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ABSTRACT

Background: Fast food consumption has become increasingly common, especially
among young adults, raising concerns about its potential effects on sleep and
energy regulation. While existing literature links fast food to various health
issues, limited qualitative data exists exploring its behavioral and psychological
consequences, particularly in relation to sleep quality and fatigue.

Objectives: To explore the relationship between fast food consumption frequency
and self-reported sleep patterns and energy levels among adults aged 18 to 45
years.

Methodology: A qualitative, cross-sectional study was conducted using in-depth,
semi-structured interviews with 35 participants from diverse educational and
occupational backgrounds. Participants were categorized based on fast food intake
frequency (daily, weekly, monthly, often, rare/occasional). Thematic analysis was
applied to the transcribed interviews to identify recurring patterns in reported
sleep and energy experiences.

Results: The majority of participants (24) reported rare or occasional intake, with
smaller numbers consuming fast food monthly (5), daily (3), often (2), or weekly
(1). Frequent consumers often experienced disrupted sleep, daytime fatigue, poor
digestion, and heaviness. In contrast, those who reduced or rarely consumed
fast food reported improved sleep quality, better mood, sustained energy, and
enhanced mental clarity. Conclusion: Frequent fast food consumption appears to be
associated with poorer sleep quality and lower energy levels. Conversely, reduced
intake may support better psychological and physical well-being, suggesting the
need for dietary awareness and behavioral interventions focused on sleep and
nutrition.
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INTRODUCTION

The increasing prevalence of fast food
consumption has become a defining feature
of modern lifestyles, particularly among
adults balancing work, education, and social
commitments. Fast food is often chosen for its
convenience, affordability, and taste; however,
its frequent consumption is associated with
a range of health concerns, including obesity,
metabolic disorders, and poor cardiovascular
outcomes. Beyond these well-documented
physical health effects, there is growing
interest in understanding how fast food intake
may impact other aspects of well-being, such
as sleep patterns and energy levels, which are
critical determinants of daily functioning and
mental health.

Sleep plays a vital role in maintaining
cognitive performance, emotional regulation,
and physical recovery. Poor sleep quality or
insufficient sleep is known to contribute to
fatigue, reduced productivity, and increased
risk of chronic diseases. Similarly, energy
levels influence an individual’s ability to meet
daily demands and maintain a positive mood.
Dietary choices, particularly the consumption
of high-calorie, low-nutrient foods like fast
food, may contribute to disturbances in
both sleep and energy, either through direct
physiological effects (such as digestion-related
discomfort) or indirect effects mediated by
mood and stress levels.

Although several quantitative studies have
investigated links between diet and sleep,
few have explored the lived experiences and
perceptions of adults regarding how fast food
consumption affects their sleep quality and
energy levels. Understanding these subjective
experiences is important for designing effective
health promotion strategies that address
not only physical health but also holistic
well-being.

This study aimed to explore the frequency
of fast food consumption among adults aged
18 to 45 years and examine its correlation with
self-reported sleep patterns and energy levels
using a qualitative approach. By capturing
in-depth narratives, the research seeks to
provide insights into how dietary habits
intersect with lifestyle factors and perceived
health outcomes.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Fast food consumption has become an
integral part of dietary patterns worldwide,
particularly among young adults and working
populations. The accessibility, affordability,
and appeal of fast food have contributed to its
growing presence in daily diets (Bowman &
Vinyard, 2004). Studies have consistently linked
frequent fast food intake with adverse health
outcomes, including obesity, cardiovascular
disease, and metabolic syndrome (Pereira et
al., 2005; Rosenheck, 2008).

Emerging evidence also suggests a
relationship between fast food consumption
and sleep disturbances. Frequent intake of
high-fat, high-sugar foods has been associated
with shorter sleep duration, poor sleep quality,
and insomnia symptoms (St-Onge et al., 2016;
Grandner et al., 2010). For instance, Tanaka
et al. (2018) reported that individuals consuming
fast food more than three times per week were
more likely to experience poor sleep quality
compared to those with lower intake.

The relationship between diet and energy
levels is well documented, with nutrient-
dense foods supporting sustained energy and
cognitive performance (Lassale et al., 2019). In
contrast, diets high in refined carbohydrates
and unhealthy fats, characteristic of many fast
food items, may lead to energy fluctuations,
fatigue, and reduced mental clarity (Jacka
et al., 2010).

Research by Chaput (2014) emphasizes that
poor sleep itself may drive unhealthy eating
patterns, creating a bidirectional relationship
where fast food consumption and sleep
disruption reinforce each other. Similarly, Patel
and Hu (2008) argue that sleep deprivation
alters appetite-regulating hormones, leading
to increased preference for energy-dense foods
like fast food.

Qualitative studies exploring perceptions
around fast food, sleep, and energy levels
remain limited. However, some work has
highlighted that individuals often recognize
the negative effects of fast food on their energy
and mood but continue consumption due to
convenience and social influences (Neumark-
Sztainer et al., 1999; Larson et al., 2009).

Furthermore, studies among university
students and working adults have shown that
frequent fast food intake is often linked with
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irregular sleep schedules, daytime sleepiness,
and reduced work performance (Hagger-
Johnson et al., 2013; Nurul-Fadhilah et al.,
2016).

Understanding  these  interconnections
through qualitative exploration provides
valuable context that can inform interventions
aimed at promoting healthier dietary and
lifestyle choices. This study seeks to contribute
to this emerging body of knowledge by
examining how adults perceive the relationship
between their fast food consumption, sleep,
and energy levels.

METHODOLOGY
Study Design

This study employed a qualitative, cross-
sectional design aimed at exploring the
correlation between fast food consumption
frequency and its perceived impact on sleep
quality and energy levels among adults. An
in-depth interview approach was chosen
to capture rich, contextual insights into
participants” dietary habits, sleep routines, and
self-reported physical and mental well-being.

Study Setting and Participants

The study was conducted across both urban
and semi-urban settings, targeting individuals
from diverse educational and occupational
backgrounds. A total of 35 participants aged
between 18 and 45 years were purposively
selected. The sample included students,
engineers, healthcare professionals, and
other working adults to ensure a variety of
perspectives on lifestyle habits and their effects.

Data Collection

Data were collected through semi-
structured, in-depth interviews. Interviews
were conducted either face-to-face or via
telecommunication depending on participant
convenience. An interview guide was used
to explore key areas such as frequency of fast
food intake, sleep patterns, energy levels, and
any perceived changes after altering dietary
habits. Each interview lasted between 25 to
45 minutes, and responses were recorded in
both note and transcript form with participant
consent.

Data Analysis

The qualitative data were coded and
thematically analyzed. Fast food consumption
was categorized into daily, weekly, monthly,
often, and rare/occasional groups. Sleep
patterns, after-effects on energy, and mood
changes upon reducing fast food were
examined across these categories. Descriptive
summaries and pattern comparisons were
generated to explore potential correlations.

RESULTS
Sample Characteristics

The study included a total of 35 participants
aged between 18 and 45 years, drawn
from diverse educational and occupational
backgrounds. The sample consisted of both
males and females, representing various
professions including students, engineers,
healthcare workers, and others.
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Figure 1: Distribution of fast-food consumption frequency among participants
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Fast Food Consumption Frequency

Participants exhibited varied fast food
consumption patterns. The majority (24
participants) reported rare or occasional
intake, while 5 participants consumed fast
food on a monthly basis. A smaller group
(3 participants) consumed fast food daily,
and 2 participants reported often relying on
fast food for convenience. Only 1 participant
consumed fast food on a weekly basis.

Sleep Patterns and Fast Food Intake

Sleep quality and patterns varied notably
across different fast food consumption
categories. Among daily fast food consumers,
reports included daytime sleep leading to
nighttime insomnia, early sleep but with

reports of unrest, and variable sleep duration
with accompanying restlessness or daytime
sleepiness. Participants consuming fast food
monthly generally reported better sleep, with
some sleeping 7-8 hours and feeling refreshed,
while others felt tired despite adequate sleep
duration. Those who consumed fast food often
noted irregular sleep and frequent tiredness.
Participants with rare or occasional intake
described mixed patterns: some reported
good quality sleep with adequate duration
(7-8 hours, feeling fresh), while others
experienced disturbed or insufficient sleep,
often linked to work demands or digital media
use. The single weekly consumer, working in
rotational shifts, reported poor daytime rest
and sleep disruption.
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Figure 2: Sleep Patterns by Fast Food Consumption Frequency

Reported After-Effects of Fast Food on Energy
Levels

Participants highlighted various physical
and mental effects after consuming fast food.
Daily consumers reported feeling heavy,
experiencing poor digestion, and an increase
in body fat. Monthly consumers described
after-effects such as acidity, headaches,
sluggishness, and temporary feelings of

satisfaction followed by discomfort. Those
who consumed fast food often reported stress
and concerns about disease, although one
participant noted no significant immediate
effect. Among rare or occasional consumers,
common effects included bloating, fatigue,
mood swings, lethargy, and a sense of guilt
following consumption. The weekly consumer
reported no noticeable after-effects.
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Table 1: Self-Reported After-Effects of Fast Food Consumption

After-Effect Category Number of Participants

Fatigue / Sluggishness 12
Bloating / Digestion Issues 8
Mood Swings / Guilt 6
No Effect 3
Positive (Relaxed / Felt Good) 2

Impact of Reducing Fast Food on Energy and
Mood

A positive impact was observed among
participants who reduced their fast food intake.
Daily consumers who decreased consumption
noted feeling lighter, experiencing improved
digestion, and better gut health. Monthly
consumers reported enhanced alertness,
improved focus, and a positive shift in mood
when opting for healthier food alternatives.
Participants in the rare or occasional group
described greater mental clarity, better focus,
a more stable mood, and increased energy
when they avoided fast food. Among those
who consumed fast food often, the reported
benefits were minimal, as some had only
recently begun efforts to reduce intake. The
single weekly consumer did not notice any
improvement after reducing consumption.

Summary of Correlation Trends

Overall, the data suggest a correlation
between frequent fast food consumption and
poorer sleep quality, reduced energy levels,
and negative mood outcomes. Participants
who rarely consumed fast food or who made
conscious efforts to reduce intake reported
better sleep, steadier energy, and improved
mood and cognitive focus.

DISCUSSION
Key Findings

This qualitative study explored how fast
food consumption patterns relate to self-
reported sleep quality and energy levels
among adults aged 18 to 45 years. The findings
revealed that participants who consumed fast
food frequently particularly those with daily or
often intake reported disrupted sleep, daytime

fatigue, and digestive discomfort. Conversely,
those with rare intake or who actively reduced

their fast food consumption described better
sleep quality, improved mood, and more
stable energy levels. These results highlight
a potential correlation between frequent fast
food intake and negative outcomes related to
sleep and energy.

Link Between Fast Food and Sleep Quality

The association between frequent fast food
consumption and poor sleep observed in this
study mirrors existing research. Prior studies
have shown that diets high in saturated fat and
sugar are linked with lighter, less restorative
sleep (St-Onge et al., 2016). Grandner et al.
(2010) similarly reported that unhealthy
dietary habits can contribute to subjective
sleep  complaints, including insomnia
and fragmented sleep. In our study, daily
consumers described insomnia, early waking,
and difficulty maintaining restful sleep. These
experiences may reflect the physiological
impact of heavy, energy-dense foods on
digestion and metabolic processes that disrupt
normal sleep patterns.

Impact on Energy and Mood

Participants frequently described feeling
sluggish, bloated, or mentally dull following
fast food consumption. These accounts are
consistent with previous research that links
poor diet quality to reduced mental energy,
mood disturbances, and decreased cognitive
performance (Jacka et al., 2010; Tanaka et al.,
2018). Furthermore, this study supports the
concept of a bidirectional relationship between
diet and sleep, where poor sleep may promote
unhealthy eating patterns, leading to a cycle of
fatigue and continued fast food consumption
(Chaput, 2014; Patel & Hu, 2008).

Perceived Benefits of Reducing Fast Food
Intake

A noteworthy finding was that participants
who reduced their fast food consumption
reported improvements in digestion, sleep
depth, focus, and emotional stability. These
perceptions align with findings from Lassale
et al. (2019), who noted that healthier dietary
patterns are associated with better mental
health outcomes. Participants” narratives also
suggest that reducing fast food intake may
help break the cycle of poor sleep and fatigue,
offering a practical target for interventions
aimed at improving overall well-being.
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Strengths and Limitations

A key strength of this study is its qualitative
design, which enabled the exploration of lived
experiences and personal perceptions often
missed in quantitative studies. The in-depth
interviews provided rich detail about how
participants link their dietary choices to sleep
and energy. However, the study is not without
limitations. The reliance on self-reported data
introduces the potential for recall bias or
subjective misinterpretation. Additionally, the
relatively small and purposive sample limits
the generalizability of the findings. Future
studies could strengthen this evidence base by
incorporating objective measures such as sleep
trackers or food diaries alongside qualitative
inquiry.

Limitations

This study was based on a small,
purposively selected sample, which limits
the generalizability of the findings to broader
populations. The reliance on self-reported data
may have introduced recall bias or subjective
interpretation of sleep and energy levels.
Additionally, the qualitative design did not
include objective measurements, such as sleep
tracking or dietary logs, which could have
strengthened the evidence.

Future Implications

Future research should consider larger, more
diverse samples and integrate quantitative
methods or mixed-method approaches. The
use of wearable devices for sleep monitoring
and detailed dietary records could provide
more robust data. These findings highlight
the need for health promotion interventions
that address fast food consumption as part of
strategies to improve sleep quality and energy
levels.

CONCLUSION

In summary, this study reinforces the link
between frequent fast food consumption
and poorer sleep quality, lower energy
levels, and negative mood outcomes. The
findings highlight the importance of dietary
counseling and health promotion strategies
that encourage reduced fast food intake as a
means of supporting better sleep and overall
mental and physical health.

Ethical Considerations: Ethical approval

was obtained from the Institutional
Ethics Committee before starting the
study. Informed consent was secured from
all participants, and confidentiality was strictly
maintained. Participation was voluntary,
and respondents could withdraw at any time
without penalty.
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