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What Motivates Younger People to Eat Healthy? – A Scoping Review of Motivational Factors Influencing Healthy Eating Behaviours Among Young People

1 Introduction
Healthy eating behaviours established during childhood and adolescence are fundamental for preventing long-term health complications and supporting overall wellbeing. Diet plays a critical role in keeping physical health, cognitive development, and disease prevention. According to the World Health Organization (2023), unhealthy diets are a leading contributor to global mortality and are associated with increased risk of non-communicable diseases such as obesity, cardiovascular disease, and type 2 diabetes. Younger populations are particularly vulnerable to developing unhealthy dietary habits due to social influences, lifestyle transitions, and exposure to highly processed foods.
Healthy eating typically refers to consuming a balanced diet that includes fruits, vegetables, whole grains, lean proteins, and healthy fats while limiting the intake of foods high in sugar, salt, and saturated fat. Despite widespread awareness campaigns promoting healthy dietary behaviours, research writes down that many young people continue to prove poor dietary patterns characterised by high consumption of processed foods and sugary beverages (Story et al., 2008).
Dietary behaviours among younger individuals are influenced by a wide range of factors beyond nutritional knowledge alone. Psychological motivations, including body image concerns and personal health awareness, can encourage healthier eating behaviours. Social influences such as family habits and peer norms also shape food choices. Environmental factors such as food availability, affordability, and convenience further influence dietary decisions.
In recent years, digital technologies and social media platforms have become increasingly influential in shaping dietary behaviours among young people. Social media platforms frequently expose young audiences to food marketing, dietary trends, and health advice that may influence their perceptions of healthy eating (Harris et al., 2021). While digital platforms can promote positive health behaviours, they can also contribute to misinformation and unrealistic dietary expectations.
Understanding what motivates younger individuals to adopt healthy eating behaviours is essential for health and social care professionals, educators, and policymakers. Identifying these motivational factors can inform the design of targeted interventions and public health strategies aimed at improving dietary behaviours among younger populations.
Review Question
What factors motivate younger people to adopt and maintain healthy eating behaviours?
Objectives
1. To identify peer-reviewed research examining motivations influencing healthy eating among younger populations.
2. To explore psychological, social, environmental, and digital factors affecting dietary behaviour.
3. To identify gaps in the current evidence-base to inform future health promotion strategies.

2 Background
Dietary habits proved during early life stages have long-term implications for health outcomes. Evidence suggests that unhealthy dietary patterns during childhood and adolescence are associated with increased risk of obesity, metabolic disorders, and cardiovascular disease later in life (World Health Organization, 2023). Over the past several decades, dietary patterns among younger populations have shifted significantly, with increased consumption of processed foods, fast food, and sugar-sweetened beverages.
Several models have been proposed to explain dietary behaviours among younger populations. One widely recognised framework is the socio-ecological model, which emphasises that individual behaviour is shaped by interactions between personal, social, environmental, and societal factors (Story et al., 2008). According to this model, dietary behaviours are influenced not only by individual knowledge and attitudes but also by family environments, peer relationships, community settings, and broader societal influences.
Family environment is often considered one of the most significant determinants of young people’s dietary behaviours. Parental attitudes towards food, meal patterns within the household, and availability of healthy food options can significantly influence children's eating habits. Research indicates that adolescents who regularly share meals with their families are more likely to consume healthier diets and demonstrate improved nutritional intake (Neumark-Sztainer et al., 2012).
Peer influence also plays a key role during adolescence. Young people often adopt behaviours that align with social norms within their peer groups. In some cases, peer encouragement can promote healthier behaviours, such as taking part in sports or adopting healthier diets. However, peer pressure may also encourage unhealthy eating habits, particularly in environments where fast food consumption is common.
Environmental factors further influence dietary behaviour. Food availability, pricing, and accessibility play important roles in deciding what foods individuals consume. In many urban environments, highly processed foods are widely available and often more affordable than healthier alternatives. These environmental influences can make it difficult for young people to consistently make healthier dietary choices.
Digital media has appeared as an added factor influencing dietary behaviour. Social media platforms, food blogs, and online influencers often promote specific dietary trends and lifestyle practices. While some digital platforms encourage healthy eating and wellness behaviours, others promote unrealistic dietary expectations or unhealthy dieting practices (Chassiakos et al., 2016). Research suggests that exposure to food marketing on social media can significantly influence young people’s food preferences and consumption patterns (Harris et al., 2021).
Given the complex interaction of these factors, understanding motivations for healthy eating requires a comprehensive review of existing research. A scoping review provides an appropriate method for mapping the existing literature and identifying key patterns within this research area.

3 Methods
This study employed a scoping review method to systematically map existing peer-reviewed research examining factors that motivate younger people to adopt and keep healthy eating behaviours. Scoping reviews are particularly proper for exploring complex and multidisciplinary topics where evidence is heterogeneous and emerging. The review was conducted following the methodological framework proposed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005) and later refined by Levac et al. (2010). These frameworks outline five key stages: finding the research question, finding relevant studies, study selection, charting the data, and collating and summarising the findings.
Search Strategy
Electronic databases including PubMed, Scopus, CINAHL, and Google Scholar were searched to find relevant peer-reviewed literature. Keywords included combinations of:
· young people
· adolescents
· healthy eating
· motivation
· dietary behaviour
· nutrition behaviour
Boolean operators were used to refine searches.

Inclusion Criteria
Studies were included if they:
· were peer-reviewed journal articles?
· focused on children, adolescents, or young adults.
· examined motivations influencing healthy eating behaviours.
· were published in English within the last 15 years.
Exclusion Criteria
Studies were excluded if they were:
· editorials
· conference proceedings
· policy documents
· non-peer-reviewed reports

Table 1: Search Strategy and Database Results
	Database
	Search Terms
	Filters Applied
	Records Identified

	PubMed
	(“young people” OR adolescents OR youth) AND (“healthy eating” OR nutrition) AND motivation
	English, peer-reviewed, 2010–2024
	21

	Scopus
	(“healthy eating behaviour”) AND (“young people” OR adolescents) AND motivation
	Peer-reviewed journals
	15

	CINAHL
	(“dietary behaviour”) AND adolescents AND motivation
	English language
	9

	Google Scholar
	(“healthy eating motivation” AND youth)
	Academic articles only
	7

	Total records identified
	
	
	52



After removing duplicate records, 44 articles remained for title and abstract screening. Of these, 18 articles were excluded due to lack of relevance to the research question. Twenty-six full-text articles were assessed for eligibility, and six studies met the final inclusion criteria and were included in the scoping review.
The study selection process followed PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines to ensure transparency in the identification and screening of literature (Page et al., 2021). The PRISMA flow diagram (Figure 1) illustrates the process of identification, screening, eligibility assessment, and final study inclusion.
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Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram illustrating the study selection process for the scoping review examining motivational factors influencing healthy eating behaviours among younger people.


Data Analysis
Data from the selected studies were extracted and organised using a data charting table summarising study characteristics such as author, publication year, research design, population, and key findings. The extracted findings were analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) to identify recurring motivational factors influencing healthy eating behaviours among younger populations.

Ethical Considerations
Because this research involved secondary analysis of published literature, formal ethical approval was not needed. However, ethical principles of academic integrity were followed through correct citation and transparent reporting of methods.

4 Results
The literature search identified 52 records across four academic databases (PubMed, Scopus, CINAHL, and Google Scholar). After duplicate records were removed, 44 studies remained for title and abstract screening. Following the application of the inclusion and exclusion criteria, 26 full-text articles were assessed for eligibility. Of these, six peer-reviewed studies met the final inclusion criteria and were included in the scoping review. The study selection process is presented in the PRISMA flow diagram (Figure 1).
The six included studies represented a range of research designs, including systematic reviews, qualitative studies, survey research, and longitudinal analyses. The studies examined eating behaviours among children, adolescents, and young adults, reflecting the broad age range considered within the review question. Although the methodological approaches differed, the studies consistently examined factors influencing dietary decision-making and healthy eating motivations among younger populations.






Table 2: Characteristics of Studies Included in the Scoping Review
	Author (Year)
	Study Design
	Population
	Key Focus/Themes
	Main Findings

	Story et al. (2008)
	Review study
	Adolescents
	Social and environmental influences
	Family environment and peer norms strongly influence dietary behaviour

	Neumark-Sztainer et al. (2012)
	Longitudinal study
	Adolescents
	Family meal patterns
	Regular family meals associated with healthier dietary intake

	Larson et al. (2016)
	Survey study
	Young adults
	Food choice determinants
	Cost and convenience significantly influence food decisions

	Buchanan et al. (2018)
	Qualitative study
	Adolescents
	Psychological motivations
	Body image and health awareness motivate healthier eating

	Holmberg et al. (2019)
	Literature review
	Youth
	Digital health influence
	Digital platforms can promote awareness of healthy lifestyles

	Harris et al. (2021)
	Review study
	Youth populations
	Social media food marketing
	Exposure to digital food marketing influences dietary attitudes



Thematic Findings
Four major themes emerged from the analysis of the selected studies: 
· psychological motivations and personal health awareness, 
· social influences and the role of family and peers, 
· environmental and economic factors, and 
· digital media influences. 
Psychological motivations included personal health awareness and body image concerns. Social influences, particularly family and peer relationships, were frequently identified as strong determinants of dietary behaviour. Environmental factors such as food affordability and availability were also influential in shaping food choices. Finally, digital media exposure emerged as an increasingly significant factor affecting young people’s perceptions of healthy eating and food preferences.
Collectively, these findings demonstrate that motivations for healthy eating among younger individuals are shaped by interconnected personal, social, environmental, and technological influences, highlighting the complexity of dietary behaviour within this population.

5 Discussion
This scoping review examined peer-reviewed research exploring the factors that motivate younger people to adopt and keep healthy eating behaviours. Analysis of the six included studies revealed that motivations for healthy eating are shaped by a complex interaction of psychological, social, environmental, and digital influences. These findings highlight the multifaceted nature of dietary behaviour among younger populations and emphasise the importance of considering both individual motivations and broader contextual influences when designing interventions aimed at improving dietary habits.

Psychological Motivations and Personal Health Awareness
One of the key motivational factors identified across the reviewed studies was the role of psychological influences, particularly health awareness, body image, and personal wellbeing. Adolescence and early adulthood are developmental stages characterised by increased awareness of personal identity and physical appearance. As a result, many young people report being motivated to adopt healthier eating behaviours due to concerns about body image, weight management, and overall health (Buchanan et al., 2018).
Research suggests that awareness of the relationship between diet and health outcomes can encourage individuals to adopt healthier eating habits. For example, young people who are aware of the long-term health risks associated with poor diet, such as obesity or cardiovascular disease, may be more motivated to make healthier food choices. However, the influence of body image can also be complex. While positive motivations such as improving fitness and wellbeing may encourage healthy behaviours, unrealistic body standards promoted through media may also contribute to unhealthy dieting practices.
These findings highlight the importance of promoting balanced health messaging that emphasises overall wellbeing rather than appearance alone. Health promotion campaigns targeting younger populations should therefore focus on fostering positive relationships with food and encouraging sustainable lifestyle habits rather than promoting restrictive dieting behaviours (Buchanan et al., 2018).

Social Influences and the Role of Family and Peers
Social influences were consistently identified as a significant determinant of healthy eating behaviours among younger people. Family environment, parental attitudes toward food, and peer relationships all play important roles in shaping dietary habits. According to Story et al. (2008), adolescents’ eating behaviours are strongly influenced by the social contexts in which food consumption occurs.
Family meals have been widely recognised as a crucial factor supporting healthy dietary patterns. Neumark-Sztainer et al. (2012) found that adolescents who regularly share meals with their families are more likely to consume fruits, vegetables, and balanced meals compared with those who eat independently. Family meals provide opportunities for parents to model healthy eating behaviours and encourage positive attitudes towards nutritious foods.
Peer influence also becomes increasingly significant during adolescence and early adulthood. Young people often adapt their behaviours to align with social norms within their peer groups. In some cases, peers may encourage healthier behaviours, particularly when individuals take part in sports or fitness activities together. However, peer influence may also contribute to unhealthy dietary habits, particularly in environments where fast food and convenience foods are widely consumed (Neumark-Sztainer et al. 2012)
These findings suggest that interventions aimed at improving young people’s dietary behaviours should consider social environments and encourage supportive networks that promote healthy lifestyle choices.

Environmental and Economic Influences
Environmental factors, including food availability, cost, and convenience, were also found to significantly influence healthy eating behaviours among younger populations. Larson et al. (2016) reported that many young adults prioritise affordability and convenience when making food choices, particularly when balancing academic commitments, work responsibilities, and social activities.
The increasing availability of highly processed foods and fast-food outlets has created an environment where unhealthy food choices are often more accessible than healthier alternatives. In many cases, processed foods are also more affordable and require less preparation time than fresh ingredients. These environmental factors can make it challenging for young people to consistently keep healthy diets. (Larson et al. 2016)
Socioeconomic factors also play a role in shaping dietary behaviour. Individuals from lower-income backgrounds may face additional barriers to accessing nutritious foods due to cost constraints and limited availability of healthy food options in their communities. These findings highlight the importance of addressing broader structural and environmental factors when developing strategies to promote healthy eating.
Public health initiatives aimed at improving dietary behaviours among younger populations should therefore focus not only on individual motivation but also on improving food environments, such as increasing access to affordable healthy foods and promoting healthier food options in schools and universities.

Influence of Digital Media and Online Food Environments
Digital media emerged as a significant and increasingly influential factor shaping dietary attitudes and behaviours among younger people. Social media platforms, online communities, and digital influencers frequently promote food-related content that can influence young audiences’ perceptions of health and nutrition. Harris et al. (2021) highlighted that exposure to food marketing through digital platforms can significantly affect young people’s food preferences and consumption patterns.
Social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube frequently feature content related to dieting, fitness, and lifestyle trends. While some digital content promotes healthy lifestyle behaviours, other content may promote unrealistic dietary expectations or encourage unhealthy dieting practices. Additionally, targeted advertising of fast food and sugary beverages on digital platforms may further influence dietary behaviours among younger audiences.
However, digital platforms also present opportunities for promoting healthy eating behaviours. Digital health interventions, such as nutrition education apps, online health communities, and social media campaigns, have the potential to reach younger audiences effectively. By using digital platforms to promote accurate health information and positive dietary behaviours, public health organisations may be able to influence young people’s attitudes toward nutrition.

Critical Comparison of the Reviewed Studies
When comparing the findings across the reviewed studies, several similarities and differences appear regarding the motivations influencing healthy eating behaviours among younger populations. For example, both Story et al. (2008) and Neumark-Sztainer et al. (2012) emphasise the importance of social environments, particularly family meal patterns and parental influence, in shaping dietary habits during adolescence. These studies suggest that young people who experience supportive family environments and regular shared meals are more likely to develop healthier dietary behaviours. Similarly, Larson et al. (2016) highlights the role of environmental factors, particularly affordability and convenience, suggesting that structural barriers may limit healthy food choices even when individuals are motivated to eat well.
However, more recent studies highlight the growing influence of digital media environments on young people’s dietary behaviours. For example, Harris et al. (2021) argue that social media and digital food marketing significantly shape young people’s food preferences and attitudes toward nutrition. In contrast, Holmberg et al. (2019) suggest that digital platforms may also provide opportunities for promoting healthy eating through online education and health promotion campaigns. This comparison highlights an evolving research landscape in which traditional social influences such as family and peers stay important, while digital environments increasingly shape dietary motivations (Holmberg et al. 2019).
Collectively, these studies prove that motivations for healthy eating among younger populations are influenced by a combination of individual motivations, social relationships, environmental constraints, and digital media exposure, reinforcing the need for comprehensive, multi-level health promotion strategies.

Strengths and Limitations of the Reviewed Studies
The studies included in this scoping review offered valuable insights into the motivations influencing healthy eating behaviours among younger populations. The inclusion of different research designs, including qualitative studies, surveys, and systematic reviews, allowed for a broad understanding of the topic.
However, several limitations were also found. Many of the studies relied on self-reported dietary behaviours, which may introduce reporting bias. Additionally, some studies focused on specific populations or geographic regions, which may limit the generalisability of findings to broader populations.
Another limitation relates to the small number of studies included in the review. While the scoping review method aims to map existing evidence rather than provide definitive conclusions, added research examining diverse populations and contexts would further strengthen understanding of the factors motivating healthy eating among younger individuals.

Implications for Health Promotion and Practice
The findings of this scoping review suggest that effective strategies for promoting healthy eating among younger populations must adopt a multilevel approach. Interventions should address not only individual motivations but also social, environmental, and digital influences that shape dietary behaviour.
Schools and educational institutions stand for important settings for promoting healthy eating habits. Nutrition education programmes that emphasise practical skills, such as meal preparation and understanding food labels, may help young people make more informed dietary choices. Additionally, initiatives that promote healthy food environments within schools and universities may further encourage positive dietary behaviours.
Digital health interventions may also play a significant role in future health promotion strategies. Social media campaigns, mobile health applications, and online educational platforms provide opportunities to engage younger audiences and deliver tailored health messages.
Overall, addressing the motivations influencing healthy eating behaviours among younger populations requires collaborative efforts across healthcare, education, policy, and digital media sectors.

6 Conclusion and Recommendations
This scoping review explored the factors that motivate younger people to adopt and maintain healthy eating behaviours. Analysis of the selected peer-reviewed studies proved that motivations for healthy eating are influenced by a complex interaction of psychological, social, environmental, and digital factors. These findings highlight that dietary behaviours among younger populations cannot be explained by individual motivation alone, but are shaped by broader social environments, food accessibility, and exposure to digital media.
Psychological motivations, including personal health awareness and body image considerations, were identified as important drivers of dietary behaviour. Many young people expressed interest in keeping a healthy lifestyle to support physical appearance and long-term wellbeing. However, the influence of body image can be both positive and negative, suggesting that health promotion initiatives should focus on balanced and realistic health messaging.
Social environments were also shown to significantly influence eating behaviours. Family habits and peer relationships play important roles in shaping dietary patterns, particularly during adolescence when individuals begin to make independent food choices. Regular family meals and positive peer influences were associated with healthier dietary behaviours, demonstrating the importance of supportive social environments.
Environmental and economic factors such as food affordability, availability, and convenience also strongly influenced food choices. The widespread accessibility of highly processed foods presents challenges for maintaining healthy dietary patterns, particularly for younger individuals with limited financial resources or time constraints. These findings highlight the importance of addressing structural barriers to healthy eating.
Digital media was identified as an increasingly major influence on young people’s dietary behaviours. While social media platforms can promote unhealthy food marketing, they also provide opportunities for health promotion and digital nutrition education.

Recommendations
Based on the findings of this review, several recommendations can be proposed:
1. Future research: Further research should examine the long-term impact of digital food environments and social media on young people’s dietary behaviours.
2. Health promotion strategies: Schools, universities, and community organisations should incorporate nutrition education programmes that promote practical skills and healthy lifestyle behaviours.
3. Policy and food environments: Public health policies should aim to improve access to affordable, nutritious foods while addressing the influence of unhealthy food marketing on younger populations.
4. Digital health interventions: Public health organisations should utilise social media and digital platforms to deliver engaging and evidence-based nutrition messages targeted at younger audiences.
In conclusion, promoting healthy eating behaviours among younger people requires a multifaceted approach that addresses psychological motivations, social influences, environmental conditions, and digital media exposure. Understanding these factors can help health professionals design more effective interventions that support healthier dietary choices and contribute to improved long-term public health outcomes.
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