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Changes in diets and food practices have implications for personal and planetary health. As these implications
have become more apparent, dietary change interventions that seek to promote healthy and sustainable tran
sitions have proliferated, and the processes and drivers of dietary change have come under increasing scrutiny. In
particular, dietary acculturation has been recognised as a driver of dietary change in the context of immigration
to expanding, cosmopolitan cities. However, research has largely focused on changes in the diets of immigrants
and ethnic minorities. In contrast, this study contributes to our understanding of the process of dietary accul
turation among the largest population groups in Vancouver, Canada — Chinese- and European-Canadians — in
the context of the rapid diversification of the population and food environments in this city. This is done through
the analysis of descriptive and contextualised interview and observational data, and a focus on social practices.
These data show that food practices, particularly in cosmopolitan urban contexts, are constantly in flux, as
diverse ethnic groups come into contact, and new generations develop their own hybrid food cultures. By
demonstrating and theorising this process of dietary acculturation, this research offers insights how cultural
interactions relate to dietary transitions. It presents an exploratory model for considering how food practices
change through dietary acculturation, which is relevant to the design of interventions that aim to support
healthier and more sustainable dietary transitions.

1. Introduction

communities is their food environment — the spatial distribution,
accessibility, and affordability of different types of foods and food
sources (National Collaboration Centre for Environmental Health
(NCCEH), 2017). Food environments arise out of the interactions be
tween the biophysical environment, political and economic systems, and
sociocultural practices (Zimmerer, 2018), and include the places where
food is procured, processed, and consumed (Chen & Kwan, 2015). While
food environment research often focuses on food retail, other compo
nents of individuals’ food environments include restaurants, food gar
dens, household and community kitchens, and shared meals.
As human societies have become more globalised and more urban
ised, food environments have shifted away from being largely shaped by
locally produced foods (Crowther, 2013). For example, as migration to

The last two decades have marked a growing awareness that dietary
choices have important consequences for both personal and planetary
health (Conijn et al., 2018; Poore & Nemecek, 2018; Popkin, 2006;
Steffen et al., 2015). As a result, there has been increasing interest in
understanding how and why people make decisions about their diets,
the processes of dietary change, and the sociocultural factors that in
fluence these changes. This research offers insight into these processes of
dietary change through the lens of acculturation and offers a method
ological approach for asking questions about how cultural interactions
play out in dietary transitions.
One important factor affecting the diets of individuals and
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the Global North from Africa, Asia and Latin America has increased in
the last three decades (Migration Data Portal, 2021; Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), 2019), many cities
have become home to large and well-established ethnic minority pop
ulations.1 These populations (like the Bengali population in London,
United Kingdom, or the Chinese population in Vancouver, Canada),
have a substantial impact on the local food environment. The Canadian
census does not track food service establishments by race or ethnicity. In
Vancouver, for example, food environment changes associated with the
ongoing diasporic immigration and establishment of these populations
have included the opening of shops and restaurants dedicated to ethnic
foods2 in parts of the city where these foods were not previously avail
able, and the increasing availability of ethnic foods in ‘mainstream’
shops and restaurants (Cheung, 2018; Rule, 2018).
The diversification of urban populations through immigration has
led not only to interest in how food environments change, but also how
food practices and diets change. Dietary acculturation is the process
through which people’s dietary choices and food practices change as
they come into contact with a new cultural environment. This includes
the adoption of new foods or materials into food practices, as well as
changes to the competences and meanings associated with these food
practices. As with much of the historical literature on other forms of
acculturation and cultural contact (see, for example, Hallowell, 1959)
the dietary acculturation literature has been preoccupied with how
perceived ‘dominant’ Euro-American cultures have influenced the food
practices of perceived ‘sub-dominant’ ethnic minorities. This is partic
ularly evident from studies on how the dietary patterns of immigrants
from the Global South change when they move to European and North
American cities. The most frequently described trend is of immigrants
increasing their consumption of processed foods and refined carbohy
drates — increasing the risk of diet-related preventable diseases — when
they move (Ayala et al., 2008; Sanou et al., 2014). As Hallowell (1959)
and others point out (Huang, 2019; Ye, 2018), however, acculturation is
a reciprocal or bi-directional process, or rarely ever fully achieved
(Rouse, 1995). In addition, the process of acculturation varies consid
erably between groups and depending on contexts. Multiple studies
examine the gradual loss of cultural identity (Satia-Abouta et al., 2002;
Vallianatos & Raine, 2008) while others note that individuals can have
multiple identities (Chapman & Beagan, 2013; Das Gupta, 1997; Rouse,
1995), preserving or modifying certain practices to resist both accul
turation in the host country and Westernization in country of origin.
Using descriptive, contextualised data, this study explores dietary
acculturation from an alternative angle. We ask whether and how the
diets and food practices of a city’s largest population groups change as
immigration causes the food environments and population of that city to
diversify. Using Vancouver, Canada as a study site, we investigated how
the experiences and food practices of both European-Canadian and
Chinese-Canadian residents, across generations, have been influenced
and transformed through acculturation. An analytical framework
derived from social practice theory was used and is described in Section
1.1. Details of the site and reasons for its selection are given in Section
1.2.

1.1. Analytical framework
Social practice theory provides a particularly useful framework for
studying the relationship between individual dietary choices and col
lective trends of dietary change, because it uses the change and perse
verance of patterns of action — social practices — as the starting point
for analysis (for example in Twine, 2018). This addresses the limitations
of an approach that focuses on individuals and rational decision-making
(de Boer & Aiking, 2017; Greene et al., 1999; Rothman et al., 2009) by
accounting for the roles of context and shared social schemata in driving
dietary change.
A social practice can be understood as “a temporally unfolding and
spatially dispersed nexus of doings and sayings” (Schatzki, 1996, p. 89).
These “doings and sayings” are performed by people in different con
texts, but are united into a particular social practice by common ele
ments (Table 1). The scheme of elements of practice developed by Shove
et al. (2012) is used in this study to understand and analyse changes in
food practices. In this scheme, social practices are comprised of mate
rials, meanings, and competences, and changes in practices are caused
by changes in these elements.
In order to investigate broadly how food practices have been
impacted by changes in the food environments and ethnic diversity of
Vancouver, domains of practice rather than individual social practices are
analysed in this study. A domain of practice is a context or area of
people’s lives in which any of a range of social practices can be per
formed (Rule, 2018). Practices within a domain are united by similar
meanings, competences, and materials, but the actions they involve are
too diverse to be considered a single practice. For example, shopping for
food is a domain of practice in which some people may order groceries
online, others may drive to a large supermarket once a month, and still
others may walk to the local farmers’ market. These practices may
involve similar materials (e.g. money and vegetables), meanings (e.g.
being associated with provision), and competences (linked to choosing
what to eat). However, the practices also differ significantly, in terms of
the knowledge-practice-belief complexes to which they belong (Berkes,
2012; e.g. links to driving, surfing the internet, or socialising with
neighbours) and in terms of the food environments they are associated
with.
1.2. Study site
Vancouver is the most populous city in what is dominantly called
British Columbia, Canada located in the traditional, ancestral, and
unceded territories of the Sḵwx̱ wú7mesh (Squamish), Səl̓ ílwətaʔ/Selil
witulh (Tsleil-Waututh) and xʷməθkʷəy̓ əm (Musqueam) Nations.
British immigrants started to settle in the area from the mid-nineteenth
century, with many Chinese labourers coming to British Columbia to
work on railway construction (Holland, 2007). In 1886, the City of
Vancouver was incorporated into the Colony of British Columbia, by
which time people of both European origin (European-Canadians) and
Chinese origin (Chinese-Canadians) were farming in the area (Gibb &
Wittman, 2013). As a result, the global influences on Vancouver’s food
system date back nearly a century and a half.
Table 1
The three elements of social practices described by Shove et al. (2012).

1
The authors acknowledge that it is problematic to use the term ‘ethnic’ to
describe only what is associated with ethnic minority groups while not
ascribing ethnicity to white Europeans. As described in Section 2 the partici
pants in the study are grouped by race (Asian-Canadian and White-Canadian)
rather than ethnicity. In this paper, the term ‘ethnic minority’ is used to refer
generally to non-European and non-indigenous population groups, called
‘visible minorities’ by Statistics Canada.
2
The term ‘ethnic foods’ is used to refer to ingredients and dishes typically
associated with an ethnic minority population, following the common usage of
the term.

Element

Description

Examples

Materials

The physical things necessary
to perform a practice
The rational, symbolic and
affective associations of
particular actions
Practical knowledge of how to
perform actions, and
propositional knowledge about
the actions

Ingredients; recipes; kitchen
equipment
Understanding of what meals
are; association of foods with
identity, family, history or place
Ability to cook; knowledge of
where to procure ingredients

Meanings
Competences
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Immigration to Vancouver from Europe, China and elsewhere has
continued in waves since then, despite anti-Chinese laws and policies
being implemented in the early twentieth century. Since the liberalisa
tion of immigration laws in the 1960s and 1970s, the population and
consequently the food environments within the city have rapidly
diversified (Gibb & Wittman, 2013; Statistics Canada, 2017). In the late
twentieth century, waves of immigrants arrived in Vancouver, particu
larly from a number of South Asian and Southeast Asian countries,
including India, the Philippines and Vietnam. By the 2016 national
census, nearly 45% of the city’s population were born outside Canada
(first generation) with an additional 25% having at least one parent born
outside Canada (second generation; Statistics Canada). The largest
population groups in Vancouver (as categorised by Statistics Canada)
are European, Chinese, South Asian, Filipino and Korean.
Both the long multicultural history and the more recent diversifica
tion of food environments made Vancouver an ideal site for this study.
Many of the residents interviewed had witnessed some degree of change
in the availability of ethnic foods in Vancouver over their lifetime and
were able to reflect on the extent to which this had influenced their diets
and the diets of other generations in their families.

flexibility to respond to participants’ cues and to reduce the potential for
closed questions that could be perceived as normative and thereby bias
participants’ responses. The interviews lasted between 20 and 45 min.
Participants chose the interview venue and were given the option of
doing a walk-and-talk interview. Five participants opted for a walk-andtalk interview and showed the interviewer around the shops, restaurants
and/or gardens where they obtained their food while being interviewed.
The walk-and-talk interviews presented opportunities for the observa
tion of food environments and shopping practices and to ask participants
questions based on observed cues. Two participants were interviewed
telephonically. The interview questions related to participants’ eating
habits, food choices, food environments and observations of their
friends’ and families’ eating habits. An outline of the interview questions
is provided in Appendix I. All interviews were digitally recorded.
2.3. Participant and unstructured observation
Participant observation was used opportunistically to obtain data
regarding food environments, shopping and learning-to-cook practices
of Vancouver’s residents. Opportunities for participant observation
arose based on the development of trust between the researcher and
participants and the willingness of the latter to involve the researcher in
local food practices. These opportunities included a community cooking
workshop attended with interview participants by one of the authors,
and participant observation of shopping, food gardening, and public
food practices with interview participants across Vancouver. In addi
tion, unstructured observation of the participants’ food environments
was conducted in large supermarkets, small independent greengrocers,
ethnic food stores, farmers’ markets, and ethnic food restaurants. Lo
cations for observation were selected based on interview participants’
descriptions and recommendations, and included parts of Vancouver
that participants frequented and those that are known for the avail
ability of specific cuisines and ingredients, for example Chinatown.
Detailed observations were recorded in field notes. These observational
data were used to validate interview data relating to food environments
and provided the researchers with a deeper contextual understanding of
how food environments (including media and advertising in shops and
restaurants) contributed participants’ understanding of the environ
mental and health implications of their dietary choices which they
referred to in interviews. They also provided insights into cross-cultural
sharing of food knowledge through the community cooking workshop
and observations of popular ethnic food retailers, restaurants and
neighbourhoods.

2. Methods
2.1. Participants
This paper is based on data collected through interviews and
participant observation with adult participants in Vancouver, Canada in
2018. Participants who self-identified as either Chinese-descent or
European-descent were selected for this study as representative of Asian
Canadians and White Canadian racial categories. Both of these racial
categories include people of multiple ethnicities. The authors acknowl
edge that race and ethnicity are social constructs that have cultural
implications related to food practices, and both concepts are limited as
categories for analysis. The decision to use race as an identifier for
participants in this research was informed by previous work in Van
couver (Gibb & Wittman, 2013) and elsewhere (Flowers & Swan, 2016)
that elucidates how race as an axis of inequality has impacted the
structure of local food environments historically, and continues to
mediate how communities interact with their food environments. Chi
nese- and White European-Canadians were selected because they form
the greatest proportion of Vancouver’s population and because both
groups have had long-standing impacts on the food system and food
environments of the city.
Sixteen participants took part in semi-structured interviews. Partic
ipants ranged in age from 19 to 70 and in generation status from those
born outside Canada (first generation), to those whose families had lived
in Canada for more than 100 years. All participants were responsible for
their own food provisioning and dietary choices. Participants were
recruited using an online survey that requested basic demographic in
formation, and asked participants about how long and where in Van
couver they had lived, and about how often they bought and prepared
their own food. The survey was distributed through academic and civil
society networks. In addition to the survey, purposeful sampling through
participants’ networks was used to increase the age range and race and
gender balance of participants. More participants were female than
male, which may have resulted partially from disproportionate female
interest and participation in food culture, and from recruitment through
gendered community networks. Ethical approval for the study was ob
tained through the University of Oxford’s Central University Research
Ethics Committee (ref: SOGE-18A-110) and all participants gave written
or oral (where telephonic interviews were conducted) prior informed
consent to participate in the study.

2.4. Data analysis
All interviews were conducted and observational data collected by
the lead author, who also conducted the initial data analysis. Interviews
were summarised in detail immediately after the interview. Key pas
sages from each interview were transcribed iteratively as themes
emerged from the coding. All data included in the summaries, tran
scriptions and field notes were analysed using a combined inductive and
deductive approach to integrating theory and data. Initially, codes were
developed inductively from the data and grouped thematically (for
example, “interpersonal relationships”, “changes in the food environ
ment”, “home food”), following a thematic analysis approach (Guest
et al., 2011). Then, the social practice theory framework (Shove et al.,
2012; Twine, 2018) was used to identify three domains of practice and
their constituent elements. This was done by analysing data coded for
each element of practice (materials, meanings and competences) and
identifying commonly occurring relationships among elements. The
relationships between the domains and processes of change within them
were analysed using codes that indicated when participants spoke about
changes in their diets.
The data were coded iteratively as codes and themes were devel
oped, and additional passages were identified for more detailed coding.

2.2. Interviews
A semi-structured approach to interviews allowed the interviewer
3
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During this process, the authors collaborated to assess and interpret the
codes. After the initial analysis, the data were examined for theoretical
congruence with existing literature and theories of dietary change. Block
quotes are presented below to aid interpretation and increase trans
parency of the analytical process. NVivo software was used to facilitate
the coding and data analysis.

“[The food I like to eat when I go out] I guess is stuff I can’t make at
home, like vegan junk food, like burgers and fries.” (Chinese-Cana
dian, 19–29, female)
Linked to this association with novelty was a willingness to take risks
and eat unfamiliar foods that was more commonly practiced in this
domain than in the other two domains. As a result, public food practices
were the sites where participants most frequently tasted new foods.

3. Results

“When I look back to other things, like when I have tried other foods,
it’s usually because I have had the opportunity to have it cooked for
me.” (European-Canadian, 50–59, female)

Of the 16 participants, 13 observed an increased variety of foods in
their diets, which they explicitly linked to the availability of diverse
foods in their food environments. For example, several participants
observed that their diets had changed to incorporate new foods when
they moved to Vancouver or to a different part of Vancouver, because
those foods were easily available in their new food environment. Seven
of these participants also linked the diversification of their diets to in
teractions with friends and neighbours from different ethnic groups to
themselves. New foods associated with cuisines of other ethnic groups
were often tasted at restaurants or in friends’ homes and gradually
incorporated into their diets. Although the trend of dietary diversifica
tion was common, the extent to which participants adopted new foods
and food practices and adapted their old ones varied between partici
pants and practices. For some participants, only the food they consumed
in restaurants became more diverse, while for others, the foods they
cooked at home, ate in public, and used to celebrate special occasions all
became more diverse. Identifying the three domains of practice (Section
1.1.), common to all participants, illuminated the nuances of this trend
of diversification.
Practices most commonly fell into the domain of everyday food
practice. This domain included the practices performed by participants
to address their daily need to eat and be nourished, often involving
routines and habits. In contrast, public food practices were those
performed outside of daily routines, including eating at restaurants and
dinner parties, often associated with social gatherings. Finally, festive
food practices were performed on special occasions, including religious
and cultural holidays. Meals and food preparation in the festive food
domain typically involved larger groups of people than everyday food
practices and were associated with intergenerational relationships and
interpretation of traditions and cultures.
An explanation is given below of how food practices in each of the
three domains changed through the process of dietary acculturation
(3.1). This description focuses on how meanings and competences
mediated the change in materials in each domain. An explanation of the
role that interpersonal relationships played in facilitating dietary
acculturation (3.2), and patterns in the interactions between traditions,
generational change and dietary acculturation (3.3) based on the data
are also presented.

Some foods tasted under these circumstances became frequent ma
terials in participants’ public food practices, but the transfer of these
foods into everyday and festive food practices was less common and
usually happened over an extended time period.
3.1.2. Everyday food practices
For most participants, dietary change in the everyday food domain
happened less frequently and over a longer period than in the public
food domain. Practices in this domain often became habitual, like gro
cery shopping at the same time and place every week or eating meals
every day in the same place with the same people.
Several factors constrained changes in everyday food practices,
relating to meanings and competences that were characteristic of this
domain. The difficulty or energy required to change habits and routines
was one such constraint (Williams-Forson, 2014). Another was the
emotional meanings relating to everyday food practices. For example,
several participants spoke about childhood memories and how
emotional associations of the food practices they grew up with influ
enced the meanings of their everyday food practices as adults (Wil
liams-Forson, 2014).
“After a period of time, I was like, ‘You know what, I can’t keep
eating this way.’ And I went back to the diet I grew up on.” (Euro
pean-Canadian, 40–49, female)
Even when participants identified changes to their everyday food
practices as desirable, they sometimes felt limited by the competences
required to make these changes. One participant identified the time
available for preparing meals as a limitation on incorporating new in
gredients into everyday food practices.
“For our family, we eat a whole variety of cultural-influenced foods,
but it’s not something that’s homemade. And that’s just a time
constraint.” (European-Canadian, 40–49, female)
The ability to cook was a commonly identified competence that
influenced dietary change in everyday food practices. Although it was
mentioned by a few participants in relation to hosting dinner parties (a
public food practice) or preparing celebratory meals (a festive food
practice), cooking was a competence particularly associated with
everyday food practices. It was one of the most influential elements in
determining how the extent and speed of dietary change differed be
tween domains of practice and among participants.
A few participants identified their limited cooking know-how as a
constraint on the materials or ingredients they used in everyday food
practices.

3.1. Processes of dietary acculturation and domains of practice
3.1.1. Public food practices
For almost all participants, dietary change — through the addition of
new foods into their diets — happened most frequently in the public
food domain, where practices included eating at restaurants and dinner
parties. Several participants observed that more restaurants, offering
more diverse cuisines had opened in their neighbourhoods and else
where in the city over the last two decades. This growing diversity of
restaurants in Vancouver (Cheung, 2018; Rule, 2018) presented op
portunities for residents to taste and incorporate new foods (materials)
into their diets and food practices. Several participants associated public
food practices with meanings like novelty or variety as well as with
pleasure.

“For a semester I was trying to go to farmers’ markets and buying
stuff there, but it was really challenging … Also the vegetables, I
didn’t know how to cook some of them.” (Chinese-Canadian, 19–29,
female)
This particularly limited the ability of some participants to transfer
new foods from their public food practices into their everyday food
practices.

“When I go out, I like to eat stuff that I usually don’t make at home.”
(Chinese-Canadian, 30–39, female)
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between generations. Specifically, younger participants reported that
who they celebrated festivals with and how they celebrated them was
changing. These young people noted that they now celebrated Christ
mas, Thanksgiving or Lunar New Year with their friends, instead of, or as
well as, with their families. In these situations, and in some family set
tings, the younger generation became the carriers of festive food prac
tices and changed them to suit their own meanings and competences.
Two young Chinese-Canadian participants describe their experiences of
this:

“I always think that [I should try making that restaurant food at
home], but I never end up doing it. I always just resort back to the
easy things that I know how to make … I feel like I don’t have enough
time and also I don’t know if I’m good enough of a chef to recreate
it.” (Chinese-Canadian, 19–29, female)
In contrast, other participants saw their ability and confidence with
cooking as an opportunity to diversify their diets and incorporate foods
from their public food practices into the everyday domain. For these
participants, culinary acculturation — the process through which par
ticipants adopted cooking and food preparation methods typical of other
cultures — facilitated a dietary transition in the everyday food domain
(Kalyoncu, 2018; Li, 2020).

“I think as the grandkids, like my cousins, as we got older and when
we learned how to cook, we would cook stuff that was not always
Asian. One of my cousins, he really likes cooking. I remember one
Christmas he cooked a Persian dish, Persian stew.” (Chinese-Cana
dian, 30–39, female)

“But I think a lot of it comes from just practice. You start with your
macaroni and cheese kind of thing as a young person or your noodles.
And then you realise that ground beef is pretty easy to cook. But now,
I’m not afraid to cook anything.” (European-Canadian, 50–59, male)

“I just do them [celebrate Lunar New Year and Harvest Moon
Festival] with my friends. And when I do them with my friends, it’s a
lot more customised to everyone’s tastes. So people have more
control over what’s in the ingredients and that kind of thing.”
(Chinese-Canadian, 20–29, female)

“I found that I really liked butter chicken and a bean and chickpea
dish, I really like that. So one year I asked for an Indian cookbook, so
now I just make it at home. I’ve tried them at restaurants and I’ve
brought them home.” (European-Canadian, 40–49, female)

In these examples, young Chinese-Canadians used their own com
petences (abilities to combine ingredients and cook dishes) to change
their festive food practices by changing the materials (ingredients) and
competences (cooking methods) they used, and so influencing the ex
periences (meanings) they and others associated with these festive food
practices. These changes in festive food practices often reflected culinary
acculturation and dietary change that had taken place in the everyday
and public food domains.

Dietary acculturation in the everyday food domain was often
dependent on dietary change in the public food domain, where partic
ipants were most frequently introduced to foods from other ethnic
groups and became accustomed to them. Processes of learning new
cooking methods and to cook new foods — particularly from friends and
family members — were pivotal in enabling this change.
3.1.3. Festive food practices
Practices in this domain were performed occasionally and associated
with celebrations or rites of passage. Most commonly, participants spoke
about engaging in these practices on cultural holidays like Christmas,
Easter and Thanksgiving (mostly European-Canadian participants) or
Lunar New Year and the Harvest Moon Festival (mostly ChineseCanadian participants). The food practices they engaged in on these
occasions were linked to the meanings of the festivals and often
continued almost unchanged from year to year. These practices were
also often associated with extended families, family traditions, and
intergenerational relationships. Participants spoke about inheriting
traditional food practices, like making dumplings at Lunar New Year or
turkey at Thanksgiving, from their parents and grandparents. Even
participants who felt that their diets had largely departed from what
their families traditionally ate said festive food practices were a time
when they returned to their traditional foods.

3.2. Cross-cultural relationships
Changes in food environments increased the range of available ma
terials that could be incorporated into the food practices of Vancouver’s
residents. However, the change in materials alone was not sufficient to
drive dietary acculturation. Changes in the meanings (for example taste,
healthiness and familiarity) associated with new materials and the
competences required to procure and prepare foods were also a neces
sary component of dietary change. In all three domains, participants’
cross-cultural relationships played an important role in introducing
diverse foods and driving the change in meanings and competences.
Participants reported that they often tried things at restaurants for
the first time on the recommendation of friends and family who were
familiar with those foods. In some cases, as the quote below describes,
new foods were also introduced in the homes of their friends from other
cultures.

“My Polish background really ends up being at holidays or just to
keep a little tradition for the kids … Traditionally, the Polish foods
that we had were mostly, I remember, at festival times such as
Christmas, Easter.” (European-Canadian, 60–69, male)

“For Korean food, one of my best friends from elementary school,
she’s from Korea. She moved here when she was like ten. I actually
got introduced to Korean food at her house. Her mom would make us
some food.” (European-Canadian, 30–39, female)

Although continuity was frequently mentioned in relation to festive
food practices, some significant changes were described. One of these
was acculturation relating to the adoption or celebration of new festi
vals. For example, some Chinese-Canadian participants spoke about
celebrating Christmas or Thanksgiving as something they had started to
do because others around them did it, even though it had not been part
of their cultural heritage.

If they liked the foods they were introduced to in this way (positive
meanings), participants would often continue to eat them in restaurants.
Some participants also learned to cook new foods from friends and
neighbours of other ethnic groups, like one participant who learned to
make fresh pasta from an Italian-Canadian neighbour. In this way, they
developed competences that allowed them to incorporate new foods into
their everyday food practices. However, foods were not often transferred
from the public food domain into the everyday food domain, because
participants mostly lacked the competences to prepare and cook the new
foods themselves.
Cross-cultural sharing of food practices also permeated the festive
food domain. This was particularly true for young participants with
multicultural friend groups or for participants whose families spanned
ethnic groups. For example, one European-Canadian participant had a
Chinese-Canadian son-in-law and reported learning about and

“We celebrate Christmas, but it’s very superficial. We’re not Chris
tian or anything, but it’s just an opportunity for all our family to get
together. And Thanksgiving kind of the same … We would occa
sionally have turkey, but it was really only because everyone else
was having turkey and that’s the thing to do.” (Chinese-Canadian,
30–39, female)
Some participants also described how festive food practices changed
5
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participating in Lunar New Year practices and other Chinese-Canadian
traditions with her son-in-law’s family. Another Chinese-Canadian
participant reported adopting some of the festive food practices of her
British husband and sharing her own practices with him.

public, and festive food practices, the results show dietary acculturation
in process among Chinese- and European-Canadians. This finding offers
insight into dietary acculturation as an ongoing, multi-directional pro
cess that influences dietary transitions of the largest population groups
in Vancouver. In this way, the results broaden our understanding of the
relationship between cultural interactions and dietary change, as well as
opening further questions about the roles of festivals, and intergenera
tional and cross-cultural relationships in dietary transitions.
Based on these findings, we have developed an exploratory model of
the stages of dietary acculturation for majority or large minority popu
lation groups in a cosmopolitan urban context. This model expands on
the existing literature on processes of acculturation and dietary change.
The purpose of this model is to offer a heuristic for understanding di
etary acculturation in process and a framework for identifying further
questions about how acculturation relates to dietary transitions. The
stages identified correspond to the processes of dietary change observed
in the three domains of practice (Fig. 1). In the first stage, acculturation
occurs through the addition of new foods into public food practices. In
the second stage, new foods are integrated into everyday food practices.
Finally, new or hybrid (combined new and old) meal components or
elements replace old ones in festive food practices.
The identification of these three stages is supported by Rothman
et al. (2009) review of dietary change literature, where the initiation of
dietary change (for example through the addition of new foods) is
identified as a separate stage of the process to the maintenance of dietary
change (for example through the integration of new ingredients into
cooking practices). Similarly, the addition of new foods into diets and
the exclusion or replacement of traditional foods are also identified as
two distinct processes in studies on dietary change (Tu et al., 2012).
Analogous to the stages we have identified, Bickerton (1984) describes
three stages in the development of new hybrid languages in his work on
linguistic acculturation. He argues that the changes from a pidgin
(hybrid of two or more languages with no formal grammar) into a creole
(with a structured grammar), and finally into a new language happens as
successive generations learn to speak. Likewise, in this study, older
generations were less likely to move beyond the first stage of dietary
acculturation than their children and grandchildren, and it was young
adults (18–30) — who were relatively new to cooking — who most
frequently engaged in replacing old components of festive foods with
new ones. In this way, over generational time, new and hybrid foods and
foodways become part of the ‘cultural grammar’ of these communities.
Despite this analogy, we do not propose that these stages are biologically
driven or happen linearly, but rather that they are overlapping and
iterative.
Acculturation through addition in the public food domain was the
most common form of dietary acculturation among participants in this
research. This involved the addition of new foods into participants’
diets, which happened most frequently at restaurants where they
interacted with new foods in the form of composed meals (rather than
interacting with the individual ingredients). In the public food domain,
participants engaged with their changing and diversifying food envi
ronments through consumption (Flowers & Swan, 2012). This process of
seeking and experiencing novelty and diversity by eating new foods and
cuisines is identified by Flowers and Swan (2012) as ‘food adventuring’
and is linked to the formation and articulation of identities. Consuming
diversity can be part of how people develop and articulate their iden
tities as urban cosmopolitan citizens (Jonas, 2013; Shaw et al., 2004). In
this way the meanings of public food practices are linked to the media
framing of ‘global cities’ as cosmopolitan destinations where ethnic di
versity can be explored and consumed in the form of food – “eating the
Other” (Shaw et al., 2004; hooks, 1992 quoted in; Flowers & Swan,
2012). Similarly, according to Chapman and Beagan (2013), multiple
transnational identities arise in food practices reflective of different
cultures. For example, in our study, food adventuring and identity for
mation in the public domain was, in some cases, contrasted with
conservatism in the other domains of practice.

3.3. Tradition and generational change
Almost all participants across age groups reported that the younger
generations in their families had more diverse diets and were more
willing to try new foods than the older generations, suggesting that di
etary acculturation was visible on a generational time scale. The will
ingness to diversify diets was linked to meanings like familiarity, taste
preferences and ideas about what constitutes a meal.
“A couple of years ago, my mother tried pizza for the first time, and
that was a bit of a struggle for her. It’s cheesy, and that’s not a flavour
she can wrap around her head. She’ll stick with typical noodles and
soup … She’ll prefer to stick with the soups and tofu and stuff that
she’s more familiar with.” (Chinese-Canadian, 40–49, female)
For the European-Canadian participants, dietary changes were often
characterised by a move away from a meal format with separate portions
of meat, potatoes and vegetables (Crowther, 2013). Both Chinese- and
European-Canadian participants reported eating more foods from other
cuisines than older family members. These generational differences
were evident to participants from practices in all three domains, but
were most noticeable in festive food practices where intergenerational
family relationships played a significant role (see 3.1). In these practices,
people of different generations carried, interpreted and performed tra
ditions in different ways, making festive occasions into microcosms of
societal patterns of cultural change (Geertz, 1957).
A contrasting perspective on generational dietary acculturation was
presented by a few young Chinese-Canadian participants. These par
ticipants suggested that their generation associated more positive
meanings and valued the continuation and transmission of their tradi
tional Chinese food practices more highly than some people of older
generations in their families. These participants felt that their parents
and grandparents were promoting dietary acculturation of the younger
generation — specifically the adoption of dominant (mostly EuropeanCanadian) food practices — as a way to integrate into society. These
participants expressed a sense of loss that they had not learned the
competences required for some traditional Chinese food practices:
“Our elders are pushing us to conform … The next gen[eration] is
just like, ‘Wait. When I move out where is the dishes that I grew up on
that makes me feel at home?’” (Chinese-Canadian, 30–39, male)
The meanings that these young Chinese-Canadians associated with
their traditional food practices differed from those of their ChineseCanadian elders who, they reported, thought that traditional Chinese
foods were no longer appropriate to their context. In contrast, the young
Chinese-Canadians saw value in these traditional practices and sought to
reconnect with them:
“I know for myself and my peers, they want to eat more of the
traditional foods, but they don’t know where to find it, or there
aren’t any restaurants that have it, or they don’t know how to cook it
anymore. Because they didn’t learn that, the recipes have not been
passed down. That can be a bit concerning as well, because all those
traditional, it’s part of the culture and it’s slowly dying.” (ChineseCanadian, 30–39, female)
4. Discussion
This research presents evidence for dietary change among residents
of Vancouver, where the food environments and population are diver
sifying as a result of immigration. By illustrating changes in everyday,
6
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Fig. 1. Three stages of dietary acculturation – Addition, Integration and Replacement – and their associated changes in materials, meanings and competences.

a generational timescale, contact with other cultures influences the food
practices that are considered to be traditional for Chinese- and
European-Canadians.
It was outside the scope of this research to study historical dietary
change beyond that which the research participants could recall. It is
likely, however, that in Vancouver as in other places, dietary accultur
ation has been ongoing at least since the area was settled by British and
Chinese people and that what are currently thought of as authentic
Chinese- or European-Canadian practices have changed through accul
turation over generations (Crowther, 2013).
While the processes of population and food environment diversifi
cation in Vancouver are paralleled in many cities in North America and
Europe (Thomas, 2006), we acknowledge that the stages of dietary
acculturation identified in this study may differ in some aspects to the
process in other cities. It is possible that the rate of dietary acculturation
for majority and large minority population groups is faster in Vancouver
than in many other cities as a result of the scale of immigration and
speed at which the population and food environments have diversified.
In addition, literature suggests that processes of dietary change and
acculturation follow a different course for people in small ethnic mi
norities and with lower incomes (Chapman & Beagan, 2013; Miewald &
McCann, 2014).
Despite these limitations, this research contributes to our under
standing of dietary dynamics in a modern urban context. First, it con
tributes a methodological approach for exploring cultural transitions
that prioritises deep description and contextualisation, by using mixed
data collection methods and an analytical framework based on social
practice theory. Second, the exploratory model above presents a
framework for developing lines of enquiry into how cultural interactions
affect dietary transitions. It would be interesting to understand the
extent to which the stages of acculturation suggested reflect the pro
cesses of dietary acculturation in other cities and among other ethnic
groups. This model can also be used to generate questions and hypoth
eses about how materials, meanings and competences change and
interact through dietary transitions, and to explore the roles of ritual and
intergenerational relationships in these transitions.
Dietary practices, particularly in cosmopolitan urban contexts, are
constantly in flux, as diverse ethnic groups come into contact, and new
generations develop their own hybrid food cultures. This understanding
of dietary change is relevant to the design of increasingly common in
terventions aiming to facilitate a transition to healthier and more sus
tainable diets. Such dietary change interventions frequently consider
cultural acceptability in their design, but often do not go beyond the
recognition that different groups eat different foods (Crowther, 2013;
Hammelman & Hayes-Conroy, 2015; Wang, 2011). A focus on food
practices, incorporating insights on meanings and competences, could
move such interventions towards more effectively addressing drivers of
dietary change (Hammelman & Hayes-Conroy, 2015). Similarly, an

“We do this English-speaking and sandwich-eating thing outside,
publically, but we go home and it’s traditional as hell.” (ChineseCanadian, 30–39, male)
As explored in Section 3.1, changing practices within the public food
domain requires relatively few or easily-acquired new competences. For
example, an assumed familiarity with ethnic cuisines and the associated
language of “vernacular foodways” (Jonas, 2013) as they are presented
in ethnic restaurants, contributed to this stage of dietary acculturation
(Flowers & Swan, 2012).
The second stage of dietary acculturation proposed is the integra
tion of new foods into everyday food practices such as the substitution
of ingredients (Williams-Forson, 2014). In contrast to the first stage, new
foods in this stage were usually in the form of ingredients and were
integrated into existing everyday food practices rather than being added
to the repertoire of pre-composed meals. This required a more advanced
set of competences than ordering off a menu, including identifying,
combining and preparing new ingredients. For example, one
European-Canadian participant learned to prepare sushi at home, and
through this process changed from engaging with sushi in its
pre-composed form to buying, preparing, and combining fish, rice,
seaweed, and other materials. This example illustrates how culinary
acculturation facilitated dietary change in the everyday food domain. At
this stage of acculturation, new foods take on similar meanings to other
everyday food practices, becoming familiar and considered for their
nutritional value and sustenance (Crowther, 2013; Flowers & Swan,
2012). Through contact with other cultures, the everyday food practices
of Chinese- and European-Canadians began to incorporate foods from
other ethnic groups in Vancouver — the second stage of dietary
acculturation.
In the third stage of dietary acculturation, components of traditional
meals in festive food practices were replaced with new or hybrid
components containing new ingredients. This form of acculturation was
less commonly observed than the first two stages. It was mostly
described by younger participants (19–30) in this study, or referred to by
participants in relation to the younger generations in their families. For
example, younger generations prepared non-traditional dishes for fam
ily gatherings at Christmas, Lunar New Year or Thanksgiving. In addi
tion to requiring competences linked to combining ingredients and
preparing foods, acculturation in the festive food domain required these
young people to be culturally literate. They performed traditional food
practices, often inherited from their parents and grandparents, and
deliberately changed those practices to include new or hybrid foods once
the responsibility for carrying these traditions became theirs. Analogous
to new languages in Bickerton’s (1984) work on linguistic acculturation,
it is possible that these new festive food practices would be transmitted
to future generations not as a hybrid product of acculturation, but as
persistent traditions or components of the culture. In this way, and over
7
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understanding of diversity-in-process could be used to link these dietary
interventions with ongoing dietary change. For example, this could be
done by developing the competences (like cooking skills) needed to
integrate new foods into everyday practices, or offering education about
ethnic foods that links them to meanings associated with everyday food
practices like health, sustenance or sustainability, instead of only nov
elty and pleasure. This research expands our understanding of the links
between cultural change and dietary transitions, which, when drawn
into the planning and practice of dietary change interventions, offers
prospects for more sustainable and inclusive outcomes.
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