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FACTFILE:
GCE NUTRITION
& FOOD SCIENCE
EATING PATTERNS – BARRIERS TO HEALTHY EATING 

Learning outcome
• Discuss the barriers that prevent consumers 

from making healthy food choices.

Course content
The main barriers that prevent consumers 
from achieving healthy food choices include:
• resources;
• availability;
• food labelling; and 
• food advertising.

Resources
There are a range of factors that prevent consumers 
achieving healthy food choices including:
• a lack of time for cooking
• limited income
• no motivation
• little time available to spend with the children to 

control what they are eating
• wide availability of cheap, energy-dense, 

nutrient-poor foods.

Low-income families are more likely to have diets 
that are less healthy due to food choices being 
heavily influenced by price and taste preferences. 
Those on low incomes cannot alter other parts of 
their budget and so, the only flexibility they may 
have is in food purchase. This can result in buying 
cheaper items over healthier choices to save 

money. Those on low incomes suffer from poor 
diets, as evidenced by lower fruit and vegetable 
intakes, and a higher prevalence of dental caries 
among children. They are also disproportionately 
affected by the major killer diseases. 

It is estimated that diabetes is one and a half times 
more likely to develop in people from low income 
families compared with the general population. 
Cheap, processed foods are easily available and 
these can be high in fat, sugar or salt. This means 
that low income families buy cheaper products and 
meals which are based around these ingredients. 
Poor literacy and numeracy skills are barriers to 
obtaining information on maintaining a healthy diet, 
household budget management and employment.

Availability
Poor accessibility to and limited availability of 
affordable, healthy foods restricts choice. For 
example, the closure of shops in deprived areas can 
lead to increased cost, poor quality and reduced 
choice of foods. Also the development of out-of-
town supermarkets may have poor public transport 
links. Low income and debt issues make healthier 
foods, (which are generally more expensive) such 
as fresh fruit and vegetables, less affordable. Those 
living in rural communities may have fewer choices 
especially if they have no transport and depend 
on local shops for food. Shortage of money can be 
a barrier if individuals need to budget on a weekly 
basis and need to pay in cash. The lack of cooking 
skills, utensils and equipment may be a barrier to 
cooking for some people. 

Eating patterns – barriers to healthy eating 
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Food labelling
A lack of knowledge about nutrition or the 
importance of a healthy diet can be a barrier to 
healthy eating. Difficulties in understanding food 
packaging labels, what constitutes a portion size 
and knowledge about how to balance the diet may 
influence food choice.

Food labelling can be difficult to interpret and even 
misleading, for example, a food which claims to 
have no cholesterol can be high in sugar. Words 
and terms on labels such as ‘pure’, ‘healthy’, 
‘wholesome’ or ‘full of goodness’ can be vague. 
Labelling of foods can cause confusion because 
of the different formats and consumers can suffer 
from information overload. 

Food advertising
There are many forms of advertising but most 
forms promote food in a biased manner as the aim 
is to sell products. Advertising often uses cartoon 
characters or celebrities which can influence the 
choices made by individuals which are often not 
related to health. Advertising of less healthy food 
products is inextricably linked with childhood 
obesity. Various campaign groups and health 
bodies are actively calling for tighter restrictions 
around food advertising, believing it to have a 
negative impact on children’s health.

99% of food and drink products advertised to 
children during Saturday morning children’s 
television programming were high in fat or sugar or 
salt. Research shows for every additional hour of TV 
that children watch during weekends at the age of 
five, their risk of being obese as adults rose by 7%.
Source: Obesity – It’s the Ads, Stupid: Why TV 
Leads to Obesity

Both the broadcast and non-broadcast Advertising 
Codes were significantly tightened as a result of the 
publication of a Department of Health White Paper, 
‘Choosing Health’. This has placed restrictions on 
the advertising of foods and snacks to children, 
particularly on TV, as part of a package of measures 
aimed at reducing obesity and improving diet 
and nutrition. 

http://healthland.time.com/2011/06/27/its-the-ads-why-tv-leads-to-obesity/
http://healthland.time.com/2011/06/27/its-the-ads-why-tv-leads-to-obesity/
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Survey the range of foods and drinks consumed by a specific group during a given time 
period, e.g. 7-8pm. Discuss the findings and suggest possible implications for health. 

1

2 Describe the possible difficulties that can prevent those consumers on low incomes from 
eating a healthy diet. 

Revision Questions

What barriers do students living away from home face when trying to make healthy food choices?3
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a) List what needs to be included on a food label.

Revision Questions

b) Design a food label that would communicate healthy messages easily. 

4

Examine a range of food labels and explain how some of the information on the labels can 
be misleading. 
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