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Healthy Eating Habits: The Importance of Knowledge, Intent and Motivation 

Much has been written about healthy eating habits. For example, we all know - or should 

know - that consuming a wide variety of healthy foods in moderation, staying hydrated and 

limiting alcohol consumption are vital to good health. Or do we? Are we really as knowledgeable 

as we think we are? And, if so, why aren’t more people taking steps to improve their health? 

Given all the information and help that is available to us, why are obesity and its related 

disorders so prevalent? Perhaps a multi-faceted approach to this issue is needed. My research 

indicates that embarking on a healthy eating plan that is sustainable over the long term involves 

three very important components: knowledge, intent and motivation. 

In a study intended to “assess the nutritional knowledge” of consumers, M. Dickson-

Spillmann and M. Siegrist, M. M. concluded that consumers have a general knowledge of 

nutrition but “substantial numbers of consumers hold misconceptions…are unfamiliar with the 

practical implications of the food pyramid, the concept of a balanced diet and the importance of 

increasing fruit and vegetable consumption” (2011, p. 57, 59). In addition, the researchers noted 

that “some consumers believed that eating healthily meant eating less, no matter which foods 

were reduced” (Dickson-Spillmann & Seigrist, 2011, p. 58) when in fact the energy density of 

food is crucial to maintaining zero energy balance. Dickson-Spillmann and  Seigrist surmised 

that  “efforts are needed to raise awareness of the food pyramid as well as the understanding that 
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a healthy diet does not necessarily mean having to reduce portion sizes, but rather that the diet 

should be composed differently” (2011, pg. 58).  

The researchers’ conclusions come as no surprise to me. I am studying Nutrition at South  

Puget Sound Community College this quarter and have found the information gained in my class 

to be extremely helpful in understanding how to assess my diet, select the best foods, and 

develop a long-term plan that supports good health. While a formal class may not be feasible for 

everyone, the public would greatly benefit from increased education regarding sound nutrition, 

including credible research and information that debunks common misconceptions and fad diets. 

It would seem that the experts agree: According to Ellie Whitney and Sharon Rady 

Rolfes, the authors of Understanding Nutrition, “the food choices we make each and every 

day…impair our health in proportion to the wisdom of those choices…and an understanding of 

human nutrition helps you make sensible selections more often” (2011, p. 3). Knowledge of 

good nutrition is therefore vital to forming healthy eating habits. 

Once you are armed with the knowledge necessary to eat well, then what? Most of us 

realize intuitively that “people decide what to eat, when to eat, and even whether to eat in highly 

personal ways, often based on behavioral or social motives rather than on an awareness of 

nutrition’s importance to health” (Whitney & Rolfes, 2011, p. 3). Consequently, there are more 

factors at work than nutritional knowledge (or a lack thereof). Given our self-defeating behavior, 

we may be our own biggest obstacles to making healthier food choices. 

Even so, intention may be a powerful motivator for change. A study conducted by Bas 

Verplanken and Suzanne Faes showed that “forming implementation intentions
1
 was effective in 

changing complex everyday behavior, in this case establishing a healthier diet” (1999, p. 591). In 

                                                             
1 An “implementation intention” is a self-regulatory strategy that uses an “if-then” plan (If X happens, I will perform 

response Y) to improve goal attainment. It specifies the when, where and how of goal-directed behavior. 

Source: Wikipedia 
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their study, the researchers “specified when and how to perform goal-achieving behaviors”, 

which they said may “especially be necessary when goals can be achieved through different 

courses of action, or by adopting a relatively complex pattern of acts, as in the present case of 

composing a healthy diet” (Verplanken & Faes, 2011, p. 601). Verplanken and Faes also 

speculated that implementation intentions may be “more effective when [they] involve approach 

behavior than avoidance behavior” (2011, p. 602). Therefore, it would seem that effectively 

using intent involves not only purposeful action, but specific goal-setting. 

Brenda Arychuk, a registered dietitian, also advocates the use of goal-setting in her 

article “Healthy Habits”. She indicates that goals should be “realistic, specific and measurable” 

(2006, para.11). She adds that gradual changes work best and suggests building in healthy 

rewards to celebrate meeting goals. When setting goals, Arychuk says you need to ask yourself 

“Where do I want to be?” and “What steps do I need to take to get there?” (2006, sidebar) 

Carole Wade and Carol Tavris, the authors of Psychology, also stress the importance of 

setting goals as motivation to achievement. They state that goals are “most likely to improve 

your motivation and performance when [they are] specific…challenging but achievable…[and] 

framed in terms of getting what you want rather than avoiding what you do not want” (Wade & 

Tavris, 2011, p. 459). Sound familiar? 

Developing healthy eating habits need not confusing or onerous. Learning about nutrition 

will help you better understand how food contributes to your well-being, how to evaluate 

available research and can even save you money on products that are designed for people who 

need them because they eat poorly. Once you are able to separate fact from fiction, you will feel 

empowered and motivated to make better choices. The conscious intention to develop good 

eating habits initiates change. Setting specific, achievable “approach” goals gives you the 
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motivation and confidence to make those changes long-term. Your own successes and healthy 

rewards provide positive reinforcement. Given the myriad of good reasons to eat well (and even 

more reasons to avoid eating poorly), you have everything to gain.  
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