
ABSTRACT

Objective: The study sought to develop a theoretical under-
standing of identities related to eating.

Design: A grounded theory approach and open-ended, in-
depth interviews were used to examine identity and eating from
the perspectives of adults.

Participants: Seventeen middle-class, white adults (nine
women, eight men) were purposively recruited to vary in gen-
der, age, household composition, and ways of eating using con-
venience and snowball sampling.

Data Analysis: Interview transcripts were analyzed using the
constant comparative method.

Results: Identities involved in participants’ food choices
related to usual or preferred eating behaviors, personal traits, ref-
erence groups, and social categories. Participants varied in the
number, type, and complexity of identities involved in eating.
Identities were reported to be both stable and dynamic over
time and were shaped by participants’ life course experiences.
Participants varied in the attention they paid to evaluation and
monitoring of identities related to eating, the extent to which
they enacted identities in eating, and how they managed iden-
tity conflicts.

Implications: The concept of identity may help researchers
understand food choice processes and assist practitioners in rec-
ognizing the multiple meanings that people bring to and derive
from eating.

KEY WORDS: identity, food choice, health behavior,
grounded theory, social influences, food behavior

(J Nutr Educ Behav. 2002;34:128–139.)

INTRODUCTION
The complex question of why people eat as they do contin-
ues to be of great interest. Many professionals and policy
makers advocate changes in food practices among Americans
for health, safety, or environmental reasons, yet success in
achieving these planned changes is often elusive.1 Food
choice has long been recognized as a process that involves
psychological, social, cultural, economic, and biological
forces.2-4 Over a lifetime, these forces interact with a person’s
life course events and experiences to result in individual pref-
erences (such as taste) and other considerations (such as con-
venience or monetary considerations), which shape food
behavior.5-8 However, existing paradigms for food choice
provide only limited guidance for understanding the inter-
and intraindividual variability in dietary behavior, and new
approaches to understanding the psychosocial processes
involved in food choice are needed.9

The current study was undertaken because identities
related to eating emerged as an important personal charac-
teristic in an earlier qualitative study of food choice among
a diverse sample of adults living in an urban environment.7,10

When asked open-ended questions about their food prac-
tices, the study participants often volunteered descriptive
phrases, such as “I am a meat and potatoes person” or “I am
a salad lover.” In that study, ethnic identities interacted with
other identities such as region, class, or family in shaping food
choice.10 The researchers became intrigued with the possi-
bility that the concept of identity, the self-images that peo-
ple hold, may be useful in furthering understanding of food
choice. However, the earlier study did not involve in-depth
inquiry about self-images and eating to yield conceptual
understanding of identities related to eating. Thus, the
researchers undertook a study focused on gaining a theoret-
ical understanding of identities related to eating. The
researchers aimed to develop a conceptualization of identity
that was grounded in the ways in which people constructed
their life experiences, an approach consistent with the use of
narratives to understand the nature and operation of self-
images in everyday life.11

The concept of identity has received wide attention in the
social sciences from many perspectives12-14 and has been
studied as both object (what it is) and process (how it oper-
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ates).12,14 Identity is generally considered to involve the men-
tal self-images that a person assigns to herself/himself based
on everyday interactions with people, groups, and objects.
Identities reflect multiple layers of meaning that are cultural,
structural, social, and individual in origin.12,15-18 Personal
identities relate to particular traits or descriptors,12,19 includ-
ing perception of one’s own attitudes, feelings, and behavior.
Social identities relate to the collective group categories (such
as Northerner or Southerner) to which a person assigns her-
self/himself12,20,21 and to the social roles a person occupies
(such as mother or daughter).21

People manage their multiple identities by assigning
greater importance to some identities rather than others and
by enacting different identities in different situations.12,20,22

Identities can be both stable and fluid over time,12,23,24 result-
ing in a person’s having past and current identities.25 People
establish, monitor, and work on their identities throughout
life.11,26 Use of food has long been recognized as a way that
a person assigns identity to herself/himself and others2,27 by
what is considered edible, types of foods liked and disliked,
and methods of preparation. In Western societies, the body
has become a marker for personal and social identity, with a
healthy and fit body equated with self-control, self-denial,
and willpower.26

In the existing studies of identities related to eating, only
a narrow range of identities has been examined, and investi-
gators generally have predetermined the identities under
investigation. Studies of identity and eating have focused on
gender,28,29 personality traits,30,31 ethnicity and region,10,32,33

vegetarianism,34-37 organic food use,38,39 beef eating,40 and
dietary change for health promotion or illness manage-
ment.31,41-43 The identity concept has also been applied to the
study of weight, body image, and eating disorders.44-48

METHODS

This study used a constructionist perspective,49-54 which
assumes that multiple views of reality exist and attempts to
understand the social construction of reality from the view-
point of the study participants.This perspective investigates
the phenomenon of interest (ie, identities related to eating)
using a holistic perspective that emphasizes understanding
and describing the context for all aspects of the investigation.
The findings of a constructionist study reflect the insepara-
ble relationship between the experiences and understandings
of the participants as seen through the eyes of the researchers.

The study also used a grounded theory approach53,54

because it examined the topic of investigation from the
point of view of the participants while relating emergent
findings to existing theoretical perspectives.This study was
theory oriented55 in its goal of developing a conceptual
understanding of identities related to eating and use of exist-
ing theories to interpret data.The grounded theory and the-
ory-oriented approaches have been used successfully in other

studies to understand food behavior and participants’
responses to nutrition interventions.5,7,10,56-58

The study was conducted using focus groups and in-depth
interviews with adults residing in one county in New York
that contains rural, suburban, and urban areas.All procedures
to recruit and involve study participants were approved by the
University Institutional Review Board Committee on
Human Subjects. Initially, two focus groups59 were held to
explore approaches to interviewing adults about identity and
eating. One author, a trained and experienced focus group
leader, conducted separate groups for women (n = 6) and
men (n = 8).A convenience sample of university employees
varying in occupation, age, education, and household com-
position was used.The focus group discussions indicated that
asking participants directly about identities related to eating
was confusing to participants, but that asking about “kinds of
eaters” or “types of eaters” yielded descriptive phrases that
provided useful information related to identities. In the focus
group setting, participants appeared to be hesitant to speak
in depth about their own or others’ identities related to eat-
ing, so the range of identities that emerged was limited. Focus
groups also did not allow participants to provide the rich
descriptive information about their individual situations and
practices that was necessary to explore identities related to
eating with the goal of developing conceptual understand-
ing.Thus, individual, in-depth interviews were used for the
main data collection for this investigation.

In-depth interviews were conducted with a convenience
sample of 17 adults initially recruited to vary in gender, age,
and household composition. Prospective participants were
identified through the social networks of the researchers and
by snowball sampling through the acquaintances of study par-
ticipants.When approximately half of the sample had been
interviewed, the investigators reviewed the participants’ char-
acteristics and self-reported ways of eating. Additional par-
ticipants were then recruited to increase the diversity of char-
acteristics and ways of eating represented in the sample.
Variation was sought in salience of eating, extremeness of eat-
ing patterns, frequency of eating away from home, interest in
cuisine, and concern for health.As the need for participants
with new characteristics was identified, the interviewer
searched until a person likely to have the desired character-
istic was found. Sample extensiveness60 was judged to be ade-
quate when recruitment of new participants provided few
additional insights and theoretical saturation was reached.54

The nine women and eight men who participated in the
interviews were all white, born in the United States, and
middle class. They ranged in age from 25 to 89 years old
(mean = 47 years) and represented a variety of household
types and occupations (Table). The author who conducted
the interviews was trained and experienced in qualitative
interviewing methods. Interviews lasted from 45 minutes to
1 hour and were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.
Participants reported gender, age, years of education, and
household composition on a demographic questionnaire.
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Field notes taken by the interviewer were used to provide a
context for the interviews.

The interviewer used a semistructured guide that asked
participants open-ended questions about personal food pat-
terns, life experiences related to food, changes in eating
habits, self-descriptors concerning food, and comparisons of
her/his ways of eating with ways of other household mem-
bers, family members, and friends. Interview questions
included the following:“Tell me how you manage food and
eating for yourself.”“How do you handle food and eating for
your family?” “How would you describe the kind of eater
you are?”“Describe your personality a bit.What do you do
for fun?”“Are you a person who likes familiar things? Dif-
ferent things?” “How would the people closest to you
describe the kind of eater you are?” “What kind of eater
would your mother say you were?”“Have you always been
this kind of eater?” “How have you changed?” “What kind
of eater would you like to be?”“Is there a kind of eater that
you could never be?”

Open-ended questions were followed with probes, such
as “Tell me more about that” or “Explain that further.”The
interviewer probed for sufficient descriptive information
from each participant about her/his food practices and eat-
ing situations to provide contextual information for under-
standing the ways in which the person described herself/
himself.The investigators discussed each interview shortly
after it was completed and made suggestions for future
interviews, with subsequent interviews probing more deeply
into themes emerging in earlier interviews. Second inter-
views were conducted with the first four participants to con-
firm interpretation of information from the first interview
as a form of member check to enhance data credibility and
authenticity.51,61,62

Analysis of the transcripts employed the constant com-
parative method,50,54 which was conducted continuously
throughout the study.All authors read and coded interviews
for emergent themes related to identity. Each interview was
discussed at weekly research meetings by the four authors,
with rereading of transcripts occurring when authors did
not agree about the coding or interpretation of an interview.
First, interview transcripts were coded for the words and
phrases that participants used to describe themselves as
eaters and the examples of eating practices and contexts that
participants reported that were associated with these
descriptors.A summary sheet was prepared for each partic-
ipant. The summary included demographic information,
salient attributes of the participant’s current and past eating
situations, phrases that the person used to describe her-
self/himself as an eater currently and in the past, and exam-
ples of food practices the person reported that accompanied
these descriptive phrases.A personal descriptive schematic63

was also drawn for each participant to represent the rela-
tionships the participant reported between the phrases
she/he used to describe herself/himself as an eater and
her/his life course experiences, eating environments, and
practices. The four authors reviewed each summary sheet

and discussed each case until consensus was reached about
the types of identities that were involved in each case and
the ways in which identities operated in each person’s eat-
ing. Examination of all cases indicated that the data related
to identity clustered into two main categories. The many
descriptive phrases participants reported were listed and
labeled as “types of identities.” Participants’ reports about
how they came to describe themselves in these ways and
how these descriptors related to their eating practices were
clustered and labeled as “identity processes.”As new concepts
emerged related to types of identities or as new processes
emerged whereby identities related to eating operated in the
lives of the participants, the researchers checked the tran-
scripts and summary sheets of all previously reviewed cases
to see if the newly identified descriptors or processes were
reported in the earlier interviews.

Analysis then focused on developing conceptual cate-
gories for the types of identities that emerged across partic-
ipants and for the processes whereby identities were related
to eating. Initial categories were developed and revised in an
iterative process that involved repeated reading of the tran-
scripts and summary sheets until all authors agreed and all
cases fit with the interpretation. A preliminary conceptual-
ization for the ways in which identity is involved in food
choice was developed, checked with all cases, and revised in
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Table 1. Characteristics of Study Participants

Characteristic Participants (n)

Age (yr)

25-29 1

30-39 4

40-49 9

50-59 1

80-89 2

Gender

Male 8

Female 9

Marital status

Never married 2

Married 10

Divorced 4

Widowed 1

Household composition

One adult 3

Two adults 5

One adult and 1 child 2

Two adults and 2-4 children 7

Occupation

Skilled trades 6

Teaching, counseling, child care 6

Business, clerical, computing 4

Other 1



an iterative process so that the conceptualization fit with all
cases.Then diverse identity theories from the social sciences
were examined in depth to assist with the interpretation of
the findings, including the naming of the categories for
types of identities and the naming of the processes. The
resulting conceptualization was again checked to be sure that
the conceptualization fit with all cases.

Quality of the data interpretation was enhanced through
participation of the interviewer in the analysis and review of
the interviewer’s detailed field notes.Credibility of the analy-
sis was sought through the use of an audit trail (log of ana-
lytical notes), involvement of four researchers in the analy-
sis, and peer debriefing through presentation of findings to
other researchers interested in food choice.51

RESULTS

Conceptual Model The conceptual model that emerged
from the data to explain how identities are related to eating
is presented in the Figure.The identities or mental self-images
people held related to eating existed in a reciprocally deter-
minant relationship with eating in that identities were
derived from and also shaped eating. People held many dif-
ferent types of identities related to eating, including identi-
ties related to eating practices, other personal characteristics,
and reference groups and social categories.The variation that
existed in the numbers, types, and complexities of the iden-
tities that people held resulted in people having individual-
ized sets of identities.

The conceptualization of identities also included three
processes whereby identities were related to eating, and peo-
ple varied in these processes. Development and revision of
identities related to eating involved the ways in which a per-
son acquired self-images over time and the stability or tran-
sition in these identities over time.The process of evaluation
and monitoring involved the extent to which a person con-
sciously reflected about eating related to her/his identities and
used this examination to evaluate herself/himself. Enactment
of identities in eating was the third process that emerged from
this study,with relative consistency and rigidity being dimen-
sions of enactment on which individuals varied.

The mutually shaping relationship that identities had
with eating existed over a person’s life course and was influ-
enced by the environments in which the person lived.The
types of identities that a person held related to eating, the
stability or transition in these identities, and the processes
whereby these identities were involved in eating were
shaped by the person’s life course events and experiences
through which the person constructed meanings and cate-
gories for food and eating.

Types of Identities Participants reported many different
types of identities related to eating in the interviews.They
described themselves with words and phrases that spanned
many different aspects of food and eating and included iden-

tities related to (1) eating practices, (2) other personal char-
acteristics, and (3) reference groups and social categories.

Identities related to eating practices. One of the most
frequently mentioned types of identities related to the range
of foods that a person viewed as acceptable. Being a “picky
eater” or a “person who would eat anything” was a very
salient food-related identity for many participants. Eating
“what’s put in front of me”was generally viewed as desirable,
whereas being “picky” or “fussy” often had a negative con-
notation. Being “picky” usually meant having a limited range
of acceptable foods or being unwilling to try new foods,
although one participant used “picky” to describe her high
standards for food and preference for well-prepared and
attractively presented foods.

Some participants identified themselves in terms of types
of foods that they consumed or preferred, using words such as
“junk food junkie,”“rice and vegetable point of view,”“fast-
food eater,” “meat and potatoes guy,” and “good milk
drinker.” Another type of descriptor related to types of meal
pattern, such as a “three-meals-a-day person” or “not a break-
fast eater.” Quantity of food eaten was another identity men-
tioned. A participant with a big appetite called himself a
“hearty eater.”Consistency of food practices, such as in food con-
sumption patterns or in types of foods eaten, was another
dimension mentioned. Some participants reported being
“stable” or “regular” eaters, but one man described his eat-
ing practices by saying that “there’s no consistency at all.”

Identities related to other personal characteristics.
Many participants used descriptors for their identities related
to eating that reflected self-images of personal attributes
other than their eating practices. Many types of identities
were grouped in this category, including identities that related
to the personal attributes of values, personality, emotions,
physiology, and expertise. The following sections describe
these identities in order of the commonality in which study
participants reported them.

All participants discussed their orientation toward health
when describing themselves as eaters. If the participant did
not volunteer information about health, the interviewer
probed about whether the person saw herself/himself as a
healthy eater. For some people, being a healthy eater was a
very salient identity and a source of self-esteem, self-expres-
sion, and accomplishment. For example, one woman proudly
said, “I’m probably the most health-conscious eater in the
family.” Other participants saw health as a desired outcome
of eating but indicated that being a “healthy eater” was
much less important to them, and for some this identity was
problematic. For example, one man with a heart condition
had modified his eating practices for health, although he did
not like being a “healthy eater.”

Body image was a salient dimension of identity for some
people. For example, one woman said that she was very con-
scious about not gaining weight when she ate and purchased
the family’s food.
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Control was a dimension of identity for some people and
related to the amount of discipline a person did or did not
exert in eating situations.One man reported usually being an
“impulsive eater” but at times “very restrictive.”A participant
who enjoyed motorcycling and seemed to reject cautious liv-
ing in general said,“There’s no dietary restriction that I place
on myself.”

Satisfaction and gratification derived from eating were
another source of identity used by participants. Sensory
rewards seemed to be highly valued by some participants. For
example, one man described taste as the most important
attribute of eating.A woman who said that her family would
call her an “enthusiastic” eater explained,“You’ve got to have
some pleasure in life, and that [food] is one of my big ones.”
The involvement of emotional rewards was another type of
identity. For example, one woman described herself as a
“comfort eater.”

The salience of food to participants was the way in which
some individuals identified themselves, for example, “I love
to eat” or “I love to cook.” In contrast, food and eating were
unimportant parts of other participants’ lives, for example,“I
don’t think about it [eating]…. I don’t ever think about it.
Not a priority.”

Degree of flexibility in eating situations was another per-
sonal trait by which some participants described themselves.

One woman explained that personality was related to her
eating style: “I think that our eating style is the way our
lifestyle is…We’re both fairly calm people and we’re both
kind of laid back, and I think our eating habits have some-
thing to do with that.”

Perceived physiologic attributes also influenced identities
related to eating. One woman explained, “I have a nervous
stomach…. I can’t eat anything spicy, anything with onions,
anything with a whole lot of taste.” Being sick or at risk of a
health problem was another identity that some participants
brought to their eating practices.

Some participants described themselves in terms of how
food related to other types of values or special types of exper-
tise or accomplishment. One woman described herself as a
“self-sufficient eater.” She and her husband hunted, gathered,
or grew nearly all of the food that they ate because they did
not want to have to rely on others for food.Another woman
who considered herself to be highly knowledgeable about
cuisine said,“I know what good food is.”

Identities related to reference groups and social cat-
egories. The identity descriptors used by participants
often related to normalcy, a qualifier revealing how common
or extreme a person saw herself/himself compared with
other people. One very health-conscious person said that he
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used to be an “average eater” or “normal eater.”To him, this
meant eating three meals a day with a variety of foods.When
describing themselves, most participants did not present
themselves as extreme. For example, a participant who
described herself as a healthy eater also said,“I try the best I
can, but I’m not fanatical about it by any stretch.” However,
one man described his eating patterns as unusual, saying,“I’m
probably the strangest eater of anybody.”

Interpersonal relationships and roles were sources of identi-
ties related to eating for some people.An older woman who
lived alone and was cared for by paid companions saw her-
self as a person who did not eat large quantities and varieties
of foods. She came to this view because her caregivers and
family members were always trying to get her to eat a greater
quantity and variety of foods. One mother who saw her role
as being a model for her children expressed concern that her
own restrictive eating practices were a poor example for her
teenage daughter.

Group association was a source of identity for some partic-
ipants. Associations included age, gender, occupation, inter-
est groups, and social class. One participant said that she ate
“what is normal for an older woman.” One woman said that
she ate the way “hairdressers eat.” Being part of a “macrobi-
otic” community of eaters was a salient identity for one
woman.Two participants who reported identities related to
social class used these descriptors to disassociate from groups.
One man reported that he was a “peasant eater,” referring to
the hearty, delicious, but simple meals he ate in contrast to
the more complex, costly, and pretentious meals of many
other people. A college graduate who worked as a house
painter described himself as having a “blue-collar” job. He
reported consciously rejecting a more affluent lifestyle for an
average working-class eating style.

Identity Processes Participants reported that their iden-
tities related to eating were involved in several processes: (1)
development and revision, (2) evaluation and monitoring,
and (3) enactment in eating practices.

Development and revision. Identities were developed
from meanings and descriptors that participants had acquired
over their lives to characterize their relationships with food
and eating. Identities reflected participants’ individualized
interpretations of the interactions among biological, psy-
chological, social, and cultural aspects of food and eating.
When describing their identities, participants compared their
ways of eating with those of other people, the ways they held
desirable, or their previous eating practices.The establishment
and reformulation of identities related to eating required
recognition of these differences and attentiveness to food and
eating. Participants’ past and present environments limited or
expanded the range of possibilities in the establishment and
development of identities related to eating.

Being described by others was a common source of iden-
tities related to eating, and many participants mentioned
descriptors they had acquired based on their childhood eat-

ing practices. For example, one participant said, “My mom
would have described me as ‘very fussy.’”Adults also acquired
identities related to eating based on descriptors assigned to
them by spouses, family members, and coworkers.

Although some participants reported identities related to
eating that had persisted throughout their lives, all reported
some changes in their identities related to eating over time.
A common type of change was increasing the range of
acceptable foods as one got older. One participant said,“I’ll
try anything now. I never used to.”Another person reported,
”Years ago I wouldn’t eat anything hot, and I wasn’t partic-
ularly fond of any vegetable other than corn, and I didn’t
really care for Mexican food. I never tried Chinese food.And
I love and even cook all that stuff now.”

Life course events and experiences were explanations
people provided for transitions in their identities related to
food. New health concerns, such as becoming sick or recog-
nizing the threat of illness, led some people to change their
identities in relationship to eating.One man made a dramatic
change to become a healthy eater because of the early death
of his brother from heart disease.

New identities related to eating were sometimes estab-
lished as people changed the values associated with eating as
their personal relationships, roles, and responsibilities changed
over the life course. For example, the woman who described
herself as a “self-sufficient” eater said that she had made dras-
tic changes in her cooking and eating practices when she
married because her husband felt that it was vital to be self-
reliant in terms of access to food.Another person whose val-
ues related to eating had changed was a man who “grew up
in the sixties” who reported not eating meat in college. He
then adopted a macrobiotic diet for a while but found that
this practice interfered with his profession: “I couldn’t have
lunch with clients because it wasn’t really possible to share
meals…It was very constraining.”

Several participants reported multiple transitions in iden-
tities related to eating over the course of their lives. One
woman who used to be a “picker” before she had a family
said,“I used to graze, never ate…. I think when the kids are
gone, I know that’s what’s going to happen. I’m not going
to eat meals…I don’t like the feeling of being full.” She also
described her experiences in a “granola phase” when her
children were young when she had made baby food, grown
a garden, and baked bread. Another woman who reported
multiple identity transitions described herself as a gourmet
vegetarian cook. She said that she was also a very careful
eater, but not too rigid. She was “no longer vegetarian,”
although she had been a strict vegetarian for many years and
once had turned to macrobiotic eating to recover from an
illness.

Evaluation and monitoring. When describing them-
selves as eaters, all participants used comparisons including
other people, past identities, or the type of eater they aspired
to be. For some participants, the ways in which their current
identity compared to one or more of these reference points



seemed to be a particular concern to them, indicating that
evaluation and monitoring of an identity were frequent.
Identity evaluation and monitoring were sources of satisfac-
tion for some participants, but for others the processes were
sources of anxiety, guilt, and frustration. For example, a
teacher who had changed his eating habits drastically to
reduce his risk of heart disease expressed great satisfaction
that he had maintained such improved eating patterns.He felt
that he ate better than most of his family and the high school
students whom he taught but had still not achieved the
healthiest diet possible.

Another example of a participant for whom identity eval-
uation and monitoring seemed to be a concern was a single
woman without children. She reported that although she felt
glad that she was slim, she felt bad that she rarely ate regular
meals because her work role, appetite, and single lifestyle
made this difficult. She frequently referred to advice and
comments that her boyfriend and her family made about her
irregular and inadequate eating practices.

In contrast, identity evaluation and monitoring were of
less concern for other participants even though they men-
tioned several identity comparisons. For example, an older
woman for whom eating was not very salient reported that,
compared with other people, she was more particular in
terms of food and had a limited appetite. She felt this was
normal for her age, and the comments of her family mem-
bers and companions were not that troubling to her. For a
married father of three children, the evaluation and moni-
toring of his identities related to eating seemed unimportant
even though he had many identity comparisons. He per-
ceived that many of his identities related to eating differed
from those of his spouse, children, and coworkers. His cur-
rent identities related to eating were also very different from
a number of his past identities.

Enactment of identity. Some participants indicated overt
and consistent efforts to enact their identities in eating prac-
tices. They described a commitment to these identities by
consistently selecting or modifying food situations to enact
what was important to them. These participants often
invested a great deal of time performing their identities and
also had the social support, time, and/or financial resources
to do this. Some of these participants expressed frustration
when they were in settings in which they could not eat as
they would like. For example, a health-conscious participant
who described himself as a vegetarian reported that he had
brought his own food to his family reunion: “We got
together…we were camping.The second day I didn’t eat as
well as the first day…I ran out of my stuff and by Sunday
night I was [very unhappy].” He described feeling uncom-
fortable until he had resumed his restrictive, healthful habits
for a week and felt his energy level improve.This experience
strengthened his commitment to his identity as a health-con-
scious eater.

Other participants reported that they were willing to
compromise their identities and that enactment of their

identities related to eating was very situational.These partic-
ipants tended to have complex sets of current identities
related to eating that resulted from many different experi-
ences related to food that included multiple transitions in
identities over their lives. For example, one man considered
himself an adventurous, spicy eater with a sophisticated
palate. His work, family activities, and children’s preferences,
however, did not allow him to eat the wide range of foods
he enjoyed.At this time of his life, he accepted family restau-
rants and quick meals that accommodated his children’s busy
schedules.When he ate lunch by himself, he had developed
a strategy for an interesting, satisfying, and light lunch by
ordering take-out soup from the local Chinese restaurant.

Most study participants reported current identities related
to eating that were consistent, but some people reported con-
flicts.An 89-year-old man referred frequently to the fact that
he used to be a person who enjoyed eating and was a
“seafood lover.” However, a heart condition and a recent loss
of ability to taste meant that he could not be the same kind
of eater he used to be, which troubled him. He continued
many of his long-standing food practices even though he
could not taste these foods.

A conflict for two individuals was that they described
themselves as impulsive, nonrestrictive food lovers who also
valued health and fit body images.They associated healthful
eating practices with discipline and bad-tasting food. One
person said, “I love to eat,” “I love to cook,” and “I hate
restrictions.”They managed this conflict by cycling between
periods of high restriction and periods of no restriction. One
person felt comfortable with this approach, whereas the
other reported feeling frustration.

DISCUSSION

This study sought to develop a conceptual understanding of
identity related to eating. A constructionist approach and
qualitative methods generated rich data regarding the nature
of and processes involved with identities related to eating
from the perspectives of the study participants. By using the
grounded theory53,54 and theory-oriented55 approaches, the
researchers were able to develop a conceptual view that
advances the understanding of the self-descriptive phrases
that people volunteered in a previous study when asked
about eating.7,10 The findings help fill a gap in the existing
literature related to identities and eating, which consists pri-
marily of quantitative studies of specific researcher-defined
identities.30-43

Conceptualization of Identities Related to Eating
The conceptualization of identities related to eating that
emerged in this study offers some new ideas for researchers
and practitioners for thinking about the cognitions and feel-
ings that people use and experience in eating.Although cog-
nitions and feelings related to food and health have been a
focus of much study in nutrition education research,9 this
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investigation differed from many others because it focused on
the images that people construct about themselves, how
these mental self-images develop, and how these self-images
operate in eating.The proposed conceptualization of identi-
ties related to eating encourages practitioners and researchers
to view a person’s food practices as an interaction of the per-
son’s sense of self with daily food activities, in addition to
viewing eating as a reflection of a person’s knowledge, atti-
tudes, or sociodemographic characteristics.

A key feature of the proposed conceptualization of iden-
tity related to eating is the mutually shaping relationship that
exists between a person’s identities and eating. A person
brings identities from other parts of life to eating, and iden-
tities result from a person’s food choices as the person com-
pares herself/himself with various salient reference points. In
this way, identities related to eating are reflexive and dialec-
tical in nature, as they have been characterized in the social
science literature.13,64 Many identities described by study par-
ticipants were based on self-observation and comparison of
their usual eating practices against the ways of others or their
own past actions. Thus, identities reveal how people judge
themselves and how they feel judged by others.The forma-
tion of categories based on usual eating practices is consis-
tent with the view that self-images are summarized concepts
based on extensive information that one has derived over
time about oneself.11,12,17,26,65,66

The proposed conceptualization of identities related to
eating emphasizes person-defined cognitions in contrast to
cognitions established a priori by researchers or practition-
ers. The need to understand person-defined concepts and
categories is supported by recent studies of ways in which
people categorize foods67 and define healthful eating.58 As
demonstrated by this study, people may have salient self-
images that are not apparent or familiar to researchers or edu-
cators, such as the descriptors of “peasant eater” and “incon-
sistent eater” used by some study participants.

Several different types of identities related to eating
emerged in the interviews, and the authors grouped them
as “identities related to eating practices,”“identities related
to other personal characteristics,” and “identities related to
reference groups and social categories.”The labels for these
groupings were guided by social science conceptualizations
of identities that view people as having both personal iden-
tities and social identities.12,19-21 The identities grouped as
related to eating practices probably include a mixture of
personal and social identities.They were grouped in this way
because they were self-images described by participants in
terms of food and eating practices. Other ways of grouping
these identities are possible.The key message is that a per-
son constructs her/his own identities related to eating and
that the sources of these identities may be eating practices,
personal characteristics, and reference groups and social
categories.

Study participants did not report some identities described
by other food and nutrition researchers, that is, ethnicity or
regional background,32,33 environmentalist,38,39 or con-

sumerist.39 Participants also did not mention the media as a
source of identity, although the media has been recognized
as a powerful source of self-images.68,69 One explanation for
the absence of these themes in the data may be that they were
not salient in the minds of the study participants. Ethnicity
may not have been mentioned because all study participants
were from the dominant culture. However, a qualitative
study of the role of ethnicity in food choice reported that
expression of ethnicity in food choice was highly variable
because ethnicity was only one factor that participants
reported to influence food practices.10 Another explanation
for the absence of identities reported by other researchers is
that responses related to self-images are always context
dependent.19 A participant’s reported similarity to or dis-
tinctiveness from others is influenced by the frame of refer-
ence in her/his mind at the time of questioning. Study par-
ticipants may have held additional food-related identities that
were not reported because these did not readily spring to
mind in the interview or the interviewer did not ask directly
about that identity.

Viewing people as having individualized, multidimen-
sional sets of identities also provides a way to think about how
individuals manage the many factors that shape eating.The
conceptualization for identities related to eating that emerged
in this study is consistent with the Food Choice Process
Model,5-7 a multiple-perspective model of food choice that
emphasizes the interaction of psychological, social, cultural,
and biological factors with each other and with the life
course processes of the individual in shaping food choice.The
current study of identities related to eating advances this
model of food choice by suggesting that one of the ways in
which these multiple forces influence food choice is through
the set of salient self-images that an individual develops.This
conceptualization helps illustrate how people view food and
eating as interacting with other parts of their lives including
other personal characteristics (such as personality) and social
self-images (such as gender, occupation, and roles).

The proposed conceptualization of identities related to
eating may contribute to improved understanding of the
within-culture variation in food practices that is currently
poorly understood.70 If people have individualized, multidi-
mensional sets of self-images that are in a dynamic relation-
ship with eating practices, then many different ways of eat-
ing are likely to exist, particularly in a society in which many
meanings are involved in eating and many different ways of
eating are possible.

Evaluative dimension of identities. The conceptual-
ization that some identities related to eating may have strong
evaluative dimensions and others may not is an insight that
is consistent with some social science views of identity.12 To
understand or influence food behavior, it may be most strate-
gic for researchers and practitioners to pay attention to iden-
tities that have strong evaluations. People tend to seek iden-
tities that they view as desirable and avoid identities that they
view as negative.21
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Several identities with strong evaluative dimensions
emerged in this study. Most participants viewed being a
“picky eater” as negative.This view may reflect study partic-
ipants’ positive attitude toward eating a wide variety of foods
for perceived health benefit.Alternatively, it may reflect the
value placed on being adaptable and flexible in eating situa-
tions resulting from the importance of managing social rela-
tionships in eating as has been reported in other qualitative
studies of food choice.5,6

Being a “healthy” eater was generally viewed as positive
among study participants. Few people described them-
selves as being the healthiest eater they could be, an indi-
cation of the high esteem assigned to being a healthy eater
and the view that it is unattainable or possibly extreme.The
involvement of health as a dimension of identity for many
study participants is consistent with the widespread accep-
tance of striving toward health as a responsibility in West-
ern societies.26,71,72 However, some participants in the study
viewed being a healthy eater as highly desirable, whereas
other participants viewed being a healthy eater as necessary
for disease management or weight management but not
desirable because it portrayed them as “sick” and conflicted
with other identities they brought to eating. Practitioners
may be better able to tailor communications with clients
when they understand how clients view being a “healthy
eater.”

Another identity that had a strong evaluative dimension
among some participants was being a “controlled eater” ver-
sus an “impulsive eater.” Participants differed in which type
of eater they saw as more desirable.The strong positive view
of being a “controlled eater” among some participants is con-
sistent with the emphasis placed on self-discipline,willpower,
and self-denial as values in Western societies.26,71,72

Being a “food lover” was also an identity with a strong
evaluative dimension.The intensity with which this identity
seemed to be held by some participants was related to their
need or expectation for eating to be a pleasurable experience
and reflects the importance of taste satisfaction, emotional
rewards, fun, or relaxation as values associated with food and
eating in society.73,74

Finally, many participants used “normal” in their self-
descriptions and expressed a desire to consider themselves as
“normal” versus “extreme” with regard to eating.The com-
mon use of normalcy as a category for identity by partici-
pants and the positive evaluation of normal are consistent
with studies reporting the use of more extreme exemplars
when describing oneself.12,16,17,44

Development and revision of identities related to eat-
ing. The process of development and revision of identities
that emerged in this study is consistent with studies that show
that life course experiences are important in shaping current
food practices.10,75 A person’s current identities related to eat-
ing are dependent on their past and present environments,
their attentiveness to food and eating, and the recognition of
differences. The stability and transition in identities over

time that were reported by study participants are also con-
sistent with other views of identity.12,23,24

Evaluation and monitoring of identities related to eat-
ing. The process of evaluation and monitoring of identi-
ties that emerged in this study is consistent with views that
people in Western societies feel a need to work on their iden-
tities15,26 and that people often seek identities that promote
their self-esteem.12 This conceptualization views people as
varying in the attention that they pay to their identities
related to eating and the importance of these identities to
their self-esteem. Study participants seemed to pay different
levels of attention to the evaluation and enactment of their
identities related to eating. Identities related to eating were
sources of self-esteem to some people, significant threats to
self-esteem for others, and neutral in their impact on self-
esteem for other individuals. Practitioners may gain improved
understanding of a client’s food practices and considerations
in food choice by learning about how a person evaluates and
monitors her/his identities related to eating.

Enactment of identities related to eating. Consider-
ing food practices as involving the enactment of identities is
useful for researchers and practitioners interested in food
choice.This view helps to explain the situational variation in
food practices that occurs within and among individuals
because the process of enacting identities in eating may vary
across individuals and within individuals situationally. Some
study participants reported purposeful and consistent enact-
ment of their identities in eating in most situations, whereas
other participants reported willingly compromising their
identities in various situations.

The conceptualization that emerged in this study portrays
the enactment of identities in eating as sometimes involving
an emotional response when the circumstances do not allow
a person to enact an identity as she/he intended.The involve-
ment of emotions in self-images has been addressed in a pre-
vious study.76 However, not all study participants with strong
identities became distraught when they could not enact a
desired identity in eating situations. Possible explanations for
the different emotional responses that participants reported
may lie in the self-schema view of identities,22,77,78 which
emphasizes the individual variation in number, availability,
complexity, and accessibility of identities.48 An individual
with a more complex set of identities related to eating may
have many different potential identities to call on in differ-
ent food situations, enabling her/him to find an identity
related to the situation in which to express a positive self. In
contrast, a person with a more limited set of identities related
to eating may have a difficult time in some situations find-
ing a positive identity on which to call.

Study participants who reported conflicts in identities
related to eating provided interesting cases through which to
explore the enactment of identities in eating.These individ-
uals reported self-images as “food lovers” who wanted to be
“nonrestrictive” eaters but also saw themselves as individu-



als who valued health and fitness. A source of conflict for
these individuals was that they associated healthful eating
with restriction and low palatability.They reported enacting
these different identities by cycling their food behavior pat-
terns drastically—a satisfactory solution for some but a source
of stress for others. One approach to managing conflicts in
identity is to change the meaning of an identity so that it is
viewed positively and supportive of a person’s self-esteem.12

A health promotion approach that portrayed healthy eating
as nonrestrictive and very palatable might enable these indi-
viduals to reduce this conflict.

Study limitations. This study was a first attempt at devel-
oping a conceptual understanding of identities related to eat-
ing. Limitations of this study include its small purposive sam-
ple of adults in one location in the United States who were
white and middle class. Culture, region, the local food sys-
tem, and socioeconomic status influence the nature and
salience of the meanings that people assign to food and eat-
ing and the ways in which identities operate.The detail that
is presented about the study setting, orientations of the
researchers, methods, and participants will help the reader
interpret the findings.The interviews were conducted with
individuals who were willing to talk about their self-images
related to eating.Although the interviewer attempted to col-
lect detailed data, the possibility exists that some participants
did not recall or did not report important aspects of eating
or revealed only what they perceived was socially desirable.
In spite of these limitations, many variations in the content
and operation of participants’ identities related to eating were
found that allowed exploration of identity as a concept.

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH AND
PRACTICE

The concept of identity related to eating warrants further
investigation because it appears to have the potential to pro-
vide useful insights for both research and practice.Additional
research addressing the theoretical aspects of identity related
to eating is needed. Theory-guided,55 grounded theory53,54

studies with other individuals varying in age, socioeconomic
status, region, race, and ethnicity would be useful.Valuable
insight for health professionals about identities related to eat-
ing would be gained by studying individuals living with diet-
related diseases in contrast to healthy individuals.The under-
standing of identity and eating would also benefit from
multiple interviews with individuals over a prolonged period
of time.The rich social science literature related to identity
can provide guidance for the development and interpretation
of these studies.

The concept of identity may provide health professionals
with a better understanding of clients’ predispositions79 that
may influence their attention and response to nutrition mes-
sages. Learning about the identities that clients bring to and
derive from eating can help practitioners to think about food

through the eyes of their clients and forces practitioners to
see beyond their own personal or professional meanings for
food and eating. Identities related to eating reveal what is of
concern to clients, how clients organize food according to
their own preferences, how they express themselves through
food, and the ways in which they manage eating situations.
The open-ended questions used in this study may serve as a
guide for practitioners to explore the nature and operation
of identities related to eating with clients.The health profes-
sional can then use this information in tailoring nutrition
interventions80 to the clients’ situations and needs.
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