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Abstract
Objective: To examine intakes and variety of fruit and vegetables consumed
by Australian young adults, also assessing differences by meal occasion and
sociodemographic characteristics.
Design: Secondary analysis of cross-sectional 24 h recall data collected through
the 2011–12 National Nutrition and Physical Activity Survey. Crude means
and proportions consuming fruits and vegetables were calculated. Pearson χ2 tests,
Kruskal–Wallis analyses and linear regression models were used to assess
differences in mean intakes by age, BMI and sociodemographic variables. The
variety eaten was determined based on the number of fruit and vegetable
subgroups consumed.
Setting: Representative sample of metropolitan and rural areas across Australia.
Subjects: Respondents aged 18–34 years were included (n 2397).
Results: Mean daily intake of fruit (128 g/0·9 servings) and vegetables (205 g/
2·7 servings) was lower than the minimum recommended intake set at 2 and 5
servings, respectively. Age was positively associated with fruit and vegetable
intake (P= 0·002, P< 0·001), with 18–24-year-olds reporting the poorest vegetable
variety compared with 25–29- and 30–34-year-olds (P= 0·002). When controlling
for total energy, males consumed less vegetables than females (P= 0·002). A large
proportion of the 15% of respondents who consumed adequate amounts of fruits
and vegetables on the day prior to the survey reported intake across all meal
occasions (P< 0·001).
Conclusions: Fruit and vegetable intake is suboptimal among Australian young
adults. An age-appropriate campaign is recommended to target increased
consumption, particularly for those aged 18–24 years, with opportunity to
promote increased variety and consumption across the day.
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Fruits and vegetables are nutrient-dense foods, rich in
fibre, vitamins, minerals and phytochemicals while being
relatively low in energy. This makes them important
components of a healthy diet. Regular consumption of an
adequate intake is associated with lower risks of obesity(1),
cancers(2–4), CVD(5–7), stroke(8), hypertension(9,10) and all-
cause mortality(11). Guidelines vary by country, although
most are consistent with the WHO’s minimum recom-
mendation of 400–500 g of fruits and vegetables daily
(excluding potatoes and other starchy tubers) to reduce
the risk of chronic disease(12–14). In the UK, five daily
portions of fruits and vegetables (combined weight of
400 g) are recommended for health. This does not include
starchy vegetables such as potatoes(14). In Australia, two
servings of fruits (150 g/serving) and five servings of

vegetables (75 g/serving) are the minimum recommended
daily intake for adults and include non-fried potatoes(15).
As these recommendations are based on gender-specific
energy and nutrient requirements, adult males are
recommended six servings of vegetables daily (total
weight of 450 g). Variety is also encouraged to maximise
dietary diversity and the bioavailability of nutrients and
other beneficial phytochemicals(15–18).

Fruit and vegetable consumption levels are inadequate
in many countries(19–23). Internationally, the intake among
young adults is particularly low(24,25). Researchers and
practitioners have made efforts to encourage intake
and most recently the Australian government led the
population-wide Go For 2&5® campaign which resulted in
a combined increase in consumption by 0·8 servings/d(26).
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Despite these efforts the latest statistics indicate that
19–30-year-old Australians are the poorest consumers
of fruits and vegetables among adults(27).

While formative research with young adults suggests that
fruit and vegetable consumption is likely to increase during
the transition to parenthood(28,29), if the pattern of
suboptimal intake tracks into middle adulthood, it increases
the risk of diet-related diseases among these adults and
their offspring are likely to inherit these poor dietary
patterns(30). Thus, innovative interventions and campaigns
are needed to positively influence fruit and vegetable intake
of future generations of adults. For maximum effect, inter-
ventions should be tailored to the target population(31). This
requires an in-depth understanding of the current patterns
of intake and determinants of consumption.

The determinants of fruit and vegetable intake have
been well documented in the literature, with gender, socio-
economic status (SES), personal preferences, availability
and accessibility, and parental intake influencing con-
sumption(32). Australian-wide studies specifically evaluating
fruit and vegetable intake according to demographic asso-
ciations are limited and more than 10 years old(33–35),
although there have been attempts to estimate intake at the
state level such as the Western Australian report on intakes
following the Go For 2&5 campaign(26). Prior to the most
recent nutrition survey measuring food and dietary patterns
(the 2011–12 National Nutrition and Physical Activity Survey
(NNPAS)), the last national survey was conducted in
1995(36). Preliminary results of the recent national survey
show that fruit and vegetable intake remains inadequate(27).
However, this analysis does not account for all sources of
fruits and vegetables in the diet. Detailed secondary analysis
including mixed dishes where fruits and vegetables make
a minor contribution might yield more complete results.

In 1995, Australians living in areas of lower SES with low
incomes had the lowest fruit and vegetable intakes(35).
Previous literature has also demonstrated that access to
fresh fruits and vegetables varies with geographical
location(37–39). Other research has shown that increased
vegetable intake can mediate weight loss in young
adults(40). To provide context for interventions, current
relationships between intake, sociodemographic variables,
and factors such as BMI should be examined.

Dietary guidelines based on epidemiological evidence
recommend consumption of a variety of fruits and vege-
tables to maximise bioavailability of nutrients including
phytochemicals and the unique health benefits they
confer(15–17). Thus, variety should be considered when
planning interventions. Lastly, with recommendations set at
five vegetable servings daily, it is unlikely that an individual
will meet his/her requirements if vegetable consumption
occurs in a single eating occasion. Thus, assessing dis-
tribution of intake across meal occasions is also of interest to
discern opportunities for increased consumption.

Evaluating fruit and vegetable intake according to group
characteristics and demographics can inform policy and

health promotion practice to improve consumption levels.
Thus, the present study aimed to conduct secondary
analyses on the NNPAS data from 2011–12 in order to:
(i) determine the intakes of fruits and vegetables among
young adults (18–34-year-olds); (ii) evaluate variety of
fruits and vegetables in the diets of young adults;
(iii) investigate fruit and vegetable intakes by meal occa-
sion (main meals v. snacks); and (iv) examine intakes
according to sociodemographic variables such as age,
gender, BMI, Socio-Economic Index for Areas (SEIFA) and
geographical location.

Methods

Participants and dietary data methodology
The data analysed in the present study were collected as
part of the 2011–12 Australian NNPAS by the Australian
Bureau of Statistics (ABS). A detailed description of the
survey methods including data collection and handling
is available from the ABS(41). Briefly, the 2011–12 NNPAS
was conducted using nationally representative sub-
samples of the Australian Health Survey 2011–13.
Trained ABS technicians collected dietary data on foods
and beverages consumed using a computer-assisted per-
sonal interview, multiple-pass 24 h dietary recall. This
method captured intakes of foods and beverages con-
sumed by respondents on the day prior to the interview.
To account for variations in intakes across seasons and
days of the week, surveys were conducted over 12 months
covering weekdays and weekends. Portion sizes were
assessed by quantifying the amount of food the respon-
dent consumed at one meal occasion. Rulers, rings, a grid,
a wedge, various meat cuts and Australian-sourced
drawings and photographs of actual-size food and drink
containers in different shapes and sizes were provided in a
food model booklet to help respondents estimate portion
sizes, which were converted to grams by multiplying the
volume specified by the food density(41). A second 24 h
recall was conducted with all participants asked to parti-
cipate on a voluntary basis. Data from the second inter-
view (computer-assisted telephone interview) was not
included as only 64% of respondents participated in the
second dietary recall. The survey included a representative
sample of city, metropolitan, rural and remote areas across
the Australian States and Territories. In the present paper,
secondary analyses were conducted on fruit and vegetable
intake data of young adults aged 18–34 years. This age
range was chosen to reflect definitions of young adult-
hood according to national health institutes in the USA and
Australia(42,43). However, as emerging adults may have
quite different lifestyles from those aged 30–35 years(44),
we further grouped into the following age categories:
18–24 years, 25–29 years and 30–34 years. Data were
extracted from the Confidentialised Unit Record Files
provided by the ABS (permission granted for use)(45).
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Classification of fruits and vegetables
The Confidentialised Unit Record Files group food data for
all respondents into categories. Further grouping was
conducted to classify fruits and vegetables according to
categories based on the foundation and total diet food
models developed for dietary guidelines(18). Fruits were
categorised as citrus, pome, tropical, berries, stone or
other; with a separate fruit juice category. Vegetables
were grouped as green and brassica, orange, starchy, root/
tubular/bulb or other, excluding fried potatoes. Legumes,
fresh, canned, frozen and dried varieties of fruits and
vegetables, as well as fruits and vegetables within mixed
dishes were included in the analyses (see online supple-
mentary material, Table S1). All fruits and vegetables in
mixed dishes were included. The proportions of fruits and
vegetables within all mixed dishes were determined based
on ingredient weights reported within the 2011–13
AUSNUT food recipe file(46) and assigned to the appro-
priate fruit or vegetable category. Consumption of fruit
juice exceeding 125ml and fried potatoes were excluded
from analyses in accordance with the Australian Guide to
Healthy Eating recommendations which classify them as
discretionary (non-core) items(15). Fried potato intake was
assessed and reported separately.

Assessment of fruit and vegetable intake
The total weight of fruits and vegetables consumed by
each respondent was calculated as the sum of the fruit and
vegetable categories, which included both individual fruits
and vegetables and those from mixed dishes. Consumers
and non-consumers were identified and proportions were
established. The mean intakes of fruits and vegetables
(grams) were calculated and converted to servings. Inter-
nationally there is variation in the definition of a serving.
For example, in the UK, a serving of fruit or vegetables is
equivalent to 80 g(47). We used the Australian Guide to
Healthy Eating(15) definition which specifies that a stan-
dard serving of fruit is equivalent to 150 g, while a serving
of vegetables equates to 75 g, with a minimum of two
servings of fruit and five servings of vegetables recom-
mended daily for adults. These recommendations are
based on gender-specific energy and nutrients require-
ments, such that adult males are recommended six
servings of vegetables daily.

Variety and intake by meal occasion
The variety of fruits and vegetables eaten was calculated
as the number of the fruit and vegetable categories
consumed as defined in the online supplementary mate-
rial, Table S1. Variety was assessed using a modified ver-
sion of the scoring system developed by Magarey et al.(34).
Scoring was as follows: low variety (one type of fruit, one
or two types of vegetable), medium variety (two types of
fruit, three or four types of vegetable) and high variety
(three or more types of fruit, five or more types of vege-
table). For this analysis, consuming ≥50% of a serving of a

category of fruit or vegetable as defined in Table S1 (i.e.
≥75 g of fruit or ≥37·5 g of vegetables) was counted
as consuming one type of fruit or vegetable. The number
of different types consumed by each participant was
summed to give his/her total variety score. Fruit juice was
excluded from variety scoring as the type of fruit within
these products was not differentiated as part of the current
analyses. Dried fruit was also excluded as only a small
proportion of the population reported consumption on the
day prior to the dietary recall. Data were also categorised
by meal occasion as breakfast, lunch, dinner or snacks,
where snacks included brunch, morning tea, afternoon
tea, snack, extended consumption and other. The mean
fruit and vegetable intake at each meal occasion was
determined. Further analyses were conducted to explore
patterns in number of servings consumed across the day
and proportions consuming fruits and vegetables per
meal occasion.

Associations between fruit and vegetable
intake and lifestyle, anthropometry and
sociodemographic variables
To explore factors that may influence fruit and vegetable
consumption, we evaluated the relationship between age,
BMI, sociodemographic variables (SEIFA and geographical
location), lifestyle factors and mean intakes. BMI was
derived from the height and weight measurements taken
objectively by the interviewer and categorised as under-
weight (≤18·5 kg/m2), healthy weight (18·5–24·99 kg/m2),
overweight (25·0–29·99 kg/m2) or obese (≥30·0 kg/m2)
based on the National Institutes of Health’s cut-offs(48).
Respondents with no BMI recording (n 317) were coded
as ‘missing values’ and omitted from BMI analyses. The
SEIFA takes into consideration the impact of the area of
residence, rather than an individual’s income, occupation
or level of education, on intake. Quintile 1 includes the
most disadvantaged areas, while quintile 5 represents the
least disadvantaged areas. Geographical location was
categorised as inner regional Australia, city/metropolitan
(capital cities and surrounds) and other (outer regional
Australia, remote and very remote Australia). Data on
smoking (smoker v. non-smoker) and alcohol consump-
tion (grams per day) were also evaluated as potential
confounders in regression models.

Statistics
Statistical analyses were conducted using the statistical
software package IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows version
22.0. Data for those aged 18–34 years inclusive were
extracted from the Confidentialised Unit Record Files.
Subject weighting factors supplied by the ABS were
applied to the data before analyses, to ensure they were
more representative of the population by age, gender,
area of residence and seasonal effect(41). Under-reporters
were identified as those with a ratio of energy intake to BMR
of <0·87 based on the Goldberg cut-off(49), which has been
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used for identification of misreporting in previous national
Australian surveys(50) and validated for use with 24h recall
data(51). Results are reported including under-reporters unless
stated otherwise. Descriptive statistics were used to report
fruit and vegetable intake. The mean intake per capita and
median intake per consumer were determined and percen-
tage consuming calculated. Differences in proportions of
young adults consuming fruits and vegetables according
gender, age, BMI, SEIFA and geographical location were
assessed using Pearson’s χ2 tests. Differences in variety scores
and proportions of persons consuming vegetables at each
meal occasion according to categories of servings consumed
were also determined by Pearson χ2 tests. As data were not
normally distributed, Kruskal–Wallis tests were applied to
assess trends in intakes across categories and by age and
gender, and to compare differences in intakes between meal
occasions. Linear regression models were used to determine
the relationship between fruit and vegetable intake and age,
gender, BMI and sociodemographic variables (SEIFA and
geographical location), controlling for energy intake and
lifestyle factors (smoking status and alcohol intake). Statistical
significance was set at P<0·05 for all tests.

Results

Characteristics
Table 1 summarises the characteristics of the sample
of young adults included within the analyses (n 2397).
The sample was evenly distributed across genders,
age and SEIFA. Close to half the population were
classed as overweight or obese (Table 1). Approximately
16% of respondents were classed as under-reporters
(n 386).

Proportions of young adults consuming fruits
and vegetables
Proportions of young adults consuming fruits and
vegetables, and the amounts consumed, according to age,
gender, BMI, SEIFA and geographical location, are pre-
sented in Tables 2–5. Fifty-six per cent of respondents
consumed fruit (48% when excluding fruit juice) and 93%
consumed vegetables. A small percentage of respondents
(4·3%) did not consume any fruit or vegetables. A greater
proportion of females consumed fruits than males (males,
40·6%; females, 53·8%; P< 0·001). No significant differ-
ences were observed between genders for vegetable
consumption (Table 2). Fewer young adults aged 18–24
years reported consuming fruits (Table 4), and the largest
percentage of consumers was observed in the young
adults of the highest SEIFA category for fruit when
including juice (Table 5) and for vegetables (Table 3). The
proportion consuming legumes on the day prior to the
dietary recall was relatively low at 12·3%. Pome fruit
and fruit juice were the most popular fruit categories
consumed (Table 4).

Amounts of fruits and vegetables consumed
Median intake among consumers was 181·5 and 159·5 g
for fruit and vegetables, respectively. This is equivalent to
1·2 servings of fruit and 2·1 servings of vegetables using
Australian standard serving sizes. The median (inter-
quartile range; 25th–75th percentile) intake of fried pota-
toes among 18–34-year-olds was 88·5 (55·0–134·3) g,
which, if included, would bring the median servings of
vegetables consumed to 3·3 servings. Intake of vegetables
was lowest for 18–24-year-olds (P= 0·002; Table 2). Fruit
intake (including juice) was highest for the 30–34-year-
olds (P= 0·002), with females consuming more than males
(P< 0·001; Table 4). Those within the obese category
reported the lowest intake of fruits (P= 0·02; Table 4).
While no significant differences were found between
SEIFA quintiles for vegetable intake, consumption patterns
were trending towards significance (P= 0·06). Geo-
graphical location had no significant effect on vegetable
intake. However, those within regional locations reported
consuming more starchy vegetables (P< 0·001) and less of
the ‘others’ category (P= 0·045; Table 3).

Comparison of per capita intake with Australian
Guide to Healthy Eating recommendations
On average, 18–34-year-olds consumed 128 g (0·9 ser-
vings) of fruit, which was below the 300 g (2 servings)
minimum daily recommendation. The mean vegetable
intake was 205 g (2·7 servings), also below the 375 g

Table 1 Characteristics of the sample of Australian young adults
from the National Nutrition and Physical Activity Survey 2011–12
(n 2397)

Characteristic % n

Sex
Male 46·7 1120
Female 53·3 1277

Age (years)
18–24 32·5 780
25–29 30·7 736
30–34 36·8 881

Socio-Economic Index for Areas (SEIFA)
Lowest 20% 18·8 451
Second quintile 20·8 499
Third quintile 20·4 490
Fourth quintile 17·5 419
Highest 20% 22·4 538

Geographical location
City 69·0 1654
Inner regional 17·0 408
Outer regional/remote 14·0 335

BMI (kg/m2)*
Underweight (<18·5) 3·2 67
Healthy weight (18·5–24·99) 47·1 979
Overweight (25·0–29·99) 32·2 669
Obese (≥30·0) 17·5 365

Currently smoking
Yes 22·7 554
No 77·3 1854

Consumed alcohol on the day surveyed
Yes 26·2 629
No 73·8 1768

*n 2080, 317 measurements not obtained.
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Table 2 Proportions (%) of Australian young adults aged 18–34 years consuming vegetables, and the median intake and interquartile range ((IQR); 25th–75th percentile) per consumer (g/d),
according to age, gender and BMI, National Nutrition and Physical Activity Survey 2011–12 (n 2397)

Gender Age group (years)

Male Female 18–24 25–29 30–34

% Median IQR % Median IQR P * % Median IQR % Median IQR % Median IQR P *

Total Veg‡ 92·5 159 79·0–299 93·8 160 86·4–284 0·95 92·1 151 70·8–270 95·0 166 91·7–308 92·7 163 89·6–306 0·002
Green Veg 72·9 28·9 12·3–73·8 72·6 30·0 12·5–70·3 0·97 69·9 26·7 8·3–65·0 75·8 33·0 15·0–74·0 72·8 31·0 12·5–74·0 0·002
Legumes 12·5 44·8 8·5–148 12·1 38·6 6·8–137 0·70 10·6 26·4 4·5–120 13·0 50·0 8·7–138 13·1 44·0 13·4–140 0·24
Orange Veg 33·8 30·0 14·0–66·6 36·3 37·2 17·8–70·4 0·09 33·1 33·6 15·0–62·8 37·8 35·9 20·0–72·5 34·7 32·3 14·0–68·8 0·07
Root Veg 69·4 21·4 9·3–40·8 66·2 19·8 9·2–37·5 0·004 66·9 19·5 8·4–39·9 69·4 21·6 9·4–39·0 67·0 19·8 9·4–39·8 0·61
Other Veg 72·6 72·0 30·6–125 75·3 62·4 29·4–123 0·82 71·2 61·8 29·0–115 76·9 67·4 31·7–132 74·2 74·0 30·0–128 0·004
Starchy Veg 27·5 89·1 26·2–203 34·1 89·1 32·9–156 0·001 28·5 103 40·7–172 32·5 78·0 21·5–193 32·1 82·5 26·2–190 0·27

BMI (kg/m2)†

<18·5 18·5–24·99 25·0–29·99 ≥30·0

% Median IQR % Median IQR % Median IQR % Median IQR P *

Total Veg‡ 95·5 155 110–241 94·2 161 82·2–306 93·0 158 90·6–304 91·2 159 68·1–304 0·36
Green Veg 67·2 21·2 7·6–60·1 73·0 28·9 12·3–63·3 74·0 32·5 13·0–80·2 70·7 28·8 15·0–73·4 0·80
Legumes 14·9 46·4 13·4–740 13·6 46·0 14·8–100 11·2 38·7 7·9–138 8·8 8·5 5·1–37·9 0·06
Orange Veg 31·3 45·4 25·0–71·9 35·1 34·1 16·7–75·0 35·1 34·5 16·7–70·0 36·2 28·5 14·0–70·2 0·97
Root Veg 68·7 16·7 10·7–57·9 68·1 24·1 10·0–41·6 66·8 17·7 8·0–40·0 67·9 16·3 7·5–36·5 0·27
Other Veg 71·6 70·0 39·4–110 76·0 64·5 31·3–131 72·9 74·9 34·8–124 72·9 58·5 26·0–115 0·11
Starchy Veg 31·3 97·3 43·4–137 31·2 96·8 28·3–187 30·5 92·5 24·2–203 31·8 82·5 19·2–203 0·92

*From Kruskal–Wallis test on per capita intakes; significant P values indicated in bold font.
†n 2080, as 317 participants did not have a measured weight and height for calculation of BMI values.
‡Excluding fried potatoes.
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Table 3 Proportions (%) of Australian young adults aged 18–34 years consuming vegetables, and the median intake and interquartile range ((IQR); 25th–75th percentile) per consumer (g/d),
according to Socio-Economic Index for Areas (SEIFA) and geographical location, National Nutrition and Physical Activity Survey 2011–12 (n 2397)

SEIFA

Lowest 20% Second quintile Third quintile Fourth quintile Highest 20%

% Median IQR % Median IQR % Median IQR % Median IQR % Median IQR P *

Total Veg† 90·0 152 71·8–270 93·6 153 73·0–301 92·2 174 95·2–308 94·3 166 84·5–280 95·5 152 86·1–310 0·06
Green Veg 68·1 28·1 12·5–70·0 73·5 28·9 12·3–71·4 71·0 30·7 12·5–72·2 75·9 29·6 12·3–76·9 75·1 31·0 12·3–63·3 0·12
Legumes 10·4 48·0 13·8–201 13·0 50·0 5·6–149 11·0 46·0 15·1–84·0 12·6 28·0 7·6–66·0 13·9 26·2 13·4–140 0·41
Orange Veg 32·4 37·1 24·8–77·5 38·3 32·4 16·7–58·5 35·9 35·9 15·0–76·8 31·5 33·1 12·8–71·9 36·6 30·0 15·0–57·7 0·39
Root Veg 64·1 24·4 9·4–38·1 70·1 17·9 7·6–39·3 66·5 21·6 10·0–41·8 68·5 19·2 8·3–39·8 69·0 22·8 10·7–40·8 0·41
Other Veg 64·7 68·5 29·0–124 73·1 59·5 31·7–116 73·9 61·9 27·0–118 78·5 65·6 34·4–130 79·4 74·0 35·0–130 <0·001
Starchy Veg 29·0 103 20·2–203 28·1 83·5 28·0–183 33·9 92·5 44·5–183 33·2 70·0 19·2–148 31·2 92·5 38·5–207 0·29

Geographical location

City Inner Regional Outer regional/remote

% Median IQR % Median IQR % Median IQR P *

Total Veg† 93·5 158 82·4–279 92·9 188 92·0–330 92·2 133 73·0–294 0·15
Green Veg 73·8 28·7 12·3–70·8 71·1 31·8 15·0–76·3 69·6 38·4 17·0–70·0 0·75
Legumes 12·6 44·8 13·4–140 12·0 22·0 4·2–120 11·0 49·7 6·8–138 0·71
Orange Veg 34·2 32·8 15·5–67·0 37·0 40·5 26·0–70·2 37·3 26·0 14·0–68·8 0·30
Root Veg 68·6 20·5 9·4–40·8 66·7 20·4 7·1–35·0 64·8 16·3 8·3–34·6 0·31
Other Veg 75·8 67·1 30·6–126 68·9 62·4 29·0–124 71·9 61·8 29·0–107 0·045
Starchy Veg 30·1 80·8 25·7–168 38·2 110 51·9–196 26·9 107 46·6–193 <0·001

*From Kruskal–Wallis test on per capita intakes; significant P values indicated in bold font.
†Excluding fried potatoes.
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Table 4 Proportions (%) of Australian young adults aged 18–34 years consuming fruit, and the median intake and interquartile range ((IQR); 25th–75th percentile) per consumer (g/d), according
to age, gender and BMI, National Nutrition and Physical Activity Survey 2011–12 (n 2397)

Gender Age group (years)

Male Female 18–24 25–29 30–34

% Median IQR % Median IQR P * % Median IQR % Median IQR % Median IQR P *

Total Fruit without Juice 40·6 188 114–359 53·8 175 103–262 <0·001 41·8 184 114–309 49·0 175 90–263 51·6 184 131–300 0·002
Total Fruit including Juice‡ 50·8 164 150–314 59·4 178 139–298 <0·001 49·6 166 150–310 57·3 167 150–295 58·3 175 150–304 0·002
Citrus Fruit 10·3 131 75·0–193 12·0 93·0 75·0–150 0·21 9·7 131 65·5–193 12·4 75·0 75·0–150 11·5 131 75·0–150 0·23
Pome Fruit 20·8 173 164–196 25·1 164 143–188 0·045 21·3 164 143–188 23·0 164 158–188 24·7 164 164–188 0·23
Tropical Fruit 7·2 55·5 18·0–245 9·2 45·0 18·5–112 0·08 9·6 51·0 21·2–184 7·6 45·0 10·5–159 7·7 44·3 18·0–184 0·27
Berries 4·7 44·3 24·0–124 9·8 38·5 24·0–70·1 0·001 6·4 35·2 19·0–110 7·2 57·7 24·0–135 8·5 41·9 24·0–80·0 0·28
Stone Fruit 5·2 151 66·0–295 7·4 145 54·0–151 0·03 5·8 140 23·3–166 5·7 145 47·3–175 7·5 151 109–288 0·23
Other Fruit 9·3 85·8 27·0–156 16·1 78·0 40·0–175 <0·001 11·4 85·8 40·0–175 11·5 78·0 23·3–170 15·4 78·0 44·5–170 0·02
Dried Fruit 8·0 24·1 8·9–50·0 8·3 18·8 10·8–32·0 0·87 5·1 13·8 7·8–26·8 9·1 23·0 15·3–46·9 10·1 21·2 9·4–46·9 <0·001
Fruit Juice§ 19·3 150 150–150 17·3 150 150–150 0·17 16·7 150 150–150 19·4 150 150–150 18·6 150 150–150 0·41

BMI (kg/m2)†

<18·5 18·5–24·99 25·0–29·99 ≥30·0

% Median IQR % Median IQR % Median IQR % Median IQR P *

Total Fruit without Juice 37·3 219 164–343 51·5 170 81·0–290 45·6 188 150–315 42·2 164 75·0–262 0·02
Total Fruit including Juice‡ 41·8 179 152–384 59·9 169 143–296 53·7 174 150–315 51·0 162 94·0–274 0·01
Citrus Fruit 9·0 15·7 15·7–131 10·7 92·8 75·0–150 10·6 131 75·0–193 11·8 99·0 75·0–193 0·10
Pome Fruit 14·9 164 37·9–164 23·2 164 153–188 24·4 164 164–188 19·7 164 153–188 0·06
Tropical Fruit 7·5 51·0 51·0–190 9·9 41·9 18·0–159 7·3 73·5 23·1–367 6·3 83·3 25·1–367 0·54
Berries 13·4 36·0 27·4–139 8·8 38·8 24·0–110 6·7 36·8 19·0–88·0 3·0 83·3 24·0–159 0·06
Stone Fruit 7·5 145 18·3–165 6·6 145 60·0–217 4·9 145 75·0–176 7·1 151 83·3–210 0·52
Other Fruit 17·9 68·8 13·9–100 13·9 85·0 27·0–175 12·3 136 33·3–160 10·7 78·0 44·0–170 0·44
Dried Fruit 4·5 50·0 50·0–150 10·2 18·8 12·7–40·2 8·2 24·1 9·4–46·9 4·1 8·5 4·2–24·0 0·02
Fruit Juice§ 13·4 150 150–150 20·0 150 150–150 17·3 150 150–150 15·3 150 150–150 0·42

*From Kruskal–Wallis test on per capita intakes; significant P values indicated in bold font.
†n 2080, as 317 participants did not have a measured weight and height for calculation of BMI values.
‡Including fruit juice, up to 1 serving (125ml or ½ cup).
§Up to 1 serving (125ml or ½ cup).
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Table 5 Proportions (%) of Australian young adults aged 18–34 years consuming fruit, and the median intake and interquartile range ((IQR); 25th–75th percentile) per consumer (g/d), according
to Socio-Economic Index for Areas (SEIFA) and geographical location, National Nutrition and Physical Activity Survey 2011–12 (n 2397)

SEIFA

Lowest 20% Second quintile Third quintile Fourth quintile Highest 20%

% Median IQR % Median IQR % Median IQR % Median IQR % Median IQR P *

Total Fruit without Juice 37·3 184 131–303 51·5 175 107–334 45·6 188 125–280 42·2 185 105–333 51·1 184 102–276 0·001
Total Fruit including Juice† 41·8 166 143–295 59·9 164 150–314 53·7 186 150–304 51·0 181 150–303 62·1 164 143–306 <0·001
Citrus Fruit 9·0 75·0 58·0–225 10·7 131 75·0–193 10·6 131 75·0–193 11·8 75·0 75·0–150 12·3 91·9 75·0–150 0·14
Pome Fruit 14·9 164 153–188 23·2 164 153–188 24·4 164 153–188 19·7 173 153–188 22·3 164 153–188 0·10
Tropical Fruit 7·5 73·5 10·8–294 9·9 72·0 9·8–190 7·3 40·0 23·3–73·9 6·3 62·9 19·2–367 9·7 51·0 16·4–159 0·04
Berries 13·4 36·0 20·8–83·3 8·8 96·0 44·3–139 6·7 38·5 23·3–72·0 3·0 43·4 24·0–110 11·2 30·7 18·0–66·0 0·003
Stone Fruit 7·5 151 83·3–165 6·6 145 40·0–201 4·9 145 75·0–151 7·1 151 60·0–210 7·1 118 46·4–290 0·23
Other Fruit 17·9 121 44·0–218 13·9 78·0 26·0–156 12·3 75·0 21·8–160 10·7 126 62·9–170 16·5 78·0 44·0–204 0·02
Dried Fruit 4·5 8·0 3·5–13·5 10·2 26·8 10·8–50·0 8·2 20·1 6·7–35·0 4·1 21·6 16·3–50·0 8·7 26·1 12·7–41·7 0·02
Fruit Juice‡ 13·4 150 150–150 20·0 150 150–150 17·3 150 150–150 15·3 150 150–150 24·7 150 150–150 <0·001

Geographical location

City Inner regional Outer regional/remote

% Median IQR % Median IQR % Median IQR P *

Total Fruit without Juice 49·1 188 128–307 44·1 160 75·0–215 44·8 188 102–294 0·02
Total Fruit including Juice† 57·9 170 150–304 51·0 164 113–285 51·9 187 150–309 0·01
Citrus Fruit 11·9 131 75·0–193 8·3 93·0 75·0–150 11·0 131 65·5–262 0·10
Pome Fruit 24·3 164 153–188 20·1 164 135–188 20·6 164 153–188 0·06
Tropical Fruit 8·0 51·0 16·4–190 8·1 23·1 14·3–73·5 9·9 56·6 40·0–193 0·54
Berries 7·6 38·5 24·0–101 5·1 24·0 19·0–114 9·6 56·6 24·0–80·2 0·06
Stone Fruit 6·5 151 60·0–217 5·1 145 40·0–210 7·2 145 66·0–151 0·52
Other Fruit 13·3 85·0 40·0–170 11·0 78·0 26·4–156 13·4 62·9 20·8–221 0·44
Dried Fruit 8·5 19·2 9·4–40·2 9·8 16·7 13·4–51·2 4·5 20·0 17·8–35·6 0·02
Fruit Juice‡ 18·6 150 150–150 15·9 150 150–150 19·1 150 150–150 0·42

*From Kruskal–Wallis test on per capita intakes; significant P values indicated in bold font.
†Including fruit juice, up to 1 serving (125ml or ½ cup).
‡Up to 1 serving (125ml or ½ cup).
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(5 servings) minimum recommended daily intake.
Approximately 15% of the young adults consumed ≥5
servings of vegetables and ≥2 servings of fruit on the day
prior to recall.

Fruit and vegetable variety
The variety of fruits and vegetables consumed by the
respondents is presented in Table 6. Less than a quarter of
population surveyed reported consuming 3–4 different
vegetable categories on the day prior to the dietary recall.
Among those who consumed vegetables, intake of starchy
vegetables was high (approximately 1·2 servings) but
consumption of the green and brassica group was less
than half a serving (Table 2). A large proportion of the
young adults consumed <1 type of fruit, with citrus, pome
and stone fruits eaten the most among fruit consumers
(Table 4). There were no differences in fruit variety
(consuming ≥2 categories) by age or gender. However,
those aged 18–24 years had the lowest vegetable variety
score (P= 0·01), with no differences by gender.

Analysis by meal occasion
Differences in fruit and vegetable intake were observed
across meal occasions (P< 0·001). The highest mean
intake of vegetables occurred at dinner (131 (SD 212) g,
1·75 servings), followed by lunch (64·7 (SD 101) g). Less
than a quarter of a serving of vegetables was reported at
breakfast (12·5 (SD 52·2) g) and as snacks (15·5 (SD 64·5) g).
Fruit consumption was highest between main meals with
almost half a serving consumed as snacks (68·9 (SD 128) g).
Table 7 demonstrates the differences in proportions con-
suming fruits and vegetables per meal occasion grouped
according to the number of servings consumed through-
out the day. Those consuming >5 vegetable servings daily
had the highest proportion of consumers across all meals
(P< 0·001). Additionally, a larger proportion of respon-
dents who consumed >2 fruit servings/d reported intake

of fruit as a snack and at lunch compared with those
consuming ≤1 serving/d (P< 0·001; Table 7).

Associations between fruit and vegetable
intake and lifestyle, anthropometry and
sociodemographic variables: linear modelling
Table 8 shows the associations between fruit and vege-
table intake and sociodemographic and lifestyle factors.
A positive association was observed between age and fruit
and vegetable intake (P= 0·002, excluding juice; P= 0·003
including juice; P< 0·001, vegetables). When controlling
for energy males consumed less vegetables than females
(P= 0·002). There were no associations found between
BMI and intake (Table 8). While the removal of under-
reporters increased β values positively, the associations
remained non-significant. Living in outer regional and
remote areas was associated with the lowest fruit intake
(P= 0·01, excluding juice). No associations were found
between intake and SEIFA categories.

Discussion

The present secondary analysis of the 2011–12 NNPAS
data confirms that fruit and vegetable intakes of young
adults aged 18–34 years are suboptimal. The combined
mean fruit and vegetable intake of the surveyed sample
(328 g/d) fell short of the WHO standard, which recom-
mends 400–500 g of fruits and vegetables daily for pre-
vention of chronic disease risk(12) and aligns with previous
reports on the global inadequacy of population intakes(52).
Most Australian young adults also failed to consume a
variety of fruits and vegetables, with those in the youngest
age group (18–24 years) reporting the lowest intakes and
variety. Analyses by sociodemographic variables revealed
that males may need more support than females to
improve intake as well as those in regional areas who have

Table 6 Proportions of Australian young adults aged 18–34 years consuming a low, medium and high variety of vegetable and fruit
sub-categories, National Nutrition and Physical Activity Survey 2011–12 (n 2397)

18–24-year-olds
(n 780)

25–29-year-olds
(n 736)

30–34-year-olds
(n 881)

Number of sub-categories consumed* % n % n % n

Vegetables†
<1 26·9 210 19·8 146 21·3 188
1–2 (low) 57·4 448 59·2 436 57·9 510
3–4 (medium) 15·0§ 117 18·9 139 19·6 173
≥5 (high) 0·6 5 2·0 15 1·1 10

Fruit‡
<1 67·4 526 62·6 461 59·8 527
1 (low) 24·2 189 28·0 206 29·7 262
2 (medium) 6·7 52 8·4 62 8·7 77
≥3 (high) 1·7 13 1·0 7 1·7 15

*Consumption of a category defined as eating at least half a serving of fruit or vegetable within the category (≥37·5g of vegetables or ≥75g of fruit).
†Excluding fried potatoes.
‡Excluding fruit juice and dried fruit.
§Significant difference in proportion scoring ≥3 for vegetable variety score by age using post hoc χ2 analysis (z= 3·0, P< 0·008, Bonferroni-corrected P value).
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less access to a variety of fresh vegetables. These findings
can inform policy and health promotion practice to
effectively close the gap between current consumption
levels and recommended intake.

Young adults consumed a mean of 0·9 and 2·7 servings
of fruits and vegetables daily, respectively. This is higher

than the ABS analysis for 19–30-year-olds (0·7 and 2·2
servings of fruits and vegetables)(53), but includes all
sources of fruits and vegetables using disaggregated data.
Overall, vegetable intake of young adults may be slightly
better than reported in previous analysis but is still well
below recommendations, and therefore public health

Table 7 Proportions (%) of Australian young adults aged 18–34 years consuming vegetables and fruits per meal occasion (breakfast, lunch,
dinner and snacks), grouped according to the number of servings consumed throughout the day, National Nutrition and Physical Activity
Survey 2011–12 (n 2397)

Vegetables

≤75g/d 76–150g/d 151–225g/d 226–300g/d 301–375g/d >375g/d

Meal occasion
≤1 serving/d

(n 490)
≤2 servings/d

(n 565)
≤3 servings/d

(n 305)
≤4 servings/d

(n 283)
≤5 servings/d

(n 182)
>5 servings/d

(n 360) P *

Breakfast 3·5 6·0 10·8 11·7 11·5 19·7 <0·001
Lunch 47·8 58·9 64·9 67·5 78·6 71·1 <0·001
Dinner 67·8 83·2 90·2 91·2 93·4 95·8 <0·001
Snacks‡ 12·2 12·4 15·4 20·1 19·8 25·3 <0·001

Fruit†

≤150g/d 151–300g/d >300g/d

Meal occasion
≤1 serving/d

(n 402)
≤2 servings/d

(n 479)
>2 servings/d

(n 261) P *

Breakfast 31·1 22·5 31·8 0·01
Lunch 16·4 15·2 27·6 <0·001
Dinner 18·2 10·9 15·3 0·01
Snacks‡ 46·3 78·7 81·2 <0·001

*From χ2 analysis of differences in proportions of persons consuming vegetables/fruits at each meal according to categories of servings consumed; significant
P values indicated in bold font.
†Excluding fruit juice.
‡Snacks included all foods consumed between main meals.

Table 8 Linear regression results: factors associated with vegetable and fruit intake among Australian young adults aged 18–34 years,
National Nutrition and Physical Activity Survey 2011–12 (n 2397)

Sociodemographic variable
Vegetables
β coefficient*

Fruit (excluding juice)
β coefficient*

Fruit (including juice)
β coefficient*

Age group (years) F = 10·3, P<0·001 F =6·1, P = 0·002 F =6·0, P=0·003
18–24R 0·0 0·0 0·0
25–29 49·0 9·4 11·9
30–34 38·5 27·0 28·3

Gender F =9·3, P=0·002 F =1·2, P= 0·28 F = 0·003, P=0·95
MaleR 0·0 0·0 0·0
Female 31·6 7·2 0·4

BMI (kg/m2)‡ F = 0·7, P= 0·5 F = 1·6, P=0·2 F =2·3, P=0·08
<18·5R −0·3 −20·8 −27·3
18·5–24·99 0·0 0·0 0·0
25·0–29·99 −18·0 0·7 −4·2
≥30·0 −15·3 −24·0 −31·8

Socio-Economic Index for Areas (SEIFA) F = 0·8, P= 0·5 F =0·4, P= 0·82 F =2·0, P=0·09
Lowest 20%R 0·0 0·0 0·0
Second quintile 13·1 −0·3 −5·3
Third quintile 4·6 8·3 13·7
Fourth quintile 14·9 8·8 19·8
Highest 20% 24·1 3·3 13·6

Geographical location F = 1·5, P= 0·2 F =4·4, P= 0·01 F =2·6, P=0·07
CityR 0·0 0·0 0·0
Inner regional 16·0 −26·4 −21·6
Outer regional/remote −21·1 −0·1 −2·4

*Beta coefficients represent the adjusted mean difference between each subgroup and the reference group (R), based on per capita intake in grams (n 2397),
after controlling for confounders including age, gender, BMI, SEIFA, geographical location, smoking status and alcohol intake.
†Under-reporters (n 386) excluded.
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messages promoting fruit and vegetable consumption
remain important.

Previous data collected in 1995 do not report intake of
young adults separately; however, mean daily intake for
those aged 19 years or over was 3·6 servings of vegetables
and approximately 1 serving of fruit(36). While the food
items, classification of fruits and vegetables and method
of analyses differed between the surveys, it is evident
that intake of fruits and vegetables remains poor and is
worsening. Thus, immediate action is required to assist
this generation of adults to improve their intake.

Despite literature indicating that access to a variety of
fruits and vegetables is lower and costs are higher in
regional areas of Australia(39,54–56), no differences in intake
were observed between geographical locations. However,
those within regional locations reported consuming
more starchy vegetables and less of the ‘others’ category.
As fruits and vegetables are highly perishable, the costs of
transportation to remote areas are high and with desert
climates, water shortages and soil prohibiting local
production in some areas(57), it is not surprising that
young adults in isolated rural areas consume less perish-
able vegetables. To address this, social marketing
campaigns could focus on the promotion of nutritionally
equivalent frozen and low-sugar and low-sodium
canned fruits and vegetables as a means of increasing
variety at low cost, particularly in regional areas. Examples
include frozen berries or canned beans, tomatoes and
mushrooms.

Studies in Australia have explored differences in fruit
and vegetable intake by SES. While Giskes et al. identified
lower intakes among adolescents living lower-SES
areas(35), and the New South Wales population health
survey results (2014) showed that fewer people in
disadvantaged areas met fruit and vegetable recommen-
dations(58), no studies have specifically looked at young
adults. The present analysis found no differences in mean
vegetable intake of young adults by SEIFA quintile.
However, among the higher SEIFA group there was a
trend towards greater consumption of the ‘other vege-
tables’, such as mushrooms and avocado, which tend to be
more expensive. It may be worthwhile to run local rather
than national campaigns that address the specific barriers
relevant to fruit and vegetable intake for the population
within their area of residence. With the perceived cost of
vegetables identified as a significant barrier to intake
among young adults(28,59), campaigns could focus on
budgeting for the inclusion of fruits and vegetables,
particularly for lower SEIFA groups. Furthermore, previous
research has indicated that there are no significant differ-
ences in knowledge of fruit and vegetable recommenda-
tions between socio-economic groups; however, those
from higher SES quintiles scored significantly higher
in their ability to make healthier food choices(60).
This suggests the lower-SES areas may need extra support
in translating knowledge into behaviour.

The analysis of patterns of fruit intake by SEIFA group
revealed that while the lowest intake was recorded for
those in the lowest SEIFA quintile, the highest intake of
fruit juice was among those of the top SEIFA group. These
results contrast what is seen in the USA, where the highest
juice consumption is reported among those of lower
SES(61). Industry reports on the trend of commercial fruit
juice consumption estimate an annual growth in revenue
from juice sales of 9·8% in Australia(62). This proliferation
of juice sales through outlets that offer ‘designer’ juices
may be contributing to a trend for juice consumption
among young adults of higher SEIFA. Previous research in
Australia highlighted that such juices were seen as
a fashion accessory by young adults(63). Although fruit
juice can assist in meeting the recommended two fruit
servings daily, the higher sugar and lower fibre content of
these beverages and ease of overconsumption indicate
that intake should continue to be monitored and emphasis
placed on increasing whole fruit consumption and
replacing juice with water. This is particularly important
considering fruit juice promotes weight gain over the
long term(64).

Overall, variety was poor among the young adults. Fruit
consumers mainly reported intake of pome, citrus and
stone fruit with lower intakes of berries and tropical fruit.
Among vegetable consumers, intake of starchy vegetables
was high but consumption of the green and brassica group
was less than half a serving. While starchy vegetables
contain carbohydrates (which provide energy) and some
vitamins, green leafy and brassica vegetables are rich in
folate which has been postulated to reduce the risk of
cancer(18) and neural tube defects(65). They are also a good
source of phytochemicals, Fe and vitamin C. Our estimates
of vegetable intake counted potatoes prepared without fat
as a starchy vegetable but did not include fried potatoes as
per the Australian dietary guidelines. Among consumers
the median intake of fried potatoes (1·2 servings) was
proportionally high compared with other vegetables.

Only 12% of the young adults surveyed consumed
legumes. The consumption of legumes is of value, as they
are a relatively inexpensive source of protein, Fe, fibre and
micronutrients. Thus, promoting intake of these protein-
and nutrient-rich vegetables to young adults can help to
improve vegetable intake while also reducing the total cost
of meals. Additionally, with previous research highlighting
the effect of exposure to fruits and vegetables in the
early years of life on intake and variety consumed in
adulthood(66), continued work is needed to promote
consumption in younger children with initiatives such as
the Stephanie Alexander Kitchen Garden Program(67).

To our knowledge, the current analysis is the first to
examine fruit and vegetable intake by meal occasion. The
findings demonstrated that vegetables are consumed
mainly at dinner and lunch, with an opportunity to
increase intake at breakfast and as snacks. Fruit con-
sumption was highest between main meals with almost
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half a serving consumed as snack. Additionally, a greater
proportion of respondents who met or exceeded the daily
recommendations consumed fruits and vegetables
throughout the day. Thus, public health practitioners
should consider encouraging intake at all meals to
increase the likelihood of reaching the recommended
daily intake of fruits and vegetables.

Finally, the low level of fruit and vegetable intake within
the young adult population is a concern considering the
continued risk of overweight and obesity in this age
group(68). Given the cross-sectional nature of these data, it
is not surprising that there was no association observed
between BMI category and intake. Previous longitudinal
studies have confirmed, however, that increasing vege-
table intake is associated with a reduction in weight(69),
with a recent systematic review confirming that con-
sumption of whole fruit can reduce the risk for long-term
weight gain in middle-aged adults(64). Thus, promoting
vegetable and whole fruit intake to young adults, espe-
cially those of higher BMI, may be beneficial to weight
maintenance in their transition into adulthood. Further-
more, given the additional benefits of increased fruit
and vegetable intake in reducing the risk of cancer, CVD
and all-cause mortality(70), promoting increased intake in
this young generation may reduce the future burden of
chronic disease.

Strengths and limitations
As with most dietary assessment methods, the 24 h recall
has some measurement error introduced by inaccurate
recall or estimation of intake(71). It is also important to note
that those classified as ‘non-consumers’ on the day of the
interview may not typically be non-consumers. Thus, one
day recalls may not be a reflection of usual intake among
individuals, but provide a good estimation and snapshot of
consumption at a population level, allowing public health
researchers to assess how intake changes over time. We
also looked at the effect of under-reporting, with no
significant effect found on associations.

A significant strength of our secondary analysis was the
use of detailed intake data including fruits and vegetables
consumed as part of any mixed dish, providing a more
comprehensive estimation of intake. Future analysis could
explore the major mixed-meal sources of fruits and
vegetables.

Conclusions

Fruit and vegetable intake remains suboptimal for
Australian young adults aged 18–34 years, with poorer
intakes among 18–24-year-olds and males. Therefore,
intensive efforts are warranted to effectively promote fruits
and vegetables to this at-risk population group to increase
intake as they transition into adulthood. The analyses
documented herein highlight the specific opportunities for

improving intake, namely supporting younger adults aged
18–24 years, with a focus on engaging males to increase
vegetable intake, promoting fruits and vegetables at all meal
occasions, with inclusion in mixed dishes, to increase like-
lihood of meeting daily requirements. For those in regional
areas with limited access to a variety of fresh fruits and
vegetables, canned and frozen options can be explored.
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