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Abstract: 

Objective: Adolescents face numerous challenges to maintaining a healthy diet, yet their perspectives are often underrepresented in intervention design. Understanding youths’ lived experiences is critical for developing effective, contextually relevant strategies to improve dietary behaviors. The objective of this study is to qualitatively examine adolescents’ perceptions of (1) barriers to healthy eating, (2) factors that facilitate healthy eating, and (3) youth-identified strategies to support healthier dietary behaviors.

Methods: Data for this study come from the second wave of the longitudinal Food and Eating in Teens Study (data collection ongoing with n=210 responses to date, to be completed by June 2026). Adolescents between the ages of 12-18 years living in Genesee County, Michigan completed a survey including three open-ended questions: (1) “What are some things that make it hard for you to eat healthy foods?”, (2) “What are some things that make it easier for you to eat healthy foods?”, and (3) “What do you think could help teens like you eat more healthy foods?”. Guided by the study’s Youth Advisory Board, responses are being analyzed using thematic analysis.

Results: Data collection and analysis are currently in progress. Key themes reflecting adolescents’ perceived barriers to and facilitators of healthy eating, as well as youth-generated recommendations for improving dietary behaviors, will be identified and presented. 

Conclusion: This study will provide insight into adolescents’ lived experiences with healthy eating and highlight youth-identified opportunities for intervention. Findings are expected to inform the development of multi-level strategies that are responsive to adolescents’ needs and priorities.
