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Introduction
If dietary interventions are to be effective, more
research is needed to provide knowledge about
determinants of food choice and about how to
effect change in those determinants. This thesis
focuses on the � rst of these issues. Because food
choice is in� uenced by a variety of factors in a
dynamic and complex interaction, it can also be
examined and understood from many different per-
spectives. A cognitive angle of approach is adopted
in this thesis. Independently of factors (genetic,
environmental and cognitive) in� uencing food
preferences and dietary selection, these in� uences
may be re� ected in individuals’ perceptions. There-
fore, studying relationships between people’s food
choice and their beliefs and attitudes may help us
to understand the variation in food selection within
a population.

One important aim of the Swedish Action Pro-
gramme for Nutrition is to increase the consump-
tion of dietary � bre and decrease fat intake. The
currently available extensive range of fat-reduced
and � bre-enriched foods makes these dietary prac-
tices possible, but also makes the selection of a
health-promoting diet more complex. This thesis
aims to contribute to the understanding of psycho-
social in� uences on schoolchildren’s food choice,
paying speci� c attention to fat and � bre content.
The focus was on breakfast because typical
Swedish breakfast foods are important sources of
fat and � bre, each food type available in a number
of alternatives with varying fat and � bre content.
Furthermore, the Swedish breakfast is also gener-
ally a meal varying relatively little from day to day.

Subjects and methods
The Theory of Planned Behaviour formed the
theoretical basis of the studies. Food choices and
perceptions were studied by means of question-
naires, food records and interviews. The study pop-
ulation consisted of all pupils in grade 5 (age º11

years), 7 (age º13 years) and 9 (age º15 years) in
Mölndal municipality, Sweden (n¾1730). Usable
questionnaires were completed by 1584 partici-
pants (92%). Acceptable breakfast food records
were completed by 1162 children, and 1096 chil-
dren (63%) completed both the questionnaire and
the food record. Individual interviews were con-
ducted with approximately 10% of the 1730 11–15-
year-olds during school hours. Of the eligible 184
subjects, three declined to participate. A picture-
sort interview technique, the stacking box method-
ology, was used to describe perceptions, knowledge
and habitual choices (Fig. 1). This interview tech-
nique was developed by Jonsson and colleagues.

Results and discussion

Food cho ice
The examined foods were commonly and fre-
quently consumed for breakfast. Reduced-fat
choices of milk and spread were common, although

Fig. 1. The stacking box.

194 © 2002 Taylor & F rancis ISSN 1102-6480 Scandinavian Journal of Nutrition 2002; 46 (4): 194–196



Schoolchildren’s dietary selection

a considerable proportion of the children con-
sumed full-fat alternatives. Regarding the con-
sumption of bread and cereals, the low-� bre
alternatives dominated. Thus, 11–15-year-olds
have the potential to choose foods containing more
� bre and less fat for breakfast.

A ttitudes, beliefs and knowledge
This study demonstrated that 11–15-year-olds’
food choices were related to their attitudes and
beliefs. Attitudes and food choice were related not
only to taste perceptions but also to health and
weight concerns. Furthermore, in contrast to sev-
eral other studies, the results show some positive
relationships between dietary knowledge and food
choice. Speci� cally, the choice of high-� bre prod-
ucts was associated with knowledge of � bre
sources, and the choice of fat-reduced milk prod-
ucts was associated with a positive attitude towards
limited fat intake. In general, the results suggest
that consumption of low-fat products may be im-
peded by health beliefs, while taste appears to be a
barrier to the consumption of high-� bre products.
Most of the schoolchildren believed that high-� bre
products are healthy, but they preferred the taste of
low-� bre alternatives. In contrast, they considered
their usual milk choice to be healthy and tasty
irrespective of type. Thus, strong relationships were
observed between taste and health perceptions and
choice of milk, and weaker associations and more
con� icting perceptions were observed for bread
and breakfast cereals.

Social norms
The results suggest that the 11 –15-year-olds were
in� uenced by parental norms in their breakfast
choices. It seemed that the parents in� uenced their
children’s choice both by direct encouragement and
by acting as models. Both injunctive (social ap-
proval by others) and descriptive norms (percep-
tions of how others behave) supported
consumption of bread and breakfast cereals with
more � bre than in habitually consumed products.
Regarding milk and spread, the children chose
according to their perceptions of parents’ wishes.
Thus, injunctive norms did not support a change
towards low-fat products among those who did not
already consume such products. However, parents’
milk choice might induce the children to consume
low-fat milk, since they perceived that their moth-
ers and fathers used milk with a lower fat content
than in the milk they usually consumed themselves.

C ontro l o f consumption
The results suggest that the 11–15-year-olds did
not have complete control over what they con-
sumed for breakfast, but that their breakfast
choices were, to a great extent, in accordance with
their preferences. Parents’ in� uence on their chil-
dren’s choices by controlling the availability of
foods was demonstrated by the children’s own
stated reasons for breakfast choices and for not
consuming preferred foods. In particular, the
choice of spread was reported to be determined by
availability. However, even if the results suggest
that the parents in� uenced their children’s con-
sumption through control over access to food, the
children tended not to be restricted to a consump-
tion of high-� bre or low-fat foods.

Limitations and strength
Food choice must be studied from multiple per-
spectives and the Theory of Planned Behaviour is
one of many theories that can serve as a useful
framework when investigating food choice from a
cognitive perspective. However, the application of
this highly theoretical model to complex be-
haviours is, unfortunately, associated with some
problems in measurement and analysis. In the in-
terview study, the concept of the Theory of
Planned Behaviour was adopted as a theoretical
framework, but an alternative operationalization
of the model was applied. The stacking box inter-
view technique appears to have some advantages
over questionnaire studies based on the Theory of
Planned Behaviour, and these two applied research
approaches complement each other since they are
distinguished by speci� c limitations in many
aspects.

Two sources of bias were observed in the food
record survey. Non-participants differed signi� -
cantly from participants, and a decline in recorded
foods during the recording period was observed. It
is even more likely that such biases are present in
other dietary surveys with estimated or weighed
records including all meals. Thus, it is of great
importance to take such biases into consideration
in the design, analysis and interpretation of dietary
surveys.

Conclusions

Practical
Actions aiming to in� uence schoolchildren’s
breakfast food choices should be addressed both
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to children and to their parents. This applies to
teenagers as well as younger children.
Although it is usually believed that dietary
knowledge does not in� uence dietary behaviour,
the results suggest that schoolchildren’s break-
fast choices are directly associated with their
dietary knowledge. Knowledge appears both to
motivate and to facilitate ‘‘healthier’’ choices.
There is a need for increased public knowledge
about healthy food alternatives for schoolchil-
dren, particularly regarding alternatives varying
in fat content and fat quality.
In the case of milk choices, children did not

show any ambivalence. Thus, a child is likely to
prefer the milk that she or he perceives as
healthiest, regardless of whether it is low fat or
high fat.
Schoolchildren’s consumption of high-� bre
products is limited by the fact that they do not
� nd them palatable, but may be increased by
altering the taste properties of the foods or by
in� uencing liking for these foods.

Theoretical
Errors will always be present in dietary surveys,
and should be taken into consideration in the
design, analysis and interpretation of these stud-
ies.
The Theory of Planned Behaviour can serve as a
useful framework when examining food choice,
but the operationalization of the model is asso-
ciated with some problems. The stacking box
interview technique represents a viable alterna-
tive to the usual application.

It is important to investigate descriptive norms
in addition to injunctive norms in situations
where people serving as models may advocate
one thing and do something else themselves. The
present results suggest that both descriptive and
injunctive norms are important for children’s
food choices.
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