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Short Communication 

Meaning of food and consumer eating behaviors 

Michail D. Kokkoris a,*, Olga Stavrova b 

a Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, Department of Marketing, De Boelelaan 1105, 1081 HV Amsterdam, Netherlands 
b Tilburg University, Department of Social Psychology, PO Box 90153, 5000 LE Tilburg, Netherlands   
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A B S T R A C T   

Prior research suggests that food is embedded in a system of meanings. Yet, little is known about how the 
different meanings people attribute to food affect their food consumption behavior. Results of a nationally 
representative survey in Austria reveal how food meanings (sacred, moral, health, social, and aesthetic, assessed 
with the Meaning of Food in Life Questionnaire) relate to a wide range of food consumption patterns (health- 
conscious, discerning, indulgent, and functional). First, health-conscious eating behaviors (e.g., following a 
healthy diet, frequent consumption of fruits and vegetables, buying seasonal and regional foods, cooking, 
following medical recommendations about nutrition) were driven by the social and moral meanings of food. 
Second, discerning eating behaviors (e.g., buying organic products, shopping at small stores or local markets, 
avoiding meat products, prioritizing quality over quantity) were predicted by the moral meaning of food. Third, 
indulgent eating behaviors (e.g., consuming salty and sweet snacks and ready-made meals, eating on the go, 
overeating) were driven by the aesthetic meaning of food and a lowered importance of the health meaning of 
food. Finally, functional eating behaviors (e.g., consuming functional foods such as dietary supplements, 
enriched foods or “light” products, paying attention to food labels, buying groceries with a shopping list, buying 
groceries online) were driven by the sacred meaning of food and a lowered appreciation of the aesthetic meaning 
of food. Taken together, these findings suggest that food meaning can serve as a useful framework to understand 
different patterns of food consumption, generate novel insights and provide actionable recommendations.   

1. Introduction 

Food-related consumer behavior is a complex phenomenon deter-
mined by a multitude of factors that extend beyond hunger or nutrition, 
and often include personal, cultural and religious values and ideals 
(Furst, Connors, Bisogni, Sobal, & Falk, 1996; Lindeman & Sirelius, 
2001; Rozin, 2007; Sobal, Bisogni, Devine, & Jastran, 2006). The pre-
sent research adds to this literature by focusing on the role of the various 
meanings that people attribute to food and examines how these mean-
ings are associated with food consumption. The meanings of food have 
been subject to research for a while, yet, most studies adopted a quali-
tative approach (e.g., Casotti, 2006; Horta, Truninger, Alexandre, 
Teixeira, & Aparecida da Silva, 2013; Lepkowska-White & Chang, 
2017). In contrast, here we draw on the unifying framework provided by 
Arbit, Ruby, and Rozin (2017) that represents the first systematic 
attempt to quantify the meanings of food. 

In their work, Arbit et al. (2017) identify five meanings of food: sa-
cred, moral, health, social, and aesthetic. The sacred meaning of food is 

rooted in most religions, where food is used as a means to celebrate 
special occasions, substantiate rituals and traditions, or embody sacred 
meanings, taboos or inhibitions (Rozin, 2007). Even in the Western 
world, where traditional religion is practiced less, secular forms of 
spirituality are on the rise and many consumers turn to the marketplace 
in order to fulfill their spiritual needs (Husemann & Eckhardt, 2019). 
The moral meaning of food is reflected in considerations as to how food 
choices and dietary practices make people view themselves as good or 
bad human beings (Rozin, Markwith, & Stoess, 1997; Steim & Nemeroff, 
1995). The health meaning of food is manifested in considering food 
choices as the primary means to achieve a healthy life (Lepkowska- 
White & Chang, 2017). The social meaning of food is reflected in the 
bonding potential of food, which is used to bring people together, foster 
a sense of community and facilitate communication (Woolley & Fish-
bach, 2017). Finally, the aesthetic meaning of food implies that the food 
experience can be associated with a pleasure resembling that of the 
enjoyment of art (Rozin, 1999). 

Does the meaning people attribute to food predict their food 
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consumption behavior? Research attempting to answer this question 
remains scarce and has mostly focused on dietary restrictions (Chinea, 
Suárez, & Hernández, 2020) or ethical food choices and emotional 
eating (Arbit et al., 2017). Here, we address this research gap by 
examining how the various meanings of food relate to a wide spectrum 
of food consumption behaviors – ranging from shopping to preparing, 
consuming, and disposing of food – using a nationally representative 
sample of the Austrian population. Our research provides novel insights 
into how these five meanings of food are linked to diverse food-related 
consumption patterns and broader contemporary marketplace phe-
nomena in the food industry. 

2. Method 

2.1. Participants 

We recruited 305 participants (157 women; age 18 to 72 years, M =
41.98, SD = 13.74) via an online panel (https://talkonlinepanel.com/at) 
in exchange for monetary compensation (we excluded data from four 
participants who indicated that they did not answer truthfully). The 
sample was representative of the Austrian population in terms of age, 
sex, and educational background. 

2.2. Procedure 

The study was conducted in German (participants’ native language). 
At the beginning of the survey, an instructional manipulation check (to 
select a specific response option) was included to ensure data quality 
and only participants who passed were allowed to continue with the 
survey completion. 

Participants first completed the Meaning of Food in Life Question-
naire (MFLQ; Arbit et al., 2017) that comprises five dimensions (sacred, 
moral, health, social, and aesthetic). Using a back-translation method, 
we created a German version of the MFLQ, which included three items 
(instead of five in the original questionnaire) for each dimension (see all 
items used in the German version in the Appendix). A pilot test with a 
separate sample of 197 German-speaking participants (150 women; age 
16 to 77 years, M = 35.14, SD = 15.40) confirmed that the German 
version of the MFLQ had the expected factor structure. Specifically, a 
principal components analysis with Varimax rotation showed that all 
items loaded on the postulated five factors and explained 76.03% of the 
total variance. Moreover, Cronbach’s alphas were adequate for all MFLQ 
dimensions: sacred (α = 0.85), moral (α = 0.86), health (α = 0.87), 
social (α = 0.77), and aesthetic (α = 0.78). 

Next, participants answered questions covering a wide range of food 
consumption behaviors on 5-point scales (most of them adapted from 
the literature and some self-developed; see all items with respective 
references in Appendix A): buying regional food, organic food, seasonal 
fruits and vegetables, dietary supplements, enriched foods, “light” 
products, buying groceries online, buying from small stores or markets 
rather than big supermarket chains, impulse buying, trying new foods, 
avoiding meat products, checking nutrition labels, price sensitivity, 
quality preference, considering expert/medical advice regarding food, 
preferring groceries without packaging, snacking on the go, enjoying 
cooking, trying to reduce food waste, following a healthy diet, and 
frequency of eating sweet snacks, salty snacks, vegetables and salads, 
fruits, ready-made meals, and frequency of overeating. 

Finally, participants indicated on 5-point scales to what extent they 
would describe themselves as underweight or overweight, to what 
extent they would like to lose or gain weight, whether they have tried to 
lose weight in the past 12 months, frequency of doing sports, whether 
they have food allergies or intolerance (yes/no), and their body mass 
index (calculated as kg/m2). Finally, we collected basic demographic 
information (sex and age) and asked participants whether they have 
answered truthfully and we could therefore use their data in our 
analyses. 

3. Results 

3.1. Preliminary analyses 

We first factor analyzed the items of the MFLQ and the consumer 
eating behaviors. Regarding the MFLQ, a principal component analysis 
with Varimax rotation indicated that the items loaded on five factors 
that explained 78.38% of the total variance (see Table 1). As in the pilot 
study, these factors perfectly mapped on the ones postulated in the 
original scale without cross-loadings (Arbit et al., 2017), supporting that 
the MFLQ has robust factor structure. We then estimated mean scores for 
each dimension of the MFLQ. Cronbach’s alphas were high for all di-
mensions: sacred (α = 0.87), moral (α = 0.83), health (α = 0.87), social 
(α = 0.80), and aesthetic (α = 0.86). 

Regarding the eating behaviors, we had no a priori assumptions 
about the factor structure. A principal component analysis with Varimax 
rotation indicated that the items loaded on four factors that explained 
45.08% of the total variance (see Table 2). The first factor (16.23%) 
describes health-conscious eating behavior patterns. They reflect a 
genuine concern about healthy eating, such as following a healthy diet, 
cooking and eating fresh food (salads, fruits and vegetables, regional 
food), or seeking medical/expert advice about nutrition. The second 
factor (9.78%) describes discerning eating behavior patterns. They cap-
ture a rather highbrow taste and a preference for upscale market offer-
ings, such as buying organic foods, shopping at small stores or markets, 
caring less about price and more about quality, or avoiding meat 

Table 1 
Factor Analyses of the MFLQ (German version).  

Items Factors and Loadings 

Aesthetic Sacred Health Moral Social 

Preparing a good meal is like 
creating a work of art.  

0.89  0.07  0.19  0.07  0.12 

A good meal is like a work of 
art.  

0.86  0.04  0.22  0.03  0.17 

Eating a good meal is an 
aesthetic experience like 
going to a good concert or 
reading a good novel.  

0.75  0.04  0.22  0.09  0.19 

Some foods are spiritually 
polluting.  

− 0.02  0.92  0.08  0.14  0.05 

What I eat is a reflection of my 
spiritual beliefs.  

0.05  0.85  0.03  0.28  0.09 

From a spiritual perspective, 
some foods are better than 
others.  

0.14  0.78  0.12  0.24  0.09 

Eating foods that I know are 
good for my body brings me 
comfort.  

0.32  0.02  0.87  0.07  0.10 

I get satisfaction from 
knowing that the food I eat 
is good for my health.  

0.37  0.09  0.82  0.11  0.14 

I eat in a way that expresses 
care for my body.  

0.09  0.19  0.74  0.28  0.28 

My food choices are an 
important way that I can 
affect the world.  

0.06  0.15  0.15  0.83  0.10 

I care about the impact of my 
food choices on the world.  

0.12  0.25  0.03  0.82  0.11 

I eat in a way that expresses 
care for the world.  

0.02  0.28  0.20  0.79  0.17 

When I eat food I feel 
connected with the people I 
am eating with.  

0.23  0.02  0.28  0.10  0.81 

Sharing food with others 
makes me feel closer to 
them.  

0.20  − 0.02  0.33  0.06  0.80 

Food is closely tied to my 
relationships with others.  

0.11  0.25  − 0.10  0.25  0.75 

Note. Extraction Method: Principal Components. Rotation Method: Varimax. The 
loadings for the main factor are highlighted in bold. 
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products. The third factor (9.57%) describes indulgent eating behavior 
patterns. They correspond to behaviors driven by pleasure-seeking or 
convenience, such as consuming junk food (sweet and salty snacks), 
ready-made meals, eating on the go, or overeating. Finally, the fourth 
factor (9.50%) describes functional eating behavior patterns. They ex-
press a rational approach to eating with an emphasis on knowledge (e.g., 
checking information on product labels) and careful planning (e.g., 
shopping with a shopping list and avoiding impulse purchases) as well as 
some affinity with technology (e.g., shopping online) and food in-
novations (e.g., consuming dietary supplements and products enriched 
with nutrients). We then estimated factor scores for each eating behavior 
factor1. 

3.2. Main analyses 

Correlations among the meanings of food and the consumer eating 
behaviors are presented in Table 3. We conducted multiple linear 
regression analyses to examine the effect of the five different meanings 
of food (i.e., sacred, moral, health, social, and aesthetic) on the four 
eating behavior patterns we identified (i.e., health-conscious, 
discerning, indulgent, and functional). We first regressed each con-
sumption behavior on the five meanings (Models 1). Next, we added the 
other variables we had measured, as additional predictors (e.g., age, 
BMI, see above for the full list; Model 2). Below, we summarize the re-
sults of Models 2. Detailed results of all analyses (Models 1 and 2) are 
presented in Table 4. 

First, health-conscious eating behaviors were primarily predicted by 
the social, B = 0.36, SE = 0.13, β = 0.30, p = .005, and the moral 
meaning of food, B = 0.16, SE = 0.06, β = 0.17, p = .005 (interestingly, 
the effect of the health meaning of food did not reach the conventional 
level of significance, see Table 4). Second, discerning eating behaviors 
were predicted by the moral meaning of food, B = 0.30, SE = 0.07, β =
0.31, p < .001. Third, indulgent eating behaviors were predicted posi-
tively by the aesthetic meaning, B = 0.22, SE = 0.06, β = 0.22, p = .001, 
and negatively by the health meaning, B = -0.27, SE = 0.12, β = -0.27, p 
= .020. Fourth, functional eating behaviors were predicted negatively by 
the aesthetic meaning, B = -0.18, SE = 0.07, β = -0.17, p = .008, and 
positively by the sacred meaning, B = 0.23, SE = 0.05, β = 0.26, p <
.001. 

4. Discussion 

Results of a nationally representative survey provide evidence that 
the meanings of food (sacred, moral, health, social, and aesthetic) as 
identified by Arbit et al. (2017) predict a wide range of consumption 
patterns associated with eating behaviors. First, we found that health- 
conscious behaviors are more strongly predicted by the social and 
moral meanings of food rather than the health meaning of food. This 
finding is in line with prior research demonstrating that eating behavior 
is to a large extent shaped by social factors (Cruwys, Bevelander, & 
Hermans, 2015). This finding is also consistent with research showing 
that people make inferences about the moral qualities of themselves and 
others based on the food they consume (Stein & Nemeroff, 1995). 
Apparently, people moralize healthy food consumption and this 
moralization – combined with self-presentation concerns – seems to 
drive healthy food consumption even more than the health meaning of 
food. 

Second, discerning eating behaviors – which include buying organic 

Table 2 
Factor Analyses of Consumer Eating Behaviors.  

Items Factors and Loadings 

Health- 
conscious 

Discerning Indulgent Functional 

How often do you eat 
fruits?  

0.66  0.02 − 0.08  0.08 

I prefer buying seasonal 
fruits and vegetables.  

0.64  0.37 0.01  − 0.16 

I keep a healthy diet.  0.64  0.24 − 0.29  0.27 
I mainly buy groceries from 

my region.  
0.63  0.47 − 0.04  − 0.05 

How often do you eat 
vegetables and salad?  

0.62  0.11 − 0.07  − 0.08 

I like cooking.  0.58  − 0.08 0.02  − 0.02 
I prefer to buy groceries 

without packaging.  
0.57  0.41 − 0.05  0.02 

I take into consideration 
medical advice and 
experts’ 
recommendations 
regarding food 
consumption.  

0.50  0.13 − 0.16  0.37 

I have recently tried to 
reduce the amount of 
food I throw away.  

0.47  0.08 − 0.08  0.09 

I am constantly sampling 
new and different foods.  

0.45  0.09 0.28  0.06 

When I go shopping, I 
prefer organic food.  

0.38  0.66 − 0.10  0.03 

I prefer buying from small 
stores or markets rather 
than big supermarket 
chains.  

0.20  0.64 − 0.06  0.09 

When I buy groceries, I pay 
attention to the price.  

0.31  ¡0.61 0.13  − 0.03 

Buying good quality food is 
important, even at more 
cost.  

0.47  0.61 0.03  − 0.08 

I mostly avoid buying meat 
products.  

0.24  0.44 − 0.18  0.33 

How often do you eat salty 
snacks (e.g., chips)?  

0.01  − 0.14 0.68  0.00 

How often do you eat sweet 
snacks (e.g., chocolate, 
cookies)?  

0.01  − 0.16 0.65  − 0.09 

How often do you eat 
ready-made meals?  

− 0.22  − 0.05 0.63  0.16 

When I’m out and about, I 
regularly buy something 
to eat along the way.  

− 0.08  − 0.05 0.61  0.13 

How often do you eat too 
much (more than your 
body needs)?  

− 0.01  0.05 0.55  0.09 

I buy “light” products (e.g., 
with reduced calories or 
fat).  

− 0.01  − 0.16 0.11  0.67 

I consume dietary 
supplements (e.g., 
vitamin pills).  

0.03  0.01 0.07  0.63 

When shopping I regularly 
check the nutrition facts 
labels of foods.  

0.26  0.11 − 0.16  0.61 

I buy groceries that are 
enriched with added 
nutrients (e.g., vitamins, 
minerals, probiotics).  

− 0.03  0.07 0.23  0.60 

I often buy groceries 
online.  

− 0.20  0.18 0.30  0.57 

I avoid buying things that 
are not in my shopping 
list.  

0.35  0.03 − 0.24  0.36 

Note. Extraction Method: Principal Components. Rotation Method: Varimax. The 
loadings for the main factor are highlighted in bold. 

1 We used mean scores for each dimension of the MFLQ and factor scores for 
each factor of the consumer eating behavior patterns because mean scores, 
which treat all items as of equal weight, better fit theory-driven, validated 
scales (like the MFLQ), whereas factor scores, which preserve the weighted 
contribution of each item to the composite factor, better fit data-driven, con-
structed post-hoc measures (like the consumption patterns). 
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products, shopping at small stores or local markets, avoiding meat 
products, and prioritizing quality over quantity – regardless of how 
conspicuous or superficially “trendy” they might seem, are actually 
driven by one of the most symbolic meanings of food, namely moral. 
These results hint at the possibility that these eating behaviors are part 
of an emerging lifestyle that is centered around consciousness, mind-
fulness, and responsibility. 

Third, our study identified predictors of indulgent eating behaviors 
as well: besides lower scores on the health meaning, it was predicted by 
higher scores on the aesthetic meaning of food, suggesting that seeing 
food as a source of aesthetic pleasure might drive poor nutrition (e.g., 
junk food consumption, consuming ready-made meals often) and un-
healthy eating habits (e.g., eating on the go, overeating) – very much in 
line with the “unhealthy = tasty” intuition (Haasova & Florack, 2019). 
Although the aesthetic meaning of food (which concerns a view of food 
as a work of art) might seem incompatible with the aesthetic value of 
junk or convenient food, endorsement of the aesthetic meaning of food 
indicates an unapologetic appreciation of palatable food even in its most 
humble or frowned upon forms, devoid of any taste snobbery. This is 
best reflected in the phrase “guilty pleasure” used in everyday language 
to acknowledge that harmful foods can provide pleasure. 

Fourth, functional eating behaviors – such as scrutinizing informa-
tion on labels, careful consumption planning, and openness to food in-
novations – are primarily driven by a lower appreciation of the aesthetic 
value of food. This implies a more calculative and rational – or even 
clinical – approach to food, viewing it as a sum of its benefits rather than 
as a source of pleasure. Undermining the aesthetic meaning of food 
might thus be a way to lower consumer resistance to technological in-
novations in the domain of food. Surprisingly, we also found that in-
dividuals who score higher on the sacred meaning of food are more 
likely to engage in functional eating. Potentially, viewing food as 
something sacred and pure could drive a need to understand what foods 
are made of, learn about the properties of different nutrients, etc., and 
thereby contribute to functional eating behaviors. 

These conclusions can also be translated into specific marketing and 
policy-making recommendations. We briefly sketch a roadmap how 
stakeholders can leverage the various food meanings to promote 
particular consumption patterns: (1) To encourage health-conscious 
eating behaviors, capitalizing on the social and moral connotations of 
food might pay off more than stressing the more obvious health benefits; 
(2) To increase consumers’ willingness to buy organic products, reduce 
meat consumption or support local markets and small grocery stores, 

Table 3 
Correlations Between Variables.   

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. Aesthetic meaning of food  0.54**  0.52**  0.22**  0.17**  0.31**  0.10  0.08 -0.09 
2. Health meaning of food   0.87**  0.36**  0.25**  0.55**  0.23**  -0.19** 0.03 
3. Social meaning of food    0.48**  0.37**  0.57**  0.26**  -0.12* 0.13* 
4. Moral meaning of food     0.51**  0.39**  0.41**  -0.06 0.17** 
5. Sacred meaning of food      0.22**  0.29**  0.01 0.30** 
6. Health-conscious eating behaviors       0.00  0.00 0.00 
7. Discerning eating behaviors        0.00 0.00 
8. Indulgent eating behaviors        0.00 
9. Functional eating behaviors         

Note. **p < .01; *p < .05 

Table 4 
Hierarchical Regression Analyses of the Effect of Food Meanings on Eating Behaviors (Health-Conscious, Discerning, Indulgent, and Functional).   

Health-Conscious Discerning Indulgent Functional 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 

B p B p B p B p B p B p B p B p 

Aesthetic meaning − 0.01  0.885  0.03  0.554 − 0.04  0.555 − 0.02  0.737  0.26  0.000  0.22  0.001 − 0.18  0.006 − 0.17  0.008 
Health meaning 0.26  0.010  0.18  0.080 0.14  0.201 0.13  0.266  − 0.44  0.000  − 0.27  0.020 − 0.16  0.169 − 0.15  0.203 
Social meaning 0.32  0.012  0.36  0.005 − 0.05  0.706 − 0.06  0.679  0.16  0.287  − 0.01  0.959 0.31  0.035 0.24  0.096 
Moral meaning 0.20  0.001  0.16  0.005 0.33  0.000 0.30  0.000  − 0.05  0.432  − 0.01  0.927 0.01  0.933 − 0.01  0.932 
Sacred meaning − 0.04  0.428  − 0.03  0.490 0.09  0.094 0.09  0.089  0.04  0.448  0.02  0.771 0.23  0.000 0.22  0.000 
Sex (1 = male)    − 0.31  0.001   0.06  0.613    0.16  0.159   0.25  0.029 
Age    0.01  0.010   0.00  0.882    − 0.03  0.000   0.00  0.245 
Underweight- 

overweight self- 
descriptiona    

− 0.07  0.186   0.08  0.209    − 0.01  0.889   − 0.04  0.521 

Wish to weigh less 
vs. moreb    

0.06  0.399   − 0.09  0.299    0.22  0.007   0.06  0.483 

Attempted to lose 
weight in the past 
12 months (1 =
yes)    

− 0.03  0.757   − 0.19  0.107    − 0.11  0.328   0.37  0.002 

Frequency of doing 
sportsc    

0.09  0.013   0.10  0.018    − 0.06  0.162   0.10  0.019 

Food allergies or 
intolerance (1 =
yes)    

0.09  0.556   0.10  0.570    0.06  0.744   − 0.36  0.038 

Body-mass indexd    0.01  0.339   0.00  0.773    0.01  0.296   − 0.02  0.226 
Multiple R 0.60  0.64  

0.43  0.47 
0.30  0.50 0.35  

0.46 
Adjusted R2 0.35  0.38  

0.17  0.18 
0.08  0.21 0.11  

0.18 

Note. B = Unstandardized regression coefficients; a1 = very underweight; 5 = very overweight; b1 = weigh much less; 5 = weigh much more; c1 = rarely; 5 = daily; 
dkg/m2. 
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emphasizing the moral meaning of food might play a central role; (3) To 
limit excessively indulgent eating behaviors, educating consumers to 
appreciate the health meaning of foods as much as its aesthetic meaning 
might be a way to undermine the “unhealthy = tasty” intuition and a 
view of food as a “guilty pleasure”; (4) To promote consumer acceptance 
of innovation in food (e.g., preference for functional foods, online gro-
cery shopping), it might help to either promote a view of food less as a 
work of art and more as a scientific endeavor, or capitalize on the sacred 
meaning of food in order to boost consumer need for food-related in-
formation and knowledge (e.g., attention to food labels, interest in 
nutrients). 

It is important to note that our conclusions are limited by the use of 
cross-sectional data and – before considering their practical implications 
outlined above – it must be specified whether endorsing any specific 
food meaning would result in behavioral change using experimental 
designs. Still, the data of this nationally representative survey clearly 
suggest that food meanings are strongly associated with consumer 
eating behavior. In fact, when it comes to eating behaviors, the meaning 
people attribute to food appears to be even more important than food- 
related goals and behaviors. For example, the effect of social meaning 
of food on health-conscious eating behavior is up to 10 times larger than 
the effects of wanting to lose weight, having allergies, or trying to follow 
a diet (see Table 4). In concluding, the meanings of food can be a 
promising lens for the study of food consumption and has the potential 
to inform marketing and policy-making decisions to improve consumer 
welfare. 
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