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This talk deals with issues of changing food habits. It reports on two research projects, one funded by the EU, ‘Trust in Food’, the other by the ESRC, ‘The diffusion of cultures of consumption’, funded under the Cultures of Consumption Programme.

I begin by observing some of the difficulties in changing people’s consumption habits – an issue as relevant to environmental concerns as it is to matters of diet. Various strategies are identified and the suggestion made that they do not work very well. It is argued that this is because they fail to recognise the nature of the routines and constraints of everyday practice. The value of applying theories of practice is proposed.

I then examine very briefly some findings about national differences in trust in food, using comparative data collected in 2003. The extent of the differences within western Europe are enormous, and suggest the importance of understanding how different institutional arrangements condition different types of behaviour.

The point is underlined with reference to the second project which examined trends in patterns of consumption in five countries (France, The Netherlands, Norway, UK and USA). Two types of data were subjected to secondary analysis. The first derived from time-use surveys, which record how people allocate their time during the day. The second consisted of household expenditure surveys, which indicate how money gets spent. These data-sets allowed detailed decomposition of activities and identification of the behaviour of different groups and categories of people. We obtained data for the nearest years possible to 1975 and 2000, allowing us to explore change in time-use and expenditure in each of the countries. Applying a theory of practice to eating we examined changes in eating at home, cooking and eating out. Again there are considerable differences in the trends across countries which can best be explained in terms of the ‘institutionalisation of consumption’ in different countries.

If time permits, results from a third project using the Family Expenditure Survey, which identified aspects of change in household expenditure on food between 1961 and 2004, will be introduced.
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