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Advice on sustainable eating

You can:

• Cut down the amount of excess packaging that comes around your food, by telling 
retailers that you would prefer to receive goods in minimal packaging. Ask them to 
explore using packaging that is re-usable, refillable or made from recyclable 
materials.

• Buy in bulk. Weight for weight, larger boxes, cartons and bags use less packaging 
materials than smaller ones.

• Choose goods that are (in order of preference):

o Re-usable – washable crockery, jugs, cutlery and other goods are far better than 
those that get used only once and then thrown away.

o Made from recycled materials – to support the market for recycled products.

o Compostable or recyclable.

• Avoid goods and materials that cannot be re-used, composted or recycled. If it 
needs to go in the bin, it will go straight to a landfill site, and these are filling up 
rapidly!



• Cut down the food waste you produce by making the very best use of the 
food you buy, to use up leftovers, and to get creative with what you’ve
got. Putting soup on the family menu is an easy and tasty way to use 
excess vegetables, and to cater for seasonal variations.

• Participate in a food composting system run by your local authority, or set 
up a composting pile or worm bin in your garden.

• Don’t be fooled by the cosmetic appearance of fruit and vegetables. Use 
blemished fruit and vegetables and riper fruits that might otherwise go 
to waste.

• Follow energy and water saving advice of specialist organisations.

According to DEFRA’s Food 2030 Roadmap, the key challenge for consumers’
is to:

‘Find out more about food – how and where it is produced, and how to 
eat healthily. Use their influence and spending power to support those 
who produce sustainable and healthy food. Waste less food.’ (p69).



The problem and challenge for 

Sociology
• Sustainable food consumption presented largely as an individual affair 

and a matter of product choices.

• Individual sovereign consumers’ are placed at the heart of rhetoric around 
sustainable eating.

• Yet the practice of eating is, fundamentally, a socio-cultural matter. What 
and the way that people eat, how food is provisioned, prepared and 
disposed of are not simply matters of individual discretion. At the very 
least, food choices are significantly constrained by a range of factors 
beyond socio-demographic or economic characteristics.

• A sociological approach to the challenge of sustainable food would look 
toward societal shifts in the organisation of its consumption and seek to 
identify ways of instituting new habits of eating, cooking and food 
provision. 

• Four conceptual themes (temporalities; social relations; socio-technical 
systems; and institutions) together with a practice-based theoretical 
approach are the key ingredients for a sociology of sustainable eating.



Temporalities
• There are powerful conventions, nationally variable, which 

associate particular foods with temporally (and spatially) 
defined eating events. 

• Social times institutionalise eating behaviour: when, what, 
where and how to eat. 

• Identifying, analysing and understanding how the social times 
of eating change and vary (across space and cultural groups) 
reveals the critical contexts through which eating practices 
are ordered and experienced.

• Eating practices also act to coordinate interpersonal and 
societal temporalities. 

• Temporalities are instituted by, and institute, eating practices. 

• If the objective is to shift collective practises of eating then
addressing the multiple temporalities that frame those 
practices represent an instructive analytical starting place.



Social relations
• Eating is a profoundly social activity – overwhelmingly, people prefer to 

eat with others. 

• How people eat together, and the rules regarding the sharing of food, is 
historically highly variable. 

• The conventions and norms surrounding eating, meal formats, meal times 
and meal etiquettes exhibit systematic similarities and differences across 
social groups. 

• Tastes are also critical to the practice of eating.

• Since the 1960s food culture and particularly the symbolic aspects of food 
have become increasingly popular. The resulting diversification of cuisines 
has been significant, not least in its contribution to social distinction: with 
the professional and managerial classes favouring different and a wider 
range of cuisines to the working class.

• What constitutes competence when it comes to practices of eating is 
shaped and constructed through social relations. Cultural norms, routines, 
tastes and the social group distinctions that surround them are therefore 
critical considerations if the challenge is to shift societal eating patterns in 
sustainable directions.



Socio-technical systems

• Eating practices are locked into socio-technical systems that 
include the objects that we use to cook and eat with through 
to the vast infrastructures of food provision. 

• The freezer illustrates how eating practices become locked 
within socio-technical systems.

• The freezer has evolved within a socio-technical system that 
includes: changing kitchens and homes; changing domestic 
organisation; the emergence and expansion of supermarkets; 
a frozen food infrastructure; the valuing of convenience 
devices; the car; and so on.

• Pervasive and environmentally problematic practices, like 
those related to ‘frozen’ food, evolve within, and become 
locked into, socio-technical systems. 

• It follows that such systems represent key opportunities for 
shifting eating practices. 



Economic and public institutions 
• The market plays a particularly important role in framing the 

way we consume food. Supermarkets are an obvious 
example. Commercial food establishments – restaurants, 
cafes and so on – also play an important role in shaping tastes 
and cultural understandings of competence when it comes to 
what and how to eat. 

• Regulatory bodies – often regarded as a paternalistic way of 
changing practices. Note, however, that some of the most 
significant technological and organisational innovations of the 
twentieth century were the direct result of legislative and 
regulatory frameworks.

• Many eating habits and routines are centred on the 
workplace (e.g. the canteen, office kitchens, buffet lunches, 
business hospitality). Workplaces, are just one form of public 
institution where possibilities for changing eating practices 
exist.



Conclusion 

• Eating (and food consumption) should be analysed as a practice, 
which has a number of critical components: food provisioning 
(shopping), storage, preparation, eating, and disposal. The 
components are intimately related through their temporal 
sequence, socio-technical systems and are instituted in many ways 
across different socio-cultural groups. 

• The sociological challenge is to identify pressure points and 
opportunities within such complex arrangements in order to 
institute shifts in practices towards sustainable eating.

• Relying on individuals to make different choices in what they buy 
and perhaps how they cook and therefore what they eat, without 
attention to how the complex components of the practice of eating 
fit together, is a highly optimistic approach to sustainable food 
consumption. 

• The challenge for sociology is to switch the spotlight of attention 
onto the social organisation of eating practices, how those 
practices are formed and reproduced, negotiated and contested 
between social groups, and how they become institutionalised.


