 0.270, p<0.01) tienen un efecto predictivo signi-
ficativo sobre los habitos alimentarios de los estudiantes universitarios. Ademas, el modelo
ajust6 adecuadamente los datos (F= 63.733, p<0.01) y explicé el 12.9% de la variabilidad en los
habitos alimentarios (R%= 0.129), lo que evidencia que las variables psicolégicas y motivacio-
nales cumplen un rol importante en la configuracién de las conductas alimentarias.
Conclusiones: La apreciacion corporal y la motivacion hacia la practica de la actividad fisica
predicen los habitos alimentarios en estudiantes universitarios del altiplano peruano.

Palabras clave

Condicién corporal; estilo de vida; estudiantes universitarios; imagen corporal; tendencia mo-
tivacional.
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Introduction
C_______________________________________________________________________________]
University life involves a series of challenges and demands that extend beyond academic matters (Re-
strepo et al,, 2023). Students face new responsibilities, such as time management, adaptation to a new
social environment, and balancing study with daily activities (Duche et al., 2020). These demands may
affect various aspects of their lives, including their eating habits (AlJaber et al., 2019). Academic and
social pressure, lack of time to prepare healthy meals, or stress may lead students to make less healthy
dietary choices, potentially affecting their physical and mental well-being (Choi, 2020).

Eating habits refer to the patterns and behaviors associated with the selection, preparation, and con-
sumption of food by an individual or social group (Rivera et al., 2020). These habits develop over time
and are influenced by factors such as culture, education, and economics, as well as, in the case of univer-
sity students, the academic and social environment (Kabir et al.,, 2018). Healthy eating habits include a
balanced diet, the consumption of fresh and varied foods, and portion control (Cena & Calder, 2020).
However, within the university context, students commonly fall into less healthy eating patterns, such
as consuming fast food, overindulging in sugary beverages, or skipping meals due to unstructured
schedules (Li et al,, 2022).

The causes of poor eating habits among university students are multifaceted (Scaglioni et al., 2018).
Factors such as lack of time, academic stress, social pressure, and the availability of quick and inexpen-
sive food options are key determinants in food choices (Sogari et al.,, 2018). Furthermore, insufficient
knowledge about nutrition and the influence of friends or classmates may also play a significant role
(Salvy et al., 2012). The transition to university life also involves a change in environment, which may
lead students to adopt less healthy eating habits as a result of seeking convenience and speed in their
food choices (Yun et al., 2018).

Inadequate eating habits can have serious health consequences for university students (Zhang, 2025).
In the short term, they may lead to issues such as fatigue, lack of concentration, digestive discomfort, or
even mood disturbances caused by nutritional deficiencies (Azzolino etal., 2020). In the long term, these
habits can contribute to the development of chronic diseases such as obesity, type 2 diabetes, and car-
diovascular disorders (Tafuri & Latino, 2025). Moreover, unhealthy eating habits may negatively affect
academic performance, as poor nutrition directly impacts cognitive abilities and the energy levels re-
quired to meet academic demands (Lépez et al., 2022).

Likewise, university education may influence body appreciation. This construct refers to how individu-
als value their own bodies and is shaped by psychological, social, and cultural factors (Liu et al., 2022).
It results from a combination of perceived physical appearance and acceptance of one’s body character-
istics (Weinberger & Luck, 2021). In the university setting, students may be more exposed to social com-
parisons, which often negatively affect their body image (Bonfanti et al., 2025). A high level of body
appreciation is associated with a positive attitude toward physical activity and healthy eating habits, as
individuals who feel comfortable with their bodies are generally more motivated to maintain their
health (Kriaucioniené et al., 2024). In contrast, those with low body appreciation may experience inse-
curity, which could lead to unhealthy decisions such as restrictive dieting (Rounsefell et al., 2020).

The factors influencing body appreciation among university students are diverse. Internal factors such
as self-confidence and previous personal experiences play an important role, but external factors also
exert a significant influence (Wodarz & Rogowska, 2024). Social media, traditional media, and interper-
sonal interactions within the university environment contribute to the construction of body image
(Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016). The pressure to conform to certain beauty standards may trigger feelings
of dissatisfaction and discontent with one’s appearance, affecting not only mental health but also eating
and physical activity behaviors (Merino et al., 2024).

The consequences of low body appreciation can be severe, both physically and emotionally (Quittkat et
al, 2019). On a physical level, it may lead to eating disorders such as anorexia or bulimia, or simply to
unhealthy eating habits that negatively impact overall well-being (Mallaram et al., 2023). Additionally,
a low perception of one’s body can reduce motivation to engage in physical activity, as students may
view exercise solely as a tool for changing their appearance rather than as a healthy habit that improves
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quality of life (Sabiston et al., 2019). On an emotional level, this negative body image can result in psy-
chological disorders such as anxiety, depression, and stress, which in turn diminish individuals’ quality
of life (El Basiouny et al.,, 2024).

University education, in addition to influencing body appreciation, may also affect students’ motivation
to engage in physical activity, as academic schedules and demands often limit the time available for ex-
ercise (Ferreira etal., 2022). Students, constantly focused on their studies and academic responsibilities,
may prioritize other tasks over physical activity, leading to a more sedentary lifestyle (Deliens et al.,
2015). In this context, maintaining adequate levels of motivation for physical activity is essential, as
motivation may serve as a key factor in counteracting the negative effects of university life and promot-
ing healthy habits, even within a demanding schedule (Saez et al., 2021).

This variable refers to the internal drive or desire to engage in physical activities, whether to improve
health, maintain well-being, or achieve specific fitness-related goals (Buckworth et al., 2007). Motivation
can be divided into two main types: intrinsic motivation, which stems from personal enjoyment and the
satisfaction experienced while exercising, and extrinsic motivation, which is related to external rewards
such as improved physical appearance or social pressure to stay fit (Gaibor, 2023). Among university
students, motivation toward physical activity may be influenced by both internal factors, such as the
desire to feel good about oneself, and external factors, such as the pressure to meet certain aesthetic
standards or the influence of peers and social media (Sierra et al., 2019).

Motivation toward physical activity is influenced by a variety of factors (Ahsan et al., 2024). On an indi-
vidual level, elements such as age, sex, health status, and previous experiences with physical exercise
affect the degree of motivation (Estrada et al., 2024). In the social domain, support from family, friends,
and peers plays a crucial role, as their encouragement and companionship often promote active partic-
ipation (Duffey et al., 2021). Likewise, cultural factors such as social pressure and stereotypes related
to physical appearance can have a significant impact, especially among younger individuals (Guo et al.,
2023). Finally, environmental aspects such as the availability of adequate spaces for physical activity,
weather conditions, and the perceived safety of the surroundings may facilitate or hinder regular exer-
cise (Pedersen et al., 2022).

The consequences of maintaining high levels of motivation for physical activity are generally positive.
Physically, regular exercise improves cardiovascular health, strengthens the musculoskeletal system,
and contributes to weight management (Pinckard et al.,, 2019). Psychologically, physical activity has
been shown to reduce levels of stress, anxiety, and depression, which is especially important in the uni-
versity context, where students face high academic and social pressures (Wanjau et al., 2023; Childs &
De Wit, 2014). Maintaining high motivation not only enhances students’ physical and mental health but
also promotes healthier eating habits, contributing to a more balanced and positive lifestyle (Cachoén et
al,, 2023).

This research is relevant given the current context in which young people face multiple challenges re-
lated to their physical and emotional well-being. University life, characterized by high academic and
social demands, can negatively affect students’ body image and health-related behaviors, potentially
leading to long-term consequences. Addressing these variables is necessary to understand how body
perception and motivation for physical activity influence dietary choices and, more broadly, the adop-
tion of healthy habits. This study will contribute to a deeper understanding of the factors that affect the
well-being of university students. Moreover, the findings will provide empirical evidence that can serve
as a basis for designing and implementing intervention programs aimed at improving their overall
health, particularly in regions like the Peruvian Altiplano, where external pressures and academic stress
directly impact students’ lifestyles.

The objective of the present study was to determine whether body appreciation and motivation toward
physical activity predict eating habits among university students in the Peruvian Altiplano.
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Method
|

Design

This study followed a quantitative approach, as it enabled the objective collection and analysis of nu-
merical data. A non-experimental design was adopted, since the variables were not deliberately manip-
ulated but rather observed as they occurred naturally, which is appropriate given the behavioral phe-
nomena examined in a real population. Additionally, the study was classified as predictive in nature, as
its purpose was to determine the extent to which body appreciation and motivation for physical activity
could predict university students’ eating habits.

Participants

The sample consisted of 866 students enrolled in the 2025-1 academic term at a public university in the
Peruvian Altiplano. Participants were selected through probabilistic sampling, with a 95% confidence
level and a 5% significance level. The sample size was calculated using the finite population formula,
considering a statistical power of 80% to detect significant effects. Inclusion criteria were: students en-
rolled in the 2025-1 academic term, over 17 years of age, who voluntarily agreed to participate in the
study. Students with incomplete data or who did not provide informed consent were excluded.

Procedure

Data collection was conducted in accordance with a previously established protocol. In the initial stage,
authorization for the execution of the study was requested and obtained from the university authorities.
Subsequently, students were contacted via the WhatsApp messaging application, through which they
received a message containing the survey form link, along with a detailed explanation of the study ob-
jectives and the instructions necessary to complete the questionnaire properly. Regarding data security
and privacy, responses were collected through an online platform that ensured information protection
via encryption and restricted access. Only the principal investigators had access to the database. Once
the target number of participants (866 students) was reached, access to the form was disabled, marking
the end of the data collection phase.

Instrument

For data collection, a digital questionnaire was created using the Google Forms platform. The first sec-
tion collected sociodemographic data from participants, including variables such as sex, age, employ-
ment status, and relationship status. The second section included the Body Appreciation Scale-2 (BAS-
2); the third applied the PALMS Scale; and the fourth, the Eating Habits Questionnaire.

Body Appreciation Scale-2 (BAS-2)

This instrument was developed by Tylka & Wood (2015). It is unidimensional and evaluates positive
body image, understood as acceptance, respect, and appreciation for one’s body regardless of its ap-
pearance. It consists of 10 items using a Likert scale, with responses ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (al-
ways). A previous study conducted in Peru by Tapia (2023) reported high levels of internal consistency
(a=10.960).

PALMS Scale

The PALMS Scale was designed to measure the factors that motivate individuals to engage in physical
activities and how these motivations influence their behaviors and habits related to exercise and leisure.
The scale consists of 40 Likert-type items with 5 response options, where 1 means “strongly disagree”
and 5 “strongly agree.” It is structured into eight dimensions, each comprising 5 items: ego, appearance,
external expectations, affiliation, physical condition, psychological well-being, mastery, and enjoyment.
In a previous study, the questionnaire demonstrated adequate internal consistency, with Cronbach’s
alpha values above 0.800 for each component (Pérez et al., 2022).

Eating Habits Questionnaire

This unidimensional instrument was developed by Vidal et al. (2022) with the aim of assessing the qual-
ity of eating behaviors over a given period, typically the past month. The questionnaire consists of 14
Likert-format items, with response options ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). The authors reported
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acceptable levels of content validity and internal consistency, with an Aiken’s V of 0.840 and a
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.736.

Data analysis

Data analysis was carried out using the statistical software SPSS, version 25. In the first phase, descrip-
tive statistics were calculated for the variables under study, including mean, standard deviation, skew-
ness, and kurtosis. Subsequently, the Student’s t-test for independent samples was applied to compare
the variables based on sociodemographic characteristics. To complement this analysis, effect sizes were
estimated using Cohen’s d coefficient. Following the criteria established by Lopez & Ardura (2023), val-
ues of 0.20, 0.50, and 0.80 were interpreted as small, moderate, and large effect sizes, respectively. Next,
Pearson’s correlation coefficient was used to examine statistically significant relationships between the
variables, considering a significance level of p < 0.05. Finally, a multiple linear regression analysis was
conducted to determine whether body appreciation and motivation toward physical activity function as
significant predictors of eating habits.

Ethical considerations

This research was conducted in accordance with the ethical principles outlined in the Declaration of
Helsinki. Each participant was provided with accurate, clear, and accessible information regarding the
objectives, scope, and conditions of the study, thereby ensuring informed, voluntary, and free consent.
Participants were guaranteed the right to withdraw from the study at any time without facing any neg-
ative consequences. To protect students’ privacy, confidentiality procedures were implemented, includ-
ing data coding and secure storage, thus ensuring ethical integrity throughout all stages of the research
process.

Results
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
Table 1 shows that, among the total participants, 53% were women and 47% were men. Regarding age,
69.6% were between 17 and 22 years old, while 30.4% were older than 22. In terms of employment
status, 64% were not working and 36% were employed. Concerning relationship status, 88.8% did not
have a stable partner, and only 11.2% reported being in such a relationship.

Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of the sample

Variables n= 866 %
Sex Male 407 47.0
Female 459 53.0
A Between 17 and 22 603 69.6
ge Over 22 263 30.4
Employed 312 36.0
Employment status Unemployed 554 64.0
. . In a stable relationship 97 11.2
Relationship status Not in a stable relationship 769 88.8

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics for the main variables of the study. The mean score for body
appreciation was 42.14 (SD = 7.966), while the mean for motivation toward physical activity was 151.07
(SD = 26.073). Regarding eating habits, the mean score was 44.74 (SD = 6.835). The skewness and kur-
tosis values for these variables fell within the acceptable range of +2, suggesting that the data distribu-
tion can be considered approximately normal, according to the criteria proposed by Gravetter &
Wallnau (2014).

Table 2. Descriptive results of the variables and dimensions

N Minimum Maximum Mean Star}dgrd Skewness  Kurtosis
Deviation
Body appreciation 866 10 50 42.14 7.966 -1.062 0.663
Motivation toward physical activity 866 40 200 151.07 26.073 -0.430 0.683
Ego 866 5 25 17.06 4.643 -0.184 -0.462
Appearance 866 5 25 18.23 4.520 -0.505 -0.166
External expectations 866 5 25 14.93 4.698 0.162 -0.420
Affiliation 866 5 25 19.19 4.149 -0.745 0.601
Physical condition 866 5 25 20.47 3.586 -0.924 1.336
\\L”lj‘,
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Psychological well-being 866 5 25 20.44 3.638 -0.811 0.780
Mastery 866 5 25 20.07 3.760 -0.757 0.811
Enjoyment 866 5 25 20.68 3.644 -1.103 0.905
Eating habits 866 14 70 44.74 6.835 0.543 1.359

Table 4 shows significant differences between age groups in two main variables and several of the eval-
uated dimensions (p < 0.05). Older students scored higher in body appreciation, motivation toward
physical activity, and some of its dimensions, such as ego, appearance, external expectations, and phys-
ical condition. These differences were statistically significant, although of small magnitude (d ranging
from 0.165 to 0.296), with the most notable difference observed in body appreciation (d = 0.296), indi-
cating that older students tended to have a more positive body image. However, no significant differ-
ences were found in affiliation, psychological well-being, mastery, enjoyment, or eating habits (p > 0.05),
suggesting that some motivational and health-related behavioral aspects did not vary substantially by
age.

Table 4. Comparative results for variables and dimensions according to age group

. . . 17 - 22 years over 22 years

Variable and dimensions M D M D t p d
Body appreciation 41.44 8.035 43.75 7.579 -3.950 0.000 0.296
Motivation toward physical activity 149.64 25.246 154.35 27.651 -2.448 0.015 0.178
Ego 16.66 4.557 18.00 4.709 -3.964 0.000 0.289
Appearance 18.00 4.530 18.74 4.465 -2.198 0.028 0.165
External expectations 14.64 4.558 15.59 4.949 -2.745 0.006 0.200
Affiliation 19.17 4.007 19.23 4.466 -0.207 0.836 0.014
Physical condition 20.27 3.509 20.92 3.723 -2.447 0.015 0.180
Psychological well-being 20.37 3.564 20.60 3.806 -0.861 0.390 0.062
Mastery 19.92 3.732 20.41 3.809 -1.768 0.077 0.130
Enjoyment 20.61 3.607 20.84 3.730 -0.880 0.379 0.063
Eating habits 44.74 6.622 44.74 7.313 0.003 0.998 0.010

Table 5 reveals statistically significant differences in two of the main variables and most of the dimen-
sions evaluated according to students’ employment status (p < 0.05). Students who were employed
showed higher levels of body appreciation, motivation toward physical activity, and in most of its di-
mensions, including ego, appearance, external expectations, affiliation, physical condition, psychological
well-being, and enjoyment. These differences presented small effect sizes (d ranging from 0.153 to
0.243). However, no significant differences were found in the mastery dimension or in the eating habits
variable (p > 0.05). Overall, it can be inferred that students who balanced both work and study tended
to exhibit a more favorable motivational and psychological profile.

Table 5. Comparative results for variables and dimensions according to employment status

. . . Employed Unemployed

Variable and dimensions M D M D t p d
Body appreciation 43.05 7.431 41.62 8.214 2.616 0.009 0.182
Motivation toward physical activity 154.92 25.456 148.90 26.189 3.278 0.001 0.233
Ego 17.63 4.685 16.75 4.593 2.675 0.008 0.190
Appearance 18.67 4.577 17.98 4.473 2.166 0.031 0.153
External expectations 15.66 4.803 14.52 4.590 3.462 0.001 0.243
Affiliation 19.79 3.883 18.84 4.257 3.259 0.001 0.233
Physical condition 20.86 3.253 20.25 3.745 2.402 0.016 0.174
Psychological well-being 20.88 3.536 20.19 3.675 2.688 0.007 0.191
Mastery 20.35 3.639 19.92 3.821 1.626 0.104 0.115
Enjoyment 21.08 3.426 20.45 3.746 2.418 0.016 0.176
Eating habits 45.33 6.827 44.41 6.824 1.902 0.058 0.135

Table 6 shows that no statistically significant differences were found in the evaluated variables and di-
mensions based on students’ relationship status, as all p-values were greater than 0.05 (p > 0.05). Over-
all, the results indicated that relationship status did not significantly influence body appreciation, moti-
vation toward physical activity, or eating habits.

Table 6. Comparative results for variables and dimensions according to relationship status
In a stable relationship Not in stable relationship

Variable and dimensions t p d

M SD M SD
Body appreciation 42.63 8.121 42.08 7.950 0.642 0.521 0.068
NI 3
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Motivation toward physical activity 148.46 27.342 151.40 25.909 -1.045 0.296 0.110
Ego 16.96 4.585 17.08 4.653 -0.238 0.812 0.026

Appearance 18.18 4.435 18.23 4.534 -0.121 0.904 0.011

External expectations 14.92 4.636 14.93 4.708 -0.024 0.981 0.002
Affiliation 18.39 4.412 19.29 4.107 -2.004 0.054 0.211

Physical condition 19.96 4.158 20.53 3.505 -1.491 0.136 0.148
Psychological well-being 20.10 3.537 20.49 3.651 -0.978 0.329 0.109
Mastery 19.56 4.010 20.14 3.725 -1.435 0.152 0.150

Enjoyment 20.40 3.517 20.71 3.661 -0.794 0.427 0.086

Eating habits 45.63 8.389 44.63 6.611 1.128 0.262 0.132

Table 7 shows that body appreciation was positively correlated with motivation toward physical activity
(r=0.431, p <0.01) and with eating habits (r = 0.264, p < 0.01). This indicates that students with a more
positive body image tended to be more motivated to engage in physical activity and to maintain health-
ier eating behaviors. Likewise, a positive correlation was observed between motivation for physical ac-
tivity and eating habits (r = 0.333, p < 0.01), suggesting that those with greater motivation to exercise
also adopted better dietary practices.

Table 7. Correlation matrix between variables and dimensions

BA MPA EG AP EE AF PC PWB MA ENJ EH
BA 1 - - - - - - - - - -
MPA 0.431™ 1 - - - - - - - - -
EG 0.293" 0.834™ 1 - - - - - - - -
AP 0.209™ 0.792" 0.712" 1 - - - - - - -
EE 0.162" 0.641" 0.686™ 0.527" 1 - - - - - -
AF 0.350™ 0.794" 0.610" 0.492" 0.421" 1 - - - - -
PC 0.483™ 0.857" 0.565™ 0.661" 0.331" 0.614™ 1 - - - -
PWB 0.414" 0.816™ 0.504" 0.531™" 0.307" 0.642™ 0.793" 1 - - -
MA 0.455™ 0.886™ 0.640™ 0.595™ 0.399" 0.691™ 0.849™ 0.788™ 1 - -
ENJ 0.484™ 0.808™ 0.509™ 0.482" 0.247" 0.655™ 0.812™ 0.821™ 0.829™ 1 -
EH 0.264" 0.333" 0.261" 0.272" 0.221" 0.252™ 0.299" 0.257" 0.309" 0.272" 1

“p<0.01
Note: BA = Body appreciation; MPA = Motivation for physical activity; EG = Ego; AP = Appearance; EE = External expectations; AF = Affiliation;
PC = Physical condition; PWB = Psychological well-being; MS = Mastery; ENJ = Enjoyment; EH = Eating habits.

As shown in Table 8, the results of the multiple regression analysis revealed that both body appreciation
and motivation toward physical activity were statistically significant and positive predictors of eating
habits. In this regard, motivation exhibited a higher relative weight (8 = 0.270) compared to body ap-
preciation (3 = 0.148). These findings indicate that students with a more positive body image and those
with greater willingness to engage in physical activity tend to adopt healthier eating behaviors. The
model explained 12.9% of the variance in eating habits (R* = 0.129, F = 63.733, p < 0.01), which repre-
sents a low explanatory power.

Table 8. Predictors of eating habits

Predictors B SD B t p
(Constant) 28.732 1.443 19.908 0.000
Body appreciation 0.127 0.030 0.148 4.193 0.000
Motivation toward physical activity 0.071 0.009 0.270 7.655 0.000
R2? 0.129
Adjusted R? 0.127
F 63.733 (p<0.01)

Note: Dependent variable = Eating habits.

Discussion

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
Preliminary analyses examined differences in the main variables according to participants’ sociodemo-
graphic characteristics. In the case of body appreciation, statistically significant differences were found
based on sex, age, and employment status. Specifically, male students, those over 22 years of age, and
those who were employed obtained higher scores in body appreciation. This could be partially explained
by sociocultural patterns that promote greater body acceptance among men, as well as lower aesthetic
pressure compared to women, who are typically more exposed to rigid body ideals that negatively affect
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their self-image. Moreover, older age may be associated with greater emotional maturity, which fosters
acceptance of one's body beyond externally imposed physical standards. Likewise, students who work
may develop a more positive self-perception due to experiencing greater financial independence and a
sense of competence, which may enhance their body-related self-esteem.

Previous research has reported similar findings. For example, Lemoine et al. (2018), when validating
the Body Appreciation Scale-2 (BAS-2) in adolescents and young adults in Denmark, Portugal, and Swe-
den, found that men scored significantly higher in body appreciation than women. Similarly, Lee & Lee
(2023) investigated associations between age and body appreciation and found that older individuals
displayed more positive body appreciation compared to younger ones. However, our results differ from
those of Estrada et al. (2025a), who found no significant differences in body appreciation between stu-
dents who worked and those who did not.

When analyzing motivation toward physical activity, statistically significant differences were also ob-
served according to sex, age, and employment status. First, men showed higher motivation toward phys-
ical activity than women, which could be attributed to sociocultural patterns that encourage greater
male participation in sports and exercise settings, as well as to social pressure to maintain a body image
associated with strength and performance. Second, students over 22 scored higher than their younger
peers, possibly due to greater awareness of the health benefits of exercise, increased maturity that pro-
motes self-discipline, or more structured routines that allow them to incorporate physical activity more
consistently. Finally, employed students also showed higher motivation than those who were not work-
ing, which may be related to a greater sense of personal responsibility, autonomy, and the need to stay
active to meet both academic and work demands.

These findings are consistent with previous studies. For instance, in Mexico, one study explored gender
differences in motivation toward physical activity and found that women had significantly lower levels
of motivation compared to men (Gutiérrez et al., 2021). Similarly, in Peru, Estrada et al. (2025b) deter-
mined that students aged 26 to 35 showed higher levels of sports motivation than those aged 16 to 25.
However, regarding employment status, no previous studies have been identified that directly compare
levels of motivation for physical activity between working and non-working students, making this find-
ing a novel contribution to this area of research.

Regarding eating habits, statistically significant differences were found based on sex, with men scoring
higher than women. This result may be linked to a stronger health orientation and physical activity en-
gagement among male students, while factors such as stress or aesthetic pressure may negatively influ-
ence women’s eating behaviors. This finding was supported by Angelucci et al. (2022), who also re-
ported a greater presence of healthy eating habits among men. However, it contrasts with previous stud-
ies indicating that women generally adopt healthier eating behaviors due to greater concern for their
diet and health (Majeed et al., 2024; Mardones et al., 2021). This discrepancy may be explained by con-
textual or cultural factors specific to the sample, highlighting the need for further research on sex-based
differences in eating habits.

Another relevant finding reveals a direct relationship between body appreciation, motivation toward
physical activity, and eating habits. Furthermore, the multiple regression analysis showed that both
body appreciation and motivation for physical activity were statistically significant and positive predic-
tors of eating habits. This implies that students with a more positive body image and greater motivation
to engage in physical activity tend to follow healthier eating behaviors. Consequently, promoting better
body perception and increasing motivation to exercise could be effective strategies for encouraging the
adoption of healthier eating habits among the student population.

Our findings are consistent with the principles of Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), which
suggests that health-related behaviors, such as eating and engaging in physical activity, are more likely
to be maintained when they are guided by autonomous motivations—those that stem from personal
interest, satisfaction, or the intrinsic value attributed to the behavior. From this perspective, greater
body appreciation may strengthen a positive relationship with one’s own body, fostering participation
in physical activity that is driven by well-being and health rather than by external pressures or aesthetic
ideals. This type of self-determined motivation not only facilitates adherence to exercise routines but
also promotes healthier food choices, which may explain the predictive role of both body appreciation
and motivation for physical activity on eating habits as evidenced in this study.
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To date, very few studies have jointly examined body appreciation, exercise motivation, and eating hab-
its among university students. Karaagac & Kalkan (2025) found that a positive body image is associated
with higher levels of intrinsic motivation for engaging in sports, which supports the adoption of health-
ier eating habits. In line with this finding, Deliens et al. (2015) reported that a negative body image can
negatively affect eating behaviors, and that motivations for engaging in physical activity —particularly
those centered on appearance—are linked to less healthy dietary choices. These studies reinforce our
results, suggesting that both body image and exercise motivation are key factors in predicting university
students’ eating habits.

This study has the strength of addressing the topic holistically by examining how body perceptions and
motivations for engaging in physical activity influence eating habits. This approach not only provides
empirical data on dietary behaviors but also offers deeper insight into the psychological and motiva-
tional factors that shape them. By analyzing these variables together, the study presents a broader view
of the factors that regulate eating behaviors, serving as a foundation for the design of preventive inter-
ventions aimed at promoting healthy lifestyles among university students. This perspective, which en-
compasses both the physical and attitudinal aspects of eating behavior, facilitates the development of
more effective intervention programs with the potential to sustainably enhance students' health and
well-being.

Based on the findings, the development of integrated intervention programs is recommended to
strengthen positive body image and stimulate autonomous motivation for physical activity as an indi-
rect pathway to promote healthier eating habits among university students. These interventions could
adopt a psychoeducational approach, incorporating participatory workshops on body acceptance, emo-
tional regulation, and critical perception of socially imposed aesthetic standards, along with practical
sessions that promote physical activity as a source of well-being rather than solely performance or ap-
pearance. Additionally, it is recommended to optimize the university environment through awareness
campaigns that reinforce inclusive and accessible health messages, as well as through the creation of
spaces that connect bodily movement with mindful food choices. This integrative strategy would allow
for the targeting of psychosocial variables, creating favorable conditions for the adoption and mainte-
nance of healthier lifestyles among students.

It is important to acknowledge that this study also presents limitations that should be considered when
interpreting the results. First, the research was limited to a single university, which restricts the gener-
alizability of the findings to other universities or different sociocultural contexts. Additionally, the use
of self-administered instruments may have introduced response biases, particularly due to social desir-
ability effects, partially compromising the validity of the data. Moreover, the cross-sectional design
adopted prevents the analysis of variable evolution over time, as the data collected reflect only a single
pointin time. These considerations highlight the need to interpret the findings with caution and suggest
that future studies should incorporate longitudinal designs, more heterogeneous samples, and mixed
data collection methods in order to achieve a more comprehensive and contextualized understanding
of the phenomenon under investigation.

Conclusions
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
The results of this study indicate that both body appreciation and motivation toward physical activity
are significant predictors of eating habits among university students in the Peruvian Altiplano. Specifi-
cally, it was found that a positive perception of one’s own body and greater motivation to engage in
physical activity predict a tendency to adopt healthier eating behaviors. These findings highlight the
importance of psychological and motivational variables in predicting students’ dietary behaviors.

Therefore, it is recommended to implement programs aimed at strengthening positive body apprecia-
tion and promoting motivation for physical activity focused on enjoyment, personal growth, and overall
well-being, rather than goals centered exclusively on physical appearance. These interventions, by ad-
dressing variables shown to have significant predictive effects, may help encourage the adoption of
healthier eating habits. Furthermore, this approach could reduce the risk of behaviors associated with
body dissatisfaction and exercise driven by external pressures or unrealistic aesthetic ideals.
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