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Decision-making processes of children in 
the context of sustainable diets
Part 2: The role of values in decision-making processes

Anke Stoll-Hertrampf, Federica Valsangiacomo, Ute Bender, Sharon Ross, Franziska Bertschy, Christine Künzli

Introduction

The guiding principle of sustainable develop-
ment (SD) is inextricably linked to a global 
concept of ethics, especially since the 1992 Rio 
conference [44]. The current aims of the 2030 
Agenda also imply moral goals such as global 
adherence to justice and equality [45]. In con-
nection with sustainable diets, at the start of 
2019, there was an intense public discussion 
about the introduction of an “animal welfare 
label”. This label would allow consumers to 
identify how animals had been raised and 
therefore allow them to make their purchases 
while taking animal welfare and the related 
moral aspects into account [46].
However, a sustainable diet also implies vari-
ous other values, and raises ethical and moral 
questions such as the extent to which we 
must take responsibility for the consequences 
that our current way of eating may have for 
people in developing countries or for subse-
quent generations [27-49].
Hedonistic values, and especially enjoyment of 
eating, of course play a key role for consumers 
[48]. It therefore follows that decisions in the con-
text of sustainable diets are influenced by values, 
and that any concept of Education for Sustain-
able Development (ESD) that aims to build deci-
sion-making skills in the context of nutrition also 
needs to consider how learners can be familiarized 
with moral questions and values in class [50].

Current state of research and 
research questions

As outlined in the first part of this article, empiri-
cal research on the development of decision-mak-
ing skills in pupils within the framework of 
ESD has been carried out primarily with science 
lessons in mind. Learners are often required to 
make decisions about “socioecological issues”.
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The fact that “underlying values” significantly influence the 
decision-making behavior of adolescents in lessons has been 
established by researchers including Gresch [51], who estab-
lished this in the context of a quantitative study with pupils 
attending a Gymnasium (secondary school allowing access to 
higher education) (school years 11–13). According to Gresch, 
values and social norms should be explicitly taken into account 
in future studies. Strong use of values in decision-making pro-
cesses among individual learners appears to have affected de-
cision-making processes in the study in question to the extent 
that the adolescents made decisions based on their values and 
no longer weighed up the arguments for and against thor-
oughly [52].
Conversely, in a quantitative study with 256 pupils of various 
ages (starting from school year 5), Eggert [18] posits that the 
values the study subjects held are the reason why some of them 
came up with arguments for and against, but were unable to 
come to a decision. 
In studies in which groups of school pupils were observed during 
lessons, it was found that values flowed into group discussions 
that preceded decisions made as a group [31, 53]. However, in the 
case of Ratcliffe and Grace [53], these discussions were initiated 
through the actual task that the pupils were set. A qualitative 
study by Kolstø [31] with Norwegian school pupils that inves-
tigated such discussions found that pupils used knowledge and 
values together in an intermeshed manner. The study also pointed 
out that the question of prioritization in the sense of “what is 
more important when making decisions” is not useful. The re-
search found that it was much more useful to investigate how 
pupils mesh knowledge and values together.

The research design of EKoN-E (Entscheidungs-
prozesse von Kindern im Kontext einer Nachhal-
tigen Entwicklung mit dem Fokus Ernährung 
[Decision-making processes of children in the 
context of sustainable development with a 
focus on diet]) makes this type of investigation 
possible. In order to do this, the types of value 
orientations (i.e. permanent dispositions) that 
the school pupils shared were recorded and the 
values that actually played a role in a concrete 
fictional decision-making situation were also 
recorded. The study also investigated the ex-
tent to which hedonistic values (particularly 
with regard to food) or the enjoyment of food 
were dominant and to what extent other val-
ues played a role [12, 13, 54].
When this project refers to “value orienta-
tions” and “values”, this is a theoretical refer-
ence to the concept of Schwartz and Schwartz 
et al., which deals with “basic human values” 
and their subordinate human “values”. This 
concept has been the subject of empirical re-
search worldwide [24, 55, 56]. Based on these 
findings, Schwartz and colleagues posit that 
there are 4 value types and 19 values assigned 
to these types (  “Methodology” section).
The overarching question of this project is: 
How do 11- and 12-year-old school pupils 
carry out the selectional phase of an individ-
ual decision-making process in the context of 

Phase Process steps (PS)

Value type: Open-
ness to change 
(OtC)

Self-direction I: Freedom to act
Self-direction II: Freedom of thought
Stimulation: Open to new things

Hedonism*: Enjoyment and sensory satisfaction

Value type: Self- 
enhancement (SE)

Power I: Exercising control over others (attitude: egoistic)
Power II: Control of material or social resources (attitude: egoistic)
Achievement: Being successful (attitude: egoistic)

Saving face*

Value type:  
Conservation (C)

Security I: Security in one’s immediate surroundings
Security II: Security in the overall social environment,
Tradition: Preservation of cultural, religious, and family traditions
Conformity I: People adjusting to each other
Conformity II: Adhering to rules and laws

Humility*

Value type: 
Self-transcendence 
(ST)

Benevolence I: Being reliable and trustworthy towards others (attitude: social-altruistic)
Benevolence II: Focus on the well-being of others (attitude: social-altruistic)
Universalism with a focus on justice: Equality and protection of all people (attitude: social-altruistic)
Universalism with a focus on tolerance: Acceptance and understanding of ‘being different’ (attitude: social-altruistic)
Universalism with a focus on ecology: Protection of nature (attitude: biosphere-focused)

Fig. 1:  Value types and value orientations according to Schwartz et al. [own presentation in accordance with (24)] 
*These values have been allocated in accordance with the rules in the coding guide for the PVQ [24].
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sustainable development with a focus on diet? This second part 
of the article focuses on the question of the extent to which 
value orientations and values play a role in such processes in 
children. The scope of this study initially included all of the value 
orientations and values from the concept of Schwartz and col-
leagues [24] without being limited to specific value orientations 
and values in advance. However, unlike other studies [57], the 
aim of the EKoN-E project is not to influence or change these 
value orientations and values.

Methodology

This research project, which had an explorative study design, pro-
ceeded in various steps and took place from October 2016 to De-
cember 2017. Following the pilot and sampling (n = 97), pupils 
(5 classes) from school year 6 in German-speaking Swiss schools 
took part in a learning sequence (10 hours of lessons) with the 
aim of building knowledge about SD with a focus on diet and 
preparing to make a decision—without influencing this decision 
in advance. 
The focus of the lesson content was the topic of “meat”. The first 
data collection was done to determine the pupils’ level of knowl-
edge, value orientation, sex, social-economic status (SES) and lo-
cation. Based on the results of the first data collection (n = 83), 
school pupils were selected for the second data collection (inter-
view using the thinking aloud method) (n = 27). The aim of data 
collection 1 was to obtain the information needed to put together 
a sample for the second data collection that was as heterogeneous 
as possible, in which all of the categories mentioned above (level 
of knowledge, value orientation, etc.) were represented. This cate-
gory-based sampling should ensure the theoretical representative-
ness of the study [25]. Therefore, all four value orientations were 
represented among the pupils in the second sample.
In the interview, the children were presented with the follow-
ing realistic decision-making situation and were invited to think 
about it out loud: “Imagine it’s summer and you are going to a school 
camp for a whole week. The kitchen team there is very flexible and 
they want to take each child’s individual decision into account when 
planning the menu for the week. The main thing that the kitchen team 
want to take care with is meat because they know that different child-
ren think very differently about eating meat. What do you think about 
the topic of meat? Decide for yourself what the kitchen team should 
be careful about for you personally when it comes to meat. Speak out 
loud everything that goes through your mind as you think about this.” 
The content analysis was done according to the Mayring method 
[29] using the MAXQDA software. A detailed description of the 
methodological procedure used is provided in the first part of this 
article [58].
The Portrait Values Questionnaire (PVQ) instrument was used 
to record the children’s value orientations in data collection 1. 
This instrument is based on the values concept of Schwartz [24] 
( Figure 1).

As stable value orientations, these values, 
which according to Schwartz and colleagues 
are motivational values, are the foundation of 
people’s individual attitudes, individual behav-
ior, and decision-making behavior. Therefore, 
they also provide a way to explain people’s 
attitudes and behavior.
Thus, the value orientations that the school 
pupils hold and which guide their actions and 
are relevant to the topic can be diagnosed with 
the use of a PVQ and allocated to a “value 
type”. Schwartz et al. posit that there are four 
basic value types/value orientations: openness 
to change, self-enhancement, conservation 
and self-transcendence. As shown in  Fig-
ure 1, specific values are allocated to each of 
these four value types. The PVQ also allocates 
three fictional character descriptions to each of 
the 19 values, in order to allow the value ori-
entations or value types of the study partici-
pants to be diagnosed. The study subjects were 
asked how similar each person was to them 
(for instance: “It is very important to her to 
form her own opinion” or “Taking care of na-
ture is important to him”). They were able to 
enter their responses on a six-stage scale.
In tests, the value types often do not occur in 
“pure form”, but rather in combinations. This 
means that it is very much possible for a child 
to have several value orientations allocated to 
them, but to varying degrees. In accordance 
with the PVQ coding rules, the most dominant 
value orientation is recorded in such cases.
The test takes approximately 45 minutes. It 
has been thoroughly tested for use in children.

Results

When the data was evaluated, the following 
questions were found to be relevant:
1.  To what extent were the children’s previ-

ously recorded value types associated with 
the decision-making steps and values that 
could be identified from the interview?

2.  Which value associations could be identified 
in the children’s decision-making processes?

3.  What form did the interplay of knowledge 
and values take in the decision-making pro-
cess among the school pupils?
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Association between value types and 
decision-making steps in the interview
In data collection 1 (n = 83), all value types 
were found among the participating school 
pupils. The most common were “openness to 
change” (OtC, n = 30) and self-transcendence 
(ST, n = 46; C, n = 4; SE, n = 3). The sample 
for the interviews was put together in accord-
ance with the PVQ test in such a way that all 
four value types were represented among the 
participants (Otc, n = 12; ST, n = 10; C, n = 
3; SE, n = 2). 
As a diagnostic tool, the PVQ claims in prin-
ciple to record the value types that actually 
guide the decisions and behavior of the in-
dividuals in question. Of course, there is no 
claim that this applies to every decision and 
every behavior. Therefore, our aim was not to 
investigate whether our study could also yield 
such correlations in the sense of a hypothe-
sis testing procedure. The sample size was too 
small for this. Nevertheless, when evaluating 
the data, it was clear that we should focus on 
how the children that held each of the individ-
ual value types would express themselves in 
the interview.
The analysis showed no associations between 
the value types recorded in advance and the 
steps of the decision-making process that the 
children completed. For instance, it was not 
the case that children with the value type 
“openness to change” were particularly en-
gaged when developing alternatives for action.
In addition, values were drawn upon in all de-
cision-making steps, which is to say that they 
were used throughout the decision-making 
process. Furthermore, it was found that the 
value types recorded in advance did not nec-
essarily are in line with the value orientations 
and values that could be identified from the 
interview. For example, children who, accord-
ing to the PVQ test, had the “self-transcend-
ence” value type made statements that would 
be allocated to the value orientations “open-
ness to change” and “self-enhancement”. But 
statements that would be allocated to “self en-
hancement” would imply a more egocentric 
point of view, which would be in opposition 
to the value orientation of “self-transcend-
ence”. Likewise, it was for instance found that 
the previously recorded value type “conserva-
tion” did in fact occur in conjunction with the 
value type “openness to change” and the value 
of “stimulation” (in this case in the form of 
openness to trying new foods).

Drawing upon one’s own values in the decision- 
making process
The MAXQDA software also allows the recording of quantitative 
findings about the codings, although in the context of a qualita-
tive procedure, these can only be considered indicative.
In the interview, the children mainly made value-related state-
ments that would be allocated to the value of “hedonism” (n = 27; 
total number of coding evaluations = 168; number of codings for 
hedonism = 76). These statements mainly focused on enjoyment 
and taste experiences. The children expressed how they felt about 
meat in terms of the taste (“I like all kinds of meat and I like to eat 
meat.” 0201VP111; 702); such statements sometimes also incorpo-
rated a reference to a particular way of preparing the meat (“[…] 
they should make sure that it is not completely cooked through, that 
it's still a little bit bloody, I like that.” 0301VP05; 90).
When the value of “tradition” was drawn upon (number of cod-
ings = 15), the interviewees (n = 9) referred to eating habits 
within the family (“Well at home I’m just used to meat like coming 
from Switzerland.” 0201VP11; 70) or they referred to eating habits 
based on religion (“Well as for religion, I’m a Muslim. And in the 
religion of Mus- in Islam, you can’t eat pork.” 0401VP15; 147).
The children’s statements (n = 12) about protecting the environ-
ment (“universalism with a focus on ecology”, number of codings 
= 30) were limited to animal welfare. In these cases, they referred 
to animal husbandry and/or to the fact that they like animals 
(“[…] for the cows I’d say it’s also important to me that (.) that 
the- that the animal had a good life beforehand […] as I said before, I 
really like animals.” 0201VP16; 106).
The well-being of classmates (“benevolence”) was also touched 
upon in the decision-making processes of some of the children (n 
= 9; number of codings = 25). For example, one child said “Of 
course I’d also like to take account of what the others eat, (.) that's 
obviously also important to me because I don’t just want it to end 
up that I get to give my opinion and for example only my opinion is 
taken into account even though the others can’t eat that or whatever.” 
0201VP16; 106).
In addition, some children (n = 9) also exhibited openness to new 
experiences (“stimulation”, number of codings = 16). However, 
this openness was limited to sensory experiences. For instance, 
one child said that they liked to try specialties from other coun-
tries (“But when there’s something from another country [...] a speci-
alty that I haven’t tried yet, then I do like to try it and then sometimes 
I actually like it and it becomes my favorite food.” 0101VP11; 99)

The interplay of knowledge and values in the  
decision-making process
The quantitative-descriptive analysis of the number of codings 
shows that value-related statements (total number of codings of 
value-related statements = 168) occurred in the children’s deci-
sion-making processes more frequently than knowledge-related 

1  The number corresponds to the identification code of the child who was taking part.
2  The number corresponds to the line number of the quote in the MAXQDA 12 

software.
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statements (total number of codings of knowledge-related state-
ments = 113). However, if we limit our analysis here to value-re-
lated statements that do not relate to the value of “hedonism” 
(number of codings = 92), then the frequency of knowledge-re-
lated and value-related statements in the children’s decision-mak-
ing processes is similar.
In addition, we can see how values and knowledge are drawn 
upon in association with each other. For example, the value of 
“universalism with a focus on ecology” was coupled with knowl-
edge about ecology, and references to the values of “tradition” 
or “benevolence” were coupled with socio-cultural knowledge. 
For instance, one child highlighted the importance of fair animal 
production and drew upon their knowledge from the learning 
sequence when doing so: “I also think it’s important that like meat 
is produced fairly, and like the labeled feed that we learned about.” 
0101VP01; 50. This child also took account of the well-being of 
their classmates whose choices when it comes to meat are more 
limited for religious reasons: “(...) and like also for example not 
necessarily pork for the ones who aren’t supposed to eat it, (...) so that 
they um have another like alternative for something they can eat.”

Discussion

The value type recorded in advance has no effect on 
the quality of the decision-making process
In part 1 of this article, it was pointed out that in the context 
of SD, steps 6 (developing alternatives for action and thinking 
through their consequences) and 7 (weighing up various options) 
of the decision-making process make a significant contribution to 
its “quality” [16, 17]. For example, this would suggest that in-
dividuals with a high degree of “self-transcendence” would come 
up with more numerous and varied options with different per-
spectives when making decisions than people whose value type 
is more focused on themselves. For this reason, as well as other 
reasons, the sample for the interview was put together in such a 
way as to be as “heterogeneous” as possible with regard to values. 
However, no such associations could be identified in our findings. 
The findings clearly show that the value types that we recorded 
for the school pupils using the PVQ before the investigation did not 
reliably correspond to the values that could be identified from the 
statements in the interviews.
It should not be concluded from our study that the PVQ is not a 
valid instrument. Significant correlations were measured in inter-
national quantitative-empirical tests of the latest version of the 
PVQ (n = 6059) [24]. Furthermore, the PVQ has already been 
used in children. Instead, our study reflects the fact that findings 
from such extensive empirical-quantitative studies can likely only 
be associated with findings from empirical-qualitative studies to 
a limited extent. As already mentioned, the main aim of data col-
lection 1 (including the PVQ) was to allow the sample for data 
collection 2 to be put together based on categories and in a het-
erogeneous manner. In addition to the fundamental considera-
tions about research methodology mentioned above, in our case, 

the focus on nutrition may also have led to 
statements relating to the value of “hedonism” 
being relatively dominant in the interviews, 
even though this value does not consistently 
correspond to the value type of the individual 
children according to PVQ.

Relative dominance of the value of 
“hedonism” and the aspect of “taste”
Food should taste good, and at the very be-
ginning of this article, it was mentioned that 
“taste” is a highly relevant aspect when it 
comes to nutrition-related decisions [12, 13, 
54]. The aspect of “taste” was also relatively 
dominant in our evaluation of the interviews 
in the study, as was the value of “hedonism” 
that could be identified here (value orientation: 
“self-enhancement”).
In addition, the value of “stimulation” (value 
orientation: “openness to change”) was found 
exclusively in statements relating to sensory 
aspects. However, even though the value of 
taste has a strong “influence” on the values in 
the interviews, it does not necessarily follow 
that all other aspects or other values disap-
pear in its wake or are explicitly rejected by 
the speakers. If that were the case, the strong 
importance of the value of “hedonism” and 
the aspect of “taste” would significantly hinder 
the school pupils in developing other options 
by drawing upon other values during the de-
cision-making process.
This exactly what Gresch and colleagues [52] 
suggest happens with regard to dominant 
values. A similar result was found in a qual-
itative survey on purchase motives among 
students with regard to chocolate [54]: The 
study conducted by Young and McCoy was 
not about the decision-making processes of 
school children, but nevertheless, with regard 
to the reasons for purchasing chocolate, the 
researchers found that younger students (18–
22 years old) mainly emphasized taste-related 
perspectives as the reasons behind their pur-
chases and that they tended to explicitly reject 
other perspectives based on moral considera-
tions. Upon closer inspection, our investiga-
tion also yielded other findings. We identified a 
relative dominance of the value of “hedonism” 
and the aspect of “taste” in the statements of 
the school pupils regarding the meat selection 
at the camp and found that – unlike in the 
other studies mentioned – other values and as-
pects did indeed play a role alongside these fac-
tors, for instance “universalism with a focus 
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on ecology” and the aspect of animal welfare. 
Therefore, we are not suggesting that the 
value of “hedonism” suppressed or hindered 
other values in our study or that it impaired 
the development of alternatives for action in 
the decision-making process.

Values and their connection with 
knowledge
One of the previous sections talked about the 
study conducted by Kolstø [31], which among 
other questions, looked into the question of 
the use of values and knowledge in combi-
nation. At first glance, the analysis above 
gives the impression that the children in our 
study mainly drew upon values and less upon 
knowledge and therefore hardly ever used 
them in combination.
However, upon closer inspection, it is clear 
that values are indeed used in combination 
with knowledge, and that this occurs in vari-
ous ways. For example, the value of hedonism 
(with the aspect of taste) was not used in con-
nection with knowledge, but other values and 
aspects were. The children did make such con-
nections in the context of animal welfare as 
mentioned above. Elements of knowledge that 
they had obtained were used to further ex-
plain or reinforce the value in question. One of 
the previously cited statements is a good ex-
ample of this: “I also think it’s important that 
like meat is produced fairly, and like the labeled 
feed that we learned about.” 0101VP01; 50.
Therefore, elements of knowledge can take 
on a supporting role in service to values in deci-
sion-making processes. In the children’s view, 
the value of hedonism and the associated as-
pect of taste does not appear to require any 
further explanation or reinforcement (it is 
known that there is no accounting for taste) 
and therefore they did not feel the need to ac-
tivate their knowledge with regard to this. 
Thus, the relative dominance of the value of 
“hedonism” (and the aspect of “taste”) con-
tributed to the fact that elements of knowl-
edge were not consistently used in the deci-
sion-making process.

Use of knowledge and values in the 
decision-making process
Part of the discussion in part 1 of this article 
was focused on the fact that the school pu-
pils may not have used elements of knowledge 
in their decision-making processes because 
knowledge on the topic of SD is so complex. 

In addition, when we look at the aspect of “health” we see that 
children mainly use their knowledge in their decision-making pro-
cesses when they feel that they have an “expert status” with re-
gard to that aspect, meaning that they may feel more comfortable 
dealing with the relevant knowledge.
If we also bring in our findings on the role of values in deci-
sion-making processes, we see that there are two modalities in 
which the incorporation of elements of knowledge in the deci-
sion-making processes of children occurs: incorporation as ex-
pert knowledge and incorporation as knowledge used to support 
certain values. Furthermore, the school pupils’ values can also be 
drawn upon in their decision-making processes without using 
specifically related knowledge. In the interviews the value of he-
donism and the aspect of taste are drawn upon in this way.

Limitations

The individual interviews were conducted in a very supportive, 
friendly way. However, because values are very personal, it is 
possible that some individual children felt insecure and did not 
express everything that went through their minds when asked to 
think out loud.

Conclusions

Our findings with regard to the significance of values in deci-
sion-making processes lead to conclusions that are similar to those 
that were drawn at the end of the first part of this article, which 
was about the significance of knowledge in the decision-making 
processes of children [58]. In connection with the role of knowl-
edge, we determined that having more or less knowledge had no 
effect on which steps of the decision-making process the children 
completed. In connection with values, we also see that there is no 
discernible association between the measured value orientations 
of the children, the values that they explicitly drew upon in the 
interview, and the completion of the decision-making process.
Lesson plans that aim to help pupils acquire decision-making 
skills within the framework of ESD should be focused on support-
ing them in executing the key steps of a decision-making process 
according to the ESD concept (process steps 6 and 7). They should 
not rely on these steps being carried out “automatically” by chil-
dren with well-developed knowledge or by children with certain 
value orientations.
Furthermore, careful consideration should be given to which every-
day examples or foods should be used in these lessons. The topic of 
“meat” is highly relevant in the SD context and it invites discussions 
relating to values through connections with the aspect of “taste” and 
the aspect of “animal welfare”. The relative dominance of the aspect 
of taste that was found in our study with regard to meat could ex-
pand into “absolute dominance” in the context of other foods, such 
as chocolate. This would then hinder the learning process.

Copyright!
Reproduction and dissemination – also partial – applicable to all media only 
with written permission of Umschau Zeitschriftenverlag GmbH, Wiesbaden.



166    Ernaehrungs Umschau international | 9/2019

Peer Review | Sustainable Diet

The findings suggest that lessons within the framework of ESD 
should explicitly address the values that the pupils may hold and 
could draw upon when making a decision about a concrete ques-
tion. This would accommodate the important role that values 
play and strengthen the diversity of values. One way to do this 
would be to work with a “values pool”, which encourages the 
school pupils to recognize all of the values drawn upon in deci-
sion-making processes [59].
The school pupil’s statements show that some children use the 
knowledge they have to support statements that draw upon their 
values. Therefore, lessons should help learners develop knowledge 
that supports them in combining knowledge and values. This 
would mean presenting elements of knowledge in a way that is 
not “value neutral”, but rather allowing people to express opin-
ions that draw upon the value-related elements of knowledge by 
way of a debate or using a journalistic method [60]. The same ob-
jective could be achieved through role play or a simulation game 
[61].
This could mean offering elements of knowledge that critique cer-
tain value-related statements. Furthermore, it seems sensible to 
focus on a few selected aspects when building up knowledge as 
an initial step and to strengthen “expert knowledge” as well as in-
dividual children’s experience of knowledge-related skill through 
appropriate communicative teaching scenarios (such as debates or 
partner interviews) and to prevent overwhelm.
Methods such as concept mapping or simulation games that sys-
tematically promote the linking of different aspects could be use-
ful as a way to do justice to the complexity of multidimensional 
knowledge when teaching about SD at a more advanced stage.
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