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ABSTRACT 

The theme of this study is eating and drinking patterns for products of which the health authorities want the Norwegian 
people to reduce their consumption. Although consumption development has shown positive trends over the past few 
years, Norwegians still have a much higher intake of such products than what is advisable. The study showed that only 
a small proportion had not eaten chocolate, sweets, sweet pastries, salty snacks etc. in the last seven days. Young people, 
men, people with low education and people living in households with children had the highest eating and drinking 
frequency of these kinds of products. Gender and age had the strongest impact on eating and drinking frequency. 
However, women had a higher eating rate of chocolate and sweets, and men had a higher eating and drinking frequency 
of salty snacks and sugary soda. People with low education had a considerably higher frequency of drinking sugary 
soda than people with high education. Among those who ate these products weekly, there were many who expressed 
that they would prefer to avoid such products, but that they were often tempted. Among those who ate these products a 
few times a month or less, few said that they did not like chocolate, sweets, etc. The main reason for having a relatively 
low eating and drinking frequency was that they perceived such products as unhealthy and fattening. Although there 
were only a few in the group of respondents who were concerned with healthy eating that had not eaten any of the listed 
products in the past seven days, this group had a significantly lower frequency of eating chocolate, sweets, etc. than the 
group that was not concerned with this. It was also clear that people who were health conscious to a greater extent 
limited eating of such products to the weekends and special occasions than those who were not. In order to succeed in 
reducing eating and drinking frequency of these products, it will be necessary to draw attention to product availability 
and social acceptance. 
 
Keywords: Advertising; Age; Agency; Class; Consumption; Food Cultural Codes; Gender; Health; Marketing; 
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1. Introduction 

The development in the Norwegian diet has shown many 
positive features over the last decades. Consumption of 
fruits and vegetables has increased significantly, and the 
consumption of sugar and fat is reduced. In spite of these 
developments the diet still contains too much fat, sugar 
and salt, and too little fruit and vegetables for a large seg- 
ment of the population [1]. Figures from Statistics Nor- 
way (2010) showed that the average Norwegian eats 
about 30 kg sweets, ice cream and chocolate, and 19 kg 
salty snacks and French fries during a year [2]. Further- 
more, the average Norwegian drinks about 64 litres of 
sugary soda. 

In 2007 the Norwegian government made a Plan of ac- 
tion to improve the diet in the population in the period  

2007 to 2011 [3]. In the plan it was stated that it was ne- 
cessary to use several type of societal strategies and mea- 
sures in order to succeed in nutrition work. One of the 
strategies that was emphasised was to improve the avail- 
ability of healthy food products in e.g. kindergartens, 
schools, work places and market places. Another one was 
to improve consumer knowledge with clear, easily under- 
stood and uniform information on diet and nutrition. It 
was also formulated several measures for these strategies. 
One example is improving labelling and nutritional dec- 
laration of food products. Another one was to consider 
introduction of restrictions on advertising unhealthy food 
aimed children and young people. Furthermore, minis- 
tries were responsible for studying the possibilities of the 
use of economic incentives to promote a healthy diet. A 
prioritised (quantitative) objective was to reduce the per-  
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centage of people who had more than 10% of their intake 
of calories respectively from sugar and saturated fat. And 
also to reduce the percentage of people who drank soft 
drinks daily. In order to succeed with these aims, it was 
stated that the government should implement the plan 
within the scope of the annual state budget, grant schemes 
and relevant parliamentary documents. And interminis- 
terial coordination group would also follow up the plan. 

In recent decades food high in sugar, fat and salt has 
been considered the enemy [4-6]. A high intake of this 
type of food and beverages is seen in connection with in- 
creased risk of overweight, obesity and various lifestyle 
diseases. Over the years overweight and obesity have be- 
come a larger problem in Norway. In 2002 a 40-year-old 
man weighed on average 5 kg more than in the 1980s. 
For women the difference was 5.8 kg. The proportion of 
adults with a BMI of 30 kg/m2 or more was between 14 
to 22 percent for men, and between 13 to 20 percent for 
women. 40-year-olds with higher education were less 
obese than the groups with low education [7]. Among 
Norwegians aged 8 to 9, 16 - 18 percent were overweight. 
Girls were slightly more overweight than boys [8]. 

Considering the attention overeating of products rich 
in sugar, fat and salt is given in the public sphere, sur- 
prisingly few studies have been carried out that have ex- 
plored the consumption patterns of chocolate, sweets, 
salty snacks and sugary soda in a Norwegian context. 
Consequently, the aim of this study is to contribute some 
new perspectives on the consumption of this type of food 
and drink. Therefore we have looked into details of the 
eating and drinking pattern of this kind of products: How 
often and on what occasions do people eat or drink this 
type of products? What differences are found between 
different social groups—gender, age, socioeconomic 
status, household type and residence? What characterises 
the preferences, priorities and practices among those who 
weekly eat this type of products? And what characterises 
the preferences, priorities and practices among those who 
eat such products only a few times a month or less? And 
how does interest in healthy eating affect the consump- 
tion pattern of products high in sugar, fat and salt? How- 
ever, the purpose was not to explain discrepancies be- 
tween attitude and action, but to increase our understand- 
ing of why sweet, salty and fatty has become such a big 
challenge for the Norwegian health authorities. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Investigating Methods 

The web-based survey was conducted in November 2009. 
Survey invites were sent out via e-mail. These surveys 
are similar to postal surveys in that they are self-adminis- 
tered. In the web-based surveys NorStat Norge has a pa- 

nel of 80,000 potential respondents. NorStat is a profes- 
sional market research company. They treat their partici- 
pants with the greatest respect—beyond adhering to in- 
dustry guidelines and complying with national laws and 
regulations. 

2.2. Sample Selection 

A random sample of the potential respondents was se- 
lected to participate in the study. The participants of the 
panel have all access to internet. This means for instance 
that compared to the total population the oldest age 
groups are somewhat under-represented in the panel, and 
people with higher education are slightly over-repre- 
sented. Figures from 2010 show, however, that 90 per- 
cent of the Norwegian population has internet access [9]. 
The sample is weighted by gender, age and region in 
order to get a sample which is close to the population. 
After weighting procedure, the education level in the 
sample is quite similar to the population distribution (Ta- 
ble 1). In total 1445 respondents participated in the study 
at the age of 16 to 80 years. Younger people than 16 
years old would also been interesting to look at because 
of the thematic, but this were not possible this time. The 
response rate was about 40%. 

2.3. Statistical Analysis 

In the survey the respondents were asked about their eat- 
ing and drinking pattern of selected products. Further- 
more, they had to take a position on a series of state- 
ments about their food and eating habits. Statistical ana- 
lysis was carried out using SPSS. The analysis is based 
on simple frequency distributions and bivariate analy- 
 
Table 1. Characteristic of sample (N = 1445). Weighted by 
gender, age and region. 

 Characteristic of sample 

  N % 

Men 713 49 
Gender 

Women 732 51 

16 - 29 yr 335 23 

20 - 39 yr 263 18 

40 - 49 yr 254 18 
Age 

50 - 80 yr 593 41 

No/1 - 3 yr of education 482 34 (30)b 

4 - 6 yr of education 562 39 (43) Educationa

6 yr+ of education 401 28 (27) 

aCompared with most other OECD countries, Norway has a very high level 
of education. In 2002, about 86 percent of the population aged 25 - 64 years 
had education at secondary school level or higher, while the average for 
OECD countries was 64 percent [10]; bEducation level 16 years+ in 2009 in 
total population in brackets [11]. 
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ses, which are all presented in figures. The level used to 
determine statistical significance was p < 0.05. In the bi- 
variate analyses the tests are chi-square-tests and in the 
regression analyses the significance test are T-tests. In 
order to get a more general picture of unhealthy eating, 
we also computed an index of the eating frequencies of 
the products. For this purpose we conducted an ordinary 
regression analysis. 

quency of all the mentioned products except sweet pas- 
tries. Seven in ten young people ate chocolate weekly, 
compared to four in ten in the age group 50 years or 
more. Furthermore, young people also ate more sweets. 
However, it was especially salty snacks, fast food and 
sugary soda that young people had a significantly higher 
intake than adults (Figure 3). 

Among those with higher education, the proportion 
who drank sugary soda daily was considerably lower 
compared to those with low education (Figure 4). 3. Results 

People living in households with children had a higher 
eating and drinking frequency for all the mentioned pro- 
ducts than people living without children. The exception 
was sweet pastries (Figure 5). 

The survey showed that only 6 percent of the respondents 
had not eaten chocolate, sweets, sweet pastries or salty 
snacks in the last seven days. More than half the popula- 
tion had eaten chocolate once a week or more. Four in 
ten had eaten sweets or salty snacks weekly. Three in ten 
ate sweet pastries or drank sugary soda weekly (Figure 
1). 

3.2. What Was the Occasion for Eating This  
Type of Products the Last Time 

However, the survey showed that gender, age, educa- 
tion level and type of household had an impact on eating 
and drinking frequency. 

When asked what had been the occasion for eating this 
type of products the last time, responses showed that few 
had replaced an ordinary meal with chocolates, sweets, 
sweet pastries and salty snacks. Most described the occa- 
sion last time they had eaten chocolate, sweets or salty 
snacks as a treat. It was also quite a few who said that 
they had indulged themselves with chocolate or sweets as 
weekday treat. Moreover, there were also some who said 
there had been no special occasion for eating chocolate, 
sweets, sweet pastries or salty snacks the last time. Al- 
most as many said the occasion had been a celebration 
(Figure 6). 

3.1. Who Eats What and How Often 

There was no difference between women and men in the 
frequency of eating sweet pastries. However, more women 
than men ate chocolate or sweets once a week or more. 
Conversely, more men than women ate fast food and 
salty snacks weekly. It was also far more men than women 
who drank sugary soda weekly (Figure 2). 

Young people had a higher eating and drinking fre- 
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Figure 1. Eating and drinking frequency of chocolate, sugary soda, sweets, sweet pastries, salty snacks and fast food. N = 1445. 
Percent. 2009. WEB. 
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Figure 2. Percentage who ate this kind of products weekly. By gender. N = 1445. Percent. 2009. WEB. 
 

 

Figure 3. Percentage who ate this kind of products weekly. By age. N = 1445. Percent. 2009. WEB. 
 

 

Figure 4. Percentage who ate this kind of products weekly. By education. N = 1445. Percent. 2009. WEB. 
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Figure 5. Percentage who ate this kind of products weekly. By household type. N = 1445. Percent. 2009. WEB. 
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Figure 6. What was the occasion that you ate these products last time (It was given a total of 9 possible answers to this ques- 
tion: weekend treat, weekday treat, celebration, gift, comfort/encouragement, reward, snack/eaten between the meals, re-
placement of a meal). N = 575 (chocolate), N = 840 (sweet pastries), N = 836 (salty snacks). Percent. 2009. WEB. 
 
3.3. What Was the Occasion for Eating This  

Type of Products the Last Time in Various  
Social Groups 

solation. More men than women said there had been no 
special occasion last time they had eaten sweet pastries 
and salty snacks. 

Young people were more likely than the population as 
a whole to describe the occasion for eating chocolate and 
sweets last time as a weekday treat. There were also 
more young people than the population as a whole who 
thought the occasion had been comfort or consolation. 
The proportion of young people who said the occasion  

The answers to the question of what had been the occa- 
sion for eating the listed products last time varied in dif- 
ferent social groups. More women than men said that the 
occasion for eating chocolate and sweets last time had 
been a celebration. Furthermore, there were more women 
than men who described the occasion as comfort or con-  
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had been a reward was also higher compared to the popu- 
lation as a whole. 

People living in households without children were 
more likely to describe the last time they had eaten cho- 
colate or sweets as a weekday treat. Conversely, there 
were more people living in households with children who 
described the occasion as a weekend treat. 

There were more people with low education than with 
higher education who said the occasion for eating sweets 
or chocolate last time had been comfort or consolation. 

3.4. How Is Weekly Eating and Drinking 
Frequency of This Type of Products 
Explained 

Among those who ate chocolate, sweets, sweet pastries 
or salty snacks weekly, there were many who explained 
high eating frequency with reference to fondness for this 
type of products: “I love …” (Figure 7). Somewhat few- 
er said the same about sugary soda. 

There were quite a few who said they ate chocolate, 
sweets, and salty snacks on weekdays as well as at week- 
ends. This was also the case for sugary soda. 

Four in ten thought that the statement: “I would prefer 
to avoid eating sweets, but I am often tempted” fitted 
well with their own eating pattern. It was almost as many 
who said the same about chocolate and salty snacks. 

Somewhat fewer said this about sweet pastries and sug- 
ary soda. 

Two in ten said that they got bad conscience when 
they ate sweets, chocolate, sweet pastries or salty snacks. 

3.5. How Is Weekly Eating and Drinking 
Frequency of This Type of Products 
Explained in Various Social Groups 

Women were more likely than men to say that they would 
prefer not to eat sweets, chocolate and salty snacks, but 
they were often tempted. Moreover, more women than 
men said this about chocolate and salty snacks. Women 
were also more likely than men to say that they got bad 
conscience when eating or drinking this type of pro- 
ducts. 

Young people were more likely to say that they had 
this kind of products on weekdays as well as at weekends 
than other age groups. They also to a greater extent ex- 
plained weekly eating and drinking frequency by saying 
that they “loved” these kinds of products. 

People with low education also to a greater extent said 
that they “loved” sweets, chocolates, sweet pastries, salty 
snacks and sugary soda compared to those with higher 
education. Moreover, they were also more likely to say 
that they ate these products both on weekdays and at 
weekends. 
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Figure 7. Reasons for eating and drinking this kind of products weekly. N = 749 (chocolate), N = 527 (sweets), N = 472 (sweet 
pastries), N = 536 (salty snacks), N = 469 (sugary soda). Percent. 2009. WEB. 
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3.6. How Is a Low Eating and Drinking 

Frequency of This Type of Products 
Explained? 

There were few who explained that a relatively low eat- 
ing and drinking frequency was due to not liking this 
kind of products. The exception was sugary soda. Among 
those who drank this a few times a month or less, it was 
half of the respondents who explained that they were not 
fond of this type of drink (Figure 8). 

The most important explanation for eating and drink- 
ing this kind of products monthly or more seldom was 
that they saw this kind of products as unhealthy and fat- 
tening. The respondents were most sceptical of sugary 
soda. This was followed by sweets. Somewhat fewer said 
they avoided salty snacks, sweet pastries and chocolate 
because they perceived it as unhealthy. 

3.7. How Is a Low Eating and Drinking 
Frequency of This Type of Products 
Explained in Various Social Groups? 

More women than men said that they limited the eating 
frequency for sweets out of fear of gaining weight. The 
same pattern emerged for the reasons for having a rela- 
tively low eating and drinking frequency for chocolate, 
sweet pastries, salty snacks and sugary soda. 

Young people explained to a lesser extent low eating 
frequency for these products with fear of putting on 
weight than the other age groups. The same pattern 
emerged for the reasons for having a relatively low eat- 
ing frequency for sweet pastries and salty snacks. 

There were more far more with higher education than 
with low education who said that low eating frequency 
for sweets had to do with the products being unhealthy. 
The same pattern emerged for the reasons for having a 
low eating frequency for sweet pastries and salty snacks. 
As for chocolate, there were far more of those with higher 
education, compared to those with low education who 
said they avoided all such products because they were 
unhealthy. 

3.8. To What Extent Do Interest in Healthy 
Eating Affect the Eating and Drinking 
Frequency of This Type of Products 

The study showed that there has been a significantly 
increasing interest in healthy eating in the last couple of 
years. Seven in ten said that this was something they put 
great emphasis on. Four in ten said that they particularly 
emphasised that the food and beverages they bought con- 
tained little sugar. Three in ten said the same about fat. 
Women were more concerned about the health aspects of 
food and beverages than men. People with higher edu-  
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Figure 8. Explanations for eating or drinking this kind of products several times a month or more seldom. N = 644 (chocolate), 
N = 895 (sweets and salty snacks), N = 958 (sweet pastries), N = 962 (sugary soda). Percent. 2009. WEB. 
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cation were also far more concerned about this than those 
with lower education. The young were considerably more 
concerned about food being cheap than other age groups. 
The most important motivational factor for healthy eating 
was to achieve good health. Then followed avoiding 
overweight/obesity and to look good. The young put more 
emphasis on the latter than the other age groups. 

There is a widespread notion that there is little corre- 
spondence between people’s stated interest in healthy 
food and what they actually eat. This study indicates, 
however, that this is not necessarily the case. The group of 
respondents who said they were concerned about healthy 
eating, had a far lower eating and drinking frequency of all 
the products than the group of respondents who were not 
concerned about that (Figure 9). 

Far more in the group of respondents who were not 
concerned with healthy eating ate chocolate weekly, com- 
pared to those who were concerned with this. There was 
also far more of those who were not concerned about 
healthy eating that ate sweets and salty snacks weekly, 
compared to those who were concerned with this. Seven 
in ten of those who were not concerned with healthy eat- 
ing drank sugary soda weekly, compared to two in ten of 
those who were concerned with this. Relatively few of 
those who were concerned with healthy eating ate fast 

food weekly. Among those who were not concerned with 
this the figure was 30 percent. 

The group of respondents who were not concerned with 
healthy eating were more likely to say that there had been 
no special occasion the last time they had eaten this kind 
of products than the group of respondents who were con- 
cerned about this. The latter group of respondents were 
also more likely to answer that sweets, chocolates and 
salty snacks were reserved for weekends and special oc- 
casions than those who were not concerned about healthy 
eating (Figure 10). It should also be mentioned that 
among those who were not concerned with healthy eating 
there were more who said that the occasion last time they 
had eaten sweets or chocolate had been comfort or con- 
solation than among those who were concerned about this. 

3.9. What Are the Determinants of Consumption 
of Unhealthy Products 

In order to get a more general picture of consumption of 
unhealthy products such as sweets, chocolate, sweet pa- 
stries, salty snacks, fastfood, sugary soda etc., we have 
conducted an ordinary regression analysis (OLS) (Table 
2). The dependent variable is an additive index made by 
the frequency of eating the six unhealthy products. The 
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Figure 9. The percentage who weekly ate/drank chocolate, sweets, sweet pastries, salty snacks, fastfood and sugary soda. By 
concern with eating healthy. N = 749 (chocolate), N = 527 (sweets), N = 472 (sweet pastries), N = 536 (salty snacks), N = 469 
(sugary soda). Percent. 2009. WEB. 
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Figure 10. The reason for eating this kind of products last time. By concern with healthy eating. N = 575 (chocolate/sweets), N 
= 836 (salty snacks), N = 840 (sweet pastries). Percent. 2009. WEB. 
 

Table 2. Regression: Dependent vaiable unhealthy snacks. Unstandardized coefficientsa. 

 Unhealthy snacksb 

  B T-values 

 (Constant) 23.769 47.671 

Women –1.108 –3.884 

Age –0.156 –16.783 

Education 4 - 6 yrs 0.444 1.303 

Education more than 6 yrs 0.286 0.769 

Model 1 

Number of children under 18 yrs 0.607 3.974 

(Constant) 25.523 32.910 

Women –1.124 –4.270 

Age –0.109 –12.410 

Education 4 - 6 yrs –0.680 2.221 

Education more than 6 yrs 0.636 1.898 

Number of children under 18 yrs 0.547 3.999 

“I prefer to avoid this kind of products, but are often tempted” (fits well) 0.1801 3.634 

“I get bad conscience when eating this kind of products” (fits well) 0.1443 3.361 

Model 2 

In what degree are you committed to healthy eating? –1.836 –11.099 

 How often do you eat between the meals? 1.404 10.895 

N = 1407 

Model 1 R2(adjusted) = 0.206 

Model 2 R2(adjusted) = 0.364 

aIn the reference group (constant, coded 0 for all independent variables): BACKGROUND VARIABLES: Men, Age (numeric) 0 years (technical interpretation), 
Education 0 - 3 years after primary school, Number of children (numeric) 0 children under 18 years. ATTITUDES: “I prefer to avoid this kind of products, but 
are often tempted” 0 = fits not well + fits a little, “I get bad conscience when eating this kind of products” 0 = fits not well+ fits a little. In what degree (ordinal 
5 point scale from very little degree to very large degree). EATING PRACTICE: How often do you eat between the meals = very seldom/never to very often. 
The option “Don’t know” is excluded for all variables; bSignificant T-values: 1.96 p < 0.05, 2.58 p < 0.01, 3.29 p < 0.001. 
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frequency values were: every day, 5 - 6 days a week, 3 - 
4 days a week, 1 - 2 days a week, 2 - 3 times a month, 
about 1 time a month, more seldom, never, don’t know. 
Don’t know was excluded from the analysis. Every day 
was coded as 7 and never as 0. The correlation between 
these variables was relatively high. Testing with an ex- 
ploratory factor analyses just one factor was extracted. 
By computing these six variables we obtained an index 
of UNHEALTHY SNACKS, varying from 0 to 42. This 
index is treated as a ratio variable, and the unstandard- 
ized coefficients are interpreted as a one unit change in 
the independent variable, so and so change in scores of 
the index. 

Two models have been executed, model 1 with the 
background variables, and in model 2 attitudes and eating 
practice between meals have been added. We chose the 
attitude variables that were of most theoretical interests, 
like: “I prefer to avoid this kind of products, but are often 
tempted”, “I get bad conscience when eating this kind of 
products” and “In what degree are you committed to 
healthy eating?” The eating practice was in what degree 
they ate between meals.  

All background variables are highly significant except 
educational level; women eat less unhealthy products 
than men, the eating frequencies increase the younger 
ones are, and the frequencies increase when the more 
children (under 18) there is in the household. The ad- 
justed explained variance is pretty high (21 percent). 
When we introduce attitude variables and eating practice 
between meals, the adjusted explained variance increase 
to 36 percent. Introducing these new variables, the age 
coefficient has decreased, but is still highly significant. 
The change in age coefficient is due to correlations be- 
tween age and some intermediate variables. 

One important variable who explain the variation in 
the unhealthy snacks index is a positive correlation be- 
tween the tendencies to eat between meals. This eating 
practice is not good for the intake for unhealthy snacks. 
There is also a negative correlation between commitment 
of healthy eating and the eating practice of unhealthy 
snacks. It is also a highly significant correlation between 
“those who try to avoid this kind of products, but are 
often tempted” and the frequencies of unhealthy snacks 
eating. Another positive correlation are between those 
who “get bad conscience when eating this kind of pro- 
ducts” and the frequency of unhealthy snacks eating. 

4. Discussion 

Although there have been many positive, traceable fea- 
tures in Norwegians’ food and eating habits in recent 
years, products with high content of sugar, fat and salt still 
have a too dominant position [1]. As emerges from this 
study, very few people have not eaten chocolate, sweets,  

sweet pastries, salty snacks etc. in the last seven days. 
Even though Norway is characterized by smaller class 

differences than many other Western countries, several 
Norwegian studies have shown that a transition to a diet 
that the health authorities recommend has been more pro- 
nounced among people with higher education than lower 
education [12,13]. Moreover, women have been more wil- 
ling to change their eating and drinking habits than men 
[14-16]. And it has also been revealed that children and 
adolescents have a higher intake of sugar and sugary soda 
than adults [1]. 

Our study also showed that variables such as gender, 
age, education and type of household had an impact on 
eating and drinking habits. However, gender and age had a 
particularly strong impact. Men and young people had the 
highest eating and drinking frequency for all this type of 
products. Furthermore, household type had a significant 
impact on eating and drinking frequency. Given the many 
studies that show that people with low education have a 
nutritionally poorer quality of their diet than people with 
high education, there was surprisingly little difference in 
eating and drinking frequency of the listed products be- 
tween the different educational groups. However, people 
with low education had a significantly higher frequency of 
drinking sugary soda than people with high education. 

Like several other studies, our study also showed that 
cultural and structural factors are important determinants 
of people’s eating and drinking patterns of chocolate, 
sweets, sweet pastries, sugary soda etc. Several have de- 
scribed how these kinds of products have become con- 
stantly more accessible in people’s everyday lives [4, 
17-19]. According to Winson [18] pseudo products, that is, 
foods that have sugar, fats and salt as main ingredients, 
had an increasingly dominant position in sales and eating 
venues the last decades. Furthermore, there is much evi- 
dence that festival foods, that is, food and drinks which are 
sold in connection with bank holidays, seasonal cele- 
brations and holidays (for instance Christmas and Easter) 
are sold for ever longer periods. 

On the basis of our study there is also much evidence 
that such products to an increasing degree have become a 
part of everyday food and eating habits. An example is 
that more than half of the respondents described the oc- 
casion that they had been eating sweets or chocolate last 
time had been either “everyday treat” or “no special oc- 
casion”. Four in ten said the same about sweet pastries and 
salty snacks. Men and young people were most likely to 
have eaten this type of products in an everyday context. 

In our study, we also looked into the explanations given 
for the eating and drinking pattern for the groups that ate 
or drank the mentioned products, weekly or several times 
a month or less respectively. One similarity between the 
two groups was that both expressed a preference for  
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having this type of products. With the exception of sugary 
soda, there were few who explained low eating frequency 
for the various products by saying that they did not like 
chocolate, sweets etc. Among those who ate this type of 
products weekly, there were also many who just stated 
that they were fond of such products. However, it was 
clear that many of those who ate this type of product 
weekly really wanted to have a lower eating frequency. 
This was partly reflected by the fact that many said they 
would prefer to avoid eating or drinking chocolate, sweets, 
sugary soda etc., but that they were often tempted. 

However, the most important explanation for eating or 
drinking these products a few times a month or more 
seldom was linked to health. Three in ten said they limited 
the frequency of eating chocolate, sweets, sweet pastries 
and salty snacks because they perceived such products as 
unhealthy and fattening. Six out of ten said they avoided 
sugary soda because it was unhealthy. Almost as many 
said they avoided this drink because it was fattening. Men, 
young people and people with low education were least 
concerned about the health aspects. Moreover, women to a 
far greater degree than men indicated that they got bad 
conscience from eating or drinking such products. 

In recent years there has been a considerably growing 
interest in healthy eating among Norwegians [20]. Studies 
have also shown that Norwegians have a relatively high 
level of knowledge about what and how they should eat 
[5,6,20]. In a survey, for example, almost everybody (99 
percent) expressed knowledge of the dietary advice that 
one should eat five servings of fruit and vegetables every 
day. Still an average Norwegian only ate 2.7 servings 
daily [21]. A popular interpretation of such findings is that 
there is a discrepancy between people’s expressed atti- 
tudes and what they actually eat. However, the groups 
who expressed interest in healthy eating—women, mid- 
dle-aged people and people with higher education—had 
the highest eating frequency with an average of 3.1 
servings daily. 

Our study also showed that the group who stated that 
they were very or fairly concerned about eating healthy, 
had a much lower eating and drinking frequency for cho- 
colate, sweets etc. than the group of respondents who were 
not concerned about this. Those who were concerned 
about healthy eating were also far more likely to respond 
that such products were reserved for weekends and special 
occasions than the group who were not concerned about 
this. Why, then, do so many people eat these products 
regularly? 

Sugar, salt and fats are the ingredients that top the list of 
what Norwegians state that they preferably want to restrict. 
When people still have a relatively high consumption of 
products that have a high content of these ingredients, it 
must be viewed in light of the fact that we live in a food  

culture that constantly encourages eating such product. An 
account of advertising expenditure in Norwegian media, 
show that the products that are mostly advertised are pre- 
cisely chocolate, sweets, salty snacks, fast food and sugary 
soda [20]. Furthermore, one can observe an increasingly 
aggressive marketing, pricing and product placement of 
such products in sales and eating venues [5,20]. Through 
consciously advertising such products also become in- 
vested with a range of positive significations [5,18,19,22]. 
No wonder, therefore, that many of those who eat this 
kind of products weekly answered that they really wanted 
to avoid this kind of products, but that they often yielded 
to temptation. But when you have made your bed, you 
have to lie in it. Around two in ten also answered that they 
often had bad conscience when eating such products. 

The high consumption must, however, also be seen in 
light of the food-cultural codes and values associated with 
this kind of food and drink [4,23,24]. This emerges per- 
haps particularly clearly in the way adults socialize chil- 
dren and the young into the food culture. In a lot of situa- 
tions what really should from a medical perspective be 
labelled a no, is culturally labelled yes. Sweets, chocolate, 
sweet pastries and sugary soda are typical examples of 
products that are served when one spends quality time 
with children, when children are celebrated, when they 
need comforting or rewarding [6]. Our study clearly 
showed that young people in a far greater extent than the 
other age groups linked eating sweets and chocolate into 
something positive—such as reward, celebration and con- 
solation. 

5. Conclusion 

In order to succeed with the aim of reducing consump- 
tion of chocolate, sweets etc. it will, in other words, be 
necessary to make such products less accessible and less 
socially acceptable [19]. In this connection it should be 
mentioned that several social science studies of food and 
eating habits precisely have emphasized that increasing 
the nutritional quality of people’s diets often fails be- 
cause one just ignores the many social and cultural mean- 
ings attached to food and drink [25-27]. 

In our opinion there has also been too much emphasis 
on the responsibility of the individual in public dietary 
information efforts and too little emphasis on the many 
social and structural limitations which influence people’s 
ability to make healthy choices. Therefore, more studies 
are needed in order to investigate how people negotiate 
and interpret food-cultural structures and relations. 
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