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Gender differences in the projection of food preferences
into food consumption in Czech adolescents

~ JINDRICH FIALA - JULIE BIENERTOVA-VASKU -
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Summary

Food preferences are considered an important factor contributing to “risky” dietary behaviour. The amount of data on
the nutritional behaviour of the adolescent population is scarce. The aim of this study was to analyse food preferences
and their projection into food consumption in a cohort of adolescents of Central-European origin. The sample included
1615 15-year-olds who were asked to indicate their like or dislike of 59 food and drink items, evaluating them on a scale
of 1 = “I dislike” to 10 = “I love”. Food consumption was studied using a frequency questionnaire, which included
the same items and a 5-grade frequency scale. Compliance with nutritional recommendations was assessed, as were
gender differences, and the relationship between preferences and consumption was subsequently analysed. Preferences
were found to differ significantly between the genders, with results indicating less healthy choices in the case of boys.
However, the established preferences were not completely projected into actual consumption, which in fact appeared
to be healthier than the preferences implied. Study results thus indicate that food preferences are not necessarily being
projected into the actual consumption of the Central-European adolescent population.
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Food preferences are one of the key determi-
nants affecting dietary and nutritional behaviour.
In general, preferences for individual food items
tend to develop on the basis of inherent taste
preferences (e.g. sweet taste in mammals) in com-
bination with cognitively received preferences.
During the course of an individual’s ontogenetic
development, preferences for particular kinds of
foods adapt to the cultural symbolism common in
a given region or community as well as conform-
ing to socially desired attitudes. In individual age
intervals and in a gender-specific manner, socially
desirable reactions are influenced by many factors
to a varying extent, including e.g.: expectations
regarding the health-related effects of selected
foods, regulation of body weight or even a sense

of belonging to a social group associated with
certain advertisements (e.g. for a specific type of
drink), etc. Preferences that develop within the
ontogenesis framework include gender-related
differences, among other factors, due to the fact
that boys and girls identify with different ideals in
different developmental phases, particularly dur-
ing adolescence, i.e. beauty versus bravery. This
distinction may in turn lead to stronger prefer-
ences for foods that are perceived as “risky” in the
case of boys and, on the other hand, foods that are
considered healthy in the case of girls. While food
is a significant source of pleasant experiences and
a part of the sociocultural sphere, taste and food
preferences also influence our dietary choices,
thus shaping our diet in terms of its composition
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and content. Ongoing discussions focus on the
genetically conditioned extent of these choices,
examining the extent to which they are the result
of modulation by external factors, tracing their de-
velopment throughout childhood and adolescence,
evaluating changes occurring with ageing and
examining various gender differences [1-3]. It is
widely accepted that preferences are only loosely
consistent with nutritional recommendations, and
that valuable and essential foods desirable for con-
sumption are only rarely the most frequently pre-
ferred ones [1-8].

The number of available studies that monitor
preferences in actual food consumption is rela-
tively low [9-11]. Moreover, no studies focusing
on the food preferences of adolescents are avail-
able for the Central-European region. This study
was therefore designed to analyse i) the food
preferences and ii) the rate of projection in actual
consumption in an extended sample of Central-
European adolescents, while also examining the
associated iii) gender distinctions.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study design

The study was implemented within the frame-
work of the ELSPAC (European Longitudinal
Study of Pregnancy and Childhood) project. Al-
though ELSPAC as such is a longitudinal pro-
spective cohort study with a wide scope, this study
focused specifically on selected nutritional charac-
teristics of study subjects at the age of 15. Food
preferences and actual consumption frequencies
were monitored in the case of 59 food and drink
items. The study was conducted in compliance
with the Helsinki declaration for experiments on
human subjects and a written informed consent
was obtained from each individual.

Subjects

The study was conducted using a large sample
of 15-year-old respondents (n = 1615) of Central-
European Caucasian origin, born and living per-
manently in the area of the city of Brno (Czech
Republic). Sampling was implemented by sending
printed ELSPAC questionnaires to all eligible
families, i.e. families who had been participating
in ELSPAC since pregnancy. Among other areas,
respondents were asked to specify their consump-
tion and preferences for selected foods as part of
the standard ELSPAC questionnaire package.

Food preferences
Respondents were asked to answer one ques-
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tion: “How do you like the following food/drink
item?” A list of food/drink items was included,
each with its own numeric scale from 1 to 10. Re-
spondents expressed their preferences for each
item by ticking one number from 1 = “I dislike,
I don’t like at all” to 10 = “I love it, I like it very
much”. A total of 59 items in 9 food groups (one
group included drinks) were evaluated in this
manner.

Diet composition

Actual consumption was established using
a food frequency questionnaire (FFQ), which in-
cluded a list of items identical to those listed in
the preference questionnaire. Respondents were
asked to answer the question “How often do you
consume the following food/drink item?” and in-
dicate their choices on a 5-grade frequency scale:
1 = never or seldom, 2 = once a fortnight, 3 =
1-3 times a week, 4 = 4-7 times a week, 5 = more
than once a day. For the purpose of this evalua-
tion, the frequency data were processed, in ad-
dition to the utilization of the initial categories,
in the form of a simplified semi-quantitative 1-5
scale describing the consumption rate (1 = lowest,
5 = highest).

Additional nutritional data

The questionnaires also contained addition-
al questions regarding dieting, vitamin supple-
ment consumption, eating locations and snacking
behaviour. In addition, body mass index (BMI)
was calculated using the supplied weight and
height data.

Statistical analysis

Standard summary statistics were used to de-
scribe primary data, the mean was used for car-
dinal and ordinal data, and absolute and relative
frequencies for nominal variables. For further
analysis, both consumption and preferences were
adjusted on a 0-100 scale. The statistical signifi-
cance of differences between boys and girls was
analysed using t-test for two independent samples
(for BMI), Mann—Whitney U test (for cardinal and
ordinal data) and ML chi-square test (for nominal
variables). Results were considered statistically
significant when o < 0.05 in all applied analyses.
Analyses were performed using IBM SPSS 22.0.0
(IBM, Armonk, New York, USA).

RESULTS

An overview of subject responses is provided
in Tab. 1. While no significant gender-related dif-
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ferences in BMI were established, girls displayed
significantly more frequent dieting behaviour
(p < 0.001) and were significantly more likely to
take vitamin supplements (p = 0.008). On the
other hand, boys were significantly more likely
to consume main courses outside of the school
(p = 0.037) and eat snacks brought from home
(p = 0.016).

An overview of the preferences and consump-
tion of foods and drinks included in the study is

provided in Tab. 2, including the statistical signifi-
cance of differences between boys and girls. The
results suggest that there were in fact significant
gender-specific differences in both preferences
and actual consumption of the studied items.
Specifically, boys were more likely to indicate
a preference for items belonging to the “junk
food” cluster, e.g. burgers (p < 0.001) and hot
dogs (p < 0.001), as well as items from the meat
cluster, e.g. red meat (p < 0.001), smoked meat

Tab. 1. Overview of questionnaire responses.

Total Boys Girls
(n = 1615) (n = 792) (n = 823) p
Body mass index= (20.22(;)'30.5) (20.%(;)'50.5) (20.22?.20.6) 0.8
Question Response

Are you currently on a diet?b | Yes 9 (4.3%) 18 (2.3%) 1 (6.2%)
No 1493 (92.4%) 743 (93.8%) 750 (91.1%) | < 0.001*
| don’t know/Not available 3 (3.3%) 31 (3.9%) 2 (2.7%)

Do you take vitamin supple- | Regularly 253 (15.7%) 118 (14.9%) 135 (16.4%)

ments?P Occasionally 463 (28.7%) 203 (25.6%) 260 (31.6%) 0.008*
No 787 (48.7%) 405 (51.1%) 382 (46.4%)
| don’t know/Not available 112 (6.9%) 66 (8.3%) 6 (5.6%)

How often do you consume: |5 times per week 964 (59.7%) 488 (61.6%) 476 (57.8%)

amain course in the school | 2_4 times per week 156 (9.7%) 78 (9.8%) 8 (9.5%)

cafeteria?® Once per week 9 (1.8%) 12 (1.5%) 7 (2.1%)
Once per 2 weeks 0 (1.2%) 8 (1.0%) 2 (1.5%) 0156
Never 400 (24.8%) 187 (23.6%) 213 (25.9%)
| don’t know/Not available 6 (2.8%) 19 (2.4%) 7 (3.3%)

How often do you consume: |5 times per week 519 (32.1%) 280 (35.4%) 239 (29.0%)

a main course outside of the | 2_4 times per week 604 (37.4%) 283 (35.7%) 321 (39.0%)

school?¢ Once per week 159 (9.8%) 69 (8.7%) 0 (10.9%) .
Once per 2 weeks 8 (5.4%) 35 (4.4%) 3 (6.4%) 0.037
Never 180 (11.1%) 95 (12.0%) 5 (10.3%)
| don’t know/Not available 5 (4.0%) 30 (3.8%) 5 (4.3%)

How often do you consume | 5 times per week 991 (61.4%) 512 (64.6%) 479 (58.2%)

at school: snack from 2-4 times per week 224 (13.9%) 102 (12.9%) 122 (14.8%)

home?¢ Once per week 7 (6.0%) 40 (5.1%) 7 (6.9%) .
Once per 2 weeks 4 (5.2%) 37 (4.7%) 7 (5.7%) 0.016
Never 175 (10.8%) 82 (10.4%) 3 (11.3%)
| don’t know/Not available 4 (2.7%) 19 (2.4%) 5 (3.0%)

How often do you consume |5 times per week 127 (7.9%) 60 (7.6%) 7 (8.1%)

at school: snack that you 2-4 times per week 376 (23.3%) 180 (22.7%) 196 (23.8%)

bought yourself? Once per week 383 (23.7%) 199 (25.1%) 184 (22.4%)
Once per 2 weeks 333 (20.6%) 157 (19.8%) 176 (21.4%) 0-729
Never 344 (21.3%) 172 (21.7%) 172 (20.9%)
| don’t know/Not available 52 (3.2%) 24 (3.0%) 28 (3.4%)

n — number of respondents, p — significance (results significant on a level of a = 0.05 are marked by asterisk).
a—variables are described by the mean and a 95 % confidence interval, differences between boys and girls were tested using t-test;
b — variables are described by absolute and relative count, differences between boys and girls were tested using a maximum
likelihood chi-square test; c — variables are described by absolute and relative count, differences between boys and girls were

tested using the Mann-Whitney U test.
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(p < 0.001) and offal (p < 0.001), compared to
girls. On the other hand, girls were more likely
to prefer and consume raw vegetables (p < 0.001
both for preference and consumption) as well
as cooked vegetables (p < 0.001 for preference,
p = 0.048 for actual consumption).

As a graphic format may provide better insight
into the order of individual items, the relation-
ships between preferences and actual consump-
tion are presented as figures. Fig. 1 and Fig. 2
display the relationship between preferences and
consumption frequencies according to gender,
whereas the division lines represent the median
values. While the upper right quadrant includes
foods with a high rate of preference and frequent
consumption, the lower left quadrant includes

foods which are both unpopular and rarely con-
sumed. Fig. 1 and Fig. 2 clearly indicate consider-
able gender-specific variations in the area of die-
tary preferences. While it can be said that many of
the most frequently preferred items were actually
consumed relatively rarely (upper left quadrant of
Fig. 1 and Fig. 2), a not entirely negligible number
of items with a considerably lower rate of prefer-
ence indicates a higher consumption rate.

Fig. 3 summarizes the differences between
boys and girls both in the area of preferences
and with respect to the frequency of consump-
tion. The upper right quadrant represents typi-
cal dietary tendencies for boys and the lower left
quadrant includes foods typically chosen by girls.
Among items with significant gender-specific dif-

Tab. 2. Preference versus consumption of selected foods.

Preference/Consumption
Food Total Boys Girls pa pb
(n = 1615) (n = 792) (n = 823)
Cereal products 64.1/42.9 59.0/41.7 69.1/44.2 < 0.001* 0.092
Bread 64.3/74.6 63.0/75.6 65.5/73.7 0.033* 0.043*
Rolls, buns 71.9/79.3 72.2/83.3 71.6/75.3 0.280 < 0.001*
Rice 66.6/47.7 64.3/47.7 68.9/47.6 < 0.001* 0.991
Pasta 70.5/47.7 67.0/47.6 73.8/47.7 < 0.001* 0.869
Dumplings (side dish) 61.2/37.7 62.8/41.3 59.7/34.2 0.012* < 0.001*
Fruit dumplings and other flour foods 62.7/28.6 65.2/32.1 60.4/25.2 0.001* | < 0.001*
Fine pastries 69.5/47.8 70.5/51.3 68.5/44.4 0.123 < 0.001*
Raw vegetables 69.7/63.6 62.5/61.3 76.6/65.8 < 0.001* | < 0.001*
Vegetables cooked 49.4/40.8 46.5/42.1 52.1/39.6 < 0.001* 0.048*
Vegetable juice 36.5/19.4 38.0/22.7 35.0/16.3 0.030* | < 0.001*
Potatoes cooked 65.4/60.2 64.8/60.3 65.9/60.1 0.506 0.925
Fresh fruit 79.1/74.4 74.9/72.4 83.2/76.4 < 0.001* < 0.001*
Fruit juice 100% (as a fruit) 76.9/48.7 73.3/48.9 80.4/48.4 < 0.001* 0.590
Fruit canned 65.8/34.9 64.6/37.7 67.0/32.3 0.043* | < 0.001*
Milk or milk drink 69.7/63.1 69.9/67.4 69.5/59.0 0.821 < 0.001*
Yoghurt 69.3/61.7 68.1/64.0 70.4/59.6 0.133 < 0.001*
Curd cheese 59.6/36.4 59.7/40.2 59.5/32.7 0.966 < 0.001*
Cream cheese 65.7/41.9 66.0/45.3 65.5/38.6 0.682 < 0.001*
Puddings 65.0/36.6 65.7/40.0 64.3/33.3 0.345 < 0.001*
Cheese 73.4/68.1 71.6/68.5 75.0/67.8 0.006* 0.419
Red meat 58.7/47.0 64.1/52.6 53.4/41.6 < 0.001* < 0.001*
Smoked meats 61.6/52.1 67.3/57.1 56.2/47.4 < 0.001* | < 0.001*
Offal 33.3/15.4 37.9/19.6 28.9/11.4 < 0.001* | < 0.001*
Meat products - pies, preserves 47.4/28.5 52.4/35.4 42.6/22.0 < 0.001* < 0.001*
Poultry, rabbit 73.2/53.0 72.9/53.9 73.5/52.2 0.521 0.336
Fish 58.5/30.7 59.0/31.6 58.0/29.8 0.836 0.175
Eggs 65.6/41.3 66.0/43.9 65.2/38.7 0.315 < 0.001*
Legumes 56.6/35.2 57.5/38.0 55.7/32.5 0.276 < 0.001*
Nuts 63.5/34.5 62.8/35.9 64.1/33.2 0.308 0.013*
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Tab. 2. continued

Preference/Consumption

Food Total Boys Girls pa pb
(n = 1615) (n = 792) (n = 823)
Pastry, cakes 68.1/28.0 68.6/31.5 67.6/24.7 0.313 < 0.001*
Chocolate 77.7/51.2 75.9/51.1 79.4/51.2 0.001* 0.900
Chocolate bars 75.5/48.6 75.7/51.5 75.2/45.9 0.270 < 0.001*
Candy 71.2/45.8 69.9/46.3 72.4/45.2 0.079 0.340
Ice cream 76.9/38.8 75.2/40.7 78.6/37.0 0.017* 0.002*
Butter 57.4/45.8 58.7/49.9 56.2/41.9 0.205 < 0.001*
Lard 33.7/12.3 39.3/16.7 28.3/8.1 < 0.001* | <0.001*
Butter spread 58.4/40.3 56.8/41.6 59.8/39.1 0.038* 0.101
Margarine 58.9/54.3 58.2/55.1 59.5/53.5 0.350 0.430
Hot dog 69.3/25.7 71.3/30.3 67.4/21.3 0.001* | < 0.001*
Burger 61.1/17.2 66.8/20.8 55.7/13.7 < 0.001* < 0.001*
Puff pastry 65.3/24.6 65.8/25.9 64.9/23.3 0.753 0.017*
Biscuits and wafers 69.3/44.2 70.2/46.3 68.4/42.3 0.131 0.001*
Pizza 79.1/28.4 78.4/31.0 79.7/25.9 0.753 < 0.001*
French fries 74.5/26.7 75.7/30.3 73.3/23.3 0.087 < 0.001*
Chips 71.2/31.9 73.3/35.6 69.1/28.2 0.023* | < 0.001*
Other fried foods 68.0/34.1 71.0/37.5 65.1/30.9 < 0.001* | < 0.001*
Water (water from a bottle or tap water) 62.3/66.0 58.8/63.2 65.7/68.6 < 0.001* < 0.001*
Not-flavoured mineral water 55.0/43.2 51.5/39.3 58.2/46.9 < 0.001* < 0.001*
Flavoured mineral water 69.7/58.1 68.8/58.2 70.5/57.9 0.074 0.993
Coke 73.1/41.4 75.6/45.9 70.8/37.2 0.001* | < 0.001*
Other soft drinks 69.4/35.2 72.9/40.0 66.0/30.7 < 0.001* | < 0.001*
Fruit juice 100% (as a beverage) 77.6/43.7 74.4/43.1 80.7/44.2 < 0.001* 0.666
Nectar 67.0/30.5 66.5/31.6 67.5/29.3 0.202 0.090
Milk 65.6/56.5 67.3/61.6 63.9/51.6 0.107 < 0.001*
Flavoured milk 66.8/41.8 68.3/45.3 65.4/38.4 0.046* | < 0.001*
Coffee (black) 40.5/18.9 40.2/17.0 40.9/20.8 0.819 0.012*
Tea 56.6/42.2 54.0/40.1 59.0/44.2 0.001* 0.023*
Herbal tea 53.4/35.8 51.2/35.3 55.5/36.2 0.008* 0.578

n — number of respondents, p — significance tested by Mann-Whitney U test (a — significance of preference differences between
boys and girls, b — significance of consumption differences between boys and girls (results significant on a level of o = 0.05

are marked by asterisk).

ferences, dissimilarities in terms of compliance
with nutritional recommendations speak in favour
of girls, who positively perceived items such as raw
and cooked vegetables, cereal products and fresh
fruits, while perceiving items such as lard, ham-
burgers, sausages, red meat, tripe and soft drinks
in a markedly negative fashion.

However, the declared actual consumption
differed considerably from the established food
preferences. In fact, the most preferred foods
were consumed least frequently, e.g. pizza, which,
while being the most popular food item among
boys, was also among the 10 items least frequently
consumed. French fries are another good example:

3rd most popular, 8th least consumed. No such
marked discrepancy was observed in girls, i.e.
none of the 10 most frequently preferred items are
found among the 10 least frequently consumed.
The low rate of projection of preferences into con-
sumption is well documented by the finding that,
in the case of boys, only one item (fresh fruit)
appeared in the 10 most frequently consumed.
The rate of correspondence was likewise minimal
in the case of girls, with a mere 3 items out of 10.
In addition, gender-specific differences in the area
of consumption were considerably smaller than
those encountered in the case of preferences.
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Fig. 3. Differences in preference and consumption (boys — girls).
DISCUSSION fish (45th), legumes (48th) and cooked vegetables

Proceeding from the assumption that food
preferences are one of the factors influencing
dietary choices and consumption, an ideal sce-
nario would likely feature preferences consistent
with nutritional recommendations, i.e. our con-
cept of a healthy diet. However, the rate of such
consistency was found to be quite low in the Czech
15-year-old adolescent population, in particular
among boys. Of items included in the “top ten”
group, only one, i.e. fruit (and fruit juice), belongs
to those recommended as healthy foods. On the
other hand, the most popular items were of a “fast
food” nature, exhibiting a high energy value. Raw
vegetables ranked 40th out of a total of 59, with
foods like cottage cheese (41st), cereal products
(42nd), fish (43rd), legumes (47th), and cooked ve-
getables (55th) also found towards the end of the
list. The situation was somewhat different among
girls since, compared to boys, their preferences
were more consistent with a healthy diet model,
with fruits being listed as the most popular item.
However, although raw vegetables achieved 6th
place, the top 10 items included pizza, chocolate,
ice cream and chocolate bars, while foods such as

(54th) were found towards the end of the list. The
low popularity of meat was an interesting finding,
placing 53rd most popular among girls and 36th
among adolescent boys.

Preferences in the Czech population corre-
spond to results established by similar surveys
performed in different countries. In fact, dispari-
ties between preferences and nutritional recom-
mendations considered to constitute a dietary
“gold standard” were mentioned as being quite
common [4-7] and were often attributed to the ge-
netic background of individuals. In humans, these
disparities include a preference for sweet and salty
tastes and an avoidance of bitter and sour tastes,
present even in newborns. A predisposition for
high-energy foods is another relevant observa-
tion [1, 2, 8]. However, it cannot be claimed that
all of these associations are innate, as the prefer-
ence for salty taste does not exist at birth and only
develops at the age of approximately 4 months
[8]. Sweet food facilitates a high-energy intake,
historically crucial for survival. By contrast, bitter
and sour tastes may signal the presence of harm-
ful toxins and bacteria, and therefore such innate
preferences may be considered adaptive since they
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contributed to increasing the likelihood of sur-
vival, too. At present, however, high-energy intake
commonly leads to weight-gain and obesity, which
has become a significant issue. A non-preference
for bitter and sour tastes constitutes grounds for
the refusal of vegetables with such tastes and even
applies to some fruits. The same causes lead to
a refusal of black coffee in Czech population, as
coffee was ranked 56th by both genders. To con-
clude, food preferences include both a “fixed” in-
nate element and an acquired component, which
facilitates the resulting adaptation to available
food items later in life. As such, food preferences
represent an extremely useful tool for the promo-
tion of survival and the reduction of dietary risks.

Prior to comparing the results of this study
with the outcomes of previous studies, it is
necessary to take into consideration the selection
and classification of food items. Some studies in-
cluded extremely detailed inventories, listing e.g.
various kinds of vegetables, while others includ-
ed a smaller number of considerably wider food
groups. Likewise, the form of questions asked
with respect to establishing attitudes to food also
varied. Last but not least, the very term “prefer-
ence” may be interpreted in various ways [12] and
it is not always entirely clear what the term “food
preference” stands for.

Gender-specific differences in food prefer-
ences were examined by a relatively small number
of studies [4, 7, 13]. Nu et al. [7] considered the
preferences of subjects aged 10 to 20 very impor-
tant for food preference development, especially
as they contributed considerably to actual dietary
selection throughout adolescence. In that study,
girls were found to be influenced by health, cli-
mate, and food fat content, while boys focused on
nutritional value and ate more of what was offered
or available. COOKE et al. [4] examined a popula-
tion of 1291 schoolchildren aged 4 to 16, estab-
lishing, similar to our study, that children’s prefer-
ences were generally not consistent with healthy
foods, and that boys tended to exhibit less healthy
preferences than girls. However, the study also
mentioned that children’s preferences determined
consumption, i.e. that children ate what they liked.
At the same time, the study indicated that foods
most loved by children only seldom exhibited high
nutritional value. CAINE-BISH et al. [13] in a study
aimed at gender-specific differences in preferences
examined the preferences of 1818 schoolchildren
and adolescents. In order to provide a simplified
comparison, multiple items were grouped into so-
called factors, i.e. larger groups: fast and familiar
foods, ethnic foods, pork and beef (in particular
grilled), fish, starchy foods and sweets, cheese,
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fruit, vegetables and sides. In terms of gender-spe-
cific differences, boys were found to prefer ethnic
food, meat and fish, while girls expressed a prefer-
ence for starchy and sweet foods, fruits and ve-
getables. Significant age-related differences were
also established, e.g. a growing preference for
food of animal origin increasing with age in boys.

Significant differences in food preferences
were also established in this study, namely that
girls’ preferences were found to comply with
a healthy nutrition model to a greater extent than
preferences expressed by boys. However, the ob-
served differences in food preferences generally
did not translate into the actual consumption, as
demonstrated e.g. by the fact that the “top ten”
most frequently consumed items exhibit almost no
variation between the genders in comparison with
preferences established on the basis of items in-
cluded in the study. Study results suggest that boys
were less discerning with respect to healthy food
choices when compared to girls, and that their
food intake was generally higher.

In the light of the results of this study, it may
be speculated that the socioeconomic status of
the 15-year-old population does not allow for
its members to affect the availability of various
foods. Moreover, the expected rate of projections
of preferences in consumption has its limits, i.e.
a high preference for ice cream will hardly boost
this item to the highest rank in consumption in
comparison with other foods. The results of this
study also suggest that i) low preferences do not
automatically mean low consumption, on the con-
trary, consumption may in fact be higher than in
the case of highly rated preferences, and that ii)
preferences need not be the main factor in deter-
mining consumption, in particular in children and
adolescents, even though they are supposed to
“eat mainly what they like”.

The increased consumption of items with low
preferences may be due to a range of reasons. Cer-
tain foodstuffs, such as bread, are traditionally (i.e.
due to habits, availability, price, etc.) consumed
more frequently than others, e.g. sweets and can-
dy, although preferences for bread may well be in-
significant. An individual’s awareness of the health
benefits and overall usefulness of a given food
item may also preclude a projection of certain
preferences into consumption.

One of the major limitations of this study is
the presumption that food preferences as well as
actual consumption as indicated in questionnaire
responses are completely dependent on the deci-
sions of the individual adolescent, and not on the
food choices made by the family or other people.
Additional limitations possibly include a limited
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number of alternative opportunities, e.g. school
canteens serving food that complies with nutri-
tional recommendations rather than with ado-
lescents’ preferences [5, 12, 14, 15]. An explana-
tion involving higher targeted consumption (with
low preferences) may be accepted in the case of
e.g. fresh vegetables. This study has neverthe-
less identified a range of common combinations
of high preference and low consumption rates, as
assessed above. Authors of previously published
studies differed in their opinion on the influence
of preferences on consumption: some mentioned
preferences as the key factor in determining con-
sumption [9, 11], while others did not reveal any
correlation between preference and consumption
whatsoever [10].

CONCLUSION

The results of this study indicate that: 1)
preferences expressed by boys and girls in our
sample differed considerably, 2) indicated prefer-
ences were contrary to recommendations for
healthy nutrition, markedly more so in boys than
in girls, 3) preferences were projected into con-
sumption only in part.

In fact, consumption substantially differed
from stated preferences and rather exhibited com-
pliance with healthy nutrition standards. Actual
consumption differences between boys and girls
were not overly pronounced. The key outcome
established by this study is the finding that prefer-
ences in adolescents are not the crucial factor in
determining dietary composition and consump-
tion. The results of this study indicate that food
habits among adolescents may be significantly
moulded by external influences, i.e. nutritional
education and the regulation of foods on offer,
namely by increasing the direct availability of
high-quality healthy foods and, to some degree,
by limiting the offer of unsuitable items. Focused
preventive projects targeting healthier nutrition
appear to have a great deal of potential with re-
gard to adolescents, who are otherwise considered
to be a relatively problematic population with re-
spect to food consumption.
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