
Food Behaviour:
Taking a Life Course Perspective

The lives of people are like young trees in a 
forest. They are being choked by climbing vines. 
The vines are old thoughts and beliefs planted by 

dead men.
SHERWOOD ANDERSON, "Seeds," The Triumph of the Egg
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A life course perspective

ωA multidisciplinary studyof people's lives, 
structural contexts, and social change

ωA life course is defined as "a sequenceof socially 
defined eventsand rolesthat the individual enacts 
over time" (Giele and Elder 1998, p. 22).  Time, 
context, process and  meaning are central 
concepts. 
ςExpresses thesummation of  a persons experiences and 

the meaning attributed to these experiences



Life course perspective in medicine & 
health

Medics have framed health issues around the 
concept of the ΨŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǎŜƭŦΩ

Visions of future self (A)

healthy, happy, thinner/fatter, 

stable relationships, wealthy, 

successful, needed

Ʊ explore the  extent to which an adultôs health status is 

shaped by biological, social, economical and psychological 

processes that begin at the pre-natal development stage.

Visions of future self (B)

Chronic illness, poor quality of 

life, drug dependant, a burden 

on other, stable relationships

http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2010/08/100817171603.htm
http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2010/07/100701145521.htm


The life course perspective and food

Considers the extent to which adult food 
choices are shaped by biological, social, 
economical and psychological processes
that begin at birth.

Actions of today are based on the 
cumulativeexperiencesof the individual
intertwined with their personal 
characteristicsand situational context

http://www.google.ie/imgres?imgurl=http://www.parentsconnect.com/editorial_images/3/baby-eating-steak.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.parentsconnect.com/parenting/parents/health.html&usg=__M4aUbDXr6eq0kPkYovQUAZDUEAg=&h=280&w=280&sz=20&hl=en&start=184&um=1&itbs=1&tbnid=M1qcQhObAqe_JM:&tbnh=114&tbnw=114&prev=/images?q=images+of+families+eating+foods&start=180&um=1&hl=en&sa=N&rlz=1T4SKPB_enIE349IE350&ndsp=20&tbs=isch:1


Food choice trajectories

(Source: Furst et al.)

Current food  

choice 

processes

Macro Context (economy, culture, government, society, food system)

TIME

ñpersistent thoughts, 

feelings, strategies and 

actions over the 

lifespanò Devine et al.

Micro Environment (family, friends, school, worké.)



Key macro and micro of the elderly in IRL 

Source: Delaney & McCarthy, 2010



Trajectories create momentum

ωTrajectories provides momentum leading to 
habitual behaviour

ςThey affect how a person adjuststo life course 
transitions  

ωtŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ life course experiencesaffect major 
influences on food choicesuch as ideals, 
personal factors, resources, social contexts and 
the food context.



Food choice process model

The Furst et al (1996) óFood Choice Process Modelô  presents a conceptual 

representation of this.

(Source: Furst et al.)

A valuable framework for 

considering food decisions
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http://www.mealplanner101.com/


Personal factors

ÅBasisfor the unique and individualised construction
of food choices ςǿƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊΧ

ÅPhysiological factors

ÅPsychological or emotional characteristics  

ÅIdentity and self-concept ςgaming sub-culture 
members ςΨǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŦƻƻŘƛŜǎΩ

Personal



Resources

ÅResourcesare the availableassets- a restraining factor in
food choices

ÅResource types
ÅTangible: Socio-economic conditions(e.g. income),

equipment (e.g. freezers), and space, 
ÅIntangibleHuman capital and Social capital(Help from 

others, advice and emotional support)

ÅResources fluctuate over the life course ς
e.g. current recession

Resources



Changing resources

Transition due to 
unemployment

I1

I2

Food choice 

trajectory



Social and Context

Most eating occurs in groups: 

ÅManaging eating 
relationships

Å In the home: Partners/ 
children

ÅOutside the home: 
social etiquette  

Environments in which 
people make food 
choices: 
ÅPhysical surroundings

ÅSeasonal and 
temporal climate ς
eating what is season

ÅFood and nutrition 
system 

ÅSocial institutions and 
policies - food 
information



Consequences of life experience- Elderly IRL

hǾŜǊ слΩǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƻƻŘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎΥ

ωPersonal values- oriented towards security

ωNorms ςtreating, value natural, health linked to appetite, 
generosity through food, manners

ωIntergenerational effect: everyday treating, meaning of 
ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΣ ŀǇǇŜǘƛǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ǎƛȊŜΧ

ωMeaning of healthy diet, appetite, lifestyle ςnatural, home 
ƎǊƻǿƴΣ ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜΧΦ



άtŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŦƻƻŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ 
mental processeswhereby people 

translate influencesupon their food 
choices into how and what they eat in 

particular situationsέ όCǳǊǎǘ Ŝǘ ŀƭΣ 
1996)

Influences

Ź

Personal Food System

Values are a set of factors important 
when making food choices. -

Personally developed meaning and 
associations over the life of the 
individual for food and eating
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Creating personal food choice systems  

ωClassify foodsin situations- healthy, cheap ςbundle of 
attributes that must be considered together in given 
situations

ωInvolve value negotiations:  consideration of the 
relative importance of sensory, monetary, 
health/nutrition, convenience, social relationships and 
quality of food choice decisions in given settings.

ω Behavioural strategies:  Strategies employed to 
simplify the food choice process developed over time.  -
short-cut rules

Understanding how these emerge
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The trade-offs

enjoyment

healthy

natural

Price/valueconvenient

Social/

managing relationships

Chilled pizza at home:

Unhealthy 

Processed

Tasty

Convenient

Cheaper than EO

Enjoyed by the kids

Chilled pizza at home:

Healthy ïbetter than chipper

Fresh 

Tasty

Convenient

Cheaper than EO

Will be eaten by the children

Classification
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