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Abstract  16 

This paper provides a critical review of recent research on the consumption of ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͛ ĨŽŽĚ͕ 17 

highlighting the contested nature of the term and exploring its implications for public health and 18 

environmental sustainability.  It distinguishes between convenience food in general and particular 19 

types of convenience food, such as ready-meals, tracing the structure and growth of the market for 20 

such foods with a particular emphasis on the UK which currently has the highest rate of ready-meal 21 

consumption in Europe.  Having established the definitional complexities of the term, the paper 22 

presents the evidence from a systematic review of the literature, highlighting the significance of 23 

convenience food in time-saving and time-shifting, the importance of recent changes in domestic 24 

labour and family life, and the way the consumption of convenience food is frequently moralized.  25 

The paper shows how current debates about convenience food are part of a longer discursive history 26 

about food, health and nutrition.  It discusses current levels of public understanding about the links 27 

between convenience food, environmental sustainability and food waste.  The paper concludes by 28 

making a case for understanding the consumption of convenience food in terms of everyday social 29 

practices, emphasising its habitual and routine character.  30 

 31 
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Reframing convenience food 48 

Introduction 49 

In a recent paper in this journal, Scholliers (2015) traces academic interest in ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ foods͛ 50 

back to the 1920s, with a rapid upsurge in references to the concept in the 1970s ĂŶĚ Ă ͚ƐƚŽƌŵǇ 51 

ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞ͛ ĂĨƚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ǇĞĂƌ ϮϬϬϬ.1  He cites an early definition of the term from the UK Ministry of 52 

Agriculture, Fisheries and Food which proposed ƚŚĂƚ ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚƐ ĂƌĞ ͚ƉƌŽĚƵcts of the food 53 

industries in which the degree of culinary preparation has been carried out to an advanced stage and 54 

which are purchased as labour-ƐĂǀŝŶŐ ǀĞƌƐŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ůĞƐƐ ŚŝŐŚůǇ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞĚ ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚƐ͛ ;MAFF ϭϵϱϵ͕ 55 

quoted in Scholliers 2015: 3).  Noting the diversity of meanings that attach to the concept, 56 

encompassing convenience shopping, storing, cooking, eating and cleaning up, Scholliers highlights 57 

the need for conceptual common ground, also noting how changing definitions of convenience foods 58 

ŵŝƌƌŽƌ ƚŚĞ ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂů ƉĞƌŝŽĚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƵƐĞ͘  TŚŝƐ ƉĂƉĞƌ ƐĞĞŬƐ ƚŽ ĂĚǀĂŶĐĞ “ĐŚŽůůŝĞƌƐ͛ ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ͕ ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ 59 

on his analysis of academic citations with a critical review of recent work on convenience food, 60 

focusing primarily on English-language sources since 2000. 61 

Though definitions are multiple and ĐŽŶƚĞƐƚĞĚ͕ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚƐ͛ encompass a wide 62 

variety of processed and semi-processed food, frequently contrasted with ͚fresh͛ foods using raw 63 

ingredients, cooked from scratch.2  Convenience foods are often regarded as among the least 64 

healthy and most unsustainable of dietary options in terms of their low nutritional value, wasteful 65 

packaging and heavy reliance on imported ingredients.  For example, a study published in the British 66 

Medical Journal found that none of the 100 supermarket ready-meals it tested fully complied with 67 

WHO dietary guidelines (Howard et al. 2012), while another study described the composition of 68 

ready-ŵĞĂůƐ ĂƐ ͚ŶƵƚƌŝƚŝŽŶĂůůǇ ĐŚĂŽƚŝĐ͛ ;University of Glasgow 2012).  Meanwhile, the UK Department 69 

                                                           
1
  Yale and Venkatesh (1986) suggest that the earliest reference to convenience food was in a paper by 

Copeland (1923) which made the distinction between convenience, shopping and speciality goods. 

2
  On the nature of freshness as a complex and contested categorization of food͕ ƐĞĞ FƌĞŝĚďĞƌŐ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬ09) 

͚ƉĞƌŝƐŚĂďůĞ ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ͛͘ 
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for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs͛ Green Food Project concluded that convenience foods such 70 

as supermarket ready-meals typically include resource-intensive ingredients, responsible for high 71 

greenhouse gas emissions, consuming large volumes of energy, land and water, and with high 72 

transportation costs (Defra 2012a), while a study of food waste by the Waste and Resources Action 73 

Programme found that ready-meals were one of the most frequently wasted foods by UK 74 

households (WRAP 2007).  Having provided a critical review of the research evidence on these 75 

issues, we propose an alternative way of understanding convenience food, reframing its significance 76 

within an analysis of ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝĂů ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ŽĨ ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ͛ ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ůŝǀĞƐ͘ 77 

The paper is part of a project on Food, Convenience and Sustainability (FOCAS), funded via 78 

the ERA-Net sustainable food programme (SUSFOOD).3  The FOCAS project aims to understand how 79 

͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͛ ĨŽŽĚ is defined by consumers and how its use relates to consumer understandings of 80 

healthy eating and environmental sustainability; with what specific practices (shopping, cooking, 81 

ĞĂƚŝŶŐ͕ ĚŝƐƉŽƐŝŶŐͿ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͛ ĨŽŽĚƐ are associated; how such foods are incorporated within 82 

different household contexts and domestic routines; and to what extent current consumption 83 

practices may be subject to change (towards more sustainable and healthier practices).  The UK 84 

component of the research, including the current literature review, is funded by the Department for 85 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) and focuses on the health and sustainability of 86 

supermarket ready-meals.  It will be followed by ethnographic research at the household level with 87 

consumers in the UK and Germany (the European countries with the highest consumption of ready-88 

meals) funded by Defra and the German Federal Ministry of Food and Agriculture (BMEL).   89 

 90 

A chaotic conception 91 

͚CŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚ͛ ŝƐ Ă ŚŝŐŚůǇ ĐŽŶƚĞƐƚĞĚ ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌǇ͕ subject to multiple interpretations and different 92 

uses (Halkier 2013: 119).  For example, Szabo (2011: 562) uses the concept to refer to fast foods, 93 

                                                           
3
  Further information about the FOCAS project is available at: http://www.sheffield.ac.uk/focas. 

http://www.sheffield.ac.uk/focas
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snack foods and packaged/canned/frozen/pre-prepared foods as well as to the idea of convenience 94 

in provisioning foods that do not require direct involvement from the consumer in the work of 95 

growing/raising/harvesting it.  The breadth of convenience food as a category is underlined by 96 

Halkier (2014) who includes fresh fruit cut in cubes, grilled sausages from the petrol station, organic 97 

Indian carrot soup and trans-fat fried chicken drumsticks from the supermarket freezer.  As these 98 

ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚƐ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ͕ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͛ ŝƐ Ă ƉƌŽďůĞŵĂƚŝĐ ƚĞƌŵ ǁŚĞŶ ĂƉƉůŝĞĚ ƚŽ ĨŽŽĚ͕ ǁŝƚŚ ŵƵůƚŝƉůĞ ĂŶĚ 99 

ƵŶƐƚĂďůĞ ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐƐ ;JĂĐŬƐŽŶ ϮϬϭϯͿ͕ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ďǇ BĂǀĂ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ĂƐ ͚Ă ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ ĂŶĚ ŵƵůƚŝ-dimensional 100 

constrƵĐƚ͛ ;ϮϬϬϴ͗ ϰϴϲͿ͘4  Even within a specific domain such as food marketing and retailing, 101 

͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚ͛ ŝƐ Ă ǀĞƌǇ ďƌŽĂĚ ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌǇ ĞŶĐŽŵƉĂƐƐŝŶŐ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞĚ ĨŽŽĚƐ͕ ŵĂŶƵĨĂĐƚƵƌĞĚ ĨŽƌ ŵĂƐƐ 102 

consumption, including frozen, chilled, dried and canned goods; confectionery, snacks and 103 

beverages; processed meat, pasta and cheese; take-away food and ready-meals.    104 

Definitional issues persist even when a more restricted category of convenience food such as 105 

͚ƌĞĂĚǇ-ŵĞĂůƐ͛ ŝƐ ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĞĚ͘  FŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ Howard et al. (2012: 2) define ready-meals as those that 106 

are designed to be eaten hot and not for special occasions or for breakfast.  They excluded soups but 107 

ŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ƐƵƉĞƌŵĂƌŬĞƚƐ͛ ŽǁŶ-brand meals, bought within the container to be used for cooking the 108 

product and with a preparation time of 15 minutes or less, and with a recommended serving size of 109 

at least 225 grams.  Alternatively, market research company AC Nielsen (2006) define ready-to-eat 110 

meals as frozen or fresh, hot or cold, fully prepared and purchased in-store to be eaten elsewhere, 111 

excluding canned, take-away and fast food. 112 

CŽŵƉĂƌĂƚŝǀĞ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐ ŽĨ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚ͛ ŝŶ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƐ 113 

ŚĞůƉƐ ƐŚĞĚ ůŝŐŚƚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƚĞƌŵ͛Ɛ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĂŶĚ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ĐŽŵƉůĞǆŝƚǇ͘  In Danish, for example, the English 114 

term ͚convenience food͛ translates to either sammensat fødevare (compound foodstuff) or 115 

convenience mad (convenience food) while other relevant Danish culinary categories include 116 

færdigmad (ready-made food), hurtigmad (fast food), nem mad (easy food), halvfabrikata 117 

(processed food) and tage-med-mad (͚to go͛ food).  In Swedish, the English term translates as 118 

                                                           
4
  The multidimensionality of the term was also recognised by Yale and Venkatesh (1986). 
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lättlagad mat, snabbmat, bekvämmat or färdigmat (respectively, easily-made food, fast food, 119 

comfortable food or ready-made food), while in German, the most common comparable terms 120 

include Fertig-Gericht (ready/instant-meal), Schnell-Gericht (fast-meal), Fertig-Essen (ready food) 121 

and Fertig-Fraß (ready-grub).5   122 

It is also important to note that convenience foods do not stand alone as a separate 123 

category in terms of everyday consumption being frequently combined with other kinds of food, 124 

ƌĂŶŐŝŶŐ ĨƌŽŵ ͚ůŽǁ-convenience-ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚƐ͕͛ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ĨƌŽǌĞŶ ƐƉŝŶĂĐŚ ƚŚĂƚ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞƐ ĂĚĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ůĂďŽƵƌ ĂŶĚ 125 

ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ŝŶŐƌĞĚŝĞŶƚƐ͕ ƚŽ ͚ŚŝŐŚ-convenience-ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚƐ͛ ;EƌŶćŚƌƵŶŐsnetzwerk 2011) such as ready-made 126 

pasta sauce to which fresh ingredients may be added or frozen pizza, enhanced with additional 127 

toppings.  FƵƌƚŚĞƌ ĐŽŵƉůĞǆŝƚǇ ĚĞƌŝǀĞƐ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ĨƌĞƋƵĞŶƚ ƉŽůĂƌŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů͛ ĨŽŽĚs, based on 128 

raw ingredients cooked from scratch, and the consumption of ready-meals, fast food and other 129 

ƚǇƉĞƐ ŽĨ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶƚ͛ ĨŽŽĚ -- Ă ĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚŝŽŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ GƌŝŶŶĞůů WƌŝŐŚƚ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞ ĂƐ ͚ŶŽƚ ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌŝůǇ 130 

ŚĞůƉĨƵů͛ ;ϮϬϭϯ͗ ϮϮͿ͘  MĂƌƐŚĂůů ĂŶĚ BĞůů ;ϮϬϬϯ͗ ϲϮͿ ŝŶƐŝƐƚ ƚŚĂƚ ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĂŶĚ ŚŽŵĞ-made foods are 131 

part of a continuum, not two separate categories, distinguished by context not content, while Warde 132 

ĂĚŽƉƚƐ Ă ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚ ŝƐ ͚ŶŽƚ ũƵƐƚ Ă ƐĞƚ ŽĨ ƉƌŽƉĞƌƚŝĞƐ ŽĨ ĨŽŽĚ 133 

ŝƚĞŵƐ ďƵƚ ͙ Ă ŵĂƚƚĞƌ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ͛ ;ϭϵ99: 519).  In a seminal paper, Grunert (2003) 134 

ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͛ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ Ă ĐůĞĂƌůǇ ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ ďƵƚ ƵƐƵĂůůǇ ŝŶǀŽůǀĞƐ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ 135 

something easier, saving time or mental effort at various phases of meal preparation including 136 

planning, preparation, eating and cleaning up afterwards (see also Scholderer & Grunert 2005, 137 

Jaeger & Meiselman 2004).  Grunert further suggests that convenience foods may be a substitute for 138 

meals taken inside or outside the home, with movement possible in both directions (when 139 

consumers use convenience food as a cheaper substitute for a restaurant meal or when their 140 

experience of restaurant eating affects their choice of particular kinds of convenience food). 141 

Convenience food is, then, an example of what Andrew Sayer (1992: 1ϯϴͿ ĐĂůůƐ Ă ͚ĐŚĂŽƚŝĐ 142 

ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĂƌďŝƚƌĂƌŝůǇ ĚŝǀŝĚĞƐ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĚŝǀŝƐŝďůĞ ĂŶĚͬŽƌ ůƵŵƉƐ ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ƵŶƌĞůĂƚĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ 143 

                                                           
5
  Thanks to our ERA-Net colleagues for these insights. 
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inessential.  As Sayer argues, such concepts are relatively unproblematic in everyday usage and 144 

when used in scientific discourse for descriptive purposes, but they become problematic when 145 

explanatory weight is placed upon them.  Given this definitional complexity, the remaining analysis 146 

distinguishes between convenience food as a general category and specific types of convenience 147 

food such as ready-meals, though this distinction is not always clearly made in the literature or in 148 

cŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ͛ ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ůŝǀĞƐ͘  FŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ Olsen et al. (2009: 766) perpetuate exactly the kind of 149 

ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌŝĐĂů ĐŽŶĨƵƐŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ “ĂǇĞƌ ůĂŵĞŶƚƐ ďǇ ĚĞĨŝŶŝŶŐ ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĂƐ ͚ĨŽŽĚ ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚƐ ďŽƵŐŚƚ ĂŶĚ 150 

ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ŽďũĞĐƚŝǀĞ ŽĨ ƐĂǀŝŶŐ ƚŝŵĞ ĂŶĚ ĞĨĨŽƌƚ ;͞ƌĞĂĚǇ ŵĞĂůƐ͟Ϳ͛ ǁŚŝůĞ CŽƐƚĂ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ 151 

ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ determines ͙ ǁŚĞŶ͕ ǁŚĞƌĞ͕ ǁŚĂƚ͕ ŚŽǁ ĂŶĚ ĞǀĞŶ ǁŝƚŚ ǁŚŽŵ ǁĞ ĞĂƚ͛ ;ϮϬϬϳ͗ ϳϳ͕ 152 

ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ ĂĚĚĞĚͿ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͛ can bear more explanatory weight than such a 153 

chaotic conception merits.   154 

 155 

Structure and growth of the convenience food market 156 

The convenience food sector has seen rapid growth across Europe and particularly in the UK since 157 

the 1970s.6  Focusing specifically on ready-meals, market researchers estimate that the UK sector is 158 

now worth more than £3 billion with the chilled sector outperforming the frozen sector by a ratio of 159 

approximately 5:1.  In Germany, the convenience food sector is dominated by frozen products, 160 

especially frozen pizza, which accounted for about 37% of ready-meal sales in 2011 (Minister of 161 

Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada 2012).7  162 

The UK consumption of ready-meals is estimated to be double that of France and six times 163 

more than Spain (Mintel 2010).  Mintel also report that while the demand for ready-meals across 164 

Europe rose by 29% between 1998 and 2002, the UK market increased by 44% over the same period.  165 

In the UK, supermarket own-brand products dominate the ready-meal market with Tesco (24%) and 166 

                                                           
6
  On global trends in the adoption of convenience foods, see Sheely (2008).   

7
  The annual per head consumption of frozen foods in Germany in 2014 was 42.2kg (WirtschaftsWoche, 

16 April 2015). 
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Marks & Spencer (23%) having a roughly equal market share (Mintel 2013).  As research on the 167 

growing demand for ready-meals in Ireland demonstrates, the sector is retailer-driven, with own-168 

label brands taking an estimated 90% market share (Reed et al. 2000: 235; see also Reed et al. 2001).  169 

Numerous chilled and frozen lines have been developed at various price points including a wide 170 

ƌĂŶŐĞ ŽĨ ͚ĞƚŚŶŝĐ͛ ĐƵŝƐŝŶĞƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ IŶĚŝĂŶ͕ CŚŝŶĞƐĞ ĂŶĚ IƚĂůŝĂŶ ĚŝƐŚĞƐ͘8   171 

Chilled ready-meals were introduced in the UK during the 1970s as a more ͚upmarket͛ 172 

alternative to the American-style frozen TV dinner, introduced in the United States by companies 173 

ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ “ǁĂŶƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ϭϵϱϬƐ͘  TŚĞ ŝŶǀĞŶƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĐŚŝůůĞĚ ƌĞĂĚǇ-meals depended on industrial 174 

ŝŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ĐŽůĚ ĐŚĂŝŶ͛ ;ǁŚŝĐŚ facilitated the widespread availability 175 

of fresh as opposed to frozen chicken among other products) and a willingness among British 176 

retailers and consumers to experiment with relatively unfamiliar ingredients (such as garlic butter in 177 

Chicken Kiev) ʹ as described by Salter (2010) and Winterman (2013).  High-street retailers like Marks 178 

& Spencer were keen to capitalise on the increasing number of British consumers who had 179 

ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĚ ĨŽƌĞŝŐŶ ĐƵŝƐŝŶĞ ǁŚŝůĞ ƚĂŬŝŶŐ ŚŽůŝĚĂǇƐ ĂďƌŽĂĚ ĂŶĚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŐƌŽǁŝŶŐ ƉŽƉƵůĂƌŝƚǇ ŽĨ ͚ĞĂƚŝŶŐ 180 

ŽƵƚ͛ ŝŶ ƌĞƐƚĂƵƌĂŶƚƐ ;WĂƌĚĞ Θ MĂƌƚĞŶƐ 2000).  Ready-meals were designed to capture this market by 181 

offering restaurant-quality food for home consumption at a fraction of the cost, offering a 182 

͚ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚĂďůĞ͛ ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ ƚŽ ĨƌŽǌĞŶ TV ĚŝŶŶĞƌs (Usborne 2009). 183 

As the market has become increasingly saturated, new product development has focused on 184 

the introduction of healthier options (with lower salt and/or sugar content), gourmet brands and 185 

products that target particular consumer segments (such as children or those seeking lower-calorie 186 

alternatives) with increasing differentiation between budget, mid-range and premium brands.  A 187 

recent report in Packaging News (4 March 2013) suggested that UK sales of ready-meals had 188 

plateaued and may now be declining, reflecting adverse market conditions (economic recession) and 189 
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  IŶ ƚŚĞ IƌŝƐŚ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ͕ ‘ĞĞĚ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇ ŶŝŶĞ ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌŝĞƐ ŽĨ ĐŚŝůůĞĚ ƌĞĂĚǇ ŵĞĂůƐ ďǇ ͚ĐƵŝƐŝŶĞ ƚǇƉĞ͛ 

including Italian, Traditional, Chinese, Indian, Mexican/USA, healthy eating, vegetable, other ethnic and 

fish/meat. 
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the impact of recent events such as the 2013 horsemeat incident, where numerous supermarket 190 

brands were found to have been adulterated (Jackson 2015). 191 

In a recent paper, Daniels and Glorieux (2015) propose a useful typology that distinguishes 192 

between non-convenience, semi-convenience and convenience foods, the former two categories 193 

covering meal ingredients and accessories, the latter referring to full meals.  While their 194 

classification provides some welcome clarity and helps identify where different types of food are 195 

positioned in relation to one another, we would suggest that the firm line separating convenience 196 

and semi-convenience food (see Figure 1) is blurred in practice as consumers regularly transgress 197 

these classificatory boundaries in their everyday lives.  The typology is, however, helpful in guiding 198 

our review. 199 

 200 

Figure 1: A typology of convenience foods (Daniels & Glorieux 2015) 201 

 202 

Sources, methods and purpose 203 

Our review of recent work on convenience food adopts the principles of a systematic literature 204 

review, searching key terms within set parameters to produce a comprehensive database of all 205 

relevant outputs before refining the search and using our academic judgement to select a smaller 206 
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number of papers for detailed review.  Our search focused on sources published in English and a 207 

smaller number of publications in Danish, French and German.  We used various combinations of the 208 

terms  ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͕͛ ͚ĨŽŽĚ͕͛ ͚ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ͕͛ ͚ƐƵƐƚĂŝŶĂďŝůŝƚǇ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ŚĞĂůƚŚ͛ (and closely-related variants 209 

of these terms).  Relevant ͚grey literature͛ ;ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ government reports, newspaper articles and 210 

market research reports) was also included.  The search focused on literature published between 211 

2000 and 2015, together with a handful ŽĨ ͚ĐůĂƐƐŝĐ͛ ƉĂƉĞƌƐ from earlier research.9  Our initial trawl 212 

which used  Google Scholar, Web of Knowledge and Science Direct as well as key government 213 

reports from Defra (2009, 2013) and related sources (Grinnell-Wright et al. 2013) identified over a 214 

thousand papers.  A process of manual sifting based on reading titles and abstracts reduced the list 215 

to around 300 papers of which the most relevant 50-60 publications were highlighted for closer 216 

reading based on their relevance to the research aims (listed above).  We summarise the findings of 217 

our review under a number of thematic headings before presenting an alternative framing of 218 

convenience food in terms of the social practices through which consumers incorporate such foods 219 

in their everyday lives.    220 

 221 

Time-saving and time-shifting 222 

Warde (1999) relates the increased consumption of convenience food to the competing demands 223 

and scheduling problems of an increasingly de-routinized society (cf. Jabs & Devine 2006 for an 224 

overview of the relationship between time scarcity and food choice).  Warde describes the appeal of 225 

time-shifting as well as time-saving devices including fridges, freezers and microwave ovens, 226 

acknowledging that the history of domestic innovation may not have reduced the actual amount of 227 

time spent in the kitchen as new technologies have led to rising standards of comfort and cleanliness 228 

                                                           
9
  Classic papers were defined as those with a high level of citations that continue to be referenced in 

current work.  Examples include Yale and Venkatesh (1986) and Warde (1999). 
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(cf. Cowan 1985, Shove 2003).10  WĂƌĚĞ ĂůƐŽ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͛ ŽŶůǇ ƚŽŽŬ ŽŶ ŝƚƐ ĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ 229 

tempŽƌĂů ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ƌŝƐĞ ŽĨ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ƐƚŽƌĞƐ͛ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ϭϵϲϬƐ 230 

when The Guardian newspaper ĚĞĐůĂƌĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚NŽ ŽŶĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ĚĞŶǇ ƚŚĞ ĚƌƵĚŐĞƌǇ͕ ƚŚĞ ƚŝŵĞ-wasting, 231 

ƚŚĞ ŵŽŶŽƚŽŶǇ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ƌĞŵŽǀĞĚ ďǇ ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚƐ͛ ;ϲ DĞĐĞŵďĞƌ ϭ968).  Despite such 232 

ŽƉƚŝŵŝƐŵ ĂŶĚ ĂƉƉĂƌĞŶƚ ĐŽŶƐĞŶƐƵƐ͕ WĂƌĚĞ ŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ Ɛƚŝůů ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĂďůĞ ĂŵďŝǀĂůĞŶĐĞ 233 

ĂďŽƵƚ ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚ͛ ;ϭϵϵϵ͗ ϱϮϬͿ͕ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞĚ ŝŶ ŵŽƌĞ ĚĞƚĂŝů ďǇ OůƐĞŶ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ;ϮϬϭϬͿ͘   234 

Besides technical innovations in the food industry such as the invention of the ͚ĐŽůĚ ĐŚĂŝŶ͛ 235 

(described above), the commercial success of convenience food also depended on a series of related 236 

developments in domestic technology, including the increasingly widespread availability of 237 

refrigeration and microwave cooking.  In the 1960s, for example, 40% of UK households did not have 238 

a refrigerator whereas now they are all but ubiquitous (Defra 2009: 45).  Likewise, Shove and 239 

Southerton (2000) report that whereas 30 years ago only 3% of UK consumers owned a freezer, by 240 

1995 more than 96% of households had one or more.  The growth of car ownership and 241 

supermarket shopping also had a positive impact on the rise of convenience food, together with the 242 

widespread availability of microwave cooking (see also Watkins 2006, Shove et al. 2007). 243 

There is some intriguing ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƉŽŝŶƚ Ăƚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͛ ŝƐ ƐŽƵŐŚƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ 244 

process of food consumption varies between countries as do the perceived advantages of 245 

convenience food.  For example, storage seems to play a greater role in the practice of convenience 246 

food consumption amongst Dutch consumers who value the convenience aspects of its acquisition 247 

and storage (Costa et al. 2007: 86).11  This is less the case for UK consumers who prefer chilled ready-248 

meals which can be frozen at home but are mostly bought for consumption within a few days, 249 

locating ͚convenience͛ primarily in cooking and eating rather than acquiring and storing food.   250 

                                                           
10

  Shove (2003) suggests that the introduction of new technologies such as fridges, freezers and 

microwaves, designed to increase personal convenience, may have had the paradoxical effect of exacerbating 

the scheduling and coordination of social life as collective convention and temporal ordering are eroded. 

11
  Costa et al. are referring here to specific types of ready-meals such as frozen pizza and chilled hot-pot. 
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In focus group research with Irish consumers, participants gave numerous reasons for 251 

purchasing ready-meals including time pressures due to work commitments, catering to the dietary 252 

needs and preferences of different family members who may not eat the same food (including 253 

vegetarians) or who eat at different times, and suitability for eating at work or as a stand-by (Reed et 254 

al. 2000: 238).  Many sources report the decreasing amount of time that households spend 255 

preparing food, with Grinnell-Wright et al. (2103: 22) citing a 2002 UK study in which the average 256 

amount of time spent on cooking a main evening meal was 8 minutes.  They also report a 2001 257 

Euromonitor study in which the average number of evening meals cooked from scratch was 258 

estimated at one meal a week (ibid.: 20) while a Change-4-LŝĨĞ ƐƚƵĚǇ ƌĞƉŽƌƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ŽŶůǇ͛ ϭϲй ŽĨ UK 259 

mothers coŽŬĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ƐĐƌĂƚĐŚ ĞǀĞƌǇ ĚĂǇ ;ŝďŝĚ͗͘ ϮϯͿ͘  MĂƌŬĞƚ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚĞƌƐ ƌĞĨĞƌ ƚŽ ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ͛ ͚ďƵƐǇ 260 

lives and changing life-ƐƚĂŐĞƐ͛ ĂƐ key drivers for changes in the UK ready-meal market -- see also 261 

Brunner et al. (2010)12 on the drivers of convenience food consumption among German-speaking 262 

Swiss consumers and Buckley et al. (2007)13 on lifestyle segmentation and convenience food 263 

consumption in Britain.14  264 

Celnik et al. discuss how marketing might create or increase perceived time-scarcity and the 265 

need for convenience: ͚The perceived benefits [of convenience food] extend beyond merely leaving 266 

more time for social activities: they include stress-reduction, more relaxed lifestyle, and facilitation 267 

of hosting of social events͛ ;ϮϬϭϮ͗ 4). They suggest that these beliefs might reflect marketing 268 

messages which depend on, but which might also generate, perceived time-scarcity with possible 269 

                                                           
12

  Brunner et al. (2010) analyse 17 specific convenience food items including highly processed foods 

(such as chilled and frozen ready-meals), moderately processed items (such as ready-made sandwiches), single 

components (such as frozen French fries) and pre-packed salads. 

13
  Buckley et al. (2007) compare eating out, purchasing take-away food, cooking from ingredients and 

eating snacks. 

14
  TŚŝƐ ŝƐ ĂŶ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ŽĨ ǁŚĞƌĞ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͛ ŚĂs shifted from being a professional (marketing) term for 

particular kinds of food to a category that consumers acknowledge as important in their everyday lives.  These 

ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌŝĞƐ ƐŽŵĞƚŝŵĞƐ ŽǀĞƌůĂƉ ĂƐ ǁŚĞŶ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͛ ĨŽŽĚ ĐŚĂŶŐĞƐ ŝƚƐ ĚŝƐĐƵƌƐŝǀĞ ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐ Ĩrom being seen as 

modern and liberating to being seen as potentially harmful to the environment and human health. 
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trade-offs between convenience, healthiness and taste.15   Lack of skill or dislike of cooking, 270 

perceived value for money and variable family eating times may all encourage ͚solutions͛ such as 271 

ready-meals (De Boer et al. 2004).16  The notion that marketing ready-meals may actually promote 272 

time-scarcity resonates with the concept of a ͚ĨŽŽĚ-related lifestyle͛ ĂƐ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ďǇ Brunsø and 273 

Grunert (1995; see also Hoek et al. 2004 and Perez-Cueto et al. 2010).  Warde et al. (1998) also 274 

ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ĂĚǀĞƌƚŝƐŝŶŐ ŽĨ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͛ ŵĂǇ ŵĂŬĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ŵŽƌĞ ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƐƐŝŶŐ ŽĨ 275 

time, its practical irreversibility, its value to those who see life in terms of self-development and the 276 

kind of individualism that sees mortality as the end of meaning. 277 

 278 

Domestic labour and family life 279 

Scholliers (2015) suggests that social change was as important as technological innovation in 280 

explaining the growing populariƚǇ ŽĨ ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚ͘  HĞ ŶŽƚĞƐ ƚŚĞ ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ ͚ĚƌŝǀĞƌƐ͛ ŽĨ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞĚ 281 

convenience food consumption: changing household structure, female participation in the labour 282 

force, inventive manufacturers, appealing advertisements, ownership of kitchen technology, 283 

individualism, time usage, and lack of cooking skills.  Szabo (2011) specifically relates the rising 284 

demand for convenience food to the growth of female labour-force ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ 285 

longer working hours outside the home.  The use of pre-prepared (convenience) food, she 286 

ĐŽŶĐůƵĚĞƐ͕ ǁĂƐ ĂŶ ĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞ ǁĂǇ ƚŽ ŵĂŶĂŐĞ ĨŽŽĚ ƉƌĞƉĂƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ŽĨ ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐůǇ 287 

busy working lives (ibid.: 552).  These sociĂů ĚǇŶĂŵŝĐƐ ĂƌĞ ŶŝĐĞůǇ ĐĂƉƚƵƌĞĚ ŝŶ “ǁĂŶƐŽŶ͚Ɛ ĞĂƌůǇ 288 

ĂĚǀĞƌƚŝƐŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚ ;͞I͛ŵ ůĂƚĞ ʹ ďƵƚ ĚŝŶŶĞƌ ǁŽŶ͛ƚ ďĞ͊͟Ϳ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝŵƉůŝĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ AŵĞƌŝĐĂŶ 289 

housewives could maintain busy working and/or social lives without sacrificing the taste and values 290 

of home-cooked meals.  Food marketing and advertising continue to target working women and 291 
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  Celnik et al. (2012) analysed the nutritional values of four typical ready-meals sold in UK supermarkets 

(macaroni cheese, lasagne, cottage pie and chicken tikka massala). 

16
  De Boer et al (2004) defined convenience food very broadly and compared four convenience food 

categories: ready meals (e.g. supermarket ready-meals or frozen pizza), takeaway meals (e.g. Indian take-away 

or delivery, McDonalds), restaurant meals, and pub meals. 
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ďƵƐǇ ŚŽƵƐĞǁŝǀĞƐ ǁŝƚŚ ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶƚ ͚ŵĞĂů ƐŽůƵƚŝŽŶƐ͛ ƚŽ ŚĞůƉ ƚŚĞŵ ĚĞĂů ǁŝƚŚ ƚŝŵĞ-scarcity and restore 292 

their work-life balance (RnR Market Research 2013).  YĞƚ͕ ĂƐ O͛CŽŶŶĞůů Ğƚ Ăl. suggest, an alternative 293 

reading is possible where ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚ ƐŽůƵƚŝŽŶƐ͛ ŵĂǇ ŝŶ ĨĂĐƚ help conserve the 294 

status quo rather than advancing gender equality, enabling women to combine motherhood and 295 

paid employment without significantly modifying either sets of demands ;O͛CŽŶŶĞůů Ğƚ Ăů. 2015: 3, 296 

see also: O'Connell & Brannen, in press). 297 

MĞĂŶǁŚŝůĞ͕ ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ ŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞ ƚŽ ďĞ ďůĂŵĞĚ ĨŽƌ ŶĞŐůĞĐƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͛Ɛ 298 

nutritional needs and dietary health -- see, for example, Nestlé Deutschland (2011: 49) who rehearse 299 

the argument that ͚ŐƌŽǁŝŶŐ ĨĞŵĂůĞ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ŝŵƉĂĐƚƐ ŶĞŐĂƚŝǀĞůǇ ŽŶ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĞĂƚŝŶŐ ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ͛͘  300 

Szabo (2011) takes a different line, arguing ƚŚĂƚ ƌĞĐĞŶƚ ĐĂůůƐ ĨŽƌ ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ ƚŽ ͚ƌĞ-ĞŶŐĂŐĞ͛ ǁŝƚŚ ĨŽŽĚ 301 

(with greater emphasis on gustatory pleasure, commensality and quality of life, and more concern 302 

for biodiversity and the environment) overlook the labour demands and time-intensive nature of 303 

food provisioning and preparation, calling for researchers to acknowledge the employment patterns 304 

and gendered divisions of labour that affect the time available for those most involved in household 305 

food-work (cf. Bava et al. 2008).  Szabo (2011: 555) quotes evidence from the US Bureau of Labor 306 

Statistics and Statistics Canada to show that North American women spend more than twice as much 307 

time cooking and washing-up, and in food preparation and cleaning-up, as their male counterparts.  308 

She also suggests that recent changes in the domestic division of labour may result in the time and 309 

labour demands of modern food preparation among white middle-class households being shifted to 310 

lower-class and/or racialized domestic, factory, farm or store workers rather than representing a net 311 

reduction of working time for women. 312 

In a study of the consumption of ready meals in Sweden, Ahlgren et al. (2006) demonstrate 313 

that the demand for convenience food is influenced by the gender of the purchaser and whether or 314 
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not the buyer is the end consumer.  In a related study, Ahlgren et al. (2005)17 emphasize how the 315 

meanings of ready-meals are related to the social context in which they are consumed, often eaten 316 

alone and when consumers are too tired or prefer not to cook, with almost half (47%) of their 317 

respondents reporting that such meals took less than ten minutes to prepare and eat.  It may be this 318 

association with eating quickly and alone that gives convenience food its negatively-charged moral 319 

connotations.18    320 

There is also evidence that the normative nature of cooking and ͚ĨĞĞĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛ ;DĞ 321 

Vault 1991) has been influenced by media representations, shaping gendered practices with regard 322 

to the use of convenience food͘  FŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ HĂůŬŝĞƌ ĂƌŐƵĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ  ͚In recent years, Denmark has 323 

witnessed a growth in the amount of magazines, lifestyle sections in news media, television shows, 324 

coffee-table books and websites that celebrate everyday activities traditionally associated with 325 

domestic femininity ͙ including cooking meals from scratch, baking, preserving, cleaning, creating 326 

and maintaining clothes, decorating the home and gardening͛ ;ϮϬϬϵ͗ ϯϱϴͿ͘  HĂůŬŝĞƌ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ 327 

these discourses frame everyday cooking in normative terms ĂƐ ͚the more home-made, the better͛ 328 

and ͚a good meal is cooked from scratch͛ (ibid.: 358).   329 

In a survey of over 700 Irish consumers, Reed et al. (2003) found associations between the 330 

consumption of ready-meals, gender and marital status, with men more likely to consume ready 331 

meals than women and single persons consuming more than married or cohabiting couples.  There 332 

were also positive associations with education level and social class, with higher levels of 333 

consumption among those with tertiary education and higher (ABC1) socio-economic status.  By 334 

contrast, non-consumers of chilled ready-meals tended to be women, aged over 45 years, residing in 335 
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  Ahlgren et al. (2005) used the following definition of ready meals in Sweden: shop-bought chilled or 

frozen pre-packaged ready meals consisting of two or more components, excluding canned products, if they 

consisted of only one component. 

18
  The association between convenience food and unhealthy eating should be historicised and is part of 

the wider moralization of the term (discussed below).  When convenience food was introduced to American 

housewives in the 1950s, speed of preparation was part of its appeal.  Now, it has become associated with bad 

parenting and an unhealthy lifestyle. 
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a rural location, and from lower socio-economic groups (ibid.: 6).  Similar results were reported in a 336 

survey of over 1000 Swiss consumers where the consumption (dietary intake) of convenience food 337 

was higher among men than women, higher among younger people (17-39 years) than other age 338 

groups, higher among single-person households and among overweight respondents, although, in 339 

contrast to the Irish study, consumption of ready-meals in the Swiss study was lower among highly 340 

educated respondents (van der Horst et al. 2010: 242)19.  341 

GŝǀĞŶ ƚŚĞ ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂů ĨŽƌĐĞ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ĂƚƚĂĐŚĞĚ ƚŽ ͚ĨĞĞĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛ ĂƐ ƉƌŝŵĂƌŝůǇ a female 342 

responsibility both in the US (De Vault 1991) and in the UK (Charles & Kerr 1988), it is no surprise 343 

that the use of convenience food in families raises particular issues for mothers.  Despite the 344 

widespread use of processed baby-food, for example, Warde points out that advertisements for 345 

such products almost never make reference to their ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͛ (1999: 520).  Elsewhere, he has 346 

suggested that the distinction between ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĐĂƌĞ͛ is one of a handful of culinary 347 

antinomies (Warde 1997), the others being health and indulgence, novelty and tradition, and 348 

economy and extravagance. 349 

Powerful emotions are attached to family meals and the rise of convenience food is often 350 

associated with the supposed decline of commensality.  In BƵŐŐĞ ĂŶĚ AůŵĊƐ͛Ɛ ƐƚƵĚǇ ŽĨ Ϯϱ NŽƌǁĞŐŝĂŶ 351 

mothers, for example, the alleged decline of family meals (especially hot food, cooked from scratch) 352 

is firmly associated with the disintegration of family life (2006: 206).  For the women in this study, 353 

͚TŽ ĐŽŽŬ Ă ƉƌŽƉĞƌ ĚŝŶŶĞƌ ĨŽƌ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ŝƐ ĂŶ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ Ă ǁŽŵĂŶ͛Ɛ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ŽĨ ŚĞƌ 354 

own identity and an implŝĐŝƚ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƌĞĂůŝǌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂů ĨĂŵŝůǇ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂů ŚŽŵĞ͛ ;ŝďŝĚ͗͘ ϮϭϬͿ͘  TŚŽƐĞ 355 

women who do not cook, those who rarely cook and those who are thought to rely excessively on 356 

convenience food are generally looked down upon.  Though subject to class and generational 357 
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  The ready-meal definition of Van der Horst et al. (2010)  included six items (i) ready meals in a can 

(ravioli, chilli con carne, etc.); (ii) ready meals chilled/frozen (lasagne, nasi-goreng, etc.); (iii) instant noodles, 

soup or pasta (in a cup for one person); (iv) instant pasta with sauce (dried, add water, cook); (v) ready soup in 

bag or can; and (vi) ready pizza chilled/ frozen (see Brunner et al. (2010) for a complete list of the 17 analysed 

convenience food items). 
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differences, for women not to provide a ͚proper͛ family meal was generally regarded as a source of 358 

shame. This external judgment has come to be internalised by many women with a quarter of full-359 

time employed mothers in Germany stating that they feel guilty about the nutrition of their children 360 

(Nestlé Deutschland 2011: 58). 361 

Brembeck (2005) has questioned some of these assumptions in her work on the cultural 362 

ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ MĐDŽŶĂůĚ͛s in Sweden where she argues that, under some circumstances, eating at 363 

fast-food restaurants can provide an alternative ǁĂǇ ŽĨ ƐƉĞŶĚŝŶŐ ͚ĐŽƐǇ-ƚŝŵĞ͛ ǁŝƚŚ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ͕ 364 

similar to the positive associations of eating at home.  This suggests that Bugge and Almås are right 365 

to conclude that ͚ĚŝŶŶĞƌ ĐĂŶŶŽƚ ďĞ ƐĂŝĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ŐŽŽĚ Žƌ ďĂĚ ŝŶ ŝƚƐĞůĨ͕ ďƵƚ ŽŶůǇ ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ǀĂůƵĞƐ 366 

ŝƚ ŝƐ ŵĞĂŶƚ ƚŽ ƌĞĂůŝǌĞ͛ ;ϮϬϬϲ͗ ϮϮϬͿ͘  Qualitative research in New Zealand has also revealed the trade-367 

offs between preferred culinary practices and the constraints on bƵƐǇ ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ůŝǀĞƐ ůĞĂĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ 368 

use of convenience foods to minimize time and cognitive effort in domestic provisioning (Bava et al. 369 

2008).  Time pressures, unpredictable daily routines and lack of cooking skills are all acknowledged 370 

as important constraiŶƚƐ ŽŶ ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ƚŝŵĞ͕ ƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ ĨƵůĨŝů ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐƵůŝŶĂƌǇ ŝĚĞĂůƐ͘ 371 

These ideas are explored in greater depth in a series of paper by Carrigan and Szmigin (2006) 372 

and Carrigan et al. (2006).  In the first paper, the authors contest the idea that convenience food is 373 

always inferior to other culinary options.  They cite a range of evidence to demonstrate the cultural 374 

specificity of convenience food, including a Dutch study of TV dinners which may be regarded as an 375 

acceptable meal in some circumstances but which is not regarded as suitable for entertaining guests 376 

(Verlegh & Candel 1999)20; a study of Irish mothers who use take-away food as a treat for family and 377 

friends (De Boer et al. 2004); and an Italian study where ready-made convenience foods are 378 

sometimes seen as an acceptable ͚ƐŚŽƌƚĐƵƚ͛ ĨŽƌ ĚĞůŝǀĞƌŝŶŐ ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ĨĂŵŝůǇ ŵĞĂůƐ ;‘ŽŵĂŶŝ ϮϬϬϱͿ͘  379 

They conclude that a mother͛s use of convenience products may be as eloquent a statement of her 380 
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  TV ĚŝŶŶĞƌƐ͕ ĐĂůůĞĚ ͚ƉƌŽƚŽƚǇƉŝĐĂů ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚ͛ by Verlegh & Candel (1999), because they reduce 

ƚŚĞ ƚŝŵĞ ĂŶĚ ĞĨĨŽƌƚ ŽĨ ŵĞĂů ƉƌĞƉĂƌĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ĂƌĞ ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚ ĂƐ ͚ŵĞĂůƐ ďŽƵŐŚƚ ŝŶ ƐƚŽƌĞƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ƉƌĞƉĂƌĞĚ Ăƚ ŚŽŵĞ ďǇ ƌĞ-

ŚĞĂƚŝŶŐ͛ ;Ɖ͘ ϰϱϳͿ͘ 
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love and care for her family as the cooking of food from scratch and that the use of such foods may 381 

be a strategy for mothers to enhance (rather than detracting from) their devotion to their families 382 

(Carrigan & Szmigin 2006: 1127).  Women, they suggest, have developed strategies that embrace, 383 

accept and adapt ͚convenience͛, enabling the delivery of care and nurturing in new ways.  For some, 384 

these practices remain guilt-ridden, while for others they are acceptable strategies that are 385 

consistent with the identity of being a good mother (ibid.: 1128).  They suggest that there is a 386 

hierarchy of acceptability for different kinds of convenience food, allowing women to demonstrate 387 

artful compromise through the pragmatic combination of different foods, exercising their agency as 388 

͚ŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ ŽĨ ŝŶǀĞŶƚŝŽŶ͛͘21   389 

This hierarchy of more-or-less acceptable convenience foods is taken further by Carrigan et 390 

al. (2006) showing how women incorporate convenience foods into reworked versions of home-391 

ŵĂĚĞ ĨŽŽĚ ĂŶĚ ͚ƉƌŽƉĞƌ͛ ŵĞĂůƐ͕ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇ ĐŽŶĐĞƐƐŝŽŶƐ ĂŶĚ ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶĂl 392 

complexity that surrounds the use of such foods.  In this reading, convenience food can help women 393 

alleviate conflicts over food choice, retaining family cohesion in the face of other contemporary life 394 

pressures (ibid.: 374).  Similar compromises are reported from the US where Moisio et al. suggest 395 

that food companies have attempted to imbue processed food with the character, tradition and 396 

meaning of home-made food in order to increase its acceptability to consumers who face the 397 

normative pressures for convenience, casualness and speed (2004: 362).  Their study reveals that 398 

Midwestern consumers value the sensory qualities of home-made food and its ability to invoke 399 

idealized memories of childhood, discreetly ŝŐŶŽƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĨĂĐƚ ƚŚĂƚ ŵĂŶǇ ͚ŚŽŵĞ-ŵĂĚĞ͛ ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚƐ are 400 

͚Ăƚ ůĞĂƐƚ ƉĂƌƚŝĂůůǇ ŵĂŶƵĨĂĐƚƵƌĞĚ͕ ƉƌŽĚƵĐĞĚ͕ ƉĂĐŬaŐĞĚ͕ ĂŶĚ ĚŝƐƚƌŝďƵƚĞĚ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞ ŵĂƌŬĞƚ͛ ;ŝďŝĚ͗͘ 401 

ϯϲϳͿ͘  TŚĞǇ ĂůƐŽ ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ĚĞŐƌĞĞƐ ŽĨ ͚ŚŽŵĞ-ŵĂĚĞ͛ ĐŽŽŬŝŶŐ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞĚ ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ ƚŚƌĞƐŚŽůĚƐ ĂƌĞ met 402 
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  OŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƵĂůŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ͛ ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ ŵĞĂů 

preparation, see Candel (2001). 
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ŝŶ ƚĞƌŵƐ ŽĨ ĚĞĚŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ĞĨĨŽƌƚ͕ ƚŚĞ ƵƐĞ ŽĨ ͚ĂƵƚŚĞŶƚŝĐ͛ fresh ingredients and adherence to recipes 403 

(ibid.: 374).22 404 

 405 

The moralization of convenience food 406 

EǆƉůŽƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĞƚǇŵŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ ŽĨ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͕͛ GŽĨƚŽŶ ;ϭϵϵϱͿ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌĚ ŚĂƐ 407 

traditionally been associated with laziness, immorality and unhealthiness.  These negative 408 

connotations, Gofton avers, made convenience an affront to Victorian ideals of female domesticity 409 

and a potential threat to the social order (ibid.: 159).  It is no surprise, then, that the term remains 410 

morally ambiguous.  For example, market researchers report that 21% of UK consumers feel guilty 411 

about serving ready-meals (Mintel 2013).  WĂƌĚĞ ;ϭϵϵϵ͗ ϱϭϴͿ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚ ĂƐ ͚ƚŝŶŐĞĚ 412 

ǁŝƚŚ ŵŽƌĂů ĚŝƐĂƉƉƌŽďĂƚŝŽŶ͕͛ ǁŚŝůĞ “ǌĂďŽ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ ŚĂƐ ŐŽƚƚĞŶ Ă ďĂĚ ŶĂŵĞ͛ 413 

(2011: 547).  Mäkelä (2000) highlights the low moral status of convenience food, while Mahon et al. 414 

(2006) report a generally negative attitude towards ready-meals in a survey of >1000 British 415 

consumers.  Convenience foods and snacks are ofteŶ ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ƉƌŽƉĞƌ ŵĞĂůƐ͕͛ ƚŚŽƵŐŚ 416 

MĂƌƐŚĂůů ĂŶĚ BĞůů͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϯͿ ƐƚƵĚǇ ŽĨ “ĐŽƚƚŝƐŚ ĂŶĚ AƵƐƚƌĂůŝĂŶ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ĚŝĨĨĞƌences are 417 

less clearly defined by the particular foods associated with each occasion and more by the social 418 

context of their consumption.    419 

Using survey evidence from Norway, the Netherlands and Finland, Olsen et al. (2010: 535) 420 

demonstrate that moral attitude is an important predictor of the propensity to consume ready-421 

meals.  While home-made cooking is highly valued, buying ready-meals is associated with feelings of 422 

ŐƵŝůƚ͕ ƌĞŐƌĞƚ ĂŶĚ ŶĞŐůĞĐƚŝŶŐ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ĚƵƚǇ.  TŚĞ ǁŽŵĞŶ ŝŶ CĂƌƌŝŐĂŶ Ğƚ Ăů͛͘Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϲͿ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ƐƚƵĚǇ ĂůƐŽ 423 

resort to a highly moralized vocabulary of confession, guilt and responsibility when discussing 424 

convenience food, while Dutch participants in the study by Costa et al. (2007) talk about the 425 

ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ ĐŽŽŬŝŶŐ Ăƚ ůĞĂƐƚ ŽŶĞ ͚ĚĞĐĞŶƚ ŵĞĂů͛ ƉĞƌ ĚĂǇ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ƌĞƉƌŽĂĐŚ ĂŶĚ ƌĞŐƌĞƚ 426 
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  TŚĞ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂůůǇ ĐŽŶƚĞƐƚĞĚ ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ĂƵƚŚĞŶƚŝĐŝƚǇ͛ ŝƐ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞĚ ďǇ HĞůĚŬĞ ;ϮϬϬϯͿ ǁŚŝůĞ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌĂĚŽǆŝĐĂů 

ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ŝŶĚƵƐƚƌŝĂů ĨƌĞƐŚŶĞƐƐ͛ ŝƐ ƚƌĂĐĞĚ ďǇ FƌĞŝĚďĞƌŐ ;ϮϬϬϵͿ͘ 
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respondents associated with neglecting their domestic duties.  Elsewhere, Halkier has written about 427 

͚ƐƵŝƚĂďůĞ͛ ĐŽŽŬŝŶŐ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ĂŵŽŶŐ DĂŶŝƐŚ ǁŽŵĞŶ͕ ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚŝŶŐ ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐ ŬŝŶĚƐ ŽĨ ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ ƚŚĂƚ ĂƌĞ 428 

regarded as culturally unsuitable, such as serving ready-made rice porridge (ris a la mande) at 429 

Christmas, disdained by other family membeƌƐ ĂƐ ŶŽƚ ƚĂƐƚŝŶŐ ŐŽŽĚ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ ŶŽƚ ͚ƐƚŝƌƌĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ 430 

ůŽǀĞ͛ ;ϮϬϬϵ͗ ϯϳϭͿ͘ 431 

Several authors have discussed the justifications and excuses that are advanced for using 432 

convenience food including the opportunity its use affords to cater for the tastes and culinary 433 

preferences of different family members, to provide food at times that suit the disharmonious 434 

domestic routines of parents and children, to allow children to cook for themselves when parents 435 

are out and/Žƌ ƚŽ ĞŶĂďůĞ ŵŽƌĞ ͚ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ͛ ƚŝŵĞ ƚŽ ďĞ ƐƉĞŶƚ ǁŝƚh family members without being tied to 436 

the stove.  It is striking how often respondents feel the need to apologise (to researchers and to each 437 

other) ĨŽƌ ƵƐŝŶŐ ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚ͕ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ĞǆĐƵƐĞƐ ĨŽƌ ͚ĐŚĞĂƚŝŶŐ͛ ĂŶĚ ĂƉŽůŽŐŝƐŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ ƚĂŬŝŶŐ ͚ƐŚŽƌƚ-438 

ĐƵƚƐ͛͘  BǇ ĐŽŶtrast, Costa et al. report on the conviction among their Dutch ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ͚ƚŚĂƚ ĂŶ 439 

ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞ ĂŵŽƵŶƚ ŽĨ ĞĨĨŽƌƚ͕ ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƚŝŵĞ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ƉƵƚ ŝŶƚŽ ŵĞĂů ƉƌĞƉĂƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ;ϮϬϬϳ͗ ϴϳͿ͘  440 

The moral issues surrounding convenience food, they suggest, take food cŚŽŝĐĞ ͚ďĞǇŽŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƌĞĂůŵ ŽĨ 441 

ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ƌĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ͛ ;ŝďŝĚ͗͘ ϴϳͿ͘  CŽŵƉĂƌŝŶŐ ŚŽŵĞ-made and convenience food lead Moisio et al. to 442 

ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚Home-made food discourse operates as a symbolic bulwark against the intrusion of the 443 

market into the domestic domain͛ ;ϮϬϬϰ͗ ϯϴϬͿ -- and that manufacturers of convenience foods 444 

acknowledge this in their utilization of moral resources in the development and marketing of 445 

branded products.23   446 

Key to the moralization of convenience food is the common assumption of a link between 447 

the rising consumption of pre-prepared ready-meals and other processed foods and the alleged 448 

decline of cooking skills and domestic competency.  For example, Grinnell-Wright et al. report on the 449 

declining number of UK adults who describe themselves as skilled and willing cooks who frequently 450 
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  How such moralized discourses are appropriated and understood by consumers will be explored in 

the ethnographic phase of our current research. 
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cook from scratch, with one in six people saying that they cannot cook and more than half saying 451 

that they do not consider food important compared to other everyday social and cultural activities 452 

;ϮϬϭϯ͗ ǀͿ͘  WŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ƌĞĨĞƌ ƚŽ ĂƐ Ă ͚ǁĞůů-evidenced decline in basic cooking ƐŬŝůůƐ͛ ĂŶĚ Ă ͚ŶŽ ĐŽŽŬ 453 

culture͛ is, however, strongly contested elsewhere in the literature (cf. Murcott 1997, Meah et al. 454 

2011).  While some studies suggest that a lack of cooking skills is a strong predictor of ready-meal 455 

consumption (van der Horst et al. 2010), assertions about the de-skilling, de-domestication and 456 

redundancy of traditional cooking skills (Reed et al. 2003) are often based on relatively thin or 457 

increasingly dated evidence such as that provided by Caraher et al. (1999).  This is an area in which 458 

more research is urgently needed, including a more consistent definition of what should count as 459 

basic cooking skills (cf. Short 2006).  An assumed deficit of cooking skills has also often featured in 460 

the discursive history of diet and nutrition where normative judgements abound. 461 

 462 

Convenience food in the discursive history of health and nutrition 463 

The negative associations of convenience food for public health have been widely discussed in the 464 

medical literature which posits a link between high levels of consumption of such foods and a range 465 

of health-related issues including increasing obesity rates (cf. van der Horst et al. 2010, Alkerwi et al. 466 

2015).   While the nutritional consequences of specific diets have been subject to heated debate, 467 

many health experts advocate a strongly normative position, encouraging individuals to eat less 468 

sugar, salt and saturated fats.  Rather than prescribing what consumers should or should not eat, we 469 

seek to understand the place of convenience food within the discursive history of health and 470 

nutritional advice.  This history includes the invention of a series of measures, such as the body-mass 471 

index (BMI), sodium intake and fibre density that tend to ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞ ͚ŐŽŽĚ͛ ĨƌŽŵ ͚ďĂĚ͛ ĞĂƚŝŶŐ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ 472 

ĂŶĚ ĞŶĂďůĞ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƌĂůŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚŽƐĞ ǁŚŽ ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞ ͚ƚŽŽ ŵƵĐŚ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ǁƌŽŶŐ͛ kinds of food.  As the 473 

history of the BMI demonstrates, the medical basis of such measures is disputed and their social 474 

implications are deeply contested (cf. Guthman 2013).  Within these discursive histories, different 475 
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types of food have shifted from being lionized (as modern and progressive) to being demonized (as 476 

harmful and regressive) ʹ ƐĞĞ͕ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ LĞǀĞŶƐƚĞŝŶ͛Ɛ ;2012) entertaining history of American 477 

food fears. 478 

In a Belgian study, Geeroms et al. (2008)24 explore the link between health-related 479 

motivation and ready-meal consumption.  Based on an on-line survey of just under 2000 480 

respondents, the researchers used a combination of statistical techniques (cluster analysis and 481 

ANOVA) to identify five consumer segments, labelled energetic experimenters, harmonious 482 

enjoyers, normative carers, conscious experts and rationalists.  These clusters are assumed to be 483 

discrete, with no overlapping membership, and ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ behaviour can then be ͚ƌĞĂĚ ŽĨĨ͛ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞŝƌ 484 

stated motivation.  So, for example, attitudes to ready-meals were generally rather negative among 485 

all groups, with the energetic experimenters and conscious experts showing significantly more 486 

positive attitudes than those in other clusters.   487 

Commenting on the nutritional value of convenience food, Ahlgren et al. (2004: 160) suggest 488 

that ready-meals are usually found to contain too much fat and too little energy to meet the 489 

nutritional needs of healthy adults.  These characteristics help explain why their survey respondents 490 

held negative beliefs about frequent consumers of ready-meals.  As reported earlier, an analysis of 491 

the nutritional content of 100 ready meals purchased from three UK supermarkets found that none 492 

of the meals fully complied with WHO dietary guidelines (Howard et al. 2012).  However, the same 493 

study also explored the nutritional content of recipes cooked or recommended by TV celebrity chefs.  494 

These were found to be of even poorer nutritional content than ready-meals in terms of fibre 495 

density, carbohydrate and fat content but better in terms of sodium density, excluding salt added 496 
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  Geeroms et al. (2008) understood ready-ŵĞĂůƐ ĂƐ ͚ĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞ ŵĞĂůƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞ ĨĞǁ Žƌ ŶŽ ĞǆƚƌĂ 

ingredients, prepared by external procedures and designed to fully and speedily replace ʹ at home ʹ the main 

course of a home-ŵĂĚĞ ŵĂŝŶ ŵĞĂů͛ ;Ɖ͘ ϳϬϰͿ  ĂŶĚ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚŝĂƚĞĚ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ Ɛŝǆ ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌŝĞƐ ŽĨ ƌĞĂĚǇ ŵĞĂůƐ͗ ͚ĨƌŽǌĞŶ͕ 

ŚǇĚƌĂƚĞĚ͕ ĐĂŶŶĞĚ͕ ďŽƚƚůĞĚ͕ ĨƌĞƐŚ ĨƌŽŵ ƐƵƉĞƌŵĂƌŬĞƚ ĂŶĚ ĨƌĞƐŚ ĨƌŽŵ ĚĞůŝĐĂƚĞƐƐĞŶ͛ ;Ɖ͘ ϳϬϳͿ͘ 
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after cooking for seasoning.25  The salt content of UK ready-meals remains high but was reported to 497 

have been reduced by 45% in the four years since a survey by the Food Standards Agency in 2003.  498 

Some dishes still contained >3g per portion which is more than ŚĂůĨ ĂŶ ĂĚƵůƚ͛Ɛ ŵĂǆŝŵƵŵ ĚĂŝůǇ 499 

recommended intake (FSA 2003, Consensus Action on Salt and Health 2007).  Meanwhile, the 500 

adverse dietary consequences of convenience food are explored by Dixon et al. (2006) who make a 501 

direct link between the consumption of such foods and increased rates of obesity and over-weight.  502 

An attitudinal study of over 1000 Swiss consumers also reported that overweight adults (BMI >25) 503 

are more positive about the nutrient and vitamin content of ready-ŵĞĂůƐ ƚŚĂŶ ͚ŶŽƌŵĂů ǁĞŝŐŚƚ͛ 504 

adults (van der Horst et al. 2010). 505 

AƐ ƚŚĞ ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ƚŽ WĂƌĚĞ͛Ɛ ;1997) culinary antinomies suggests, consumers often 506 

make trade-offs between the perceived benefits and drawbacks of different kinds of food.  Based on 507 

the use of consumer value maps comparing attitudes towards home-made meals, take-out food and 508 

ĞĂƚŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ ;ĂƐ ŐĞŶĞƌĂů ͚ŵĞĂů ƐŽůƵƚŝŽŶƐ͛Ϳ ĂŶĚ specific types of ready-meal (such as frozen pizza and 509 

chilled hot-pot), Costa et al. (2007) report how Dutch consumers trade off perceived sensory and 510 

health-related benefits with a range of convenience features associated with the acquisition, 511 

storage, time-saving and stress-avoidance aspects of ready-meals.   512 

 513 

Environment, sustainability and waste 514 

Environmental issues receive much less attention in the literature on convenience food than health-515 

related issues.  Consumers are reported to place little emphasis on environmental and sustainability 516 

issues when making their purchasing decisions (Defra 2012b: 3.8).26  One recent report by the 517 

                                                           
25

  This finding challenges the view that switching from convenience food to home cooking will inevitably 

lead to improved nutrition.  

26
  A 2012 survey of >2000 UK adults similarly found that the environmental impact of food ranked 

lowest in terms of the importance that consumers attached to a list of twelve factors when shopping for food.  

The highest ranked were taste (96%), quality (95%) and price (93%).  Environmental factors were considered 

important by 53% of respondents (Which? 2013: 21). 
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CŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ͛ AƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ in association with the UK Government Office for Science goes further, 518 

arguing that, while many consumers could make a link between food and health, few had much 519 

knowledge of where their food comes from or how it is produced.  Put more bluntly, participants in 520 

this public dialogue were said to have been ͚ƐŚŽĐŬĞĚ ƚŽ ŚĞĂƌ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ŽĨ ĨŽŽĚ ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ ŽŶ 521 

ĐůŝŵĂƚĞ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ǁĂƚĞƌ ƐŚŽƌƚĂŐĞƐ͛ (Which? 2015: 3).  ͚CŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͛ ǁĂƐ 522 

frequently cited as a key issue for participants as few considered that they had the time (and in 523 

some cases the skills) to cook all their meals from scratch every day.  Rather, food needed to fit into 524 

their lifestyles with food choices reflecting the time available to shop and/or to prepare meals (ibid.: 525 

16). 526 

DĞĨƌĂ͛Ɛ “ƵƐƚĂŝŶĂďůĞ CŽŶƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ ‘ĞƉŽƌƚ highlights the difficulties in agreeing what 527 

constitutes a sustainable healthy diet, asking what such diets might look like in practice and how far 528 

they align with current eating patterns (2013: 14).  The report acknowledges that sustainability is an 529 

elusive term combining social, environmental and economic aspects and that much food-related 530 

behaviour is not based on rational choice (ibid.: 23).  The main exception to the general finding that 531 

sustainability issues are rarely mentioned in connection with convenience food is the link consumers 532 

sometimes make between convenience and waste (particularly in relation to food packaging and the 533 

energy demands of producing, processing and preparing convenience food).27  DĞĨƌĂ͛Ɛ FŽŽĚ 534 

Synthesis Review concluded that the evidence on the sustainability impacts of consumer food 535 

ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌƐ ǁĂƐ ͚Ɛƚŝůů eŵĞƌŐŝŶŐ͛ (2009: 1).  The independent Institute for Applied Ecology in Germany 536 

recently tested ƚŚĞ COЇ ĞŵŝƐƐŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ five different frozen foods (rolls, peas, chicken ragout with rice, 537 

pepperoni pizza and hash browns) and compared them with a home-cooked and a chilled version of 538 

the same products.  It concluded that there was no significant difference between their respective 539 

carbon footprints (Öko-Institut e.V. 2012).  A Swiss study concluded that the (aluminium) packaging 540 

                                                           
27

  Not all food packaging is wasteful, of course, as appropriate packaging can reduce waste by increasing 

Ă ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚ͛Ɛ shelf-life.  Recent innovations such as multi-portion/split packs and re-sealable bags have been 

introduced in an attempt to reduce food waste (Packaging News, 4 March 2013).  For an assessment of 

different methods for waste minimization in the convenience food industry, see Darlington et al. (2009). 
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of lasagne ready-meals had a lower environmental impact (in terms of COЇ ĞŵŝƐƐŝŽŶƐ) than the 541 

energy invested during the production process and during the storage and preparation of food by 542 

consumers (Büsser & Jungbluth 2009).  Yet, tŚĞƐĞ ͚ĨŽŽĚ-ĐůŝŵĂƚĞ ďĂůĂŶĐĞ ƌĞƉŽƌƚƐ͛ ĂƌĞ ďĂƐĞĚ ŽŶ ǀĞƌǇ 543 

specific, and not necessarily realistic, experimental settings.  By increasing the storage time of the 544 

frozen lasagne, for instance, ĨƌŽŵ ŽŶĞ ŵŽŶƚŚ ƚŽ ŽŶĞ ǇĞĂƌ͕ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚ͛Ɛ ĞŶĞƌŐǇ ďĂůĂŶĐĞ increased by 545 

260% (ibid.: 14).  Furthermore, even if the sustainability impacts of food choice are known and there 546 

is a willingness to engage in more sustainable consumption practices, many other factors seem to be 547 

prioritised by consumers.  FŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ DĞĨƌĂ͛Ɛ Food Synthesis Review cites a 2008 TNS Omnibus 548 

survey that showed that when purchasing food, consumers spontaneously rated price (51%) and 549 

quality (39%) far ahead of environmentĂů ĨĂĐƚŽƌƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ͚ĨŽŽĚ ŵŝůĞƐ͛ ;ϰйͿ͕ ƉĂĐŬĂŐŝŶŐ ;ϯйͿ͕ 550 

sustainability (2%) and impact on landscape or wildlife (2%). 551 

Reflecting on the difficulties in judging the environmental costs of different kinds of 552 

ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌƐ͕ WĂƌĚĞ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ĐŽŶĐůƵĚĞ ƚŚĂƚ ͚When it comes to considering environmental impacts we 553 

should be sensitive to those devices which might eliminate the need for travel ͙ for example home 554 

shopping, working from home, home delivery services and so forth͛ ;1998, no pagination).  It is also 555 

significant that control over time and space and the coordination of different tasks is what Warde et 556 

al. call a key late-modern marker of privilege with important environmental consequences because 557 

of the inherent tendency to further ratchet up demand for more goods and services.  Warde et al. 558 

also explore the environmental implications of prioritising convenience including its effect on the 559 

spread of consumer durables and the rate at which older technologies are replaced, all of which 560 

have implications for energy demand (see also Botonaki & Mattas 2010, Brunner 2014).  561 

 562 

Convenience as practice 563 

Having undertaken an extensive review of the literature on convenience food, from a wide range of 564 

theoretical perspectives, we wish to propose an alternative way of framing the subject by 565 
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approaching convenience food ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ Ă ͚ƚŚĞŽƌŝĞƐ ŽĨ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ͛ ůĞŶƐ.  The approach is outlined in 566 

general by Reckwitz (2002) and in the context of consumption research by Warde (2005) -- see also 567 

Delormier et al. (2009) and Everts et al. (2011).  By focusing on specific practices (such as shopping, 568 

ĐŽŽŬŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ĞĂƚŝŶŐͿ͕ ƚŚĞ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ŽĨĨĞƌƐ ĂŶ ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͛ ĨŽŽĚ ŝƐ ƌĞŝĨŝĞĚ ŝŶ 569 

much of the literature, conflating distinct activities that would benefit from more careful 570 

conceptualization and closer empirical scrutiny.   571 

In formal terms, a practice can be defined as a routinized type of behaviour which consists of 572 

bodily activities, forms of mental activity, material things and their use, background knowledge and 573 

forms of understanding, ͚know-how͛, states of emotion and motivational knowledge (Reckwitz 2002: 574 

249).  Practices are constituted through a neǆƵƐ ŽĨ ͚ĚŽŝŶŐƐ ĂŶĚ ƐĂǇŝŶŐƐ͛ (Schatzki 2002), becoming 575 

routinized in repetitive performances that are guided by models of appropriate conduct but which 576 

are always subject to improvisation.  Though some practice theorists might disagree, Warde (2016) 577 

argues that the theory emphasises doing over thinking, practical competence over strategic 578 

reasoning, mutual intelligibility over personal motivation and body over mind.  Rejecting the primacy 579 

of individual agency or social structures, practice theorists take practices as the unit of analysis.  580 

Practices can be understood at the level of performance (such as the practice of eating a meal) or as 581 

entities, where the compound character of practices such as eating becomes evident through their 582 

tendency to become embedded within a complex of other practices and arrangements (such as car-583 

borne travel and supermarket shopping and the socio-technical apparatus of refrigeration and 584 

microwave cooking).  Practice theorists also emphasise the way practices become routinized as part 585 

of everyday life, performed in a habitual manner rather than being subject to constant reflection and 586 

self-conscious deliberation.   587 

Such an approach can be used to account for the way convenience food has been taken up 588 

ĂƐ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ͛ ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ůŝǀĞƐ͕ ƌĞůǇŝŶŐ ŽŶ complex socio-technical systems, elaborate 589 

manufacturing and retail infrastructure, and skilful consumers with the competence to use these 590 

complex arrangements as part of their dietary routines.  Viewed through a practice-theory lens, the 591 
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popularity of convenience food suggests that it has a good ͚fit͛ with the routines and rhythms of 592 

conƐƵŵĞƌƐ͛ other food-related practices and with the often-competing demands of their working, 593 

family and leisure commitments.  The consumption of convenience food is also clearly associated 594 

with particular emotional states and motivational knowledge such as those associated with ͚feeding 595 

the family͛ under conditions that are often time-pressed and harried, involving competing social 596 

schedules and the orchestration of complex domestic routines.   597 

With its emphasis on convention, habit and routine, practice theories place little emphasis 598 

on individual choice, emphasising how ͚ĐŚŽŝĐĞƐ͛ are embedded within the contingent settings of 599 

social life.  Practice theory therefore has important implications for current thinking about behaviour 600 

ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ŵŽĚĞů ŽĨ ͚ŝŶĨŽƌŵĞĚ ĐŚŽŝĐĞ͛ ŽŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƚ ŝƐ ďĂƐĞĚ͘  This might be seen as a significant 601 

ĂĚǀĂŶƚĂŐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŽƌŝĞƐ ŽĨ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ ŽǀĞƌ ŽƚŚĞƌ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚĞƐ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƉůĂĐĞ ŵŽƌĞ ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ ŽŶ ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ͛ 602 

expressed intentions or reported behaviour.  Practice theory focuses, instead, on the way individual 603 

͚ĐŚŽŝĐĞƐ͛ ĂƌĞ ĐĂƵŐŚƚ ƵƉ ŝŶ ǁŝĚĞƌ ƌŽƵƚŝŶĞƐ ĂŶĚ ŚĂďŝƚƵĂů ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌƐ͘  For, as Stieß and Rubik argue in 604 

the context of climate change mitigation, ͚ďecause these routines are being carried out habitually, 605 

theǇ ĂƌĞ ĂůŵŽƐƚ ĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞůǇ ŝŶĂĐĐĞƐƐŝďůĞ ĨŽƌ ĐŽŐŶŝƚŝǀĞ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚĞƐ Žƌ ƌĞĨůĞǆŝŽŶ͛ (Stieß & Rubik 2015: 606 

39).  Rather, any change towards more sustainable or healthier modes of consumption must be 607 

approached in a more systemic way at the level of practice rather than in terms of the individuals 608 

who carry out those practices.  AƉƉůŝĞĚ ƚŽ ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚ͕ ŽŶĞ ŵŝŐŚƚ ƉƌŽďĞ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐƚŽĐŬƐ ŽĨ 609 

ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ͛ and the actual social practices that consumers use to incorporate particular kinds of 610 

food (or combinations of food) into their everyday lives rather than berating them for their poor 611 

dietary choices.28 612 

Adopting a theories of practice approach, Halkier demonstrates how the use of convenience 613 

food ͚ŝƐ ĞŵďĞĚĚĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ͕ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ͙ ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ůŝĨĞ͛ ;ϮϬϭϯ͗ 614 

123).  Rather than taking a normative approach which frames convenience food as an inferior or 615 
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  See Meah and Watson (2011) for a similar approach, applied to the study of domestic cooking or 

Evans (2011) for a study of the domestic practices that contribute to the generation of household food waste. 
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problematic category in nutritional or environmental terms, Halkier suggests that research should 616 

focus on the way convenience food is used, appropriated and made sense of in everyday life (ibid.: 617 

126, emphasis added).  From this perspective, she suggests, understanding convenience food might 618 

be reframed in terms of its relation to a range of other social practices such as parenting, 619 

transportation, socialising, relationships and health.  Any interventions, designed to increase the 620 

health or sustainability of convenience food, would need to address this wider nexus of social 621 

ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ͕ ĂƐ ǁĞůů ĂƐ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ǁŚĂƚ HĂůŬŝĞƌ ĐĂůůƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚŽ-ĂďŝůŝƚǇ͛ ŽĨ ĐŽŶƐƵmer practices (ibid.: 622 

130), understood in terms of what is technically possible and what is culturally appropriate (cf. Prim 623 

et al. 2007).   624 

Despite its emphasis on routinization and habituation, practice theory also attends to the 625 

way people are recruited to new practices and how long-established practices gradually fall out of 626 

favour.  From this perspective, the dynamics of social practice can be seen as the accumulation of 627 

many small-scale changes (cf. Shove et al. 2012).  Rather than emphasising the role of individual 628 

agency, however, practice theorists emphasise the role of the social environment in supporting 629 

change (via an emphasis on context, setting and situation).  From a practice-theory perspective, 630 

dietary change and the adoption of new culinary practices are likely to occur through a process of 631 

gradual accumulation and steady sedimentation (as consumers adopt new practices and abandon 632 

older ones) rather than through rapid innovation or sudden transformation.  Where change has 633 

been relatively rapid, as with the widespread adoption of convenience food across Europe and North 634 

America, practice theorists would seek to understand how such nŽǀĞů ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ͚Ĩŝƚ͛ ƚŚĞ 635 

ĐŝƌĐƵŵƐƚĂŶĐĞƐ ŽĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ůŝǀĞƐ͕ ƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐ Ă ĐƵůƚƵƌĂůůǇ ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂďůĞ ĂŶĚ ƚĞĐŚŶŝĐĂůůǇ ĨĞĂƐŝďůĞ 636 

͚ƐŽůƵƚŝŽŶ͛ ƚŽ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ͘ 637 

Above all, however, practice theory supports the need for a better understanding of the 638 

social practices, codes and conventions through which convenience foods are made meaningful ʹ 639 

how they are appropriated and used in everyday life.  Such an approach would explore the ͚stocks of 640 

knowledge͛ with which consumers make sense of their food-related practices ʹ as we plan to do in 641 
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the next phase of our current project͕ ƵŶĚĞƌƚĂŬŝŶŐ ĞƚŚŶŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĐ ŽďƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ƐŚŽƉƉŝŶŐ ͚ŐŽ-ĂůŽŶŐƐ͛ 642 

and kitchen visits with a diverse range of households in the UK and Germany to ascertain the way 643 

convenience foods are adopted as part of ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ everyday consumption practices. 644 

 Finally, a theories of practice approach sheds further light on the nature of convenience food 645 

as part of the compound practice of eating, acknowledging the way its consumption involves the 646 

coordination and integration of many other practices.  ExtendiŶŐ WĂƌĚĞ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϭϯͿ ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ ĂďŽƵƚ 647 

eating in general to the consumption of convenience food in particular, it is clear that it involves the 648 

integration of several other practices including the supplying and cooking of food, the organization 649 

of meals and aesthetic judgements of taste ʹ each of which has its own autonomous logic and 650 

coordinating agents.  Paraphrasing Warde, eating is a composite or compound practice: a matter of 651 

cultural convention rather than official regulation or enforcement, occurring mostly in private, being 652 

weakly organized, with limited coordination.  This lack of central coordination, weak organization 653 

and low-level regulation may help explain why cooking practices (in general) and convenience food 654 

(in particular) have been subject to such strong moralization (see also Warde, in press).  655 

 656 

Conclusion 657 

This paper has provided a critical review of recent work on convenience food as a contested cultural 658 

category.  The evidence shows that convenience foods cover a wide range of products and practices, 659 

and that the category itself is a chaotic conception in the terms outlined by Sayer (1992).  Rather 660 

than attempting to generate a single definition of convenience food, this paper has sought to 661 

characterize the place of this complex and contested food category within the structure of the 662 

ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ ĨŽŽĚ ŵĂƌŬĞƚ ĂŶĚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ŽĨ ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ͛ ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ƐŽĐŝĂů ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ͘  OƵƌ 663 

review confirms HĂůŬŝĞƌ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϭϯͿ ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ the conƚƌĂƐƚ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ͚ŚŽŵĞ-ŵĂĚĞ͛ ĂŶĚ 664 

͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͛ ĨŽŽĚ ŝƐ ĞĂƐŝůǇ ŽǀĞƌĚƌĂǁŶ ĂƐ ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ frequently combine different kinds of food and 665 

different cooking and eating practices.   666 
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HĂǀŝŶŐ ƵŶĚĞƌƚĂŬĞŶ Ă ƌĞǀŝĞǁ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ͕ ǁĞ ŚĂǀĞ ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ Ă ͚ƌĞĨƌĂŵŝŶŐ͛ ŽĨ 667 

conveŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚ͕  ƵƐŝŶŐ Ă ͚ƚheories of practice͛ approach to emphasise its socially embedded 668 

character and the complex socio-technical arrangements that constrain and enable its adoption as 669 

ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ͛ ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ůŝǀĞƐ.  More generally, this review has highlighted the importance of 670 

context and contingency in understanding convenience food including the social significance of 671 

domestic ƌŽƵƚŝŶĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚŽ-ĂďŝůŝƚǇ͛ ŽĨ ĐƵůŝŶĂƌǇ ŝŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶ, in terms of what is technically possible, 672 

socially and economically feasible and culturally appropriate.  The commercial success of 673 

ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĨŽŽĚ ĐĂŶ͕ ǁĞ ĂƌŐƵĞ͕ ďĞ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞƐĞ ƚĞƌŵƐ ĂƐ ͚ĨŝƚƚŝŶŐ ŝŶ͛ ǁŝƚŚ ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ͛ ĚŽŵĞƐƚŝĐ 674 

routines and with their ǁĂǇƐ ŽĨ ͚ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ƐĞŶƐĞ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ busy lives, as well as being technically feasible 675 

(through innovations in industrial and domestic technologies) and practically possible (through 676 

changes in food retailing and supermarket shopping). 677 

Finally, building on sociological insights from Warde (1997), we have attended to the 678 

moralization of convenience food, refusing to accept that ͚ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĐĂƌĞ͛ ĂƌĞ ŵƵƚƵĂůůǇ 679 

exclusive or dichotomous categories.  For there is ample evidence in the studies reviewed here that 680 

the use of (some kinds of) convenience food can (in some circumstances) be an expression of care 681 

within families rather than indicating a dereliction of parental responsibility or an absence of care.  682 

The moralization of convenience food is, we suggest, a major obstacle in understanding the social 683 

dynamics of contemporary food consumption and a significant barrier in attempts to pursue a 684 

healthier, more sustainable, diet.  Reframing our understanding of the place of convenience food 685 

within the social practices of everyday life represents an alternative way forward, avoiding many of 686 

pitfalls that have beset existing studies. 687 

 688 

 689 

  690 
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