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Abstract

Aspiring for health and fitness has become increasingly important for Norwegians. This is expressed in many
ways. For instance there has been a significant increase in the proportion who states that they are very interested
in having a healthy diet. Furthermore, three out of ten stated that they had tried diets to achieve weight reduction
over the past twelve months. One consequence of this trend is a consumption field that requires a multitude of
products and services. This includes everything from food and dietary products that help you realize the dream
of a sound, slim, strong, smart and sexy body, to books, blogs and TV shows that guide the individual towards
making the right food choices. Through media, books and product launches, consumers are continuously
exposed to different theories and beliefs about what and how to eat. A typical characteristic of the diets that have
gained wide acceptance over the past few years is that they are in conflict with the national guidelines for a
healthy diet. Another tendency is that traditional products in the Norwegian diet such as bread, potatoes and
dairy products, in particular, have been up for debate. The purpose of this article is to explore why these
alternative and rebellious diets have become so appealing to today’s food consumer. Data are derived from both
quantitative and qualitative materials.
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1. Introduction

The present focus on healthy and unhealthy lifestyles and the increased pressure on the individual to take
responsibility for their own bodies and well-being has resulted in a growing preoccupation with what and how
one should eat (Maurer & Sobal, 1995; Caplan, 1997; Crossley, 2004, Lupton, 1996; Lupton, 2012). A
characteristic feature of the health messages that are sent to consumers is the underlying assumption that the
receiver is a rational actor who makes use of new knowledge to change attitudes and behavior (Crawford, 2006;
Herrick, 2009; Madsen, 2010). Within this model, the food consumer is regarded as a health-conscious actor who
includes and excludes ingredients and products in accordance with the dietary advice.

Diets and dieting is a theme that has received a great deal of public attention in Norway in recent years (Bugge,
2012 & 2014). The debate has shown that diets are being used as explanations of and guides to physical and
mental health. Thus diets reflect the cultural acceptance of the idea that you can create your own person and that
you are responsible for becoming your own ideal. However, there is no consensus about what is right and wrong.
Through media, diet books and product launches consumers are continuously exposed to a number of different
theories and beliefs about what and how to eat. Many of these theories are directly contradictory. Like in other
Western countries, it also seems as diets that are in conflict with national dietary policies, have become more
prevalent in Norway (Bentley, 2004; Bentley, 2005; Kristensen et al., 2011; Knight, 2012; Bugge, 2012).

However, the purpose of this article is not to question the value of healthy eating, but to develop a better insight
into how people think about these issues. Furthermore, the purpose is not to determine whether the various
dietary theories are right or wrong, but rather to look more closely at why these alternative and rebellious diets
seem so appealing to today’s food consumers. Consequently, we will explore how this way of thinking about
food is reflected in Norwegian consumers’ preferences, priorities and practices: How many have been influenced
by the alternative diets that have received public attention in recent years, such as Low carb high fat (LCHF),
Super Healthy Family (diet without milk, gluten and additives) or Raw Food (a diet consisting of unheated food
and minimal use of meat and fish), and which values do the consumers wish to realize through this type of eating
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behavior? What ingredients and products are considered wrong, and why is it so important to avoid them? What
food assets do today’s food consumer consider important? By using this type of research questions, we want to
contribute to and extend the knowledge of the values, dilemmas and strategies that today’s food consumers are
concerned with. The purpose of this paper is thus to highlight the consequences of the focus on diet, body and
health.

2. Background

Decades ago, Mennell et al. (1992) expressed that sociologists should be more concerned with how health and
diet regimes can be considered as responses to social pressures on people. In recent years, several studies on
eating, diet and culture have explored this approach (e.g. Bentley, 2004; Bentley, 2005; Gard & Wright, 2005;
Mallyon, 2010; Kristensen, 2011; Knight, 2012).

According to Crawford (2006), health as self-control and self-validation has become increasingly prominent. The
message is that you can be whoever you want to be and that you are responsible for your own health, body, etc.
(Rimke, 2000; McRobbie, 2009). Food also secems to offer an increasing number of therapeutic solutions. An
image search on Google on the Norwegian phrase “spis deg...” (“eat yourself...”) gave almost 2 million hits. Of
the 30 first hits, 12 were diet books (Note 1). By eating in a certain way, you were promised everything from
good health and a slim, fit, youthful and beautiful body to harmony, happiness and even pregnancy.

Among the variety of promising diets that have appeared in the recent decade, the LCHF diets in particular, have
received immense attention in the Norwegian public debate (Bugge, 2008; Bugge. 2012). Dr. Hexeberg’s book
(2010) “Frisk med lavkarbo. Nytt liv med riktig mat” («Healthy with low carb. A new life with the right food») was
number one on the Booksellers Association’s list of top selling books through 2010 and 2011. However, it was Dr.
Lindbergh who first introduced the so-called Atkins diet in Norway (Lindbergh, 2001). There is little doubt that
mediators of LCHF have had a relatively large influence on Norwegians’ eating habits over the last couple of
years. The sale of potatoes, white bread and products made from refined grains has declined significantly. It
should also be noted that the core products of the LCHF diet - such as eggs, bacon, red meat, fatty dairy products,
butter and avocado - have had a significant sales growth (Bugge, 2012). This is not exclusively a Norwegian
phenomenon. Studies have shown similar trends in other Western countries (Bentley, 2004; Bentley, 2005; Knight,
2005).

Recently Norwegians have also become familiar with diets such as Super Healthy Familiy (Mauritson, 2011), Raw
Food (Palmcrantz & Lilja, 2011) and Super Food (Berge & Chacko, 2010). In order to have a super healthy family,
it is important to stay away from dairy products, particularly cow milk (Mauritson, 2011). Studies have shown that
the nutritional status of milk has become more problematic (Kristensen et al., 2011) Two out of ten food consumers
say that they want to limit the intake of milk. Correspondingly, results have showed a significant decline in the
consumption of milk in the last decade (Bugge, 2012).

The Raw Food diet involves an eating pattern where raw, unprocessed and organic food represents a large part of
the diet. Depending on the interpretation of the rules of the diet, it is possible to include fish and meat on the
condition that it is served raw (sushi, sashimi, carpaccio etc.). Most meals, however, consist mainly of raw
vegetables, salads, smoothies and (detox) juices (Berge & Chacko, 2010; Palmcrantz & Lilja, 2011). Consumption
figures show that these types of dishes are now eaten more often than before, in particular among young, urban
food cultural trendsetters. According to Andrews (2006), raw fish and seaweed have gone from being exotic to
being a conspicuous symbol of a trendy and healthy lifestyle among Norwegian food consumers. In 2001, only 4%
of people in Oslo ate this once a month or more. In 2011 this had increased to 40%. A product that is particularly
associated with Raw Food is wheat grass. This is not sold only through specialty stores, but also in supermarkets
and major bakery chains (Bugge, 2012).

A common feature of these diets is that they recommend avoiding a number of common ingredients and foods in
the Norwegian diet - such as bread, potatoes, pasta, flour, root vegetables, milk and meat. Particularly the
LCHF-communicators’ recommendation of a high intake of (saturated) fat has provoked many nutritional experts
and Norwegian health authorities (Bugge et al., 2008). This has led to many heated debates and sensational media
coverage. Another common feature of the alternative diets is that they all promise bodily and mental improvements.
By committing to the LCHF diet, one can avoid everything from obesity, high blood pressure, atrial fibrillation,
inflammation of the gums, migraine and fluctuating blood sugar to sugar addiction, chronic inflammations,
Chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS), Bekhterev’s disease, Fibromyalgia and barrenness, according to Dr. Hexeberg
(2010).

In addition to the many therapeutic effects attributed to these diets, their popularity must also be seen in light of
the many actors - experts, marketers, food manufacturers, publishers, program makers etc. — that continuously try
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to find new and marketable products and services (Lawrence, 1999; McRobbie, 2009; Miles, 2002). An overview
of the costs of advertising show that manufacturers of health foods and supplements are among those who spend
most money on advertising in Norway (Note 2). There has also been a tremendous growth in sales of this type of
products on the Norwegian market in recent decades (Note 3). A study of the scope and content of food
commercials in Norwegian media channels showed that the prevailing message of today’s commercials is that of
healthiness and naturalness (Bugge & Rysst, 2013). Several theorists have discussed how advertising reflects the
existing and desired knowledge and values of a society (Albers-Mills & Gelb, 1996; Schumann et al., 1991). The
majority of today’s food advertisements refer to health, and this can be interpreted as a reflection of society’s desire
for physical and mental perfection. The theme of this article is how this is expressed in food consumers’
preferences, priorities and practices.

3. Materials and Methods

The data on which this article is based are derived from both qualitative and quantitative materials. Through the
quantitative materials we wanted to answer questions such as: How many people try to achieve different physical
changes and improvements through food? How many follow specific diets? The qualitative materials were
intended to provide answers to questions such as: What characterizes the phenomenon of being on a diet? And
why do alternative diets have such an appeal?

Sample
| |
Web surveys Norwegian Eating Facts Sifo survey
N=appr. 2000 N=appr. 4000 N=appr. 1000
Age: 18yrst+ Age: 15 yrs+ Age: 18yrs+

In order to gain better knowledge of Norwegian consumers’ food preferences, priorities and practices, we carried
out several surveys. The collection method was four WEB-interviews (May and November 2011, February 2012)
and two telephone-interviews (SIFO-survey, 2006/2012). The WEB-surveys were conducted via E-mail. All the
surveys were conducted by the data-collection agency Norstat Norway (Note 4). The material also consists of a
survey conducted by the same company in 2010. The panel was a pre-recruited sample of persons aged 18 or
older, about 80 000 people in total. Participants were recruited randomly. The selection consisted of
approximately 2000 respondents aged 18 years and older. The results were weighted by gender, age, education
and region. This means that the sample can be considered representative of the entire population. The response
rate was approximately. 40%. We also made use of Norwegian Eating Facts (1985-2012) which is part of [psos
MMI Norwegian Monitor. This is a comprehensive postal questionnaire with approximately 4000 respondents.
The sample is aged 15 years and older. The analysis of the quantitative materials consists of simple statistics
such as frequency distributions and contingency tables using the computer program SPSS. We tested level of
significance using Pearson’s r (p<0.05).

To get a better understanding of why alternative diets have such great appeal to Norwegian food consumers, we
believed it was also important to look into the popular (scientific) diet discourse: What characterizes the advice
given in books and blogs about diet and health? What explanation models is this advice based on? And how is it
that so many “ordinary” ingredients and products have been considered “extraordinary”? The qualitative
materials consist of analyses of Norway’s best-selling diet books and most visited diet-blogs. The books that
were analyzed were selected on the basis of the Booksellers” Association’s list of top selling books in the period
2010-2011. Most of the books referred to the LCHF diet, but there were also books on Super Healthy Family,
Raw Food and Super Food. Social media have become an increasingly central part of Norwegians’ daily life.
Data from Statistics Norway show that 6 out of 10 Norwegians regularly use social networking sites (Note 5).
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Blogging is an example of an activity that is carried out in the social media. The most popular diet blog in the
period 2010-2011 was The LCHF blog (Note 6), followed by “Low Carb done easily” (Note 7). The most visited
blog on the top list is Fotballfrue.no (Footballwife.no) (approx. 105 000 visitors on an average day) (Note 8).
Healthy eating is a central topic in this blog, too. The author has declared herself a supporter of both LCHF and
Raw Food.

In the analysis the blog posts were transcribed and coded. The data analysis program Atlas.ti was used to detect
and visualize the phenomenon of “being on a diet”. In the diet books this was marked, coded and noted directly
in the text. Just like a Swedish study on how families manage the everyday health puzzle (Johansson &
Ossiansson, 2012), we, too, were inspired by Ehn and Lefgren’s (2011) cultural analysis. In the analysis of the
texts we looked for themes and connections, and related the data to cultural contexts. This enabled us to
problematize the most prominent ideas, notions and categories that emerged from the texts.

4. A Brief Overview of the Survey Results

In the following section we will give an overview of the most significant findings from the surveys. After doing
so, we will analyse both the quantitative and qualitative results in light of several important theoretical
contributions to the challenges associated with food, body and health.

4.1 Increased Emphasis on a Healthy and Slim Body

In order to identify consumer preferences, priorities and practices (the three P’s), we formulated various
statements, and the respondents had to consider whether the statement in question matched with their own three
P’s.

There has been a significant increase in the proportion who reported that they tried to get a slimmer body. In
2006 56% fully or partially agreed with the statement “I try to get a slimmer body”. This proportion had
increased to 76% in 2012. From 2006 to 2012 the proportion which fully or partially agreed with the statement “I
try to get a more muscular/fit body” had increased from 44% to 53% (SIFO Survey 2006/2012). The web survey
(2011) revealed that 45% fully or partly agreed with the statement: “I aspire to have a nice shape (slim, fit)”.
According to figures from the Norwegian Institute of Public Health, it is estimated that about half of the
population are overweight or obese (Note 9). However, our survey showed that even more perceived their own
body weight as too high. Sixty six percent reported that they had a few extra pounds.

4.2 Increased Emphasis on Food's Impact on Bodily and Mental Improvements and Changes

The surveys also revealed that there is an increasing interest in healthy eating. At the beginning of the 2000s, 48%
reported that they were interested in healthy eating. This proportion had increased to 58% in 2011 (Norwegian
Eating Facts 2012). Similar results emerge from other surveys as well. In the web survey (2011) seven out of ten
reported that they completely or partially agreed with the statement: “I am very interested in eating healthy”. Only
9% said they completely or partially disagreed. The Web survey (2011) also showed that many people had been
on various diets during the last 2 years. 34% had tried to lose weight or improve their health condition using
certain food or diets (33%). There were also quite a few who said they had tried to prevent health problems
(24%), improve performance (23%), increase wellness (22%) and improve appearance (13%).

The surveys showed that quite a few participants were regularly on different diets, for example slimming,
vegetarian, milk and meat reduced diets etc. Women were more likely to answer this than men. 37% of women
and 21% of men regularly or sometimes ate diet foods in order to lose weight. It also appeared that diets that
were in conflict with national nutrition policies had quite a big impact. Examples include Low Carb High Fat
(LCHEF), Super Healthy Family, Super Food and Raw Food. In fact, surprisingly few expressed great trust in the
national guidelines. Only 10% said they totally agreed with the statement: «I have great trust in the health
authorities’ national dietary advice», and 23% partially agreed. A significant proportion (20%) said they were
very or quite interested in the Low Carb High Fat Diet. Moreover, 36% reported that they were somewhat (a
little) interested in this diet. 42% reported that they replaced ordinary food products with Low Carb products
regularly/sometimes. Two out of ten avoided milk because they believed they did not tolerate it (Norwegian
Eating Facts 2012).

The surveys also showed that there was a significant decrease in the proportion who replace regular food with
low-fat products in the period 2009 to 2011 (Norwegian Eating Facts 1985-2011). Although for decades
Norwegian health authorities have strongly recommended that people should reduce their intake of saturated fats,
our figures show that relatively many do not share this view. In the web survey (2011) only 22% reported that
they regarded saturated fat as unhealthy. Almost as many (20%) said that fat dairy products were healthier than
the lean ones. The answers to questions that dealt with opinions about fat had a relatively large proportion of
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«neither/nor» or «do not knowy». There was, for example, 10-15% who responded that they did not know
whether saturated fat was healthy or unhealthy. A similar proportion did not know whether they had changed
their eating frequency of fat, saturated fat or unsaturated fat. This may indicate that consumers have relatively
little knowledge of the various types of fat.

4.3 Increasing Emphasis on Eating Raw and Fresh

Out of a total of 26 quality attributes, freshness (85%) was the one that respondents emphasized most when they
were doing grocery shopping. This emphasis had also increased. 57% and 50%, respectively, said the same about
attributes such as healthy and low price. More than half of the respondents (52%) claimed that they a/ways or
very often avoided buying foods that contained artificial additives. In addition, 23% said they did it sometimes.
Women (81%) were more likely to answer this than men (70%). The proportion that answered that this was
something they did always or very often increased from 17% in 2003 to 23% in 2011 (Norwegian Eating Facts
1985-2012). The popularity of Raw Food can be seen in light of the food consumer’s increasing emphasis on
fresh, clean and natural food. In 2011, around 15% of respondents expressed interest in this eating pattern. Young
people aged 15-24 years and people living in Oslo (21%) were the most interested.

4.4 Constantly New Products on the List of What You Should Avoid Eating

A typical feature of popular diets nowadays is that they often identify a type of nutrient, a product or a
preparation technique that you should avoid. While the LCHF-communicators recommend avoiding
carbohydrates, the communicators of the Super Healthy Family diet recommend that you leave out dairy
products and gluten. If you are following a Raw Food or Super Food diet you should minimize your intake of
animal products and avoid heated food. The surveys revealed that many had been influenced by these dietary
guidelines.

What products doyou eat more or less compared to 2-3 yearsago?

Vegetables

Lean meat products
Fish/seafood

Fruit

Wholegrain bread/products
Eges

Wholegrain pasta/rice

Fat dairy products

Less
Lean dairy products

M More
Weat
Milk

Fatty meat products

Bread
Ordinary pasta/rice
Flour products

Potatoes

0 10 20 30 40 50 €0 70 80 90 100

Figure 2. What products do you eat more or less compared to 2-3 years ago? N=1000.%. Web Survey 2011
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As Figure 2 shows, carbohydrate rich products like potatoes, flour products, regular pasta/rice and bread top the
list of foods that the respondents want to avoid. LCHF-communicators have also recommended a high intake of
eggs and high-fat dairy products. 27% and 20%, respectively, said they had increased their intake of these
products (Figure 2). Despite the fact that relatively few said they had reduced milk intake the past few years, our
figures show that there has been a significant decline in milk consumption — about 50% (Norwegian Eating Facts
2012).

Similar results emerged when it came to changes in the intake of various nutrients. 30% said they ate fewer
carbohydrates. Sugar (48%) topped the list of what respondents believed they ate less of. Fiber (33%) and
proteins (25%) topped the list of what they thought they ate more of. Only 9% said they ate more fat. Figures
from Norwegian Eating Facts (2012) and our WEB-survey (2011) showed that there have been significant
changes in people’s view on various nutrients in the period from 2009 to 2011.

Which of these ingredients /nutrients would you rather limit your intake of? (2009

to 2011)
100
0 &6
80
70
€0
S0 m 2009
40
30
20
10
0
Sugar Salt Artificial Carbohydrates

additives

Figure 3. The Proportion of those who would rather limit their intake of the mentioned ingredients/nutrients in
the period 2009* to 2011**, * N=3887.%. Norwegian Eating Facts (2010). ** N=2017.%. Web Survey 2011

There has been a significant increase in the proportion who prefer to limit their intake of sugar (from 78 to 85%)
in the period from 2009 to 2011. Moreover, the percentage who said the same about carbohydrates has increased
from 34% to 41% in the same period. There has also been a significant decrease in the proportion who want to
limit their intake of fat (from 79% to 68%) (Figure 3).

5. Discussion

Several theorists have discussed the influence of a therapeutic mindset on the Western world (e.g. Giddens, 1991;
Lupton, 1996; Crawford, 2006; Madsen, 2010). The body is not something you can take for granted, but it has
become a project of its own. As the results from the surveys showed, food also seems to play an increasingly
important role as a means to achieve physical and mental perfection. In the following section, we will look more
closely at the various imperatives that give meaning to contemporary Norwegian eating patterns. Such imperatives
reveal a lot about the moral and social pressures that operate on people’s food choices (Warde, 1997). We also
believe they are important for understanding why diets such as LCHF, Super Healthy Family and Raw Food have
become so appealing to Norwegian food consumers.

5.1 Be Responsible

A consequence of the individualistic therapeutic view is that the individual is responsible for making the correct
health choices (Lupton, 2012; Crawford, 2006; Herrick, 2009; Madsen, 2010). Food and eating habits have
received an increasingly central role in achieving good health. In this light, popular diets such as LCHF, Super
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Healthy Family and Raw Food can be seen as a reflection of the widespread cultural acceptance of the idea that
you are responsible for whether you feel good about yourself, you are healthy, you are overweight, you are fit etc.
Our material showed that many had tried to achieve certain effects — prevent obesity, improve health conditions,
more wellness etc. by means of food and diets. Reducing the intake of carbohydrate-rich products was a common
way to achieve these goals. The blog material also showed that carbohydrate-rich products were seen as a bad
choice of foods. One of the bloggers wrote: “I can promise you that once you change your carbohydrate sources,
you will experience large changes in your body composition!” Another blogger wrote: «Need help to start
dieting. Any good advice?” She got the following answer “First and foremost, stay away from bread, rice, pasta,
potatoes and sugar. Eat eggs, fish, meat and, naturally, enough fat — butter, sour cream, cream, avocado....”

The individualization processes have not only led to the individual being responsible for healthy eating, but also
a widespread belief that what is considered proper food is very individual. One of the bloggers said: “The most
important thing is to find out what works best for you”. Another one wrote “I eat LCHF because it is good for
MY body”.

The lists of the most popular books, television programmes, blogs and media stories show how the self-help
genre has gotten a far wider appeal. From 2008 to 2009, for example, Norwegian bookstores could report an
increase of 30% in sales of self-help books (Madsen, 2010:88). In recent years, it is precisely books about the
LCHF diet that have topped the Booksellers Association’s sales lists. The Language Council of Norway even
named “lavkarbo” (“low carb”) the word of the year in 2011.

The distinction between the professional and the self-taught expert is rather vague in the self-help industry. For
example, mediators of the popular diets clearly mark a distance to the official dietary guidelines: LCHF
mediators describe the official dietary guidelines as unsuccessful and mistaken (Hexeberg, 2010; Eenfeldt, 2011).
A similar skepticism is evident in Mauritson’s (2010) book. In the introduction she thanks all the families who
have children with “autism, ADHD, 22ql1, hyperactivity, schizophrenia, NLD, Tourette’s syndrome, brain
damage, gastrointestinal disorders, eczema, asthma or behavioral disorders”: “You are all fighting a fierce battle
against skeptical doctors, teachers...” (p. 4).

Our findings also revealed that there were many conflicting and competing views on what constitutes a healthy
diet. While the national guidelines recommend reduced intake of foods high in (saturated) fat, mediators of the
LCHF diet recommend the reverse. Moreover, while mediators of Raw Food recommend high intake of fruit,
mediators of LCHF recommend people the reverse.

The fact that so many embrace alternative diets can be interpreted as an attempt to exercise authority over
oneself. This again can be seen as a consequence of the emphasis on individuality and the individual’s ability to
take responsibility for his/her life. It is simply irresponsible and incorrect to let others decide what you should eat.
Thus, it is not surprising that Mauritson (2010) described herself as a “housewife” in her bestselling book Super
Healthy Family. She described a modern housewife’s cooking as a combination of “common sense” and “new
knowledge”. This is opposed to what is often perceived as either reactionary “experts” or eccentric and
alternative beliefs about what and how to eat. If the diet — for example LCHF or Super Food - is wrong for “your
body”, there are always other opportunities: “You are in charge — and you know what’s best for you” (Giddens
1991:77).

5.2 Be Better

From the material it may seem as if the more promising products and services that are launched, the higher the
demands we make of bodily and mental perfection. According to Ehrenberg (2009), the greatest paradox of the
individual-therapeutic view is that it has both become an area of great satisfaction and happiness, while it also
poses a risk of dissatisfaction and exhaustion.

While the consumption of products and services that promise a slimmer, healthier and more beautiful body is
increasing it also seems like more and more people do not feel they live up to the ideals (Lupton, 1996; Williams
& Germov, 1999). As shown, more believed that they had an overweight body than what is shown by statistics
from the Norwegian Institute of Public Health (Note 10). There has been a significant increase in the proportion
who had tried to get a slimmer body. There was also an increasing proportion who reported that they had spent
money on slimming products.

Although many men also expressed dissatisfaction with their own body weight, our study showed that this was
an issue that concerned far more women than men. There were, for example, more women than men who were
dissatisfied with their own body weight and appearance. Far more women than men had tried to lose weight or
improve their appearance by making changes to their diet during the last two years. Bratman (2000) suggests that
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dieting is a culturally accepted norm for women to seek coveted values such as beauty and slenderness without
admitting it. Thus, being on a diet is not just motivated by a desire for good health, but also for a look that lives
up to the aesthetic ideals: it is the slim and fit body that is perceived as sexually attractive (Germov & Williams,
1999; Sobal, 1999; McRobbie, 2009; Brewis et al., 2011).

Like Crawford’s (2006) study, our results showed that health practices — such as eating habits — have become an
increasingly important means of social and personal evaluation and devaluation. Those who succeed are seen as
morally superiors. It is also a field that is characterized by a lot of guilt, shame and fear (Lupton, 1996).
According to Beck (1986) and Giddens (1991), a side effect of the growing number of self-realization
opportunities that exist in our culture is precisely higher demands on the individual and increased dissatisfaction.

5.3 Be Disciplined

Today’s foodscape is characterized by an abundance of energy-rich foods and drinks, which make great demands
on the individual’s capacity for self-control and self-discipline (Winson, 2004). According to Lupton (1996)
self-control is a prevailing value of our time. Moreover, she believes that the body is increasingly becoming a
symbol of whether one possesses this virtue or not.

The increase in dieting can be seen in light of the idea that following a set of strict eating rules is just an effective
way to demonstrate that you have control over your body, mind and emotions. A common feature of the various
diets that have been popular in recent years is that they all have many restrictions associated with ordinary
ingredients and products in the Norwegian diet — such as bread, pasta, white flour, milk, meat, vegetables that
grow under the ground, heated food, frozen foods, light foods etc. The materials revealed that many were
affected by the rules and restrictions that were conveyed through the various diets. Furthermore, it emerged that
following such diets both demanded both careful planning of every meal and great persistence. For some the
ultimate eating pattern was to conduct regular detox cures (Berge & Chacko, 2010; Palmcrantz & Lilja, 2011).

A keyword in today’s health and diet message is reduction. Everybody is encouraged to eat less fat, sugar, salt,
carbohydrates, additives, meat, potatoes, bread, wheat flour, processed food, fast food. One should drink less
alcohol, soft drinks, milk, coffee etc. Moreover, one should reduce body weight, blood pressure, cholesterol,
stomach fat etc. This pattern has been referred to as a form of cultural anorexia: “I lack nothing, therefore I eat
nothing” (Baudrillard, 1986:55). Or as a famous rap artist said to a Norwegian youth magazine: “The ultimate
eating pattern is to just drink health drinks” (Bugge & Lillebg, 2009:158). Our findings show that smoothies,
shakes and juices have become a core product among health-conscious consumers. In all the diet books we found
many recipes for such drinks. Thus, in our affluent society reduction is described as both heroic and ideal.

As with international studies, our study also showed that the value of self-control seems to be particularly
prevalent among people with higher education. For the middle classes, their relation to body and health is not a
question about heritage and Iuck, but rather an acquired status that one constantly has to work and strive for. An
example of how this is expressed is how the middle class are spending more and more of their free time on
healthy cooking and keeping fit (Warde, 1997; Crotty, 1999; Crawford, 2006; Bugge, 2010). Like many other
studies, our study also showed that more participants with higher education than lower education were interested
in having a healthy diet. Far more people with higher education than with lower education said they aimed to be
slim and fit. Education also had an impact on the amount of exercise. Furthermore, educated people ate healthier
than those with low education. For example, more people with higher education ate vegetables daily than people
with lower education. The same was true for fish and white meat. People with higher education also had a
significantly lower consumption of sugary soft drinks than those with low education (Bugge, 2010).

5.4 Be Critical

A particular feature of the most popular diets is that they undertake a critical position to modern food production
and eating habits (Knight 2005, Knight 2012). Our reading of bestselling diet books shows that they usually
begin with a critique of food and nutrition science, technology advances and politics. In Hexeberg’s (2010:12)
book we can read: “Before the agricultural revolution our ancestors lived about two million years on a diet low
in carbohydrates ...”. Moreover, the author of the book Super Healthy Family (Mauritson, 2011:24) claimed that
“dietary advice in this country reflects the fact that we are an agricultural country. More emphasis is put on
economic interests of farmers and dairy giants than health reasons”. The authors of the bestselling books about
Raw Food and Super Food also recommend “anti-industrial” and vegetarian food. Berge and Chacko (2010:154)
express it in the following way: “Natural, non-processed foods are what we are meant to eat from nature’s side.
Super foods are just that - pure and nutritious food that makes you feel in harmony with nature”.

Food consumers are putting increasing emphasis on attributes such as fresh, natural and pure. Among other
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things, this means food that is produced with the least amount of additives, medications, pesticides, i.e. the
product should not change too much from its original form. The growing interest in raw food and super foods is
just one of several examples of how this desire for purity and naturalness is expressed. The growing skepticism
of wheat flour can also be seen in light of the criticism of modern food production. By LCHF mediators this is
not only described as unhealthy and fattening, but also as unnatural (Hexeberg, 2010; Eenfeldt, 2011).

Several researchers view this valorization of the natural as a result of increased awareness of the side effects of
industrialization. What many fear is that we do not know how the cultivated nature will behave (Beck, 1986;
Giddens, 1991; Pollan, 2008). The materials show that many suspect that the cultivated, new food production is
more unpredictable than the old. For example, four in ten reported that they were anxious about the content of
(artificial) additives in products on the Norwegian market. And three in ten feared that the food we eat can cause
illness. This is probably an important reason why diets that involve “detoxification” and “cleaning” - such as
Raw Food and Super Food — have become so appealing.

The critical consumer has also resulted in science becoming more and more necessary, yet less and less sufficient
for the definition of truth. People will constantly ask questions like “yes, but ...?”,“on the one hand, and on the
other hand”, and “what if...” (Beck, 1986). It is this form of skepticism that has opened up many possible truths
about what to eat - from the National Council for Nutrition advisories (Note 11)to diets such as LCHF, Raw
Food and Super Food to neo-religious “ecarthing food” (Princess, Mértha, Louise, & Samney, 2009). In our study
it was clearly stated that health authorities’ did not have a monopoly on the truth of what comprised a healthy
diet.

5.5 Be Proactive

A prominent feature of late-modern society is that risk calculations have become a more important part of how
we organize our lives (Beck, 1986; Giddens, 1991). Beck (1986) described this kind of calculations as
not-yet-events which stimulate action. Moreover, they appeal to our rationality and our role as calculating and
active individuals (agency). What many fear is that our eating habits today can have unwanted consequences in
the future, for example obesity, premature aging, diabetes, heart disease, cancer. The study showed that risk
reduction was not something that concerned a small group, but rather something that occupied the majority of
consumers. As shown, seven in ten stated that they were interested in eating healthy. An important motivational
factor was preventing health problems. It is perhaps not surprising that diets such as LCHF and Super Healthy
Family has gained such popularity, if we look closely at what the mediators claim that we can avoid by eating
their diet. As already mentioned this includes everything from overweight to autism, depression and psoriasis.

It was also apparent that the LCHF message had led to changes in consumers’ perception of what is considered
as “risky” ingredients and products in the last couple years. While somewhat fewer gave the impression of being
skeptical of eating fat, the number of people who were skeptical of carbohydrates had increased significantly.
The changing views had also led to a number of changes in consumers’ eating habits. When respondents were
asked about which products or nutrients they had consumed less of during the past few years, sugar and
carbohydrates topped the list. Moreover, potatoes, bread, pasta, rice and wheat flour topped the list of products
they had eaten less of in the same time period.

According to Bratman (2000), the huge number of health risks that people perceive can be avoided by using food
has resulted in our food choices being driven by fear rather than actual choice. Through specific diets we are
seeking to eliminate as many risks as possible. The long list of health hazards due to “wrong foods” makes it
relevant to refer to Beck’s (1986) assertion that there is an overproduction of risk in our time. This is due to the
continuous production of knowledge about the various risks, the tendency to exaggerate risks and an insatiable
desire for medical news. Crawford (2006) described this as a continuous spiral of anxiety-control-anxiety.

It is also worth commenting that many of the negative health consequences that consumers want to avoid, are not
felt directly on the body, but made visible and understood through knowledge. However, when an expert’s
knowledge is communicated, it is, according to Beck (1986), often confused with the expert’s own
interpretations and value assessments. Thus, what constitutes a risk to human health is therefore not merely an
academic concern, but also a moral issue. In particular, experts have pointed to overweight and obesity as
significant risk factors in today’s eating habits. Although rising prevalence of overweight and obesity confirms
the statistical risk our eating habits involve, it is important to bear in mind that the risks a society chooses to
emphasize cannot only be explained by statistics. They are also an expression of a social critique that is based on
shared values and common fears (Douglas & Wildavsky, 1982; Campos, 2004; Crossley, 2004; Gard & Wright,
2005).
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5.6 Be Harmonious

Several theorists have described the contemporary mood as therapeutic, not religious: we are not concerned with
salvation, but personal well-being and good health (Lupton, 1996; Madsen, 2010). As Giddens (1991) wrote:
“When people were unhappy in the past they went to church, now they visit the nearest therapist” (p. 179). He
also pointed out that therapy has not replaced earlier religious authority. Anyone who is seeking therapy is
confronted with a number of different theories and practices. While some describe this as a secularization
process, there are others who believe that the therapeutic orientation has contributed to a resurgence of New Age
religiosity. According to Madsen (2010), it seems that the therapeutic culture encourages many forms of
individual searches for meaning.

The popular books by Princess Mértha Louise and Elisabeth Samney (2009, 2012) are an example of how New
Age religiosity has been expressed in Norway in recent years. The core of their message is unmistakably similar
to a lot of self-help literature (Madsen, 2010). To gain more control of your life and to realize your dreams, they
advise the reader to include angels into their life. Moreover, you have to take responsibility for your own life.
The individual herself is the key to her own success and failure. Food is one of the tools for success. Unlike diet
books, the Princess and her partner’s advice is camouflaged in neo-religious language. To succeed with so-called
earthing (Norw. “jording”) - i.e. to achieve an open dialogue with the earth from the heart - it is recommended to
eat certain types of food (p. 97), for example lentils, beans and root vegetables (pp. 125-135).

The enormous preoccupation with healthy eating can thus be seen as a quest for spirituality, identity and control
(Skarderud, 1991; Lupton, 1996; Bratman, 2000). Raw Food and Super Food are examples of how this is
reflected in post-secular societies - both diets are characterized by a worship of nature. Moreover, they are
mysterious and have their own rituals. As can be seen from Palmcrantz and Lilja’s (2011) book, one of the eating
rituals is detoxing the body and soul through food. Although these diets can be characterized as eating patterns
for a minority of the population, many of the core ingredients and dishes have become increasingly popular in
Norway in recent years, e.g. healthy juices and smoothies (Bugge, 2012).

Studies have shown that many Norwegians eat various supplements and “therapeutic products” (Bugge, 2012).
The desire to provide our bodies with omega-3, proteins, vitamins, wheatgrass, detox juice, low-glycemic foods,
cholesterol-reducing margarine, can also be seen as a quest for immortality - or at least a postponement of old
age. One of the best-selling diet books is just about eating yourself younger by eating food that has a
rejuvenating effect (Hafsteinsdottir, 2009). In order to achieve this, however, it was important to avoid sugar,
dairy and gluten.

In the old days, one saw faith as a harbinger of misfortune and death. Now, on the other hand, we have a
tendency to oppose a limited future (Giddens, 1991). The importance of being able to eat ones way to desired
values can be seen in connection with the view of the individual’s increasing ability to influence their physical
and spiritual future.

5.7 Be Successful

According to Giddens (1991), the reason that eating regimes have such a great significance for the individual’s
identity is that they relate habits to the visible aspect of the body. On the one hand, eating habits are what he
describes as a ritual display, on the other hand they also affect bodily form, indicating in this way something
about the individual’s personality and background as well as the kind of self the individual wants to cultivate (p.
62). Several studies have shown that being healthy, slim and fit is a central feature of modern identity (Note 12).
In this health-appreciative culture, people are largely defined by how well they succeed or fail to apply the right
practices.

Although people has always been concerned with health, Crawford (2006) claims that a new kind of health
consciousness emerged in the 1970s. Several counter-cultural movements were established, for example
movements that advocated organic and natural foods, jogging, meditating, yoga, dieting, fitness, etc. The
growing health interest was especially visible among young, urban, cultural trendsetters. In 1980 Crawford
introduced the term healthism. The aim was to describe the growing moralism over health issues in the American
middle classes. When people talked about good and bad health they very often used words like self-control,
self-discipline and willpower. Contrasting themes were also prominent: indulgence, overeating and of course
lack of willpower, self-discipline etc.

Crawford (1980) sees this change as result of the social development in the postwar period. In the years after the
2nd World War until the 1980s emerged a consumer society that was characterized by a degree of prosperity,
abundance and leisure that people never had witnessed before. This also promoted continuous upward social
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mobility. For the younger generation, however, the question of how to maintain their class position became an
urgent question. In Crawford’s (2006) opinion the pursuit of health and fitness gave ample opportunities for the
individual to maintain class position. By making the body a task, the health conscious can demonstrate both for
themselves and others that they possess the core values which define their class.

Similar to other studies, our study also show that education is a variable that has a significant effect on food
priorities and practices. Far more highly educated people were interested in having a healthy diet. Moreover,
people with higher education were more interested in weight control and having a slim and fit body. It was also
apparent that people with higher education had been more responsive to dietary advice. Examples include a
higher intake of whole-grain products, fruit and vegetables among people with higher than lower education. On
the contrary, people with higher education had a lower intake of sugary drinks and salty snacks than people with
lower education (Bugge, 2010). People with higher education were more concerned about limiting their intake of
sugars, carbohydrates and (saturated) fat than those with lower education.

5.8 Be Healthy, But Not Insanely Healthy

As pointed out, there has been a significant focus on health as self-control. Our material show that placing of
responsibility on the individual to eat healthy — you are what you eat, or what you don’t eat — for some people
lead to becoming obsessed with what they eat. An American doctor referred to this phenomenon as orthorexia
(Bratman, 2000). However, it is important to underline that being on a diet or eating healthy is not the same as
being orthorectic. It is the degree of obsession, which according to Bratman, determines whether it is considered
an eating disorder or simply a healthy choice of lifestyle.

Although healthy eating mainly is a reasonable choice, it is, according to Bratman (2000), also important to
question how important food should be in your life. A bias of modern nutritional science is precisely that its
enthusiasm for diet changes — “eat more ..., eat less ...” — can result in obsessions. As already mentioned, a
particular characteristic of the recent super diets is to place many restrictions on food choices. As with Bratman’s
(2000) study, our findings also show that the list of what you cannot eat in the name of health seems to be
growing. In the book Raw Food in Norwegian (Palmcrantz & Lilja, 2011) the authors claim that you actually
are what you do not eat. The blog material revealed that a recurring issue was discussions on how to replace
ordinary ingredients and products. The products that the bloggers ate were usually described as “no” or “free
from” gluten, sugar, white flour, additives, soya, milk, meat, carbohydrates etc. As shown, there was also a
significant proportion who reported that they limit their intake of ordinary ingredients and products such as
potatoes, bread, pasta, milk and meat.

In addition to the orthorexic’s long list of “no-food”, it is also extremely important for him/ her to include
specific ingredients and products in their diet. The blog material revealed that for some the meals had to be
planned down to the smallest detail — everything was counted, assessed and weighed. The authors of the book
Super Food gave the reader a list of 50 different food items your diet should consist of. The also gave
information about what nutrients they contained, and what effect they had on your body (Berge & Chacko,
2010).

Several doctors have discussed the increasing tendency not to tolerate weaknesses, handicap and suffering. One
example of this is the stigmatization of bodies which do not fit into the ideal, e.g. overweight and obese
(Johannison, 1993; Sobal, 1999; Crossley, 2004; Crawford, 2006; Larum, 2013). Bratman (2000) thinks there is
reason to criticize our increasing demands for spiritual and bodily perfection: What is healthy enough? What is
slim enough? What is so harmful about bread, potatoes, flour, milk, cooked food, etc.? Why is it so important to
stay away from these products? Moreover, he believes that one can easily lose perspective when focusing to a
large extent on avoiding ordinary ingredients and foods. There are many factors that contribute to good health,
obesity, etc. Although eating the wrong food is seen as an important reason for poor health, there are also many
other factors that should be taken into consideration.

6. Concluding Remarks

Our results suggest that food and eating is an increasingly important therapeutic tool in changing and improving
the body and self. New diets and products which are being marketed as especially healthy are being launched
continuously. A major challenge is that the therapeutic consumption field is also characterized by a variety of
theories, practices and therapies - many of them are totally contradictory. As a consequence it seems that eating
habits have become an increasingly intricate and anxiety-provoking project. However, our purpose was not to
question the value of healthy eating. There is no question that making the right food choices can reduce the risk
of overweight, obesity, heart disease and cancer. This is a well-known and indisputable fact (Note 13). Yet, there
is a need for more research on the social consequences of today’s preoccupation with healthy eating. As shown in
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this paper, our food choices are both a source of realizing desirable values, but also a field characterized by guilt
and shame; nothing is ever good (healthy) enough. From our findings, there is much to suggest that being a picky
eater now seems to be a way of expressing health awareness. All in all, our findings show that more and more
have developed a strained relationship with food. As a blogger commented: “I do not know anybody who has a
relaxed relationship with food!”
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