NTU research shows people who feel they are poorer eat
20% more, but feeling superior doesn’t shrink appetite

Linette Lai

The counter-intuitive link between
poverty and obesity was estab-
lished long ago, but a new study has
found something even more start-
ling - just feeling poor can make a
personwant to chow down.

The study of 500 people found
that those who were made to feel
poor ate around 20 per cent more in
calories than other participants.

Nanyang Technological Universi-
ty (NTU) assistant professor Bobby
Cheon, who headed the study, said
the results show that the link be-
tween poverty and obesity goes

deeperthan what is usually thought.

“The study shows that we may
not be able to address the issue by
simply giving people more money
or better food,” said Prof Cheon,
who is from the psychology divi-
sion at NTU’s School of Humanities
and Social Sciences. “It’s the feeling
of being deprived, or having an infe-
rior status compared to others, that
isinitselfa factor.”

Prof Cheon got participants to
compare themselves with the most
privileged people in society so as to
make them feel inferior. He then
conducted four separate experi-
ments to see their reaction to food.

All four experiments saw similar re-

F'eeling deprived makes
you want to eat more: Study

sults - people who felt worse off
tended to eat more or go for high-cal-
orie foods, compared with both a
control group and a group that was
made to feel better off. He added
that these changes in behaviour
might become even more pro-
nounced outside laboratory settings.

“If there are constant reminders
that there are scarcity and depriva-
tion, this could have a major impact
over time,” Prof Cheon said. “You
don’t actually need to be poor to be
affected - simply feeling poorer or
worse off than others is enough.”

The study was jointly funded by
NTU and the Singapore Clinical
Research Institute, and published
inan international journal, Proceed-
ings Of The National Academy Of
Sciences, last December.

Eating behaviour expert Ciaran
Forde, who is working with Prof
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NOSIMPLE SOLUTION

The study shows thatwe
may not be ableto address
theissue by simply giving
people more money or
betterfood. It's the feeling
of being deprived, or
having an inferior status
compared to others,
thatisinitselfafactor.

NANYANG TECHNOLOGICAL UNIVERSITY
ASSISTANT PROFESSORBOBBY CHEON,
who headed the study.

Cheon on similar studies, said it is
common for our beliefs and atti-
tudes about foods to affect our eat-
ing behaviours. For example, he
said, just our expectations of how
filling a certain type of food is can af-
fect the portion we choose, and
even how full we feel after eating it.

Said psychiatrist Ken Ung, who
works with patients with eating dis-
orders: “I can see how the study
makes sense - at the end of the day,
a lot of eating is psychological and
perceptionis everything.”

The study had another interest-
ing finding: While those who felt in-
ferior ate more, those who were
made to feel better off did not eat
any less than people in the control
group. In other words, feeling supe-
rior to everyone else is probably not
going to shrink your appetite.

What could solve the problem,
said Prof Cheon, is gratitude. After
all, if feelings of inferiority stimu-
late appetite, feeling satisfied with
life could very well reduce food in-
take, but this requires further study.

Of course, there are many factors
affecting obesity, such as lifestyle
or genetics. But more research in
this field could pave the way to a bet-
ter understanding of the topic, he
said - not just counting calories,
butalso counting your blessings.
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