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A fictional introduction:  
when disciplines cross paths with eaters

Nicolas Bricasa, Olivier Lepillera,  
Tristan Fournierb and Muriel Figuiéc

a Cirad, UMR MoISA, F-34398 Montpellier, France ; MoISA, Université Montpellier, CIHEAM-IAMM, Cirad, 
INRAE, Institut Agro, IRD, Montpellier, France. 
b CNRS – Iris, EHESS, Paris, France. 
c Cirad, UMR MoISA, Maputo, Mozambique ; MoISA, Université Montpellier, CIHEAM-IAMM, Cirad, INRAE, 
Institut Agro, IRD, Montpellier, France.

Food studies have carved an academic niche in English-speaking countries, especially the 
United States, yet in France they remain segmented within historically entrenched disciplinary 
fields (Poulain, 2017). This situation has endured despite institutional calls for interdiscipli-
narity, which is not always put into practice. Hence, on one side of the Atlantic, there is an 
established research strand devoted to the food theme that has the appeal of being open 
and territorial in scope, although confusion sometimes arises due to differences in research 
methods and conceptual frameworks. On the other side of the ocean, the food topic has 
gained academic legitimacy in a range of disciplinary areas, while policymakers and funding 
bodies are increasingly urging these diverse researchers to work together, despite the ongoing 
difficulties in between-discipline communication. 
This book is based on a two-pronged hypothesis. The first is that the food issue now has 
sufficient legitimacy within the humanities and social sciences disciplines (anthropology, 
economics, geography, history and sociology) for a fertile dialogue to finally be possible with 
nutritional science specialists, thereby paving the way for the development of full-fledged 
interdisciplinary research programmes in France. The second is that researchers conduc-
ting studies on environmental, social, economic, political and health issues are prompted to 
address the challenge of forging a transition to more sustainable food systems, thereby provi-
ding a lever for reshaping food studies in France, particularly with a view to fostering an open 
science sphere to metabolise interdisciplinary interaction.
With this book and the seminar ‘Méthodes d’investigation de l’alimentation et des mangeurs 
(MIAM)’ (Methods for studying food and eaters) from which it derives, which was held in 
Montpellier (France) between 2017 and 2020 and organized by the Montpellier Interdisci-
plinary Center on Sustainable Agri-food Systems (MoISA) research unit and the UNESCO 
Chair in World Food Systems, we have sought to identify the possibilities, limits and condi-
tions of this dialogue. Each of the chapters is written by one or more specialists in a given 
discipline, focused on a specific food research method while also considering the disciplines 
with which it would be possible and beneficial to collaborate. This broadening of the disci-
plinary horizons is considered from a data collection standpoint, but also with regard to 
data interpretation and analysis procedures for which methodological reflections are often 
relatively muted (Warde, 2014). This is not a pitch to promote mixed methods, but rather 
an attempt to transcend disciplinary positions based on the following argument: it is the 
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question that a researcher asks that legitimizes the method to be used, where the question 
sometimes requires the researcher to be willing to take a step back, to engage in dialogue 
with representatives of other disciplines and sometimes even to combine different methods. 
The aim of this English version of the book is to bridge the gap between French- and English-
speaking research communities, and more generally between the disciplines and different 
epistemological traditions that underpin food studies.
By way of introduction to this dialogue project, hereafter is a brief story about a few researchers 
from different disciplines who meet to discuss a societal issue.

When Charlotte Bond, a sociologist at France’s National Research Institute for Agri-
culture, Food and Environment, received an email from the Agence Française de 
l’Excellence Scientifique her heart was racing. She struggled to put together a response 
to the Agency’s call for projects and then sent a short 4-page submission for the 
pre-selection phase. Her proposal dealt with the factors impacting meat consumption 
patterns. Charlotte was keen on the project and had succeeded in bringing together 
several researchers from different disciplines to focus on the same issue. They had all 
agreed to it without really discussing the participation details and conditions. Anyway, 
it was a promising subject but the timing was tight. “We’ll see if we get the project”, 
several of the researchers involved had told her.
Moreover, the Agency’s comments were right on. They considered the project to 
be interesting and innovative and it was pre-selected, but the Agency evaluation 
committee requested that the researchers specify the disciplinary linkages, while taking 
advantage of the complementarities and possible contradictions of the different meth-
odological approaches. Charlotte was happy even though it meant more investment. 
It was then essential to sit down around a table and really start talking.
A month later, Charlotte had managed to book two successive days to bring everyone 
together. She had found a room that could fit a large square table, around which 
everyone would be on the same level. She had prepared an introductory presentation 
on the planned structure of the project and had recruited Max Logos, a post-doctoral 
fellow trained in the history of science and epistemology, who was to participate in the 
project’s Epistemology of Interdisciplinarity strand. “Well, you’ll have to explain to them 
what that means, because I’m not sure everyone will understand”, Charlotte told Max.
All the team leaders were there on D-day: Charlotte and Max; Nathalie Vitamine, 
nutritionist; Alan Smith, economist; Marcel Man, anthropologist, and Fabienne Chart, 
geographer. After a shared coffee and a round of introductions, Charlotte offered an 
overview of each of the project’s research strands.
The first was entitled ‘Describing: the current situation and baseline data on meat 
consumption’. This discussion focused on defining the scope of the consumption data to 
be collected. Nathalie Vitamine had given this some thought, and immediately proposed 
that all data on the consumption of foods of animal origin and protein-rich plant foods, 
especially legumes “which could serve as a meat substitute”, should be collected. Marcel 
Man grinned wryly and asked: “And cassoulet, lentils with sausage and chilli con carne—
which do you put them in, meat or legumes?” It was already clear that each discipline, 
focusing on one aspect of food, e.g. nutrition for Nathalie Vitamine and culinary culture 
for Marcel Man, was implicitly mapping out the boundaries of what was relevant and a 
monitoring priority. In this respect, the situation got more complicated when it came 
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to discussing the consumption measurements everyone required, i.e. quantities of 
products by weight for Nathalie, who would convert them into grams of protein and 
other nutrients, and expenditures in economic value terms for Alan Smith. Fabienne 
Chart asked whether consumption frequencies could be measured, but was told that it 
was not precise enough. She then stated that, regardless of the measurement method, 
she would like data on the products’ geographical origins to be collected, but added that 
this was not an easy task. Otherwise, Marcel Man wanted to be certain that he would be 
able to identify the dishes being eaten, and specified that he did not want to be restricted 
to protein-rich foods, arguing that “a meat dish could be replaced by a spinach pie for 
dinner”. But above all he wanted to be able to interview “eaters and not consumers” 
before they were handed a questionnaire that would give them too many hints as to 
which aspect of food was being prioritized in the survey. “You see, if your question-
naire suggests to people that you’re a nutritionist, they’re going to gear their answers 
towards the relationship between their diet and health, and that’s going to bias all my 
answers”. One could sense some irritation at this denunciation of biases associated with 
the disciplinary focus, and at this determination to be all-encompassing. 
To cool things down, Charlotte Bond took the opportunity offered by Marcel the anthro-
pologist to say a word about the eater/consumer distinction: “It’s true that some of us 
here use the term ‘eater’ rather than ‘consumer’. It’s not a trite intellectual whim! The 
aim is above all to stress the fact that food cannot be solely reduced to the consumption 
stage, which is in any case ambiguous—are we talking about acquisition as a whole? 
Purchasing? Ingesting and digesting? All of that? Of course, consumption is still essen-
tial to consider, but there are also a whole host of foods and practices that are beyond 
the purview of the market. We can eat what we produce, gather, hunt, trade with our 
neighbours or families, etc. Otherwise the ‘eater’ notion helps to position the individuals 
we are studying in relation to all the other food system actors—from the field to the 
plate, to put it bluntly—but also those who discuss food in the public sphere, i.e. the 
media, politicians, experts, doctors, etc. These systems of actors and activities include 
the vital stage of cooking, which transforms foodstuffs into food, and meal sharing, 
which is the lifeblood of social life. The term ‘eater’ also places greater emphasis on 
meaning, thereby making it possible to consider the values, emotions, representations 
and rationales that underpin the very act of eating. Besides, when people have a meal 
or snack they generally use the verb ‘to eat’. You wouldn’t say to a colleague, “Would 
you like to consume together at noon?” Finally, there’s the organic dimension to eating. 
We eat plant- or animal-based foods that nourish our bodies, so we’re part of the food 
chain. If you agree, I suggest we use this term throughout this 2-day meeting. It’s the 
term we used when we drew up our project. Don’t think of it as a disciplinary lens, but 
rather as a first step towards interdisciplinarity, an open door to all the dimensions of 
the act of eating. Moreover, an interdisciplinary approach, a determination to grasp the 
act of eating in all its biological, psychological, sociological, anthropological, economic, 
geographical, historical, political and ecological complexity all encompass this ‘eater’ 
figure. On this point, I encourage you to read an article by Claude Fischler1 (1988), 
chapter 8 in a book of Jean-Pierre Poulain (2017) and an article by Jean-Pierre Corbeau 
(2021) that reviews the emergence of this ‘eater’ character.” 

1. In French, see also the leading article by Claude Fischler (1979) and the entire issue of the Communica-
tions journal, for which it serves as an introduction.

A fictional introduction:  
when disciplines cross paths with eaters
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Then it was time for lunch. On the way to the small restaurant that Charlotte had 
chosen not far from the meeting room, bilateral conversations began in an attempt 
to find trade-offs between disciplines. Max heard Nathalie Vitamine and Alan Smith, 
who were trailing behind, discussing the human sciences, “always a bit paranoid about 
being misunderstood by the harder approaches”, “always saying that we only see our 
research topics through our own narrow lenses”. But they did admit that Marcel Man 
and Fabienne Chart seemed really nice... And actually it was true that they were just 
about to eat, not consume, together. As soon as they arrived at the restaurant, Max 
Logos jotted down some details in his notebook. For him, the investigation had begun 
and he had already filled in pages and pages of notes!

The second half of the day was devoted to the topic of ‘Understanding and explaining: 
the factors driving meat consumption’. Over lunch, Fabienne the geographer and 
Marcel the anthropologist had discussed how they intended to work on the deter-
mining factors. They began the discussion by explaining that they wanted to talk freely 
and extensively with a sample of eaters so as to identify their reasons for changes in 
their meat consumption patterns, while at the same time tracing the channels through 
which the food had transited before ending up on the plate. Nathalie the nutritionist 
and Alan the economist looked at each other, and then Alan spoke up: “How many 
people do you want to interview?” “I don’t know, I’d say around 30”, replied Marcel 
Man. “You know, I try to vary the people I interview as much as possible and I stop 
when I don’t hear anything different from what I’ve already heard. That’s often around 
30. But then sometimes it’s a bit more,” he explained.

Nathalie Vitamine beamed a big smile and said she needed a large sample size, 
including thousands of people if possible, so that she could conduct statistical anal-
yses to identify the determinants of the measured consumption, which would thereby 
warrant publication of an article in her field. She added that a small qualitative 
sampling could be the icing on the cake. Yet she was aware that there was no way this 
project could accommodate a very large sample, and that a few hundred surveyed 
people could be enough. Alan Smith went on to explain that he was interested in 
measuring whether there were differences in consumption according to household 
income and that he therefore absolutely required a sample that was representative of 
the reference population. He too needed a large sample! Marcel Man and Fabienne 
Chart saw Nathalie Vitamine and Alan Smith glancing at Charlotte Bond and began to 
suspect that they were going to request a larger budget to carry out their large-survey 
survey. This would complicate their plans to each recruit a post-doc candidate. Char-
lotte concluded the session by pointing out that we could combine ‘quali’ and ‘quanti’ 
research. The in-depth interviews and observations, i.e. the ‘quali’ part, would help 
identify response procedures for factors affecting consumption, which could in turn 
be proposed as response procedures in the questionnaire for the ‘quanti’ part. But then 
we overheard a slightly disgruntled comment, “So we’re going to have to wait until the 
‘quali’ part is finished before we do the ‘quanti’?” Charlotte continued without batting 
an eyelid and concluded, “Well, we’ll also need to discuss the exact timetable, as well as 
the budget, before tomorrow evening!” That marked the end of the first day, and Char-
lotte suggested that anyone who wished to do so could come along and have dinner 
together in a restaurant, “as long as we don’t talk about the project!” “A restaurant 
serving vegetarian dishes?” someone asked!
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The next morning, while coffee was being served in the meeting room, the discus-
sion turned to the subject of ‘Intervening: building and testing ways of shaping 
consumption patterns’. Charlotte, the sociologist, had proposed this topic knowing 
that there was some degree of consensus among the researchers that excessive meat 
consumption—beyond the strict nutritional requirements—was a source of various 
problems, i.e. health, environmental and ethical, and that the prevailing militant 
rhetoric advocating a reduction in meat consumption seemed to be perceived very 
differently depending on people’s social category. She hence suggested that the reac-
tions of meat eaters to ongoing research initiatives, or those to be implemented in the 
project, could be analysed to gain insight into their motives, barriers and levers to 
steer this consumption towards greater ‘sustainability’, as was the overall aim of the 
project. Then it was Nathalie Vitamine and Marcel Man who turned out to be on the 
same wavelength. Both advocated in favour of building an experiment with citizen 
participation, while Alan Smith and Fabienne Chart wanted to test hypotheses put 
forward in the literature in their respective disciplines. Alan argued that researchers 
should not monopolize recommendations for action but should instead test a stance 
whereby eaters’ knowledge and tactics are fostered. They had discussed the matter 
in the restaurant the evening before and concluded that it would be useful to focus 
on the way eaters viewed the issue so as to incorporate it in the questionnaire. They 
thereby wanted to jointly test an action research approach based on interventions, 
which seemed more ethically contemporary and also easier to publish, since scien-
tific journals were now very interested in such protocols. Meanwhile, Alan Smith was 
keen to test the effects of price variations through an experiment in which participants 
would have to demonstrate their willingness to pay a higher price for more sustain-
able quality meats through a commitment scheme. In order to publish the results, 
he needed to innovate in terms of bidding techniques, and a recent Australian paper 
offered a novel avenue that he was determined to test. Fabienne (the geographer), after 
speaking to Alan (the economist) the previous evening, thought that this experiment 
could be an opportunity to test the effects of meat origins on consumption patterns. 
She also wanted to find out whether or not changes in consumption were accompa-
nied by changes in where meat was purchased in the ‘foodscape’, as she called it. Was 
the trend towards ‘flexitarianism’, in particular, benefitting local butchers? Like Alan, 
she was quite interested in addressing a question that had remained unanswered in 
the literature—a research front! “But is this a real grassroots social problem or just a 
research topic?” asked Nathalie Vitamine, feigning ignorance? 
For lunch, Charlotte Bond had prepared a surprise in the meeting room. She had 
arranged with a friend who worked in a foreign lab to have some meat substitutes 
delivered, including mini-steaks made from animal stem cells, a kind of small sausage 
made from bacteria cultured on mushroom tissue, mini-silkworm skewers, and a new 
type of textured sesame protein bites that were slightly fatty and resembled chicken 
nuggets. All of these items had been cooked like meat by one of Charlotte’s women 
friends who was a chef. These different samples were served on attractive bamboo fibre 
plates and could be eaten just with a fork or even as finger food. “We don’t need a knife!” 
declared Alan Smith. “Good point!” agreed Charlotte Bond. She then added, “Does it 
really resemble meat if it can’t be cut with a knife?” Marcel Man was about to start a 
talk on the use of knives in meals in different societies through the ages, but Alan the 
economist stopped him in his tracks by quipping, “Hey, that’s a sociologist’s question! 
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Who  cares as long as it’s edible?” “As long as it’s protein, as the nutritionists would 
say,” replied Marcel, winking at Nathalie Vitamine. She then went on to say to Alan, 
“It depends on whether it’s a flexible food or a commodity... to be cut, as the econo-
mists would say!” “Could you pass me the ‘carte’2 (menu) to see what they call it?” asked 
Fabienne, the geographer. “Geographers can’t do without ‘cartes’ (maps),” replied Marcel 
Man. Max, the science historian and epistemologist, was scribbling away in his notebook 
and Charlotte Bond was smiling with delight at seeing how bonds were forming based 
on ‘friendly and disciplinary affinities in good humour’, a concept she was in the process 
of inventing and which she told herself was essential for the success of the project.
The afternoon was devoted to a presentation by Max, who outlined the methodo
logical options available for the project. His talk was meant to fuel future discussions 
on the practical organization of the project and the guidelines for drawing up the final 
budget over the following weeks. He began by pointing out that the methods would 
vary depending on the research targets. “It’s the focus issue that dictates the method. 
Controversies regarding methods are actually often a dialogue of the deaf between 
researchers who are not asking the same questions”.
He explained that if you want to gauge the importance of a phenomenon, as discussed 
in the first half-day session, you cannot use the same methods as you would if you 
want to grasp the logic underlying this phenomenon or assess the relative weight of 
its various determining factors. “A quantitative survey can, for instance, reveal that 
well-off people with a high educational level eat less meat than middle class people 
with a low educational level. But that doesn’t tell us why from the eaters’ standpoint. 
That’s what an in-depth qualitative approach can do”. Even the methods will differ 
depending on whether we want to intervene, propose, implement or assess the effects 
of an initiative. Marcel Man stepped in to say, “Yeah, OK, the choice of method 
depends on the question to be addressed. But the choice of method also depends on 
the timeframe and above all the budget available. A series of in-depth interviews and 
their analysis can be carried out in a few months, or even a few weeks, and they don’t 
cost very much, whereas a major quantitative survey can take over a year to set up, 
carry out and analyse the findings”. Alan, the economist, could not help joking, “You 
mean, Mr Anthropologist, that methodology is economy-dependent?” And he winked 
and added, “...like many things, and actually like almost everything!” Charlotte then 
concluded, “You have to find the right trade-off between the research stance—often 
defined by your discipline—the question addressed and the available resources. More-
over, a few trade-offs will be needed in this project to get everyone on the same page!”.
Max then delved into some epistemological issues that he said would be challenging but 
not useless, but which, given all the yawns that were being held back, did not seem to 
arouse much enthusiasm in the audience—note that the thermos of coffee had already 
been empty for over an hour. Yet Max was there to get the participants thinking about 
their research practices and to serve as an interdisciplinary watchdog. “The action 
of objectifying,” he began, “underpins scientific activity. Firstly, it involves clearly 
defining the scope—or object—of the studied phenomenon and then producing a 
narrative on this object based on observations that have been empirically documented 
through data collection, before being analysed according to clear logical criteria. 

2. Note that to clarify the wordplay used here in the French narrative regarding the word carte, the English 
meanings are shown in brackets.
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This narrative is therefore verifiable: in the case of reproducible experimental 
approaches, it is disprovable or, in the case of other approaches, plausible, i.e. logically 
sound and based on observations. Amongst scientific approaches focused on food 
and eaters, several objectification methods are possible depending on their connec-
tion with the emic dimension of the studied phenomena.”
Max went on to explain that the emic concept could not be understood without refer-
ence to the opposing etic concept. Max urge the audience to read an article by Marvin 
Harris (1976) and another by Jean-Pierre Olivier de Sardan (1998), while mentioning 
that, “The etic and emic concepts were coined by Kenneth Pike on the strength of 
linguistic research and were then embraced in the anthropology field, notably by 
Marvin Harris. This distinction facilitates insight into the research stances of the 
different disciplines.”
He continued, “Etics is specific to science. It can be viewed as an interpretative 
approach to the phenomena being studied—an approach that produces a scientific 
descriptive, comprehension and explanatory discourse. Scientists adopt clearly identi-
fied methods and rational rules to produce this discourse. This is commonly known as 
the ‘scholarly sense’“. Max gave examples of etic discourses from different disciplines, 
explaining that such concepts, with expressions like ‘commensal situation’, ‘nutritional 
density’, ‘food diversity’, ‘willingness to pay’, ‘culinary triangle’, ‘food environment’, etc., 
often made researchers incomprehensible to ordinary folk.
“In contrast,” Max went on, “the emic approach refers to so-called ‘common sense’. 
This is the discourse expressed by survey respondents, representations that can be 
expressed and reconstructed by the interviewer, or sociocultural codes and norms that 
respondents are able to explain with the researcher’s help, because respondents are 
not always very aware of them nor are they easy for them to express. A social norm, 
for instance, is characterized by the social sanction associated with its violation. It can 
be revealed by asking the respondent to assess supposedly transgressive behaviour. For 
example, a respondent could be asked what he/she would think if one of his/her guests 
refused to eat the meat dish he/she had prepared. We would then be able to identify the 
norms related to vegetarianism and the sharing of meals in vegetarian communities.”
But right after he had explained the distinction between etic and emic, and as 
humanities researchers tend to do—Nathalie Vitamine silently laughed while saying, 
“It’s a mania with them”—, Max then made it clear that this distinction should not 
be regarded as a strict opposition. Instead, etic and emic are two poles of the same 
continuum. Nathalie picked up on this comment, “By the way, don’t we all ultimately 
deal with the emic? The fact that we’re studying human food means we’re studying 
human beings capable of speaking and producing meaning. Let’s not forget that.”
Marcel Man nodded from the back of the room next to the radiator, and said, “I 
completely agree, but I think we’re all dealing with etics, even us soft scientists!” Max 
was just about to get to that and then projected a diagram from a book on survey 
methods for studying food and eaters3. He continued, “All knowledge production 
processes that claim to be scientific, i.e. that aim to account for the phenomena studied 
via comparison, generalization and above all criticism, produce an etical discourse. 

3. See Figure 0.1 in this Introduction.
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This is equally true of the so-called ‘hard’ sciences and the humanities. An approach 
that focuses solely on emic phenomena, e.g. representations shared within a group, 
assuming that it’s really possible, can only claim to be scientific if it forges or adopts 
an etic narrative to account for them. So all of us in this room produce etics. It’s even 
to some extent our mission and warrants our salaries. Not producing etics at all would 
mean, for example, reporting on emic discourse gleaned in the field without a clear 
definition of the subject, without further analysis, without any generalization, without 
any translation to make the situation understandable and interpretable for readers, 
colleagues, or even the respondents. This in other words would be tantamount to not 
producing any objectification. If you stick too closely to emics, you’re not generalizing 
anything, you’re just being a mouthpiece. To sum up, different methods and disci-
plines have different positions in relation to etics and emics. Some seek to distance 
themselves from emics and produce a discourse that is as etic as possible. Here we 
are more concerned about the epistemology of the so-called hard sciences, objective 
measurement, the use of statistical tools and experimental protocols. Others focus 
on emics and seek to produce a comprehensive objectification and reconstruct the 
rationale that drives the respondents. We’re more on the side of the epistemology of 
the human sciences, i.e. of the plausible rather than the deniable.”

Figure 0.1. Cognitive map of the methods described in the book Studying Food and Eaters: A 
Cocktail of Perspectives and Methods.
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After this tangent on etics and emics, which seemed to wake up the audience, Max 
continued, “Alongside this first strand, which provides a means of structuring the 
diverse methods of investigating food and eaters, a second strand can be identified, 
i.e. the monitoring scales, which are more intuitive and obvious, as you can see from 
this diagram. At the finest level, i.e. the individual. Next, there are groups of different 
kinds that are defined in different ways by different disciplines, including the family, 
household, consumption unit, clan, tribe, community, etc. Then there are popula-
tions, which can for instance be defined in terms of regional or national boundaries. 
You might of course argue that we often start with the individual when it comes to 
generalizing on the group or even population level. But the key point here, when 
striving to structure the methods, is the scale at which the researchers are ulti-
mately interested and at which the knowledge they produce is focused. Qualitative 
methods based on interviews and ethnographic observations are often preferred 
at the most detailed levels. These methods aim to provide a detailed picture but 
they are time-consuming to carry out given the time/respondent ratio. Moreover, 
the budget allocated to them within research projects is often limited.” “Don’t even 
mention it!”, said Marcel Man smiling.
Max added, “With these fine-scale qualitative methods, the samples are not designed 
to be representative of a reference population, but rather of the diversity of situations 
and possible types. The goal is to interview a range of very different people so as to 
identify all of the possible discourses and practices—even though some of them may 
be marginal in the target population or not statistically significant—with the aim of 
gaining insight into them and their underlying rationale. History illustrates the impor-
tance of fringe patterns, e.g. the consumption of ‘organic’ quality meat, which was 
completely negligible just 30 years ago, but is now much more prominent. We can 
identify factors that influence what eaters say and do, but we can’t carry out a statistical 
analysis to measure their relative importance. Statistics can also be used to analyse the 
discourses, e.g. the frequency with which words or expressions appear. On a larger 
scale, i.e. the population, the relative importance of what has been identified can be 
assessed on a finer scale. For example, in-depth interviews with individuals may reveal 
that the reasons for reducing meat consumption may be health-related, economic, 
environmental, ethical, taste-related, cultural, social or even animal welfare-related, 
factors that enable people to stand out or, conversely, to be integrated into a social 
group. Interviews also help to show how these different reasons for eating less meat 
combine, and possibly how their combination determines changes in practices. A 
personal event such as the birth of a child can simultaneously make people more 
aware of health and environmental issues, forcing them to look to the future of the 
next generation. A quantitative survey can measure the relative importance of each 
of these reasons in a population, provided the sample is large enough and sufficiently 
well constructed, while identifying how these reasons are associated with individual 
characteristics: age, gender, standard of living, education, residence location, etc.”
Charlotte Bond then added: “These monitoring scales often differentiate disciplines. 
For starters, psychologists focus on individuals, although some social and cultural 
psychologists do also carry out quantitative surveys. Otherwise epidemiologists focus 
on populations. What they observe, each on their own scale, is not always consistent. 
For instance, major differences in meat consumption may be noted between 
individuals due to taste preferences, but these are less visible on a population scale, 
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where economic and sociocultural factors are more important. Even so, we can still 
try to combine methods that implement different monitoring scales. This is where it is 
really interesting to combine methods and foster interdisciplinarity.”
Nathalie Vitamine proposed another factor for differentiating research approaches. 
Firstly, she identified approaches geared towards making progress on a given scientific 
front—studying something that nobody else has previously explored, e.g. a little-
known field or a new method. The key is to innovate relative to what everyone else 
has already studied. The challenge is to make scientific progress. That is what makes it 
easier to publish, because that is often what journals are looking for. “Yes, but you see, 
plenty of papers explore new methods whose results are appallingly trivial in terms of 
their usefulness,” said Charlotte Bond putting things into perspective. Nathalie picked 
up where she left off, highlighting that it was also possible to find approaches that took 
social issues as their starting point and sought to address them. What really counts is 
being useful in solving societal issues. She added, “This distinction can be summed 
up by looking at both basic and targeted research.” “I agree, but there’s a risk that if 
we start from the questions raised by society then we could get trapped in a vision 
imposed by some of its actors. Often the problem is actually the question and the way 
it is framed,” declared Fabienne Chart. Then Charlotte repeated what Max had said 
earlier, i.e. that we often see scientific debates in which different methods clash when 
we are simply not asking the same questions, before continuing, “Often, the choice of 
method is made according to the question we ask ourselves, or which is asked socially. 
We then have to ask ourselves whether the method we choose will really enable us to 
answer the question we are asking. The issue is primarily the question, not the method. 
But we also have to admit that a methodological innovation leads us to ask new ques-
tions. We can measure new dimensions and thus reveal them and thereby question 
their role. This is the case, for instance, with regards to the enormous processing 
possibilities offered by new Big Data methods.”
Charlotte, who could see the clock was ticking, took advantage of the opportunity to 
thank Max and conclude this productive day with four comments.
The first was that to reach agreement in an interdisciplinary group we have to accept 
that the importance each discipline attaches to the studied food aspects has to be 
put into perspective. Each discipline tends to stress the importance of its preferred 
dimension—social, biological, cultural, hedonic, ecological, psychological or 
economic—while regarding the other dimensions as secondary. For example, nutri-
tionists consider health to be a primary food dimension, and that pleasure, economic 
constraints, social norms and cultural practices can be studied in terms of how they 
shape nutritional health. Sociologists and anthropologists study social interactions 
and cultural dynamics, which they see as being highly relevant to the behaviours they 
observe, while economists focus on material and monetary constraints in their search 
for determining factors. Interdisciplinarity therefore presupposes recognition of this 
diversity of viewpoints and acceptance of the fact that not all disciplines share a unified 
vision of the behavioural endpoints, that they zoom in on some rather than others, and 
that they tend to rank them in order of importance.
The second comment was drawn from a thought experiment involving a 1:1 map super-
imposed on the entire concerned area, as imagined by Lewis Caroll, Jorge Luis Borges 
and Umberto Eco (Palsky, 1999). This kind of map is the most reliable representation 
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of the area, but the only problem is that it is unusable! So we have to accept that there 
may be some information loss to capture the reality, and the selection of information 
collected through the implemented method depends on its conceptual framework. 
The third comment applied to all qualitative and quantitative survey methods. 
It concerned the need to take the effects of interactions between interviewers and 
respondents into account as well as the influence of the question order and wording on 
the responses. Charlotte recommended that everyone, irrespective of their discipline, 
should read a selection of works by authors she considered essential on methodological 
issues: Olivier de Sardan (2012) and his book La rigueur du qualitatif, which is geared 
towards readers conducting qualitative (and even quantitative) research on human 
beings; Norbert Schwarz and Seymour Sudman (1996), who have conducted numerous 
surveys demonstrating how the question shapes the response; and Van Campenhoudt, 
Marquet and Quivy (2017) and Becker (1998) on rigorous approaches to social science 
surveys. Charlotte also recommended a book by Alan Warde (2015)—which is more 
focused on food—on the value of research practices and mentioned a few essential 
methodological manuals: Macbeth and MacClancy (2004); Poulain (2002); Miller and 
Deutsch (2010); Albala (2012); Murcott, Belasco and Jackson (2013); Chrzan and Brett 
(2016); Klein and Watson (2016); and Leer and Krogager (2021).
Charlotte’s fourth and final comment was a recommendation to check out a book 
that would be useful for anyone conducting research on food. This book, entitled 
Studying Food and Eaters: A Cocktail of Perspectives and Methods, is the one from 
which Max’s earlier diagram was extracted. In her view, this book offers an oppor-
tunity to review and compare various methods: participatory methods involving 
respondents, comprehensive methods deployed on individual and group levels, and 
more explanatory methods carried out on a few individuals or very large popula-
tion samples. “To present the different methods compiled in the book, the editors 
opted to arrange them graphically according to the two strands Max was talking 
about earlier: the etic-emic strand on the x-axis and the monitoring scale on the 
y-axis. There are other possibilities, of course, but this allows readers to pinpoint 
each of the methods graphically and also for the editors to organize the 15 chapters 
of this book into three main groups, each of which includes methods that share a 
similar family resemblance. The first group is entitled ‘I. Measuring eaters’ prac-
tices and representations’. These are mainly quantitative methods designed to be 
statistically representative, or to measure the weight of different eating behaviour 
factors. The second set is entitled ‘II. Tracking eaters and foods’. These are methods 
for grasping the dynamics of food practices, representations and flows, mostly at the 
sub-population level. The third group is entitled ‘III. Understanding and assessing 
the social construction of the food and eating fact’. These are mainly participatory 
methods involving respondents in the knowledge production process.”
Charlotte continued her discussion of the diagram and then opened the discussion 
to address the many questions. Someone floated the idea of applying all 15 methods 
presented in the book to the study of meat consumption. Everyone agreed that it 
would certainly shed light on the subject from very complementary angles, but that 
the budget offered by the Agence Française de l’Excellence Scientifique would not be 
sufficient. Charlotte then seized the opportunity to say, “For that, we’ll ask Europe for 
funding for our next project! Meanwhile, how about going for a bite to eat together?”
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