
International Business Review 7 (1998) 549–568

The local and the global: exploring traits of
homogeneity and heterogeneity in European

food cultures

Søren Askegaard*, Tage Koed Madsen
Department of Marketing, Odense University, Campusvej 55, DK-5230, Odense M, Denmark

Received 12 December 1997; received in revised form 27 January 1998; accepted 26 March 1998

Abstract

One type of boundary rarely explored in international marketing are the cultural boundaries
dividing Europe into regions with individual cultural backgrounds and different consumption
patterns. This article explores information about such patterns of food consumption based on
information from a database originating from a 1989 pan-European lifestyle survey comprising
around 20 000 people in 15 European countries divided into 79 regions. The degree of hom-
ogeneity in the different nation-states and regions was analysed. The article contributes with
new, specific empirical evidence about Europeans’ food-related behaviour and attitudes and
provides culture-based explanations and interpretations of observed differences and simi-
larities. It is shown that nation/language boundaries still have a strong impact on European
food cultures. 1998 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

In an era of internationalization and global exchange of communications and com-
modities, the traditional boundaries between states diminish in relative importance
and other boundaries become more important. A hitherto rather neglected set of
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boundaries of vital importance to international marketing are the cultural boundaries
dividing Europe into regions with individual, albeit overlapping, historical back-
grounds and different cultural systems. Regional patterns are particularly relevant
for food products. As tourists we all know the wish to try the ‘local specialities’ in
the different parts of Europe and its countries. This very wish ‘to familiarize oneself
with the local culture’ tells us something very important about food products, namely
that they do not only serve to satisfy biological needs. We have a biological need
to consume a certain amount of calories and liquid; this need, however, does not
definewhat to eat andwith what, how it is to be cooked,whenit is to be eaten and
underwhat social circumstances.

Even though the different social science disciplines have all contributed to an
understanding of the social aspects of food consumption, hardly any discipline
matches anthropology in contributing to our understanding of food consumption,
perhaps the most classical and cited example being the culinary triangle of Le´vi-
Strauss (1968, p. 406). Anthropologists, like e.g. Farb & Armelagos (1980); Douglas
(1982), have extended such structural-anthropological studies, underlining the role
of food consumption as a central part of social rituals. The metaphor of language
has often been used in order to evoke the highly structured, formal and norm-based
character of food intake (Fischler, 1990). From an anthropological point of view,
food culturecan be defined as a culinary order whose traits are prevalent among a
certain group of people. Food cultures may be distinguished from the micro-level
(family) to the macro level (countries, regions, social classes, etc.).

The most basic distinction in the culinary order is the categorization of what is
edible and what is not from asocialpoint of view. However, other distinctions such
as taste criteria, the relationship between certain food items and certain consumption
situations, timing of meals and eating situations, the associations pertaining to food
products e.g. in terms of gender (cf. Lyman, 1989; Heisley, 1990) and the values
attached to food also contribute to constitute the richness of a food culture (Fischler,
1990). The more specific termcuisineis often used to denote special typical ingredi-
ents, combinations of ingredients and preparation methods belonging to a certain
country, region or ethnic group (Fieldhouse, 1986).

Disciplines such as psychology (personality traits, attitude, etc.) and economics
(the role of prices, allocation of resources, etc.) have contributed substantially to the
understanding of the complexity of food consumption (cf. Lyman, 1989; Ritson et
al., 1986; Grunert, 1989). Sociology, on the other hand, has had surprisingly little
to say about food consumption (Gofton, 1986; Grunert, 1989). Mennell et al. (1992),
however, underline how the subject of food has grown in importance within the field
of sociology during the past decade. This said, they also demonstrate how sociol-
ogists have had to gather material from many other disciplines in order to contribute
to the task of constructing a sociology of food.

Especially in the chapter on ‘The Development of Culinary Cultures’, Mennell et
al. (1992) reflect on geographical differences in food cultures. One of their points
is a difference in the historical development of different food cultures: whereas Great
Britain and France are characterized by national food cultures where the most
important differences are defined in terms of class, Germany on the contrary showed
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rather distinguished regional food cultures, which makes it hard to speak of one
German food culture if one goes just a few decades back. Right or wrong, the argu-
ments touch upon the key subject of this article: the existence of different national
and/or regional ‘culinary cultures’ in Europe and their similarities and differences.

The article contributes with specific knowledge about European food cultures; it
offers empirical evidence of food-related behaviour and attitudes from a large cross-
national study. However, the scope of the article is theoretical as well as empirical.
Assuming that Europe for many analytical purposes could be considered from a
regional perspective, we are interested in the existence of different national and/or
regional food cultures in Europe and their similarities and differences. We will try
to draw a ‘map of European food cultures’ that does nota priori operate with existing
state boundaries only. Theoretical analyses of cultural traits underlying the observed
differences will be considered. However, it should be noted that our operationaliz-
ation of food culture does not follow the theoretical reflections just outlined, due to
the convenience data set used.

The empirical part of the article is based on data extracted from a European life-
style survey conducted in 1989. One uni-variate example from that database
(Askegaard, 1993a) compares the binary choice of a preference for either a meal
consisting of one proper dish with meat and accompanying vegetables as opposed
to a ‘composite meal’ consisting of many small dishes. In such a comparison, a
border between Latin European and Anglo-Saxon and Germanic food cultures
becomes clearly visible. It is located between Germany and France, running through
the southern part of Belgium, northern France and western Switzerland. North of
this dividing line, there is an overwhelming preference for the ‘single dish’ meal,
whereas south of the line there is a general majority in favour of the ‘composite
meal’. This finding corresponds to some of the differences described by Kittler &
Sucher (1989) under the notions of the food cultures of ‘Northern Europeans’, ‘Cen-
tral Europeans’ and ‘Scandinavians’ versus ‘Southern Europeans’.

What we wish to explore is a set of such regional patterns of food-related prefer-
ences and behaviour. The patterns identified will be discussed in an attempt to pro-
vide culture-based explanations and interpretations.

2. The study

The data that form the basis for the analysis stem from a 1989 lifestyle survey
carried out in 15 European countries, namely the 12 countries who were members
of the EC at that time (Luxemburg was, however, considered a region in Belgium)
and the four EFTA countries: Norway, Sweden, Austria and Switzerland. The survey
was organized by the Centre de Communication Avance´ (CCA), a marketing research
agency in Paris, in cooperation with the Europanel network of opinion-research insti-
tutes in the above countries. The data concerning the geographical differences in the
food consumption area have kindly been made accessible by the CCA. The question-
naire and the data analysis were prepared primarily by CCA according to their own,
relatively unique lifestyle analysis method (for a detailed review, cf. Cathelat, 1990).
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CCA had the explicit purpose to generate a pan-European lifestyle typology. These
lifestyle portraits are not generally accessible and they have been subject to criticism
(Askegaard, 1993b; Valette-Florence, 1994). As we are only using the purely geo-
graphical dimension of the data material, this critique is of less importance here.

The individual institutes in the Europanel apply a regional division of their respect-
ive countries. The CCA survey uses these regions as the smallest geographical units
of analysis on the grounds that a ‘puzzle’ of regions under certain circumstances
could be more interesting than the traditional national division. This resulted in a
total of 79 regions in the 15 countries. The regional divisions are seen in the map
of Fig. 2. The survey was carried out with a questionnaire and the participation of
about 20 000 respondents, ensuring a representative population at a national as well
as a regional level. The respondents were sampled by quota sampling from the
national research agencies’ consumer panels, thus a panel effect in the data can not
be excluded.

A major problem is that the regions are not defined in relation to our specific
topic of food products but in relation to existing administrative units in the individual
countries. Consequently, there is a risk of diminishing or hiding important boundaries
between different food cultures. For example, the Loire Valley is generally seen
as the boundary between the oil-based and the butter/cream-based French cuisines
(Scardigli, 1987, p.60). The Loire Valley goes right through the French ‘West
region’, so this boundary will not be evident in the present analysis. Furthermore,
some of the large regions may contain areas with very specific food traditions that
have no similarity with the rest of the region. This could be the case with coastal
areas compared with inland areas of the same region.

Obviously, it would have been very interesting to analyse data withouta priori
defined regions because it would have made it possible to search for regional food
patterns in a much more detailed manner. Nevertheless the mere fact that it has been
possible to work with regional data is a great step forward compared with most other
international analyses that simply compare nation-states. It should be pointed out,
also, that the questions were not prepared with regard to an analysis of the regional
differences in European food consumption: the questions were asked in order to
generate a pan-European lifestyle typology. However, considering the inadequate
knowledge available in the field of regional data of international consumption pat-
terns, even exploratory empirical evidence contributes to our accumulated knowl-
edge.

With regard to the comparability of the collected data, a standard questionnaire
has been applied in all countries. This has the effect—due to the regional and national
differences already mentioned—that the response categories in several questions
must necessarily be very general; one cannot be very specific without risking that
the response categories do not give (the same) meaning to the entire population. It
is typical for this as well as other types of cross-national questionnaire-based analyses
that inter-cultural validity is problematical. A correct and good translation is
important, but it is much more important to realize that the various concepts applied
in the questionnaire, correctly translated, may in fact have different meanings in
different connections in the different cultures. Furthermore, there are differences in
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the way the questionnaires are completed and the scalings of the response options
are utilized (e.g. Chandran & Wiley, 1987; Grunert et al., 1989). Generally, it may
be ascertained that the validity of cross-national questionnaire surveys is so far rela-
tively low. The results reported below should therefore not be over-interpreted: the
analyses should be considered an examination of existing data material and not an
attempt to test generalizable hypotheses.

This paper presents the results of analyses of the 138 food-related questions that
were part of the CCA survey. Only the average replies in 79 regions in Europe were
accessible for the purpose of this paper. For example, we have data showing the
percentage of respondents in each region that report they enjoy cooking; another
example is that we have information about the average response to how often con-
sumers in a particular region drink red wine. The input for the analyses are conse-
quently a data matrix with 793 138 data points and not all the replies from the
original 20 000 respondents. The average reply from the respondents in a region, i.e.
the percentage of respondents reporting a particular belief or behaviour, is considered
the reply from the average respondentfrom the region in question, which makes
sense in relation to the theme of the article.

So, our analyses are based on average responses from consumers in 79 pre-speci-
fied regions which is an important limitation to keep in mind. It is, of course, a
weakness that we do not know the variances in the replies within the individual
region as we do not have the replies of the individual respondents. For that very
reason it is impossible to test the cross-cultural reliability and validity of the applied
scales. This means that the analyses reported below are exploratory: the aim is to
uncover patterns whereas the data material does not form the basis for any final state-
ments.

The variables included in the present study can be divided into seven subgroups
as illustrated in Fig. 1. A number of variables (questions/items) are attached to each
subgroup/dimension. The questions were posed differently in the different dimen-
sions. ‘Food style’ consisted of nine dichotomous choices; ‘trends in eating patterns’
of 12 statements where the respondents were asked whether each statement rep-
resented a type of behaviour that they presently did more than before, on the same
level, less, or did not do at all. The preferences, the diet willingness and the nibbling
habits were measured by the answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to the suggested tastes and textures,
the suggested types of diet behaviours, or the ‘nibbling’ food items, respectively.
The drinking habits were measured on a five-point scale from ‘everyday or almost
every day’ to ‘never’. The diet behaviour was measured on a four-point scale ranging
from ‘regular control’ to ‘no control’.

To get an impression of the types of information gathered, please refer to Table
1 which shows the names of 41 factors extracted from the 138 original items.

3. Factors concerning food behaviour and preferences

The analyses carried out below are of an exploratory nature, meaning that the
point is to look forpatternsin the data material. Consequently, actual statistical tests
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Fig. 1. Concepts and dimensions of the data material.

of the validity/the general nature of the patterns found cannot be made. In trying to
validate the results we have instead conducted factor analyses (and later cluster
analyses) with different methods. The factor analyses have been carried out with
two different methods of extraction and two methods of rotation; the cluster analyses
with four different hierarchical clustering methods. Despite the application of differ-
ent methods the results are largely identical. This indicates that the patterns found
are reasonably reliable indications of actual patterns in the prevailing data material.
Since the results from the different methods do not vary much we have decided to
report the results from the most commonly applied methods, all being the default
methods applied in Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) unless other-
wise specified.

Based on Fig. 1 it can be seen that an exploratory factor analysis can be carried
out at various levels. One single factor analysis could be made, based on all 138
original questions/items just as three factor analyses could be made at the concept
level (for example one factor analysis covering the 54 items indicating something
about general behaviour and attitude regarding food products), or one could choose
to carry out seven factor analyses at the dimension level (for example of the nine
original variables indicating something about ‘fundamental food style’).

We have decided to carry out the factor analyses at the dimension level since
the CCA study has consciously separated these dimensions on the basis of general
considerations regarding analyses of consumption patterns. In the questionnaires,
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Table 1
Factor variables in different food dimensions

Factors in the dimension ‘Fundamental food style’:
I eat quick meals on weekdays, but prepare specialities for guests
I eat many small meals
I have no special interest in food products
I enjoy cooking
I prefer to eat at home
Factors in the dimension ‘Trends’:
I am increasingly concerned with health
My cooking will be more convenience oriented
I will more frequently buy fast food to eat at home
I like to use more nature-based products in my cooking
I more often nibble between meals
Factors in the dimension ‘Preferences’:
My taste buds must be stimulated and challenged.
I prefer to be able to taste and feel what I am eating.
I like to be able to feel food decompose in my mouth.
I like fresh fruit.
I like delicious, unhealthy food.
I like liquid substances.
I like creamy food.
I like something to cut up.
Factors in the dimension ‘Nibbling habits’:
I nibble sweets and pastry.
I nibble fruit.
I nibble ordinary chocolate bars.
I nibble special mini meals.
I nibble salty snacks.
I nibble good quality mini meals.
I nibble easy and unhealthy small meals.
I nibble sophisticated chocolate bars.
I nibble sweet, small delicacies.
Factors in the dimension ‘Drinking habits’:
I quite often drink red wine and sometimes aperitifs.
I quite often drink white wine and sometimes strong alcohol.
I often drink something ‘quick and convenient’.
I often drink something ‘adult’.
I often drink something healthy.
I often drink cola products.
I often drink beer.
I often drink something expensive and sophisticated.
Factors in the dimension ‘Diet willingness’:
Great health consciousness.
Wish to watch the weight.
Ascetism.
Old fashioned diet perception.
Factors in the dimension ‘Dieting behaviour’:
Controlled eating pattern.
Unconcerned eating pattern.
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CCA distinguishes psychological variables (i.e. variables describing attitudes and
states of mind) from variables where respondents describe their actual behaviour.
As a supplement to this, the CCA makes an attempt to add a prospective dimension
to the question categories, in this case represented by the dimension we have called
‘trends’ (cf. Fig. 1). Conducting factor analysis at the dimension level is therefore
most loyal to the conceptualization of the total CCA study. This means that seven
factor analyses have been carried out resulting in the creation of a total of 41 new
factor variables (see Table 2). The factor analysis which has been carried out on the
basis of the above data reduces the number of variables from 138 to 41 new factor
variables (with eigenvalue greater than 1) explaining more than 80% of the variance
in the original 138 items. We consider this very satisfactory.

The naming of the new factor variables is subjective and is the result of an analysis
of how they correlate with the original variables. Based on examination of such
correlations the new factor variables have been named as outlined in Table 1 (for
more details, see Askegaard & Madsen, 1995). The factors listed express some latent
factors guiding consumers’ general food behaviour. The next section explores in
more detail the differences observed between geographical regions in Europe con-
cerning these factor variables.

4. The European food map

Intuitively, food culture seems to be a domain of increasingly transnational charac-
ter. No doubt, a number of tendencies towards internationalization can be found. On
the other hand, there is substantial evidence from several sources that food culture
is one of the domains that changes most slowly among immigrant groups (cf.
Fischler, 1990; Mennell et al., 1992). This is to a large extent due to the central role
of food in many basic social rituals and communicational patterns within families
and other groups. Food products are markers helping define social situations. It is a
category in which we are all, based on our own criteria, capable of quickly judging
various products, the way they are cooked and presented as familiar or strange. It
is a product category where very strong habits and preferences are often found. One

Table 2
Overview of the factor analyses

Dimension No. of items No. of factors % of explained variance

Fundamental
Food style 9 5 81.1
Trends 12 5 83.8
Preferences 33 8 85.0
Nibbling habits 33 9 84.3
Drinking habits 31 8 81.6
Diet willingness 16 4 83.6
Diet behaviour 4 2 70.1
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can therefore speak about a basic inertia of food culture or a ‘relative stability’ that
characterizes eating patterns in different societies. Due to the importance of local
geographical conditions for the availability of food items, regional patterns have
traditionally been particularly relevant for food products. Such regional patterns per-
sist today even if modern distribution systems have liberated local eating patterns
from the constraints of climate etc.

As it appears below, transnational as well as national and regional traits can be
identified in the present data. The cluster analysis carried out below has the purpose
of gathering the regions that are most similar in respect to the 41 new factor variables.
It was stopped when the addition of one more cluster did not add interesting obser-
vations to the theme of the article, namely, to look for similarities or differences
between the countries and regions of Europe. With this in mind it was decided to
use a solution in which the original 79 regions are collapsed into 12 clusters of
countries/regions. The squared Euclidian distance between iteration 66 (12 clusters)
and 67 is the first one larger than five (total range: 2.12 to 117.2).

Fig. 2 gives a graphic illustration of the 12 clusters including seven nation-states,
namely Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Portugal, Spain, Italy and Greece. Also included
are four transnational regions, namely the British Isles, the Netherlands and Flanders,
France and the French-speaking part of Switzerland and finally the ‘Germanic area’
of Germany, Austria and the rest of Switzerland. The last region included consists
of Brussels, Wallonia and Luxemburg, so this region is also fundamentally trans-
national. As, however, the special data collection method makes it impossible to
separate Luxemburg from the Liege-Namur region in Belgium, this region is trans-
national from the outset and not because of the cluster analysis.

It is evident that the ‘peripherical countries’ of the analysis tend to form individual
clusters whereas the heart of the European continent sees the formation of clusters
across nation-states. This may be due to the fact that the latter regions are more
exposed to people from other food cultures—and are therefore more often encour-
aged to try out new things; an invitation which bears relatively little risk since the
consequences of mistakes and disappointments are normally short-term and not too
serious. On a more fundamental anthropological level Fischler (1990) describes this
condition as the ‘omnivore’s paradox’: the human being, being an omnivore which
cannot get all of its necessary calories, vitamins, minerals, etc. from one source
alone, is forced to seek variety in the diet. A Belgian consumer is often inspired to do
so because many nationalities live in their country, whereas a Norwegian consumer is
less affected by such foreign influence.

On the other hand, it hereby exposes itself to the dangers of doing so; dangers
that are linked to the presence of toxic, bad-tasting or in other ways harmful material
in the natural environment to our species. This need to innovate, combined with an
anxiety for the unknown, lies, Fischler argues, at the heart of the origin of human
cultural cuisines. If, then, the notion of food culture refers back to one of Fieldhou-
se’s key concepts in his ‘food selection paradigm’, namely acceptability, the chang-
ing of food cultures is oriented towards the other key concept: availability
(Fieldhouse, 1986, p. 32). Traditional cuisines are obviously very dependent on the
natural resources available in the area. But recent years have seen an explosion in
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Fig. 2. The European food map.

the supply of food products in most markets. Improved conditions of production and
transport facilities, along with the international communication possibilities, immi-
gration and tourism, have caused great upheavals in the majority of European food
cultures. Following this logic, it is only to be expected that consumers in the heart
of Europe have better access to different cuisines, which may explain why we find
the highest degree of cross-nationality here.

In the clustering of regions it is, however, characteristic that the national bound-
aries are of great importance, despite the preceding discussion and the already men-
tioned tendencies towards regionalization and/or pan-Europeanism. For example, the
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first clustering across nation-states is between West Germany and the rural regions
of Austria (iteration 52).

Since we do not need detailed information for our purpose, we illustrate just briefly
the characteristics which mainly profile each of the 12 clusters; the reader who is
interested in more profound knowledge about the clusters is referred to Askegaard &
Madsen (1995). The Germanic area stands out as being very health-conscious, paying
attention to what they eat, nibbling fresh fruit and similar items, and being heavy
users of healthy drinks such as fruit juice. The Netherlands and Flanders seem to
have a relatively traditional eating pattern with strong attitudes as to what is good
and what is not good. This region is characterized by a preference for heavy meals.
Brussels, Wallonia and Luxembourg show signs of a relatively sophisticated food
culture. People are interested in food, like to eat out, and attach great importance to
sensory enjoyment. A similar pattern is found in France and the French-speaking
part of Switzerland.

There is a distinct pattern in the commonalities among the regions that make up
these central European clusters. What binds the Germanic and Dutch/Flemish regions
together is a relatively traditionally oriented food culture based on relatively solid
meals and which eschews ‘quick and dirty’ solutions like fast food and unhealthy
products (hamburgers, sweets,…). Also, there is a relatively high degree of diet
willingness in both, although exceptionally high in the Germanic cluster, where it
is accompanied by a health concern which is not found in the Netherlands or Fland-
ers. The drinking pattern in the Germanic cluster is dominated by healthy drinks
together with white wine and schnapps. Contrary to this, the French and Wallonian
clusters show low degrees of interest in health and dieting, but attach much impor-
tance to the sensuous gratification of the meals. They seem less afraid of expressing
a need for daily convenience products, realising that they can and will be able to
cook special meals at any given occasion. Also, they do admit to nibbling chocolates
rather than healthier snacks. Their drinking patterns are dominated by red wine and
aperitifs. The difference in drinking patterns between the two reflect local production
as well as the absence of the ‘aperitif’ ritual in the Germanic food cultures where
it is generally reserved for very big occasions. Even more compelling is the tempting
conclusion that, concerning the food-related attitudes and behaviour, especially con-
cerning the food style, the nibbling behaviour and the diet attitudes, we are witnessing
the presence/absence of guilt. More specifically, it reflects an encounter of a more
ascetic, Protestant, Germanic food culture accompanied by guilt feelings over indul-
gence or non-traditional food, with a Catholic, Latin pattern where indulgence is the
purpose of food intake, and where there is a relaxed attitude to the daily meal.

Outside the Central European area Spain exhibits a food culture with a preference
for natural products. In the neighbouring region of Portugal we find a relatively
classic food culture with traditional consumption patterns; the meal is still considered
an important social event and consists of small, relatively light dishes. Italy is a
region attaching great importance to the sensory enjoyment, as was the case for the
French-speaking regions. The tendency to more convenience-oriented consumption
patterns is relatively weak in this area. The food culture in Greece is the one that
deviates the most from the other clusters. The Greek have a preference for meals



560 S. Askegaard, T.K. Madsen/ International Business Review 7 (1998) 549–568

composed of several dishes as seen in other parts of Southern Europe. They like to
eat out and are not convenience-oriented when it comes to cooking. The imported
burger culture does, however, seem to attract the Greek, and Coca-Cola is likewise
treasured as a beverage in addition to white wine and ouzo.

If we go north from central Europe we find the region covering partly the British
Isles and partly the Scandinavian countries. The British Isles profile themselves by
their great fondness of sweets and pastries; they drink a lot of instant coffee and
tea. Denmark is profiled by an increasing consumption of fast food, ready-cooked
dishes, etc. This is in line with the fact that few people particularly enjoy cooking.
Together with the other Scandinavian countries, Norway and Sweden, the Danes
position themselves as the ‘non-nibblers’ of Europe. This is true for chocolate as
well as bars; the only exception is that Scandinavians nibble a lot of fresh fruit. For
Sweden there is also a tendency to prefer heavy meals. In Norway the food culture
is strongly profiled. The Norwegians do not seem tremendously interested in food
as such, and they are open towards convenience products. Furthermore, they are light
users of several (cold) beverages, which may be attributed to the colder climate.

Summing up, our study reveals regional differences as well as tendencies towards
more cross-national similarities. Ilmonen (1990) emphasizes that the internationaliz-
ation of our eating habits is primarily found at the level of ingredients, i.e. concerns
the supply of products and ingredients. In most cases already existing categorizations
and rules on what can be eaten with what and when are more constant. The Danes
have happily adopted the cappuccino and drink it at all times of the day when they
would normally have had ordinary coffee. In Italy, the native country of cappuccino,
it is only consumed in the morning. Thus, the cappuccino has become an option in
the Danish food culture category of ‘coffee’, but it is not drunk ‘the Italian way’.
Hence, internationalization takes place on the level ofelements, i.e. leading towards
a global choice of food products and ingredients in the ‘planetary supermarket’
(Fischler, 1990). This phenomenon, together with the impact of migration on food
cultures, leads Mennell et al. (1992, p. 80) to conclude in concordance with anthro-
pologist Jack Goody: “The existence of a world cuisine has become a reality. The
development towards the internationalization of eating habits and cuisines has been
strongly facilitated by the growth of international food industries and large-scale
trade in food.”

In spite of these ‘globalization tendencies’ primarily represented by multinationals
like Nestlé, Coca-Cola, McDonalds, etc., this process could be considered relatively
superficial. On the level ofstructure, local eating patterns throughout the world are
more persistent and will continue to be so in spite of the global competition among
the biggest suppliers in the market. The fact that hamburger restaurants are found
global-wide does not indicate that eating a hamburger is or means the same thing
all over the world. On the contrary, there are great differences in the way the ‘burger
culture’ has entered existing food cultures, the concept and the position it occupies
and the target groups of the restaurants. In the same vein, the usage of Coca-Cola
in Greece and Norway may have very different explanations and meanings. Also,
the global supermarket tends to increase the range of consumption possibilities, at
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least in the rich societies, to the extent that it leads toincreaseddifferentiation due
to the multiple possible ways of putting together an eating pattern (Fischler, 1990).

Other important tendencies in the change of modern food cultures are the increase
in ‘convenience foods’ due to time pressure in peoples’ daily lives, the growing
number of women in the work force, fundamentally restructuring shopping and cook-
ing patterns and meal schedules. The result of these tendencies is a general destruc-
turation of traditional eating rituals and situations (Fischler, 1990), leaving the indi-
vidual person in a ‘gastro-anomy’, at least during work-days when time pressure is
at its highest. This fundamental change in structure seems to be present in almost
all western or ‘westernized’ societies. In our data such tendencies are most evident
in some of the most affluent European countries (such as Denmark) whereas coun-
tries like Greece and Portugal exhibit more traditional eating habits.

5. Homogeneous and heterogeneous nation-states

In the original CCA study, each nation-state was divided into between three and
eight regions. Table 3 shows how quickly the regions of each nation-state are united

Table 3
Iteration in which regions/countries are gathered in the cluster analysis

Iteration in which the Iteration in which the Iteration in which the
first two regions are country is united except whole country is united

united for one region

Denmark 6 19 26
Sweden 2 16 28
Great Britain 8 38 38
The Netherlands 1 22 44
France 3 42 48
Ireland 30 41 49
Spain 20 51 51
Italy 24 50 54
W.Germany 5 15 56a

Norway 27 53 58
Austria 10 40 60
Greece 43 43 61
Portugal 46 62 64
Switzerland 4 7 72b

Belgium 23 72 72c

aIteration 52: Austria (excluding Vienna) linked to Germany (excluding Bavaria).
bIteration 66: French Switzerland linked to France. Iteration 68: France/French Switzerland linked to
Brussels/Wallonia.
cIteration 65: Flemish Belgium linked to the Netherlands. Iteration 68: Brussels/Wallonia linked to
France/French Switzerland. Iteration 71: The Netherlands/Flemish Belgium linked to German-speaking
cluster. Iteration 72: Switzerland and Belgium united by the clustering of the francophone cluster with
the germanic cluster.
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in the cluster analysis (the regions that are most similar are linked in the first iteration,
etc.). Nation-states that are united quickly are consequently more homogeneous than
countries that are united late in the analysis. The table indicates the iteration in which
the first two regions and later the whole nation-state is united.

The cluster analysis shows that some countries or parts of countries are very homo-
geneous whereas others are very heterogeneous regarding food behaviour and atti-
tudes. The most homogeneous countries are Denmark, Sweden, West Germany (apart
from Bavaria) and Switzerland apart from the French-speaking part (all of these are
clustered before iteration no. 28). Countries like the Netherlands, Great Britain and
France also stand out as fairly homogeneous. All these countries are gathered
quickly, and the individual regions of the countries are primarily gathered as a
‘snake’ in that the clustering begins in one region and gradually extends from there.
In Denmark, for example, North Western Jutland is first clustered with Southern
Jutland/Funen, then Sealand and Eastern Jutland are ‘picked up’, whereas Copen-
hagen is brought in as the last area. Contrary to this, in other countries the individual
regions are gathered two by two. This is the case for Spain where Central and South-
ern Spain are gathered first; later Central Northern Spain is clustered with Galicia;
Catalonia with Levant. In later iterations these two-by-two clusters are clustered
gradually throughout the country. This two-by-two clustering indicates a higher
degree of heterogeneity than a snake clustering.

Many of the countries that see ‘two-by-two’ clusterings are identical with the
countries that according to Table 2 are gathered late and that see a late gathering of
their first regions. All are indications of heterogeneity. The most heterogeneous coun-
tries are Belgium, Portugal, Greece and Italy, furthermore the French-speaking part
of Switzerland is very different from the rest of Switzerland, just like Bavaria is
very different from the rest of West Germany. It can be noted that the first regions
in Portugal are not clustered until iteration no. 46, i.e. far later than the final clustering
of, for example, all five regions in Denmark. Countries like Spain, Ireland, Norway
and Austria stand out as rather heterogeneous.

Inspecting the standard deviations in the values of the new factor variables across
regions within the individual country, it can be seen that the heterogeneity is caused
by different circumstances in the individual countries. For example, in Greece there
are great differences in product-related behaviour, particularly concerning drinking
habits. More detailed analyses at the original items level show that these differences
may be explained by consumers’ residence (rural versus large cities). More sophisti-
cated and wide-spread usage of different alcoholic drinks can be observed in the
large cities.

Differences between rural areas and large cities are also seen in other countries,
but in Portugal, for example, it is to a greater extent the fundamental food-product
style and product preferences that differ between the individual regions. In Lisbon
and Oporto consumers seem to eat much more quickly in comparison with consumers
in rural areas; the same trend can also be observed in other countries, but more
strongly so in Portugal. In Portugal we also see large regional differences in the
preference for sweet, creamy, and crunchy things to nibble, as well as in the usage
of sandwiches, apples and other snacks. In Italy the heterogeneity seems to be more
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due to north–south differences in terms of the preference for natural-based things,
fresh fruit, spicy food, sparkling beverages, low-calory products, and sweet food.

As discussed above, we may see a globalization of the food supply and conse-
quently of the competition at the same time as a fundamental adaptation of this
global product range to local cultural patterns, another example of the ‘glocalization
process’ discussed by Robertson (1995). Furthermore, revivals of local food con-
sumption patterns are seen when a ‘back to the roots’ eating fashion strikes a society
or a community, even in cases where a national or regional food culture has to be
recreated or reinvented (Wilk, 1995). There are many signs of an increasing interest
in local and regional cultures and their life patterns and habits. Throughout Europe
we see this trend to a renewed interest in so-called regional cultures (Knudsen &
Wilken, 1993). One can assume that this also goes for the food area, where many
people begin to have an interest in the local food cultural tradition, simultaneously
with the importation of a number of products and dishes from foreign cultures.

All these simultaneous, but sometimes contradictory, tendencies constitute the
dynamics of the modern European food cultural environment. It is this environment,
this set of cuisines, their degree of similarity or difference, we have explored;
whether some of the tendencies outlined above are reflected in actual food-related
attitudes and behaviour among European consumers. In doing so, the article has
contributed to the present knowledge about food cultures in Europe. The limitations
of the findings will be discussed below; furthermore, the empirical evidence of simi-
larities and differences provided earlier will be discussed and culture-based expla-
nations and interpretations provided.

6. Conclusions and perspectives for the future

This paper has shown empirical evidence about the patterns of food consumption
and attitudes towards food in 15 European countries, divided into 79 regions. The
12 clusters identified follow the language boundaries very closely (when the special
cases of the Celtic languages, Catalonian, Basque, etc. are disregarded). The ‘regu-
larity’ of the language/clustering pattern may indicate a fundamental, systematic bias
in the translations of the questionnaires, or, more generally, be pointing to the limits
of etic, survey-based approaches in cross-cultural research (Venkatesh, 1995). On
the other hand, it may also be an indirect confirmation of the Whorf–Sapir hypoth-
esis, indicating the systematic relationship existing between language and cultural
categorization structures. Usunier (1996) has effectively demonstrated the relevance
of the Whorf–Sapir relationship for the understanding of market-oriented behaviour
across cultures. One of his cases shows how, for example, variables related to time
are very sensitive to semantic categorizations. In our study, this same problem may
influence how a variable like ‘I tend to eat quickly’ is interpreted and how it is
subsequently likely to correlate with other variables. This in turn, will influence the
factor structure found and the profiling of the clusters on factor scores. Obviously,
the most likely reason is a combination of both these explanations since the semantic
problems in cross-cultural survey research and the Whorf–Sapir hypothesis are inter-
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twined: the semantic problems in the questionnaires occur due to the interrelations
between language and culture.

Given the exploratory nature of the paper, we are aware of the limitations of our
findings and that our regional clusters do need further research in order to be vali-
dated. Also, many very relevant themes have not been discussed. One of the most
important in connection with food consumption is the use of time, i.e. the distribution
of meals and nibbling throughout the day and the food items belonging to each
occasion. Another is the actual consumption level of various food items. Concerning
the former, such data were initially included in the questionnaire, but due to the
semantic problems discussed above, it was posed in a rather complex manner
(including a depiction of a clock, etc.) to account for these problems. Unfortunately,
the responses turned out to be totally unreliable, so these data had to be omitted
from the data set (CCA, personal communication). What the latter is concerned it
is true that, since many of our clusters constitute existing nation-states, we could
throw some additional light on them by using Eurostat data or the like in the descrip-
tion. For example, the fact that consumer expenditure on food ranges from 10.1%
(UK) to 25.6% (Greece) and on alcoholic drinks from 1.0% (Italy) to 12.2% (Ireland)
within our sample of countries. Likewise, the per capita consumption of most basic
food products such as cereals, rice, potatoes, cheese, eggs, various kinds of meat,
fresh fish differ several hundred percent within our sample (Euromonitor, 1997).
However, such statistics are often problematical due to variations in the classification
and gathering of data, and therefore at times somewhat unreliable. Furthermore, this
would introduce a bias in the analysis since such data could only be used for the
part of the clusters constituted by nation-states, but most importantly, our intention
here has been different. We have deliberately chosen to keep the regional level of
analysis and stay within the dimensions included in the data material all through
the study, since nation-state-based data are already available concerning actual food
consumption patterns. On the other hand, a confrontation of our results with such
(reliable) macro-consumption information could be an interesting next step in the
exploration of European food cultures. So, despite the validity problems of the data
material and the limitations in the information available to us, we are still quite
confident that the overall results do in fact tell something about European food cul-
tures.

If a conclusion should be made to the question regarding the existence of a regional
Europe in the food-culture area on the basis of this analysis, the answer must be
mixed. The question can be answered in the affirmative with the reference that Eur-
ope is definitely not considered particularly homogeneous as to food culture. The
globalizing tendencies may be considered surface ripples in more deeply rooted cul-
tural patterns, but, as we will discuss shortly, the issue may be more complex than
that. On the other hand, the question may be answered in the negative if you consider
it a negation of the importance of the nation-states.

As we have seen, the national boundaries are of relatively great importance in the
definition of the clusters. Particularly in the peripheral countries of Europe, the food
cultures seem to follow the existing nation-states, whereas the picture is more diversi-
fied in the centre of the Continent. Also, the clustering process of the last iterations
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connecting the Northern European regions (except Norway) before the Mediterranean
regions may indicate a larger degree of similarity between food cultures in northen
and central Europe than in southern Europe. Whether this is due to a higher degree
of internationalization or other factors remains to be analysed. It has also been ascer-
tained that some countries are more heterogeneous than others and show strong local
characteristics. We have also seen how individual regions distinguish themselves
from the rest of the countries, like Bavaria, Vienna or the French-speaking part of
Switzerland. This, in itself, represents a reason for not overlooking the regional
aspects of the international consumption patterns.

The similarities and differences across food cultures, the globalizing tendencies
in relatively stable and relatively homogeneous national and regional areas can be
taken as a general expression of what McCracken (1988) called the ‘Janus-face of
the object-code’. Goods, and in this case food, are an instrument for stability as well
as change. The stability is not only the result of existing norms and habits but is
also due to the flexibility of the object-code to assimilate innovative consumption
messages, even when these are of a protesting and antithetical kind to existing con-
sumer culture. This stabilizing flexibility of the object-code does not prevent it from
also being an instrument of innovation. Food consumption provides opportunities
“to fashion a new cultural concept through the selective use, novel combination, and
premeditated innovation of existing cultural meanings (and) for a group to engage
in an internal and external dialogue in which changes are contemplated, debated,
and then announced” (McCracken, 1988, p. 135).

Consequently, the differences found among European food cultures hardly mean
that no fundamental changes have occurred. Rather, it can be taken as an expression
of change processes that do not simply follow homogenizing lines of globalization.
James (1996) indicates four current food discourses in British society. The first one
is the global food discourse of homogeneous product offerings and consumption
patterns exemplified by multinational fast food chains, Coca-Cola, and other kinds
of brands. These, James argues, may be consumed either for their local (American)
identity or for their lack of localness, their all-embracing universality, but this is only
one among competing discourses. Another represents ‘expatriate food’, the search for
the authentic otherness of, for example, Provence, Tuscany or other foreign cuisines.
Here, what is consumed symbolically is the foreign lifestyle and imagery with claims
to authenticity and tradition. A third discourse reported is nostalgia, which is close
to what could be called a search for culinary roots. The fourth and final food dis-
course discussed by James is creolization: the combining of various food cultural
patterns (ingredients, cooking methods, spices, combinations, etc.) according to local
conditions. However, as James underlines, it represents ‘more than simple utility or
an accident of history. It is a new mark of Englishness’. Creolization, far from being
an intrusion on some stable original cultural setting, is the way in which new ingredi-
ents have always made their way into local food cultures, and on the conditions of
the traditional attitudes of these local food cultures. One needs only to think of the
implications of the discovery of the new world for what is today considered authentic
Italian (tomatoes) or Irish (potatoes) cuisine.

As in Britain, so in Europe. The patterns found at present, indicating a greater
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degree of homogenization in central and northern Europe, do not necessarily reflect
any move towards a homogeneous and shared food culture, but may rather be inter-
preted as the predominance of such tendencies to glocalization as represented by
James’ four British food discourses. If the iterative process is such an indication of
a bigger impact in central and northern Europe it is hardly due to an ‘advanced stage
in a homogenizing and globalizing process’. Rather, it reflects a difference in degree
of participation in international market exchanges of food and differences in the
infrastructure and distribution, making accessibility of information and products
necessary forall of the four discourses more generally widespread in these areas
than in others.

Now, we can begin to see homogeneity and heterogeneity in European food mar-
kets in a new light. The food ‘consumptionscapes’ (a sixth dimension to the five
dimensions of global cultural flows of Appadurai (1990): ethnoscapes, technoscapes,
finanscapes, mediascapes, and ideoscapes, first proposed by Ger & Belk (1996)) of
Europe are structured both by national regional differences in terms of traditional
cuisines (and a re-invention of these in terms of nostalgia), and by differences in
penetration of the discourses of globalization and creolization, as well as exposure
to expatriate food. The latter differences are found in, e.g. urban versus rural regions
or in central versus more peripheral nation-states in terms of global cultural flows.
Hence, the extreme heterogeneity of Switzerland and Belgium or the relative hetero-
geneity of Spain or the difference between Bavaria and the rest of Germany may be
considered to be of a completely different kind than the difference of Vienna from
the rest of Austria, Lisbon from the rest of Portugal, or the difference between the
northern and southern regions in Italy.

And in the future? Perhaps, apart from the discourse of nostalgia, the three other
discourses do seem to lead to European food consumption patterns that are less
dependent on geography and more dependent on lifestyles, identity formations, and
other segmentation criteria. Future research will possibly indicate more about
whether the European food market, in the light of James (1996) discourses of foods
as well as new, hitherto unknown discourses and the seemly unavoidable globaliz-
ation of competition (Usunier, 1996), will move further towards the complex glo-
balized pattern of homogeneities and heterogeneities foreseen by some (Fischler,
1990; Robertson, 1995). Based as it is on macro-level, non-convenient data, this
paper can only open up the debate.
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