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Abstract
Most research on the ‘attitude-behaviour gap’ adopts linear, rational, and individual models, or highlights notions of con-
sumer uncertainty and confusion. We argue that different strands of the debate can benefit from an exploration of embodied 
relational processes shaping consumer ethics, namely an acknowledgement of the profound corporeal and interdependent 
nature of all consumption experiences. The aim of this paper is thus to explore the embodied relational aspects of everyday 
ethical consumption and cast new light on the ‘attitude-behaviour gap’. We do so by drawing on embodiment in practice 
theories and through an ethnographic study with six families in North-East England, including observations, interviews, 
kitchen and walking-with tours, and participants’ diaries. Our findings highlight four embodied relational practices: recon-
ciling competing embodied states; negotiating togetherness; seeking sensorial familiarity; and calibrating attention and 
engagement. The paper contributes to the existing literature by offering embodied relationality as a theoretical framework 
to visualise the complex ambivalent embodied state consumers experience in everyday practices. We leverage this to rethink 
the ‘attitude-behaviour gap’ as a disenchanted concept, namely detached from the embodied nature of all social action and, 
as such, limited in its explanatory potential. We conclude the paper by outlining future research and intervention avenues to 
re-enchant consumer ethics scholarship, namely reconnect it with its embodied and relational nature.
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Introduction

Ethical consumption debates have long been interested in 
the perceived discrepancy between consumers’ attitudes 
and actions—the ‘attitude-behaviour gap’. This refers to the 
inconsistency between what individuals say regarding their 

ethical concerns, and how they act upon these concerns in 
their consumption choices (ElHaffar et al., 2020). In this 
study, we investigate this phenomenon from an embodied 
perspective, using the body as a methodological and con-
ceptual tool (Wallenborn & Wilhite, 2014).

Most research on the attitude-behaviour gap seeks to 
identify the factors that determine it using linear, rational, 
and individual models, most notably the Theory of Planned 
Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991), as documented in several reviews 
of the literature (Andorfer & Liebe, 2012; ElHaffar et al., 
2020; Fischer et al., 2021; Hassan et al., 2016). However, 
not all agree with this approach—a complementary body of 
research argues against individual-level models and reframes 
the attitude-behaviour gap through the adoption of a more 
nuanced approach to consumer ethics. The latter highlights 
that consumers’ everyday lives are ridden with competing 
ethical priorities, multiple caring commitments, and uncer-
tainty (Carey et al., 2008; Carrington et al., 2014; Heath 
et al., 2016; Papaoikonomou et al., 2011; Shaw et al., 2017).

We argue that both sides of the debate can benefit from an 
in-depth exploration of how embodied relational processes 
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shape consumers’ experiences. Given that consumption hap-
pens in networks of affective and collective structures, and 
not in a social vacuum where individuals make discrete deci-
sions, prior research acknowledges the importance of rela-
tional processes (i.e. Carrington et al., 2010). However, how 
embodied experiences shape these processes has remained 
in the background and we aim to bring the embodied dimen-
sion of ethical consumption practices to the fore.

From a theoretical standpoint, we draw from practice 
theory scholarship to investigate the embodied dimensions 
of ethical interactions, emphasizing the importance of bod-
ily dispositions, material elements, and embodied senses. 
To highlight the interplay between embodiment and social 
relations, we adopt Mandalaki and Fotaki’s (2020) defini-
tion of ‘embodied relationality’, namely an “ethical process 
emerging through social actors’ mutual recognition of shared 
vulnerabilities, and reliance on reciprocal practical contribu-
tions that account for their actual corporeal, localised need 
for interdependence” (p. 752).

From a methodological perspective, we adopted an ethno-
graphic approach, selected as an ‘embodied research prac-
tice’ (Martens et al., 2014), to observe family food prac-
tices. We selected families as a unit of analysis, for their 
potential to reveal everyday relational dynamics (Huff & 
Cotte, 2016), paying particular attention to food practices, 
as these allow researchers to study the embodied, routinised, 
and un-reflexive aspects of consumption (Neuman, 2019). 
Our ethnographic fieldwork with families lasted fourteen 
months and included participant observations of key phases 
of food consumption (planning, shopping, cooking, eat-
ing), semi-structured interviews, kitchen and walking-with 
tours, and participants’ diaries. Our findings uncover four 
practices which highlight the complex, often ambivalent, 
embodied relational states of family food dynamics: recon-
ciling competing embodied states; negotiating togetherness; 
seeking sensorial familiarity; and calibrating attention and 
engagement.

This paper contributes to the attitude-behaviour gap 
debate on two grounds. First, we offer ‘embodied relation-
ality’ as a theoretical framework to understand the complex 
ambivalent embodied states consumers experience rela-
tionally in everyday practices. This helps reveal neglected 
dimensions in most attitude-behaviour gap scholarship, 
namely bodily dispositions, interactions between material 
elements and bodies, and how embodied senses underpin 
(un)ethical consumption. Second, departing from Bell et al.’s 
(2021) reflections, we redefine the attitude-behaviour gap 
as a disenchanted construct, detached from the embodied 
nature of all social action and, as such, unhelpful for under-
standing its complex ethical dimensions. We thus propose 
alternative re-enchantment avenues for research, practice, 
and policy, outlining practical and policy contributions to 
support ethical consumption from an embodied relational 

perspective. These include recommendations for multi-sen-
sorial interventions aimed at disrupting un-reflexivity and 
fostering curiosity, addressing the pre-reflexive embodied 
dimension of consumer choice, and cultivating embodied 
belonging within a local ecosystem of relationships, thereby 
prompting ethical practices.

The paper is structured as follows. In the next section, we 
review the existing literature on the attitude-behaviour gap in 
ethical consumption and introduce our theoretical approach. 
We then present our ethnographic fieldwork. Lastly, we pre-
sent our findings and conclude with a discussion of the con-
tributions of our research and suggest future avenues for 
research, practice, and policy.

The Attitude‑Behaviour Gap in Ethical 
Consumption

The Attitude-Behaviour Gap (ABG) represents one of the 
most prominent debates within consumer ethics research. 
Two main strands of research characterise this debate. On 
one side, studies focus on explaining the gap by identifying 
the factors that determine it, with the intent of ‘bridging’ 
or ‘closing’ it. On the other, research aims at reframing the 
gap through an understanding of the real-life complexi-
ties of everyday consumption. This section illustrates the 
most important conceptual developments on both sides of 
the debate, before moving on to highlight the potential of 
what we call an embodied relational approach to the study 
of consumer ethics.

Explaining the ABG: Individual, Linear, and Rational 
Perspectives

Most research on the ABG relies on rational, individual-
based models of decision-making (Andorfer & Liebe, 2012; 
ElHaffar et al., 2020; Fischer et al., 2021; Hassan et al., 
2016). These approaches are grounded in an understand-
ing of consumption as a linear and causal progression from 
beliefs to attitudes, attitudes to intentions, and intentions to 
behaviours, as outlined in the Theory of Planned Behaviour 
(Aizen, 1991).

The main body of research on the ABG focuses on ‘mod-
elling the gap’ (ElHaffar et al., 2020), namely understanding 
the factors that determine it. These include psychological 
factors, such as social power (Yan et al., 2021), perceptions 
of time (Franco & Ghisetti, 2022), and implicit/explicit 
attitudes (Govind et al., 2019). Studies also consider socio-
economic factors, such as price sensitivity, lack of infor-
mation, and cynicism towards brands’ ethical claims (Bray 
et al., 2011), as well as price composition (Bürgin & Wilken, 
2022). A connected body of research considers methodo-
logical issues that might explain the gap. Studies here focus 
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on concepts such as social desirability bias, consumer 
self-reporting methods, lack of data on actual purchasing 
behaviour, and the separation in time between measuring 
intentions and actual behaviours (Hassan et al., 2016). A 
further strand of literature addresses consumers’ cognitive 
mechanisms for not adhering to their values, exploring how 
consumers ‘cope with the gap’ (ElHaffar et al., 2020). This 
encompasses neutralisation techniques and rational justifica-
tions for coping with the dissonance consumers experience 
between intentions and behaviours (Chatzidakis et al., 2007; 
d’Astous & Legendre, 2009; Gamma et al., 2020; Gruber & 
Schlegelmilch, 2014). A further strand of scholarship aims 
to explain the gap through a segmentation of consumers 
based on their levels of commitment to ethical consumption. 
Studies here identify different consumer segments ranging 
from low to high levels of ethical engagement and likelihood 
to display an ABG (Carrington et al., 2014; Sahelices‐Pinto 
et al., 2021; Yan et al., 2021).

Despite the wealth of conceptual approaches and empiri-
cal applications, linear models have been criticised for over-
simplifying consumption choices and artificially isolating 
them from external factors. Consequently, scholars (Car-
rington et al., 2010; Papaoikonomou et al., 2011) call for 
more holistic approaches to studying the ABG, thus empha-
sising the collective and systemic dimensions of consump-
tion – opening up the possibility of reframing the gap.

Reframing the ABG: Collective and Multi‑layered 
Perspectives

This alternative approach to the study of the ABG focuses 
on consumers’ real-life experiences, with a focus on col-
lective structures, care responsibilities, and the uncertainty 
of everyday life; and has been defined as the ‘interpre-
tive’ strand of the ABG debate (Caruana et al., 2016, p. 
215). This approach is less concerned with explaining the 
reasons behind the gap and more with offering a nuanced 
understanding of consumers’ real-life experiences. We 
identify three key perspectives which seek to reframe the 
ABG through: (i) notions of compromise and uncertainty 
(Connolly & Prothero, 2008; Longo et al., 2019; Pecoraro 
& Uusitalo, 2014); (ii) the ethics of care (Carey et al., 2008; 
Heath et al., 2016; Papaoikonomou et al., 2011; Shaw et al., 
2017); (iii) a view of consumption as multi-layered (Amilien 
et al., 2022; Carrington et al., 2014, 2016; Moraes et al., 
2017).

The first body of research reframing the ABG stresses 
the need to move away from notions of consumers’ incon-
sistency and hypocrisy, and instead focus on concepts of 
compromise, uncertainty, and ambivalence. For example, 
Connolly and Prothero’s (2008) investigation of green 

consumption highlights how responsibility and empow-
erment (“I know that I should and can do something”) 
are often coupled with uncertainty (“I don’t know what is 
the right thing to do”). Everyday consumption is therefore 
not characterised by a lack of morality but by a plurality 
of competing moralities, becoming a site of uncertainty 
and paradoxes (Pecoraro & Uusitalo, 2014). Additionally, 
consumers are overloaded with information, which has a 
disempowering effect and results in confusion, scepticism, 
and paralysis (Longo et al., 2019). The second body of 
research reconceptualises the ABG as an attempt to embed 
an ethics of care in everyday life, studying the interactions 
between identity, caring commitments, ethics, and related 
tensions (Shaw et al., 2016). An emblematic example of 
this interplay concerns where consumers would not buy 
products they consider unethical for themselves but would 
do so for a family member (Shaw et al., 2017; Szmigin 
et al., 2009). The plurality of moral demands at play within 
consumption choices is particularly poignant in mother-
hood experiences, which are rife with conflicts, compro-
mises, and a delicate balance between care for children and 
care for the environment (Carey et al., 2008; Heath et al., 
2016; Papaoikonomou et al., 2011; Shaw et al., 2017).

A further strand of research adopts a ‘multi-layered’ 
and systemic perspective on the ABG, redefining it as 
a multi-faceted and collective phenomenon (Carrington 
et al., 2014, 2016; Coffin & Egan-Wyer, 2022; Moraes 
et al., 2017). Accordingly, consumers confront interwoven 
layers of ethical and non-ethical concerns, internal and 
external priorities and, as such, are forced to prioritize 
some over others (Carrington et al., 2014). This scholar-
ship criticises the very concept of a ‘gap’, considering 
it an expression of the systemic contradictions immanent 
to consumer capitalism; as such it can never be bridged 
– only reframed (Carrington et al., 2016). Such a refram-
ing entails moving away from the neoliberal fetish of indi-
vidual agency to focus instead on the amorality of markets, 
thus reconceptualising the ‘ethical consumption gap’ into 
an ‘ethical consumption cap’ (Coffin & Egan-Wyer, 2022).

We argue that these different strands of the ‘reframing 
the ABG’ debate can benefit from an in-depth investiga-
tion of the role of embodied relational states underpinning 
(un)ethical consumer behaviour. Even in studies focussing 
on consumers lived experiences (Heath et al., 2016; Shaw 
et al., 2017) the role of the body in consumer practices 
remains in the background. Consequently, our under-
standing of the phenomenon is skewed towards cognitive 
measurements (ElHaffar et al., 2020; Fischer et al., 2021) 
and moral reasoning (Zollo, 2021). We thus argue for a 
comprehensive exploration of embodiment and embodied 
relational aspects of consumption practices and ethics.
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Embodiment in Consumption

Within consumer ethics scholarship, practice theories are 
one of the most prominent approaches that emphasize 
the role of the body and embodied experience (Evans, 
2019; Welch & Warde, 2015). The term ‘practice theo-
ries’ refers to different, multiple, and varied approaches 
as there is no unified version of such a theory (Nicolini, 
2012; Welch & Warde, 2015). Practice theories can be 
traced back to the seminal work of Bourdieu (1977) and 
Giddens (1984) who consider ‘practices’ as recognis-
able patterns of human activity that are embedded in, and 
shaped by, social relationships. Reckwitz (2002) offers one 
of the most accepted definitions of practice, distinguishing 
between ‘practice’ (the whole of human action, opposed 
to theory) and ‘practices’ (blocks of interconnected ele-
ments). Accordingly, practices are “a routinized type of 
behaviour which consists of several elements, intercon-
nected to one other: forms of bodily activities, forms of 
mental activities, ‘things’ and their use, a background 
knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states 
of emotion and motivational knowledge” (ibid. p. 249). 
Importantly, bodily activities are integral to practices: 
from this perspective, individuals act as the ‘carriers’ of 
practice, i.e. practitioners of bodily behaviours, desires, 
and routinized understanding. At their core, practice theo-
ries hold a new conceptualisation of the body: mental and 
emotional states are forms of bodily phenomena, and as 
such emotions, cognition, perception, decision-making, 
and sense-making are to be considered from an embodied 
perspective (ibid.). Theories of practices are drawn to the 
‘taken for granted’ and the lived experience dimension 
of practices, and as such are particularly interested in the 
body (Bourdieu, 1990).

Albeit often overlooked by mainstream approaches in 
consumer ethics, the body and processes of embodiment 
are central to the performance of practices. First and fore-
most, practices are performed through and by bodily pro-
cesses of perception and memory: there are no practices 
without bodies (Wallenborn & Wilhite, 2014). Moreo-
ver, practices reveal the emotional, affective, sensorial, 
and social dimensions of the body, considered as a bio-
socio-material nexus (Gordon et al., 2022). This relational 
dimension is important, as practices are shaped in, and by, 
social relationships: as such they are ‘embedded’ in sys-
tems of material entities (such as objects, artefacts, infra-
structures) and ‘embodied’ in systems of bodily disposi-
tions (Jacobsen & Hansen, 2021). Likewise, the emotional 
dimension of practices is critical, as practices are organ-
ised by emotions and their bodily expression, which shape 
social actors’ ethical meanings and understandings in each 
context (Subramani, 2022). More specifically, emotions 

and their bodily expressions constitute a ‘practice tem-
plate’ that supports practitioners in adopting, revising, and 
mastering new practices (Molander & Hartmann, 2018). A 
focus on emotions and meanings allows a granular under-
standing of practices, especially when disruption of prac-
tices and adaptation to new routines occur, which can be 
emotionally distressing (Spotswood et al., 2024).

The centrality of the body in consumption can be further 
observed in processes of embodiment, namely integration 
between practices and bodies. A seminal theoretical devel-
opment in this sense is Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus. The 
habitus is a repository of past experiences that becomes 
embodied through repetition and social interactions and 
spawns automated practices without conscious deliberation 
(Bourdieu, 1977). Through progressive embodiment, the 
habitus becomes a system of bodily dispositions that “gen-
erate and organise practices” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 53). Simi-
larly, Schatzki (2001) discusses ‘practical understanding’ 
as an embodied and pre-reflexive sensitivity that informs 
practices, a ‘knowing-how’ that is not preceded by con-
scious mental states. This embodied dimension allows us 
to conceptualise how practices crystallise into habits and 
routinized behaviours, conceived as ‘embodied procedures’ 
(Warde, 2014, p. 293). From this perspective, everyday con-
sumption is not deliberate and mediated by thinking, but 
becomes embodied and pre-reflexive, being performed in 
sequences and repetitions, often becoming automatic, a form 
of ‘autopilot’ (Southerton, 2013). Mastering a new practice 
(i.e. mothers learning to prepare food for their children) thus 
involves progressive embodiment through repetition, namely 
incremental integration between ‘mind’ and ‘body’ until a 
practice becomes fluid and automatic (Molander, 2017). 
Additionally, mastering an everyday practice (i.e. cleaning, 
washing, gardening) creates an embodied sense of famili-
arity, whereby practices are aligned and stable, performed 
through embodied competencies with little to no planning 
or reflection (Amilien et al., 2022; Phipps & Ozanne, 2017).

We argue that adopting an embodied approach as a lens 
to read the ABG can extend consumer ethics scholarship 
on both theoretical and methodological grounds. Practices 
are shaped by the embodied elements of perception and 
memory, through which an active body ‘makes sense’ and 
attributes social meaning to everyday action (Wallenborn 
& Wilhite, 2014). A focus on the body and embodiment 
allows us to broaden perception beyond cognition (ibid.) 
and visualize emotional, affective, and sensorial elements 
of consumption (Gordon et al., 2022). This is particularly 
important in the context of food consumption, as food 
practices are shaped by embodied associations. Drawing 
on Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of habitus, and embodied 
sense as a precursor of all deliberative capacity, theo-
ries of practice allow us to broaden our perspective on 
the ABG through an emphasis on embodied sense over 
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mental deliberation, and practical collective conscious-
ness over private mental states (Warde, 2014; Welch & 
Warde, 2015).

Methodology

Research Design: Family Food Practices

We selected family as the unit of analysis, as family 
constellations represent an important focus to advance 
theoretical and practical understanding of consumption 
issues (O’Malley and Prothero, 2006). Consumer eth-
ics scholarship is particularly interested in the ‘doing’ 
of families, namely how families are performed through 
practices of care (Huff & Cotte, 2016). Research on con-
sumption within families includes family dynamics not 
only between parents and children, with a strong focus 
on motherhood (Heath et  al., 2016; Molander, 2017; 
Molander & Hartmann, 2018), but also ‘senior families’, 
namely families with adult children and elderly parents 
(Huff & Cotte, 2016; Trees & Dean, 2018). We selected 
family food practices, such as buying groceries, preparing 
meals, and eating together, as these practices ‘do’ fam-
ily, namely provide structure to family dynamics, contrib-
ute to creating a family identity, and maintain nurturing 
relationships (Trees & Dean, 2018). The consumer ethics 
literature has long been interested in family food prac-
tices, as the ‘meal’ is a nexus of complex consumption 
processes where ethical and relational aspects come to 
the fore (Molander, 2017; Trees & Dean, 2018; Wollen-
dorf and Arnould, 1991). Meals are indeed performed as 
acts of togetherness, constructed through shared embod-
ied moments (Wallendorf & Arnould, 1991). Given our 
approach to embodiment, focussing on food was particu-
larly promising, as family food practices allow research-
ers to study the most ordinary, mundane, un-reflexive, 
and routinized aspects of consumption (Neuman, 2019).

Participant Recruitment

Participants were recruited according to the following 
criteria: being part of a family (minimum two members); 
being (co)responsible for food decisions (planning, pur-
chasing, cooking); owning a smartphone/tablet/laptop, and 
agreeing to record food practices. To gain variation in the 
sample (Corbin & Strauss, 2014), we asked families to self-
assess their level of interest in ethical consumption as ‘low 
to medium’ or ‘medium to high’, recruiting three families 
in each category. To minimize self-reporting and social 
desirability bias we specified, during the screening, that we 
were interested in both low and high levels of commitment 
to ethical consumption, and reinforced our neutral stance 
throughout the fieldwork (Johnstone & Tan, 2015). Our sam-
pling strategy also aimed to capture different dimensions 
concerning location, presence/age of children, nationality, 
and ethnic background (Table 1). This ensured a diverse 
sample to capture the nuances of ethical consumption (Car-
rington et al., 2014).

Capturing the Embodied Relational Aspects 
of Family Food Practices: Ethnographic Approach

We adopted ethnography as an ‘embodied research prac-
tice’ for its capacity to observe and experience the embodied 
relationality of participants’ practices (Martens et al., 2014). 
Our ethnographic approach combined participant observa-
tions across key stages of food consumption (planning, shop-
ping, cooking, and eating) with the six families over four-
teen months. An ethnography of families’ food consumption 
is necessarily multi-sited, as it involves the home, where 
food is prepared and consumed, and sites for food purchas-
ing (Evans, 2012). Our ethnographic fieldwork consisted 
of repeated multi-site engagements with the households, 
including: semi-structured interviews; kitchen tours and 
walking-with tours; shopping visits; and cooking and eating 
together with the families (see Table 2 for a summary). Dur-
ing multiple visits, we observed and participated in families’ 

Table 1   Participants’ details

a All names are pseudonyms

Household Namea, gender, and age of family members Engagement in ethical 
food consumption

Location and ethnic background

HH1 Noura (F) 44, Gavin (M) 41, Sonya (F) 7, Daisy (F) 5 Medium to high Urban/city – Asian and White British
HH2 Rasa (F) 40, Omar (M) 45, Jonas (M) 21, Julie (F) 8 Medium to high Urban/town – EU nationals and Asian British
HH3 Michelle (F) 57, Marcus (M) 54 Low to medium Urban/city – White British
HH4 Claire (F) 44, Martin (M) 42, James (M) 9, Hannah (F) 

6, Ellie (F) 6, Debra (F) 2
Medium to high Rural/village – White British

HH5 Karen (F) and Rahim (M), both in their 70 s Low to medium Urban/city – Asian and White British
HH6 Ruth (F) 39, David (M) 40, Rob (M) 4 Low to medium Urban/town – White British
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food practices, accompanying family members in grocery 
shopping, and taking part in cooking and eating together, 
recorded through video and notes. Ethnographic observa-
tions were coupled with 12 semi-structured interviews (two 
for each family) in different seasons. All interviews were 
conducted in participants’ homes, to provide a safe and 
comfortable environment to minimise social desirability 
bias (Öberseder et al., 2011). Interviews were followed by 
‘kitchen tours’ where we recorded (via notes, pictures, vid-
eos) the types of food products in our participants’ fridges, 
freezers, cupboards, and storage spaces. Kitchen inventories 
were undertaken due to their ability to stimulate discussion 
of family practices (Evans, 2012).

Understanding food practices from an embodied perspec-
tive requires methods engaged with the sensory and visceral 
dimensions of food, particularly taste and tasting (Jackson 
et al., 2022). The senses should be explored as intercon-
nected, removing sight from the position of privilege granted 
by Western culture, and allowing other senses (particularly 
touch and smell) to come to the fore (Pink, 2009). For this 
reason, our ethnographic approach included several ‘tast-
ing events’ (ibid.), which allowed us to explore the shared, 
social, and relational experiences of tasting food together. 
Combining conversation with an activity or a task (i.e. 
selecting ingredients for a dish; sharing a meal) is fruitful for 
provoking discussion and collecting rich multi-dimensional 
data on food practices (Weckroth & Närvänen, 2024). In our 
case, given our focus on embodied relationality, we wanted 
to stimulate conversations through experiential approaches, 
such as observing, smelling, touching, and tasting food 
together with the researcher.

Additionally, our fieldwork included a series of ‘walking-
with tours’ (two for each family, for a total of 12 tours), 
where we accompanied our participants during their shop-
ping routines to elicit further conversations. Ethnographic 
fieldwork on household consumption employs walking-
with tours to ‘thicken’ the data with reflections based on 
situated actions (Evans, 2012). Participants were asked to 

select a familiar shopping environment, to observe their 
habitual food purchasing practices, and an alternative shop-
ping environment they considered ‘ethical’, to stimulate dis-
cussion and observe practices. The walking-with method 
is particularly fruitful in eliciting embodied narratives of 
consumption: it allows researchers to capture the embod-
ied, pre-reflexive, and tacit elements of everyday consump-
tion, as participants and researchers move through the same 
space and share bodily movements (Mak et al., 2022). These 
shopping tours culminated in further ‘tasting events’ (Jack-
son et al., 2022), where the participants prepared a meal for 
their families and the researcher, using the ingredients (some 
or all) bought in the walking-with tours. This allowed the 
researcher to be further immersed in an embodied experi-
ence of family food practices, by sharing different phases 
of consumption (buying, cooking, eating, and disposing). 
In addition, the households completed food diaries includ-
ing notes and pictures regarding their food practices, fur-
ther documenting their embodied narratives of consump-
tion (Mak et al., 2022). The final dataset included interview 
transcripts, video footage, pictures and notes from fieldwork, 
and participants’ food diaries (Table 2).

Data Analysis

Our data analysis followed the guidelines for ‘theoretical’ 
and ‘latent themes’ thematic analysis proposed by Braun 
and Clarke (2006). Theoretical thematic analysis seeks to 
provide a detailed account of a specific aspect of a dataset, 
as opposed to a ‘data-driven’ exhaustive description of the 
content of the entire dataset (ibid., p. 84). For this reason, in 
theoretical thematic analysis coding occurs according to a 
specific theoretical approach, teasing out a particular feature 
in the data (ibid.). This approach was suitable to our study, 
as we were interested specifically in the embodied relational 
dimensions of food practices, read through embodiment the-
ory in practice theories. We thus started with performing 
first-order (participant-centric) coding across the dataset. 

Table 2   Data collection summary

Methodology phase Details

Ethnographic observations Participant observations of family food practices; ‘tasting events’ and conversations; cooking and eating together; 
kitchen tours (multiple visits)

Observations of phases of food consumption: planning, purchasing, cooking, eating, and disposing (multiple visits)
Walking-with tours in supermarkets, food shops, and alternative food retail outlets, e.g. farmers’ markets, organic 

shops (multiple visits)
Dataset: video/photographic materials: 1954 items; field notes: 30 pages

Semi-structured Interviews 12 semi-structured interviews with households (1st and 3rd visit)
Dataset: interview recordings: 26 h; transcribed material: 554 pages

Food diaries Households kept food diaries and were encouraged to share notes regarding the ‘biographies’ of their food
Dataset: photographic materials: 37 items; participants’ notes
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This included interview transcripts, photographic and video 
materials, and field notes. We then performed analytic sec-
ond-order coding on the entire dataset, to generate themes. 
For this step, we coded the data through a practice theory 
lens, using the three core theoretical devices of: bodily dis-
positions, material elements, and embodied sense (Bourdieu, 
1990; Warde, 2005). Since we were not only interested in 
our participants’ reflexive recollections of the embodied 
aspects of food practices, but also in the bodily and un-
reflexive aspects of such practices, we focussed also on 
‘latent themes’. Latent themes relate to the underlying ele-
ments of participant’s reflections, going beyond the semantic 
surface of data and what participants said (Braun & Clarke, 
2006, p.84). Consequently, latent themes require interpretive 
work, and the analysis is already theory-informed (ibid.). We 
thus complemented the first-order and second-order cod-
ing with interpretive work based on our fieldwork notes and 
reflexivity emerging from the ethnographic engagement with 
the families.

Embodied Relational Practices

The ethnographic work shed light on four embodied rela-
tional practices: reconciling competing embodied states; 
negotiating togetherness; seeking sensorial familiarity; and 
calibrating attention and engagement (Table 3).

Reconciling Conflicting Embodied States

A key embodied relational practice of family food consump-
tion entails reconciling conflicting embodied states, namely 
co-present and competing desires, bodily dispositions, and 
emotions. This was particularly evident in the practice of 
meat consumption. All the families in our fieldwork were 
engaged, to different extents, in reducing or eliminating meat 
from their diets. The most committed family was Rasa and 
Omar’s, and their two children, Jonas (21) and Julie (8). 
The family displayed a series of interconnected influences, 
whereby Jonas was guided by his mother’s veganism, whilst 

Table 3   Embodied relational practices

Practice Definitional components

Reconciling conflicting embodied states Bodily dispositions: preparing, cooking, and eating meat is associated with feelings of pleasure, 
enjoyment, and togetherness; however, meat production and intensive farming is associated with 
bodily dispositions of disgust and emotion of guilt

Material elements: families’ meat consumption is associated with material elements (i.e. barbe-
cues), specific environments (i.e. camping; eating outdoors) and social dimensions (i.e. eating with 
extended family; celebrations with friends)

Embodied sense: vegetarian and vegan consumption practices are associated with an embodied sense 
of constraint and awkwardness; however, repetition and interaction integrate practices until they 
become natural

Negotiating togetherness Bodily dispositions: enjoyment, pleasure, and satisfaction connected to shared and relational food 
practices, with family members, nature, or community (i.e. foraging walks, homemade jams); pleas-
urable memories connected to childhood food practices

Material elements: connection is fostered through material elements (i.e. the garden; the local busi-
ness) and practical knowledge (i.e. traditional recipes)

Embodied sense: families gather an embodied sense of connection, togetherness, and belonging 
through shared sensorial food practices; although some practices are considered limited and ‘escap-
ist’, they represent complex renegotiations between identities, belonging, and consumption

Seeking sensorial familiarity Bodily dispositions: familiar foods afford bodily dispositions of comfort, pleasure, and security, espe-
cially in children; familiar shopping environments afford bodily dispositions of safety, convenience, 
and efficiency

Material elements: appearance, shape, colour, smell, and taste of food build un-reflexive preferences 
for some products over others, competing with the ethical but immaterial dimensions of food

Embodied sense: comfort afforded not only by familiarity; but also bodily sensations of ‘feeling 
trapped’ and ‘constrained’ in rigid routines

Calibrating attention and engagement Bodily dispositions: large shopping outlets generate bodily dispositions of discomfort and sensory 
overload; smaller ‘ethical’ shops facilitate bodily dispositions of openness and curiosity

Material elements: supermarkets are associated with fast, routinised, and efficient shopping, where 
participants follow well-known routes; smaller shops present fewer items and are associated not only 
with higher quality and ethical credentials but also a lack of convenience

Embodied sense: habitual shopping environments afford pre-reflexive efficiency, repetition, and 
mastery of practices, but hinder curiosity. Novel shopping environments can stimulate curiosity and 
reflection
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her father’s meat-eating habits affected Julie. After being 
vegetarian for several years, Rasa became vegan four years 
before our fieldwork, encouraging her son Jonas to follow 
her:

Rasa: I became vegetarian first and then I started to 
speak with my son about it, the animals and this and 
that and he tried for the first time, he was vegetarian 
for a good two weeks and then you went back to eat-
ing chicken?
Jonas: Yes, because it tasted good. […] I guess before, 
when you just start out and you’re not sure what you’re 
doing, you’re still at that experimental stage, you do 
kind of feel intimidated and maybe a little constrained 
choosing stuff so easily and you still have to think 
about it. But once it becomes a part of you, you don’t 
care and even when people ask you “what do you eat?” 
I say, “I eat everything except those things.” And after 
a whilst it just becomes natural. [Interview]

The family was committed to this lifestyle despite its 
effect on their social life. They had, for example, stopped 
being invited over for family meals by some of their family 
members, as explained by Rasa:

Rasa: We used to meet one of our family for barbecues 
and I noticed that they don’t invite us any more just 
because they don’t know how to cater for us. Like, 
if they would come, we would offer them vegetarian 
food or vegan food but we don’t mind, but they prob-
ably don’t know how to cook for us, you know? But 
sometimes you can bring your food over but you feel 
awkward sometimes. [Interview]

Here several competing embodied states co-exist in 
shared eating practices. Jonas expressed not only an embod-
ied feeling of pleasure related to the act of tasting and eat-
ing chicken, but also feelings of care for the animals, which 
explains his struggle to reduce meat and his zigzagging 
between meat-eating and veganism. An embodied sense 
of feeling ‘intimidated’ and ‘constrained’ by the limited 
food options afforded by a vegan diet accompanied these 
emotional states. A similar complexity of ambivalent emo-
tional states was reported by Rasa, who expressed a desire 
to participate in barbecues with her extended family, which 
clashed with her commitment to a vegan diet, generating 
feelings of ‘awkwardness’ arising from the conflicting food 
habits. However, through practice and repetition, these 
embodied states were reconciled in an increasing feeling 
of naturalness and mind–body integration, that transformed 
their vegan diet to the point that ‘it becomes a part of you’.

Another family prominently committed to the reduction 
of meat was Claire and Martin’s. Claire became vegetarian 
when she was 13 years of age and has oscillated between 
vegetarianism and meat consumption ever since. Martin 

had been vegetarian since he was 11 years of age, despite 
being brought up in a family that consumed meat every day. 
However, after having children, and due to his work in the 
US where meat consumption is prevalent in work settings, 
Martin started to eat meat again. Their first son, James, was 
9 years old at the time of our study and had been vegetarian 
for a few years when he was younger. They also had three 
young girls, whom they described as ‘fussy eaters’. At the 
time of our fieldwork, the family’s meat consumption prac-
tices were in flux:

Claire: I think a lot of meat is produced horribly in 
this country so I think that’s partly why we try not to 
eat so much as well really. […] But then I think we 
started eating meat as well because of struggling with 
the children, with them being very fussy as well.
Martin: Yes, but James was vegetarian for a long time.
Claire:Yes, he was vegetarian but I can’t really remem-
ber why we started eating more meat.
Martin: The girls.
Claire: Yes, exactly. So we were a bit like... they would 
eat fish so we would get fish and then I guess it started 
to creep in. But I think, because I don’t really like 
cooking meat, you’re much more likely to cook meat 
than I am as well because I worry about it.
Martin: It tends to be more on a Sunday and it tends 
to be a roast. […] We like eating outside. I think it’s a 
really nice thing to do and it feels... (he pauses) also, 
we normally go camping in the summer so it’s getting 
ready for that but I like to barbecue stuff and cook 
outside. […]
Claire: I suppose it’s like having meat as the special 
dish, isn’t it, once a week to have it if friends are 
round, as a roast.
Martin: I always feel a little bit guilty.
Claire: Do you? Yes, I don’t, I enjoy it.
Martin: Part of me feels a little bit like ‘mmm…’ (he 
gestures dissatisfaction). [Interview and fieldwork 
notes]

This exchange shows several dynamics at play. Here the 
two partners engaged in relational reflexivity concerning 
their shared meat consumption practices. Both associated 
the production of meat, especially in intensive farming sys-
tems, with disgust and guilt, stressing the embodied state of 
animals ‘stuck’ in cages as ‘awful’. However, they engaged 
in this eating practice to accommodate children’s prefer-
ences, work patterns, and broader social influences, such 
as holidays with friends. Whilst a conventional ABG lens 
would read these exchanges as an example of the discrep-
ancy between Claire and Martin’s attitudes and behaviours, 
an embodied relational perspective shows us the co-presence 
of different embodied states, which they negotiate individu-
ally and relationally. From an embodied perspective, Claire 
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expressed not only a sense of disgust and dislike towards 
buying and cooking meat, which she avoided, but also bodily 
dispositions of pleasure and enjoyment related the physical 
act of eating and tasting meat. For Martin, conversely, bodily 
dispositions of pleasure and excitement were related to the 
material elements of preparing meat (enjoyment gained from 
roasting meat on a barbecue, eating outdoors), its embodied 
relational aspects (sharing with friends), and evoked pleas-
urable memories (i.e. summer holidays). However, these 
positive embodied and emotional states co-existed with 
a visceral tension related to the act of eating meat, which 
generated guilt and resistance. Claire and Martin reconciled 
these conflicting embodied states both individually, in their 
personal consumption (i.e. Claire would not buy or cook 
meat, but would eat it), and relationally (Martin would roast 
meat for his family and friends but would not enjoy eating 
it). Moving the focus from an attitude-behaviour discrepancy 
to an exploration of competing and co-existing embodied 
states permits a more nuanced understanding of family food 
practices.

Negotiating Togetherness Through Food

To different extents, all our participants engaged in food 
practices such as supporting local food producers, pick-
your-own schemes, foraging for food, and growing fruits 
and herbs. The food diaries and ethnographic observations 
indicated participants felt an embodied sense of pleasure, 
connection, and enjoyment associated with these food 
practices, which were incorporated at the family level to 
cultivate belonging and togetherness (fieldwork notes). In 
the reflexive accounts shared in interviews, these practices 
were depicted with affectionate tones that demonstrated 
participants gathered an embodied sense of satisfaction and 
belonging from them (interviews).

Karen used to forage berries from wild bushes. She 
talked about how she loved going on walks to pick black-
berries in summer and experimenting with her grandchil-
dren to make jams (Fig. 1a). Similarly, Claire and her 
children would often make jams together (Fig. 1c) and 
Rasa would go to pick-your-own farms (Fig. 1d). How-
ever, family members often had to renegotiate the sense 
of togetherness and belonging generated by these prac-
tices with an understanding of these practices as partial 
and temporary. Despite the enjoyment and pleasure family 
members reported and displayed when discussing these 
activities, they also considered them limited and occa-
sionally ‘escapist’ (food diaries). For example, Michelle 
and Marcus grew small amounts of food in their garden, 
for enjoyment and sensorial engagement with the outdoor 
space. During fieldwork, they proudly showed their gar-
den to the researcher, affectionately moving the strawberry 
plant to show the newly grown strawberries (fieldwork 

notes—Fig. 1b)—which they reported to be “much tastier 
than the ones you buy in the shops” (Michelle’s inter-
view). Michelle was particularly trusting of home-grown 
food, even more than food sold in farmer markets; how-
ever, she experienced tensions related to the enjoyment 
of growing her own food, her trust in home-grown food, 
and her limited ability to do so, due to time and space 
constraints:

Michelle: I wouldn’t go to a food market in Jesmond 
or whatever. But I would if it was that kind of... just 
people growing their own stuff. I’d always go to 
allotment shops. I like the idea of people growing 
their own vegetables. I’d love to grow my own veg-
etables more. If there was a choice, I’d really like to 
grow more myself.

Michelle acknowledged the tensions between the enjoy-
ment and trust she felt for home-grown food and feelings 
of being constrained and ‘not having a choice’ to grow 
more in her garden. Similarly, Karen and Rahim were keen 
to support local production and purchased fresh juices and 
milk from a local independent milkman (Fig. 1e). They 
reported they were committed to buying from the local 
milkman despite the price being three times higher than 
that of supermarkets:

Rahim: We get our milk from a milkman who comes 
every morning, and he … obviously we pay more 
for it, we do realise we can get it from elsewhere, 
but we are paying such a ridiculous amount because 
supermarkets are taking their livelihood because they 
are big….
Karen: They Bully Their Suppliers.

In this quotation, the choice of buying juices and milk 
from a local milkman and thus cultivating belonging and 
solidarity with the local community, was negotiated with 
the perception of the milk price as ‘ridiculous’, signalling 
conflicting feelings around the higher price paid.

Negotiating togetherness through food was even more 
apparent when participants spontaneously shared recol-
lections about childhood memories. Rasa, for example, 
had Lithuanian origins and spent most of her childhood 
summers in her grandmother’s village. She cultivated this 
sense of belonging to her Lithuanian origins by cooking 
recipes from her homeland whilst living in the UK. She 
expressed how shared cooking of traditional recipes was a 
way of fostering her connection with her brother:

Rasa: I have been raised in Lithuania and I spent 
my summers at my grandma’s village so I have that 
knowledge about local foods and the seasonal foods 
and I know what comes in season. […] I do cook 
but not as often and I would like to try some Cepeli-
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nai [traditional soup], but it’s hard work. When I go 
to Lithuania, my brother is a very good cook, so, 
I say “brother, we’ll make it.” You know, together 
as a team. So, we did it, I peeled potatoes and then 
he came back from work and we cooked together. 
[Interview]

Here the connection is expressed in the embodied sense 
of ‘being a team’ and sharing knowledge about traditional 

recipes. Preparing the Cepelinai soup represented for Rasa 
a complex renegotiation of her identity as an immigrant, 
sense of belonging to her family of origin, connection to 
her brother, as well as nostalgic connection to local Lithu-
anian food.

Similarly, Noura, who had Indian origins, shared how she 
would often eat in local Indian restaurants in her neighbour-
hood, as it brought back childhood memories of feelings of 
togetherness and connection to her family:

Fig. 1   a Homemade jams 
(Karen’s food diary). b Michelle 
and Marcus’s strawberries 
(fieldwork picture). c Preparing 
homemade jam with children 
(Claire’s food diary). d Forag-
ing fruits and pick-your-own 
schemes (Karen’s and Rasa’s 
food diary). e Karen and 
Rahim’s local milk and juices 
(fieldwork picture)
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Noura: As a family, growing up food was really impor-
tant, […] eating together as a family was really impor-
tant. We used to do that a lot for family occasions, 
meals out, birthdays, just generally. We lived in Lon-
don and my dad’s Indian so we ate a lot of Indian food 
that was really good quality and really cheap and really 
local. It always had a very big cultural factor, even with 
extended family and when people visit. I really liked 
that. [Interview]

Noura’s adult eating practices and love for local Indian 
restaurants were informed by the embodied feelings of con-
nection and togetherness experienced as a child in such 
food places. These spontaneous childhood recollections 
show how embodied relational aspects are a central driver 
shaping food practices, as our participants skilfully renegoti-
ated their embodied sense of connection with their families 
through childhood memories about food that then became 
food practices in adulthood.

This is relevant to our understanding of the ABG phe-
nomenon. Much previous research on the ABG focuses 
on the aspects of consumption that are intentional, reflex-
ive, and value-based (El-Haffar et al., 2020). However, an 
embodied relational perspective reveals that consumption 
revolves around complex negotiations concerning identity, 
connection, togetherness, and belonging, either with cur-
rent family members (i.e. Karen’s grandchildren), nature and 
outdoors (Michelle and Marcus’ Garden), the local com-
munity (Karen and Rahim’s milkman), or one’s family of 
origin (as in Rasa’s and Noura’s examples). These negotia-
tions constitute part of the complex emotional landscape of 
consumption, which is often missed in research on the ABG. 
This invites us to refocus on the latent embodied relational 
aspects underpinning everyday consumption, rather than on 
intentional individual choices.

Seeking Sensorial Familiarity

Through our ethnographic fieldwork, we found that a cen-
tral embodied relational practice shaping families’ food con-
sumption was seeking sensorial familiarity with food items 
and shopping environments. This was particularly evident in 
children’s behaviours. Children’s personal preferences play 
a key role in shaping families’ food practices, sometimes 
in an opposite direction to the ethical preferences of their 
parents. For example, Claire and Martin’s household was 
occasionally keen to buy high-quality and local farmers’ 
products, which they felt were healthier and more ethical 
than supermarket alternatives. However, during our tasting 
events, it became apparent that children’s familiarity-seek-
ing dispositions limited parents’ choices. During one of our 
fieldwork visits, Claire and Martin were joined in our shared 
tasting event by two of their children, James (9) and Ellie 

(6). Whilst trying and tasting some Parma ham, the family 
members engaged in shared reflections on their food habits:

Martin:It’s the sort of thing we might have at Christ-
mas or something, isn’t it?
Claire:Yes, more like a treat. […]
Martin: The kids eat ham but not Parma ham.
Claire: No, they don’t eat Parma ham. They just eat 
cheap ham, don’t they? […] like sliced ham for sand-
wiches, that kind of thing. So no, we wouldn’t really... 
that’s more like a treat, isn’t it, Parma ham. (Talking 
to Ellie) Have that bit darling. Did you like that? […] 
You don’t like that ham? Why not?
Ellie: I tried this ham before and I don’t like it.
Researcher: What’s the ham you like?
Ellie: I like the other kind of ham, the pinky one.
Claire: Because this is probably a bit saltier, isn’t it, 
than I guess the one that you’re used to. [Tasting event]

Here Claire invited her child to try high-quality Parma 
ham, which the family did not consume regularly and was 
considered a treat. When Ellie tried the food, she expressed 
bodily dispositions of dislike (fieldwork notes), which Claire 
immediately interpreted as related to Ellie being ‘not used 
to the saltiness’ of Parma ham. Several similar occasions 
occurred during our fieldwork. Claire recalled an instance 
in which she bought fresh carrots from a local farmers’ mar-
ket. As James, her son, was familiar with the appearance, 
shape, and taste of conventional vegetables, he struggled to 
eat local farmers’ carrots:

Claire: James, I bought him… […] some carrots from 
the market that still had the carrot tops on so they were 
really nice and fresh. He didn’t like those. I think he 
was so used to eating quite flavourless vegetables from 
[a local wholesaler], which is a bit sad really. [Inter-
view]

Similarly, when the family experimented with a local 
organic vegetable box scheme, James was “really fussy 
about his perfect green apples with no blemishes” (Claire’s 
interview), and his parents accommodated his preferences 
by buying perfectly looking apples at a local supermarket.

Here these instances show how the embodied state of 
familiarity afforded by food appearance and taste led chil-
dren to develop un-reflexive preferences for specific products 
– the ‘pinky’ ham; the ‘perfect’ green apples. This familiar-
ity-seeking hindered the family’s ability to adopt healthier 
and more ethical choices. The conflicting preferences of 
family members, and the connected feelings of frustration, 
were often a discussion theme in our informal conversations 
whilst preparing and eating food with the families (fieldwork 
notes).

Although these dynamics were more prominent in par-
ent–child interactions, they also occurred between adults. 
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For example, Ruth and David were keen to buy organic 
products on both health and ethical grounds. However, 
their sense of familiarity and sensorial preferences for con-
ventional products often hindered consumption of organic 
foods, as in this case relating to milk:

Ruth: I would prefer to buy organic milk but David and 
Rob don’t like the taste or the texture or something?
David:I don’t know. I’ve always been quite funny when 
it comes to milk. I can taste the differences in milk 
really easily whereas you clearly can’t […] and there’s 
something I don’t like about the organic milk. It just 
doesn’t taste right. I don’t know if it’s because I’m not 
used to it and it’s just a difference. I was so chuffed 
though when Rob had a drink of milk and didn’t like it 
[laughter] […] because Ruth was like, “It’s no differ-
ent. It’s just the same,” and then Rob was like, “This 
milk is horrible.” I was like… “yeah. It’s definitely 
different”. [Interview]

Seeking familiarity played an important role in shap-
ing our participants’ consumption practices, both in chil-
dren and adults. We observed another familiarity-seeking 
practice in relation to retailers’ material characteristics. In 
our walking-with tours, participants displayed a body lan-
guage conveying comfort and experience when navigating 
the aisles of familiar retailers, expressed through walking 
with confidence along what seemed to be well-known paths, 
immediately finding their desired products, and not hesitat-
ing when moving around the store (fieldwork notes). This 
embodied familiarity sometimes translated into a difficultly 
in altering their habitual place of shopping, even when our 
participants admitted they were dissatisfied with some of the 
product offerings or overall policies. For example, during 
our first visit, Karen reported conflicting states regarding 
her habitual retailer. She was passionate about ethical issues 
and committed to the Fairtrade certification, however, her 
habitual retailer had just announced their withdrawal from 
such scheme. This prompted some reflections with her hus-
band, Rahim:

Rahim:Well, your supermarket that has just withdrawn 
from Fairtrade… […]
Karen:Well, I might have to change my supermarket, 
honestly. […]
Rahim: You say you like [retailer’s name] because they 
provide…
Karen:(she interrupts him) I’m used to it, I suppose. 
I’ll have to change. [Interview]

During our fieldwork, Karen boycotted the retailer to 
support the Fairtrade label. She also tried to contact the 
local branch manager and her MP. This effort lasted three 
months. However, during our last visit, Karen reported: “I 
stopped going to [retailer’s name] for about three months 

and then went back again, because I was very familiar with 
it.” Here, the embodied sense of familiarity and comfort 
afforded by the retailer constituted a stronger driver than 
her passionate commitment to the Fairtrade label. Simi-
larly, Ruth was a subscriber to a box scheme that deliv-
ers ingredients and recipes for pre-planned meals. At the 
beginning of her subscription, the company sourced most 
of its products from local and organic suppliers, often cer-
tified with the RSPCA and Organic labels. However, as the 
company expanded, the commitment to certified standards 
diluted and the company adopted in-house certifications. 
This did not prompt a change in consumption habits in 
Ruth’s household:

Ruth: At least in the early days, they tried to source 
things from independent growers and producers as 
well. I don’t notice that so much now. Because they 
used to send… they would send you things with 
all of this labelling on, so you knew it had come 
from somebody independent. But now they’ve just 
branded everything [with the box scheme company]. 
All the little packets of spices or honey or condi-
ments that you receive from them is labelled [with 
the box scheme company], which is a bit of a shame. 
But it’s really convenient. [Interview]

Albeit confessing to being concerned with a potential 
dilution of ethical standards in the company’s choices, 
Ruth’s primary considerations of familiarity and conveni-
ence remained critical in preserving existing family prac-
tices. However, in informal conversations during walking-
with tours, as well as in interviews, the familiarity revealed 
also a constraining side, whereby families expressed feel-
ings of being ‘trapped’ by it. For example, Noura and Gavin 
repeatedly reported being dissatisfied with their food hab-
its. The lack of time, resources, and creativity, as well as 
the need to accommodate their children’s food preferences, 
drove them to establish a rigid routine in terms of food 
choices, which they felt unable to escape:

Noura:When the kids were little, we didn’t try lots and 
lots of different food. They were quite set on what they 
eat […] They totally drive our food decisions.
Gavin:But they are trying more new things because 
they’re a bit older, which is good for us because oth-
erwise I get bored eating what they eat. […] Eating 
becomes functional rather than for enjoyment. When 
it’s with the kids it does, yes. […]
Noura:But it’s always the same food and it’s really... 
I feel incapable of looking. So, Gavin went to the 
supermarket yesterday, we had nothing in and I knew 
because what he’d bought is what I would have cho-
sen. There was nothing different. It’s what we buy. 
[Interview]
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Noura described their food as ‘convenient, easy, boring’ 
and their routines unconducive to making new, or different, 
choices in terms of ethical shopping. We thus observed how 
an embodied sense of familiarity generated both comfort 
and discomfort, as families felt both eased and constrained 
by it. These instances, related to familiarity with sensorial 
aspects of food and the material characteristics of retail-
ers, demonstrate how an embodied relational perspective 
can broaden our understanding of family food practices. An 
ABG approach would emphasise the discrepancy between 
families’ attitudes towards ethical food products and shop-
ping outlets (i.e. locally grown products; ethical certifica-
tions) and their actual behaviour. However, from an embod-
ied perspective, we observe how a sense of ‘ontological 
security’ (Giddens, 1984) afforded by familiar foods and 
retailers shapes a pre-reflexive sensitivity towards certain 
choices. Whilst this security ensured the stability of prac-
tices, this locked participants into (often uncomfortable) 
routines.

Calibrating Attention and Engagement

Lastly, we found that our participants calibrated their atten-
tion and engagement in response to different shopping envi-
ronments, exhibiting different embodied states depending 
on their situated and relational position. In practice theories, 
the external environment constitutes a key factor shaping 
blocks and sequences of practices (Reckwitz, 2002). We 
observed this differentiation both first-hand in our shopping 
trips (fieldwork notes) and reflexively represented in our 
participants’ words (interviews). Most of our participants 
perceived supermarkets as a place for efficient, fast, rou-
tinized, and un-reflexive shopping, and thus unconducive 
to paying attention to products bearing ethical credentials. 
They thus traversed supermarkets whilst paying little atten-
tion to the surroundings and displayed little engagement 
with product characteristics. Ruth and David, for example, 
were keen on buying organic foods and could afford to pay 
for them. However, several barriers remained. For David, the 
supermarket did not represent a good place to engage with 
ethical credentials of food:

David:I think even just the way that the supermarkets 
are set up: they’re trying to get you to buy certain 
things; there’s certain ways that they want you to walk 
around; there’s certain brands that they want you to 
see that are at eye level. […] Sometimes you go in 
the supermarket, and you just want to be out of the 
supermarket [laughter]. You’re just kind of grabbing 
things and you’re not really thinking and concentrating 
on what you’re doing. You’ve just got a list of what 
you need, and you just want to be in and out as quick 
as you can. […] So, you’re not really concentrating 

on getting the best things. […] We think it’s really 
important [organic food] but as I say when you’re rush-
ing around the supermarket trying to get out, maybe 
not so. Maybe getting out of the supermarket is more 
important. [Interview]

David explained how his willingness to buy organic prod-
ucts was hindered by the material characteristics of super-
markets, which generated embodied states of discomfort 
and rush, to the point that ‘getting out of the supermarket’ 
became more important than ‘buying organic products’. 
We observed this dynamic in our shopping tours with other 
families too, where participants appeared to follow well-
known paths in large supermarkets, engaging with only a 
few products, searching for familiar items they had often 
written down on lists, paying limited attention to their wider 
surroundings, and displaying a body language conveying an 
embodied sense of ‘rushing around’ (fieldwork notes).

Poignantly, Claire presented us with a distinction between 
supermarkets, considered places for efficient food shopping, 
and local independent shops, where instead she felt less sub-
ject to sensory overload and thus more able to engage with 
the ethical characteristics of products. Commenting on a 
locally produced honey, she noted:

Claire: It depends on what kind of shopping you 
would do, doesn’t it? If you were doing a food shop, 
I’d probably just walk past this, even if it was cheap. 
But if I was in a different environment, I would prob-
ably choose to... if I was in a little farm shop and I 
saw some stuff like this, I’d be more tempted because 
there’d be less of everything else. You weren’t going 
shopping for food, you’re in a more bespoke environ-
ment that’s focussed on... [ethical products], but nor-
mally I probably wouldn’t [buy it]. [Interview]

We consistently found this differentiation in our walk-
ing-with tours in ‘alternative’ and ‘ethical’ shopping out-
lets chosen by our participants. Here participants engaged 
with their surroundings, displaying an embodied sense of 
curiosity and body language conveying openness (fieldwork 
notes). Overall, the external environment played an impor-
tant role in shaping our participants’ embodied senses: in 
large retailers, participants showed and expressed feelings 
of ‘racing around’ and ‘wanting to be out quickly’, reporting 
sensory overload and calibrating attention just to familiar 
food items. In alternative and smaller food outlets, instead, 
participants showed openness and ability to engage with 
food with curiosity, thus paying more attention to the ethical 
characteristics of products. This has important implications 
for our understanding of the ABG. Whilst much previous 
ABG research does not emphasise the material affordances 
of shopping outlets, an embodied approach allows us to 
understand how bodies interact with products in different 
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ways depending on the material characteristics of place, with 
important consequences for (un)ethical consumption.

Re‑enchanting Everyday Consumer Ethics: 
A Research and Policy Agenda

We now tease out the main contributions emerging from 
the findings, suggest avenues for future research, and rec-
ommend interventions from an embodied relationality 
perspective.

Contribution to ABG Scholarship

This paper contributes to different strands of the ABG 
debate. First, much ABG scholarship aimed at ‘explaining 
the gap’ considers the individual factors that determine it 
(Bürgin & Wilken, 2022; Govind et al., 2019; Yan et al., 
2021) or consumer justification mechanisms (d’Astous & 
Legendre, 2009; Gamma et al., 2020; Gruber & Schlegelm-
ilch, 2014). Such approaches privilege rational and linear 
models of individual choice, emphasising planning and 
intention (Carrington et al., 2010; Hassan et al., 2016). 
Conversely, an embodied relational perspective highlights 
the central role played by pre-reflexive embodied sense in 
shaping consumer practices. This was particularly evident 
in terms of the ontological security (Giddens, 1984) afforded 
by familiar food products and shopping places which shape 
consumer ethical (or unethical) practices. In this way, a focus 
on embodied relationality uncovers neglected dimensions, 
hidden in most ABG scholarship aiming at ‘explaining the 
gap’, namely bodily dispositions, material elements-bodies 
interactions, and embodied senses associated with con-
sumption (Warde, 2005). This is important, as exploring the 
embodied relational aspects of consumption allows us to bet-
ter understand the ambivalent states and complex uncertain-
ties that explain the persistence of unsustainable practices.

A further strand of ABG scholarship focuses instead on 
‘reframing the gap’, stressing the importance of consumer 
uncertainty (Connolly & Prothero, 2008; Longo et al., 2019; 
Pecoraro & Uusitalo, 2014) and multiple caring commit-
ments (Carey et al., 2008; Heath et al., 2016; Papaoikono-
mou et al., 2011; Shaw et al., 2017). However, whilst empha-
sising consumers lived experience, this scholarship still 
privileges the cognitive dimensions of consumer ethics – e.g. 
confusion due to knowledge overload (Longo et al., 2019) or 
reflexive dimensions of consumer responsibility (Shaw et al., 
2017). The centrality of the cognitive dimension is reflected 
in methodological choices, as these ABG studies often adopt 
interviews where participants reflexively articulate their 
views (Heath et al., 2016; Shaw et al., 2017). Additionally, 
whilst previous studies emphasise the dilemmas and uncer-
tainties that lead consumers to paralysis (Longo et al., 2019; 

Pecoraro & Uusitalo, 2014; Shaw et al., 2016) here we stress 
the embodied relational and emotional dimensions of these 
dilemmas and tensions. This is important for understanding 
the complex dynamics at play within consumer practices, 
from a holistic embodied view of consumption.

Leveraging our empirical insights, we argue, consistent 
with Bell et al. (2021), that the dominant epistemological 
paradigms of objectivism and positivism have hindered 
researchers’ ability to understand complex social phenom-
ena, reducing them to obscure rational and measurable 
concepts. Consequently, Bell et al. (2021) suggest much 
research has become disenchanted, namely separated from 
the relational nature of phenomena, which are inherently 
embodied, and, in turn, ethical and political. We respond 
to these reflections to propose a critique of the ABG as a 
disenchanted construct, namely detached from the embodied 
nature of all social action and, as such, with limited potential 
to explain its complex ethical, social, and political dimen-
sions. This aligns with critical strands of the consumer ethics 
literature, which critique the concept of a ‘gap’, considering 
it the product of a neoliberal ideology that fetishizes indi-
vidual agency and downplays the contradictions immanent 
to capitalist economies (Carrington et al., 2016; Coffin & 
Egan-Wyer, 2022). We argue that, whilst such critiques of 
individual responses to capitalist contradictions are impor-
tant and necessary, collective responses will benefit from a 
keen understanding of the embodied relational processes that 
support them. We thus extend critical consumer ethics schol-
arship by arguing that the ABG is not a methodological issue 
(how to best investigate the gap) or a policy issue (how to 
bridge the gap) but an epistemological issue (a disenchanted 
construct). This is significant, as we argue that scholarship 
attempting to ‘explain’ or ‘reframe’ the ABG without an 
embodied relational lens is sharpening the wrong tools. Spe-
cifically, increasing the sophistication of models or expand-
ing the consideration of contextual factors does not make up 
for the lack of an embodied relational understanding of food 
practices and consumer practices. Departing from this, we 
propose four re-enchantment avenues (Bell et al., 2021) for 
future research and interventions to deepen engagement with 
an embodied relationality perspective (see Table 4).

Contribution to Consumer Ethics Scholarship

A vast literature now exists regarding ethical consumption 
practices and ethical decision-making. Whilst we acknowl-
edge that notions of embodiment are sometimes mentioned 
in different strands of the consumer ethics literature, they 
are seldom empirically investigated, analysed, and theorised. 
For example, a systematic review of the literature on con-
sumer ethics analysed 155 articles on the topic, across twelve 
disciplines, including, amongst others, social and political 
science, philosophy, business and management, marketing, 
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and psychology—the words ‘body’ or ‘embodied’ were not 
mentioned once (Carrington et al., 2021). Even in studies 
that explicitly call for more attention to emotions and intui-
tion, the role of the body in consumer ethics is largely for-
gotten (Zollo, 2021). Yet, our empirical study demonstrates 
that using the body as a methodological and conceptual tool 
(Wallenborn & Wilhite, 2014) generates novel findings on 
the complex negotiations of everyday ethics consumers are 
immersed in. An embodied relational approach expands our 
understanding of the complex, often ambivalent, nature of 
consumer ethics, and shows how consumers reconcile, rene-
gotiate, and calibrate competing embodied states and ethical 
associations. We thus argue that not only to be able to gen-
erate a thick but also granular understanding of consumer 
ethics, bodies and their complex ethical relations should 
be centre stage. This is important, as the field of consumer 
ethics is at the forefront in the ‘grand ethical challenge’ of 
our times, namely reconciling consumption with planetary 
boundaries (Böhm et al., 2022). An embodied relational 
approach can inform policy aiming at systemic change; this 
is especially true in the case of ambitious policymaking that 
is moving away from interventions focussed on individual 
behaviour towards a focus instead on policy interconnections 
and systems thinking (EU Policy Lab, 2025).

Contribution to Practice Theory Scholarship

The work of first-generation practice theorists such as 
Bourdieu (1977, 1990) highlight how the body mediates 
the lived experience of social actors in different contexts. 
However, recent practice theory scholarship on ethical con-
sumption has been more concerned with the role of material-
ity (i.e. objects, technology, infrastructures), whilst down-
playing the embodied aspects of practices (for a review, see 
Jacobsen & Hansen, 2021). In other words, scholarship has 
been more concerned with how practices are ‘embedded’ in 
socio-material infrastructures rather than ‘embodied’ (ibid.). 
Examples include practice theory studies focussed on the 
‘objects, meanings, doings, and places’ of luxury consump-
tion (Moraes et al., 2017) and the routines, artifacts, and 
competencies underpinning family food consumption (Huff 
& Cotte, 2016; Trees & Dean, 2018). Whilst these stud-
ies recognise that immaterial and embodied elements shape 
consumption practices, they do not explore and unpack the 
embodied dimension. Similarly, studies focussed on embod-
iment leave room for a deeper exploration. For example, 
Molander’s (2017) study on motherhood and consumption 
practices explored learning as an embodied experience, 
focussing on the dimensions of skills and positioning, thus 
leaving room for a deeper exploration of relational embodi-
ment. We thus contribute to practice theory scholarship by 
responding to Jacobsen and Hansen’s (2021) call for recon-
necting with first-generation theorists’ attention to the body 

and thus conducting more research on the embodied rela-
tional aspects of consumption, particularly embodiment 
through social relations.

Re‑enchantment Avenues: Research and Policy

Avenue 1

From a methodological perspective, re-enchantment can be 
practiced with methods favouring the embodied and pre-
reflexive dimensions of consumer ethics. Our methodologi-
cal contribution consists of a comprehensive participatory 
method combining different methodological advancements 
in the field of food practices, such as activity-based discus-
sion (Weckroth and Narvanen, 2024), tasting events (Jackson 
et al., 2022), and walking-with tours (Mak et al., 2022). This 
generated rich, embodied multi-dimensional data. We call 
for future research to expand this approach and engage in 
inter- and trans-disciplinary efforts, for example with psy-
chology and neurosciences. Developments in the field of 
neuro-gastronomy are promising to understand the connec-
tions between the senses, desire, and consumption practices, 
and explore how edibility is relationally constructed (Jack-
son et al., 2022). Additionally, we invite future research and 
policy efforts to expand reflections on embodied relational-
ity to ethical encounters with more-than-human bodies and 
materialities. Given that questions of ethical consumption 
bring to the fore the issues of biodiversity loss and co-hab-
itation of the planet, we need to develop our understand-
ing of entanglements ethics (Dale & Latham, 2015). This 
aligns with the policy approach of ‘One Health’, highlight-
ing the interconnections between different bodies (humans 
and more-than-human) and ecosystems at large (FAO et al., 
2022).

Avenue 2

Consumption is inherently relational, intertwined in a com-
plex web of social relationships, ties, and caring commit-
ments (Carrington et al., 2016; Shaw et al., 2017). We invite 
future research to further explore the embodied relational 
dimension beyond the family unit, for example exploring 
corporeality and affectivity in collective and institutional 
consumption spaces. From a policy and managerial perspec-
tive, this could translate into interventions fostering connec-
tion with local businesses and community actors, harnessing 
embodied togetherness to foster belonging to a local eco-
system of relationships and thus enhancing ethical choices.

Avenue 3

Most consumption policies seeking to foster ethical con-
sumption are ‘mind-centred’ and ‘body-absent’ (Wallenborn 
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& Wilhite, 2014). This narrows perception to vision and 
cognition, thus focussing interventions on visible elements 
and information that is processed through the eyes, such as 
labels, advertisements, and visual media (ibid.). Addition-
ally, top-down policy geared towards information-giving 
has disempowering effects on consumers, resulting in infor-
mation overload and consequent confusion (Longo et al., 
2019). Accordingly, we invite policy and educational efforts 
to focus on all the senses, including touch, taste, and smell. 
We argue that all aspects of the body need to be engaged 
in the future research and policy so that the perception of 
consumption practices is broadened to encompass a holis-
tic embodied view. This is particularly important in the 
case of children, who should be invited to experiment, thus 
stimulating children’s sensorial curiosity for healthy food. 
Unfortunately, much nutritional education in schools still 
focuses solely on passive learning of abstract, written mate-
rials (what is fat, protein, carbohydrates, etc.), eschewing 
sensorily engaging, experimental learning (Murimi et al., 
2017). Experimentation and socialisation with heathy and 
sustainable foods within schools, and increasing familiarity 
with alternative food provisioning channels, is vital for over-
coming the ontological security afforded by often familiar 
foods that constitute an imbalanced diet.

These reflections have also important managerial implica-
tions. Recognising the central role of the body in ethical con-
sumption processes, those seeking to foster more sustainable 
and healthy diets should trial multi-dimensional initiatives 
that engage consumers from a multi-sensorial and embodied 
perspective. For instance, the matching of specific sounds 
with flavours modifies, and can enhance the multisensory 
tasting experience (Spence, 2017). Consequently, pairing 
sweet sounding music with tasting fruits and vegetables 
increases perceptions of the latter’s sweetness, as well as 
liking and probability of future consumption (Guedes et al., 
2024). A multi-sensorial perspective thus appears promising 
for the design of more effective dietary change initiatives.

Avenue 4

A key element of practice theory concerns how multiple 
ways of performing compete, differ, and are routinized 
(Pekkanen, 2021). Practice theory recognises that practices 
are performed within broader constellations that become 
habitual and routinized (Moraes et al., 2017; Perera et al., 
2018) and that constellations of practices can get misaligned, 
reconfigured, and destabilized (Phipps & Ozanne, 2017). 
The question then becomes: what embodied states are more 
conducive to destabilization, misalignment, and reconfigura-
tion of constellations of practices? This question is central 
for policy debates, as transforming practices requires the cre-
ation of new bodily perceptions and memories: bodies need 
to be engaged in order to experiment with new practices 

(Wallenborn & Wilhite, 2014). Rather than designing inter-
ventions which take an individual, cognitive approach, there 
is a need for instigating experiences that reconcile conflict-
ing embodied states, for example creating meals that are 
enjoyable sensory occasions for all family members, whilst 
also being healthy and sustainable.
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