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“They said I’m a square for eating 
them”
 This presentation will explore:

1. Children’s beliefs about eating fruit and vegetables

2. The challenges that are faced when trying to change children’s eating 
behaviour

3. Development of psychological interventions to change children’s eating 
behaviour



1. Children’s beliefs about 
eating fruit and vegetables
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Background

 The percentage of children classified as obese on leaving primary school 
(19.1%) is over double compared to those starting primary school (9.3%) 
(NCMP 2015/16).

 Children are still found to be eating diets with too much fat and not 
enough fruit and vegetables compared with the standard dietary 
guidelines (National Diet and Nutrition Survey, 2014).

 As dietary habits in childhood influence behaviour later in life, an 
understanding of determinants of eating behaviour in childhood is key.



What we did

 Eleven children were interviewed at an after school club in a deprived area 
in the West Midlands.

 Data were gathered using a semi-structured interview consisting of six 
questions such as: “What do you think are the good/bad things about 
eating fruit and vegetables?”

 Each interview was transcribed and then analysed using inductive 
thematic analysis.



What we found

 Six master themes emerged from the data:

1. Effect on the Senses

2. Feelings towards Fruit and Vegetables

3. Healthy versus Unhealthy foods

4. Effects on Health

5. Convenience

6. Family and Friends



1. Effect on the senses

 While fruit and vegetables are usually linked to taste, several children also 
judged them by their smell, appearance and texture of the foods they 
have tried.

 Two children compared the texture of these foods to what it would be like if 
they were eating animals:

“It’s the flavour of them [mushrooms] and how soft they are.  They make me 
feel like I’m eating a small furry animal”                   

(Christopher, aged 9)

“[mushrooms] taste like slimy worms and they are yuck!”
(Ruth, aged 10)



2. Feelings towards fruit and 
vegetables
 Some of the children spoke about fruit and vegetables using emotional 

language such as “love” and “hate”.

 Some children felt eating fruit and vegetables was a chore, using words 
such as “got to” and “forced to”.

 “Yeah, I do say that I have five fruit and veg a day, but lately I have to be 
forced to eat about four”

(Ruth, aged 10).



3. Healthy versus Unhealthy Foods

 Fruit and vegetables were often weighed up against unhealthy foods.

 Unhealthy snacks were also seen as a reward for one participant who 
commented that her grandmother buys them to spoil her.

 Interviewer: “What does your Grandma do? What does she say?”

 Ruth: “She says “you do need to eat more fruit and veg instead of crisps 
and chocolate”, but I get spoiled by her [grandmother] anyway, because 
she buys me the chocolate”.



4. Effects on Health

 About half of the children reported that fruit and vegetables give you 
energy to enable you to be physically active.

“Makes your energy go really, really high, so you’re bouncing and stuff” 
(Lauren, aged 10).

 Several children also mentioned that they gain nutrients from eating foods,
such as fibre, vitamins and calcium.

 Some children also identified negative effects on health such as how
eating too many fruit and vegetables may make you put on weight.



5. Convenience

 Increased accessibility for some children made it easier for them to eat these 
foods.

 The way that fruit and vegetables were prepared also increased children’s 
accessibility to these foods.  Some said that having fruit and vegetables 
disguised in sauces or soups made it easier for them to eat.

 Some children said it was easier to eat fruit if it was sliced up, for others, this 
preparation of fruit was a barrier.

“You can just pick some things up to eat, whereas some things you have to 
prepare”

(Alexei, aged 9)



6. Family and Friends

 For the majority of participants, the family unit were seen as positive 
influences.

 Family members that were not portrayed as positive influences were some 
of the participants’ brothers who teased them.

 Friends were mainly perceived as negative social influences.  

“My friends… said I’m a square for eating them”
(Ruth, aged 10)

“They think it’s a bit stupid… they say that you should eat junk food”
(Lauren, aged 10)



Conclusions

 Interviews showed that despite growing up in a deprived area, children 
were aware of the health benefits of eating fruit and vegetables. 

 Negative beliefs were associated with sensory perceptions (such as taste, 
texture, appearance and aroma), availability, and the competing 
desirability of other, unhealthy foods.

 Although parents (or carers) are key facilitators for fruit and vegetable 
consumption, siblings and friends are also influential.  Siblings and friends 
were found to have a negative effect through teasing, and through their 
own negative attitudes towards fruit and vegetables.



Recommendations

 Practical recommendations for interventions include:
 increasing the availability of pre-prepared fruits and vegetables in both home 

and school environments 

 Increasing the appeal of fruit and vegetables.

 We also recommend that an approach to eating more fruit and 
vegetables which focuses on siblings or friends is key, as they seem to play 
a key role in promoting the consumption of these foods.



2. What challenges are 
faced when trying to 
change children’s eating 
behaviour?



Challenges

 Include:

 It is not just the child but the family… particularly for primary-school aged children

 Peers and their influences

 Fruit and veg aren’t perceived as “cool”

 Availability in shops of snacks and sweets (near counter, on lower shelves)

 Changing perceptions/beliefs

 Sweet snacks/cakes/chocolate – taste nice!



What can we do about it?



3. Development of 
psychological interventions 
to change children’s eating 
behaviour



Interventions based on planning and 
changing motivation
 Study of 198 secondary school children in Staffordshire (aged 11-16).

 Fruit and vegetables measured by 7 day self-report.

 Randomly allocated to three conditions: (1) control (2) motivational and (3) 
planning.

Gratton, L., Povey, R. & Clark-Carter D. (2007) Promoting children’s fruit and vegetable 
consumption: Interventions using the Theory of Planned Behaviour as a framework.  British 
Journal of Health Psychology, 12, 639-650



What we did

7 day food diary

PLANNING
Make a plan about 

how, when and 
where to eat 5 

portions fruit & veg

MOTIVATIONAL
Healthy activity 

sheet challenging 
beliefs about eating 
5 portions fruit & veg

CONTROL
Asked to make a 
plan to complete 

homework (control)

Two weeks later: 7 
day food diary 



What we found
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Conclusions

 Both interventions were found to increase fruit and vegetable consumption 
significantly.

 The planning intervention demonstrated a significant increase over the 
control intervention.

 BUT would planning interventions in combination with motivational 
interventions be more effective?



“Super snack swappers”

 320 primary school children from an intervention school and a control 
school.

 Snacking and fruit and vegetable intake were measured with the Day 
in the Life Questionnaire (food diary).

 Baseline questionnaire, and then questionnaires 4 weeks and 3 months 
after.

 Cowap, L., Povey, R. & Clark-Carter (unpublished) Becoming ‘Super Snack Swappers’: Are 
motivational and volitional techniques effective at facilitating behaviour change in 
classroom-based healthy eating workshops?



What we did
Food diary

MOTIVATIONAL
Class-based 

workshop involving 
quiz and persuasive 

posters 

MOTIVATIONAL & 
PLANNING

Class-based 
workshop & made 

plans

CONTROL
No workshop

4 weeks later:
Food diary

3 months later:
Food diary



What we found
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What we found
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What we found
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What we found

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

4.5

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3

Total Fruit, Vegetable and Juice Intake

Motivation Motivation and Planning Control



Conclusions

 Although there was a trend in unhealthy snacks reducing, this wasn’t found 
to be significant.  Perhaps because unhealthy snacks is more difficult to 
measure.

 Participants receiving motivation and planning workshop consumed 
significantly more fruit and total fruit, vegetable and juice consumption 
than controls at time 2.

 This effect wasn’t found to be maintained at time 3 – need some sort of 
booster to keep the effect going.



New and upcoming work…

 With Sian Calvert and Dr. Rob Dempsey

 In September we will be delivering an intervention
in a secondary school where we are using 
Social Norms (“I want to eat what he’s eating…”)
to change snacking behaviour.



Any Questions?

@poveyrachel r.povey@staffs.ac.uk
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