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Studies involving young people and food consumption have focused predominately 
on the “barriers” to accessing “good” food and its effect on health and/or the poor 
food choices of young people. Although relevant to young people’s lives, they tend 
to ignore the broader social, cultural, symbolic, and emotional roles involved in 
eating practices.  
 This research explores these broader sociocultural influences on food choice 
among high school students, and takes an ethnographic and exploratory research 
approach in order to examine the everyday food encounters of two high school 
students. A total of 2 participants aged 16 and 17 from separate high schools in the 
East Toronto area took part in this study. This research provides a unique insight into 
the ways in which these participants construct and mediate identity through food. 
Data was collected based on the accounts retrieved through an audio-recorded focus 
group session with the two participants. Additional data was collected through 
anonymous survey results, participant observation insights, and a scholarly literature 
review. The analysis found that three patterns emerge; space/place, social 
relationships, and social mobility. 
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BACKGROUND  
Research involving young people and food tends to focus on the “poor” food choices 
made (Beaulieu & Godin, 2012; Bezerra, Curioni, & Sichieri, 2012; Yeung, 2010; 
Miles, Cliff, & Burr, 1998; Patrick & Nicklas, 2005). Emphasis on the social and 
economic barriers to healthy eating can result in neglecting the emotional, social, 
and symbolic role that food can play in young people’s lives (Bugge & Lavik, 2010; 
Ioannou, 2009; Lupton, 1994; Nukaga, 2008; Stead, McDermott, Mackintosh, & 
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Adamson, 2011; Stok, de Ridder, Adriaanse, & de Wit, 2010; Stok, de Ridder, de 
Vet, & de Wit, 2014). There are a multitude of complex influences that can affect a 
person’s food choices. Food is not just for banal consumption, it is something that 
creates meaning for people and groups, projects identity formation, expresses values 
and beliefs, and represents social affiliation (Cronin, McCarthy, & Collins, 2014; 
Miles et al., 1998). The activity of choosing what to eat is shaped by the “situation,” 
including social context, food availability, time constraints, and habit (Bell & Pliner, 
2003; Hetherington, Anderson, Norton, & Newson, 2006; Jaeger, Bava, Worch, 
Dawson, & Marshall, 2011). 
 High school students tend to spend more time with friends away from parental 
and adult influence (Miles et al., 1998; Wills, Bracket-Milburn, Gregory, & Lawton, 
2005). The physical change in location experienced by young people who dine off 
campus can demonstrate ways in which young people construct their independence 
(Hall, Coffey, & Williamson, 1999; Ioannou, 2009). Space and place not only aid in 
fostering social independence, but money and mobility are also factors that influence 
a young person’s ability to experience a particular form of financial independence. 
High school students are more likely to have more disposable income and physical 
independence than younger elementary school students, resulting in visiting fast food 
restaurants more often (Bruening et al., 2014; Miles et al., 1998). Although these 
aspects of mobility and income influence one’s desire and choice of food, it is 
important to examine even broader constructions that can act as barriers and/or 
entrances into groups. 
 Financial costs greatly impact adolescents’ decisions on where they eat out and/or 
if they eat out for lunch at all (Bruening et al., 2014; Wills, Bracket-Milburn, Lawton, 
& Roberts 2009). Pedrozo’s (2011) research on consumption in Rio de Janeiro 
explores the contentions associated with Brazil’s push toward an advanced 
economic development while the basic needs of the population are not met. This 
example illustrates not only the under-theorized intersection between youth and 
globalization (Maira & Soep, 2005), but also how young people are subjected to 
limitations of all kinds due to cultural expectations created and reinforced through 
globalization (Pedrozo, 2011). The social pressures that encourage young people to 
become savvy consumers can be contradictory to their economic realities, which 
results in groups becoming either oppressed or empowered by the contradictions of 
consumer society (Pedrozo, 2011; Edwards, 2000). The act of consumerism not only 
influences group inclusion and exclusion on a global scale, but also affects the 
inclusion and exclusion of young people’s peer groups locally (see Cronin et al., 
2014; Pedrozo, 2011). 
 Friends and peer groups have a strong influence on development and behaviours 
in adolescents (Bruening et al., 2014; Stok et al., 2014). Research indicates that 
young people valued social eating with peers, even if they were negatively 
influenced through this social act of eating (Absolom & Roberts, 2011; Hutchinson 



Eating Lunch Out for High School Students 

108 | Revue YOUR Review 3 

& Rapee, 2007). Examining peer-group influence can help one to understand and to 
explore young people’s construction of status, social belonging, agency, and identity 
(Brown, McIlveen, & Strugnell, 2000; Cronin et al., 2014; James, Tingstad, & 
Kjørholt, 2009; Miles et al., 1998; Stead et al., 2011). This research will move away 
from the dominant research involving young people, food, and health (Beaulieu & 
Godin, 2012; Yeung, 2010; Miles et al., 1998; Patrick & Nicklas, 2005), and in so 
doing will examine the pivotal role that food plays as an identity marker and social 
tool, and the symbolic dynamics that it holds in young people’s lives (Absolom & 
Roberts, 2011; Delormier, Frohlich, & Potvin, 2009; Lupton, 1994; Neely, Walton, 
& Stephens, 2014).  
 
PURPOSE 
The purpose of this research is to identify the intersecting factors that influence high 
school students’ choices in where they eat off campus during lunch. It also aims to 
gain insight into the social and symbolic role that lunch plays in the identity 
construction of students and its effects on social interactions. The two participants, 
aged 16 and 17 years, greatly informed this research. It is important to note that this 
research is based on the experiences and knowledge of these two participants and 
that the findings cannot be applied to every high school student who eats off campus, 
for “both youth and childhood have had and continue to have different meanings 
depending on young people’s social, cultural and political circumstances” (Wyn & 
White, 1997). There is a variety of experiences that one can have based on social, 
cultural, and political circumstances. This research will help to underscore the 
importance of doing research with young people in order to understand a broader 
social, cultural, and political perspective.  
 
METHODOLOGY 
Participants and recruitment 
The recruitment method for this research included a convenience sample and 
randomized recruitment from food businesses located in walking proximity to a high 
school. The participants who took part in this project included two high school 
students that attended different schools, one aged 17 who identified as male (Pat) 
and one aged 16 who identified as female (Tammy).1 These participants were chosen 
on the basis of how often they go off campus (three to five times a week) for lunch 
during the school lunch period, which made them appropriate participants to take 
part in this project. Due to the small scale of this research, those who dined at school 
for lunch were excluded. The second set of participants was a sample of 6 
anonymous high school students ranging from 15 to17 years of age. These 
participants took part in a randomized survey that was conducted at a food vendor 
within walking proximity to a high school during the lunch period. The high school 
location was not released to the two participants in order to maintain anonymity. 
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The randomized survey showed the frequency at which the participants dined off 
campus, which helped in analyzing the survey responses. All participants, including 
the anonymous participants, were given information of the intentions of the 
investigator and were told that the research was about their experience and 
knowledge. Informed voluntary consent forms, as well as information leaflets and 
discussion about the research, were provided to all participants.  
 
CONTEXT 
There was one focus group session conducted with the two participants, which 
involved a semi-structured interview that was audio recorded. This took place in the 
staff room where both participants are employed. This space was recommended by 
Pat and Tammy, which made it a relaxed environment for both participants and for 
the investigator. The group method was used in order to give space to the possibilities 
of group analysis (Maira & Soep, 2005). The following example demonstrates a small 
group analysis about the participants’ ideas and attitudes toward leaving their 
schools’ campuses: 
 

Investigator: “Do you think people’s behaviours change being on school 
campus, and then, whenever you leave?” 
Pat: “Yes. One hundred percent!” 
Tammy: “Well at mine. Everyone just does everything. This morning there was 
literally a drug deal this morning in front of my locker.” 
Pat: “I just think like if you’re off school property you can just do more.”  

 
The two participants demonstrate a personal reflexive analysis when they criticize 
the other participant’s response. This conversation also created a space for 
confirmation and reassurance of their ideas, which were both shared and challenged. 
This form of reassurance was also prevalent with the anonymous participants’ 
interactions while completing the survey.  
 Six anonymous participants were recruited to complete a survey on an iPad. The 
participants were approached in groups of two, and each pair completed the survey 
together, resulting in three responses in total. Observational research was conducted 
in a fast food restaurant within proximity of a high school during lunch hours. The 
investigator’s participant observations helped to compare and contrast common 
themes found in the discussions with the two participants. This observational method 
resulted in a contextual understanding of the space and spatial mapping of dining 
out during lunch hours. The anonymous survey responses were also used to initiate 
discussion with the two participants and were used to compare and contrast their 
own ideas with the ones on the survey completed by other high school students. It is 
important to mention that there was only one focus group session completed. This 
did not allow for the data to be analyzed by the participants themselves. Additionally, 
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it did not allow for the investigator to discuss inconsistencies found in the audio 
recordings with the participants. 
 
ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION  
Three themes emerged with regard to the sociocultural significance of going out for 
lunch within the participants’ lives. Initially all the participants stated that the main 
reason for leaving school at lunch was for food. When the participants were asked 
what was “important” about going off campus, the survey results and the focus 
groups shared similar findings of space/place, social relationships, and 
mobility/income influences. Most apparent was the absent discussion around health 
and food. This raises the concern about the vast amount of existing research 
surrounding young people and “poor” choices, which pays little attention to the 
sociocultural element of food choice. It is important to be critical of previous 
theoretical frameworks, as they tend to focus primarily on ideas about health. The 
definition of “health” can change depending on context. The participants in this 
study did not refer to their health or “poor” choices in food. In examining the social 
and cultural role of food, one can begin to deconstruct notions of health and 
“healthy” food. 
 The importance of dining off campus for the participants ranged from the school 
cafeteria being too crowded, to the value of getting a break from school, or to being 
able to spend time with friends. All of these responses suggest that the importance of 
a lunch break was not necessarily for food, but for a change in space. The decision 
to leave campus gave these participants the ability to socialize differently with their 
peers from how the school cafeteria did. These new social spaces were deemed 
important as they were referred to as offering a “break.” This “break” can suggest that 
there is a particular freedom being offered off campus that allows students to assert 
themselves differently in this new atmosphere. Pat and one of the anonymous 
participants both physically opened their arms as if they were about to embrace 
someone in order to describe the need to “get away” from school. The dramatic 
physical use of their bodies can be interpreted as their feeling confined within the 
physical school space. It could be suggested that the change of space is important to 
these young people in demonstrating their localized and individual citizenship (Hall, 
Coffey, & Williamson, 1999). For example, two of the anonymous participants said 
during the time they filled out the survey that on particular days, they go to certain 
places because of the lunch deals offered there. This social aspect within food 
practices demonstrates the participants’ agency and independence in determining 
where and when to eat, based on financial and time factors (Delormier, Frohlich, & 
Potvin, 2009).  
 Social relationships became the prominent topic of discussion in the focus group. 
The participants used food practices as a way to manage their social relationships. 
In order to do so, the participants explained negotiation strategies that were often 
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tacit and non-verbal in deciding where to eat out for lunch (Neely et al., 2014). Pat 
stated, “it just sort of happens” when deciding on where to eat lunch. The negotiating 
that takes place is not a long process, from what the participants explained; rather, it 
entailed influence, acceptance, or negation from peers, and what “deals” existed on 
that day. In deciding where to go, the participants also voiced that some of their 
peers may lack money. In order to maintain the social relationship, trust was used as 
a tool (Neely et al., 2014). Only a select few friends in Tammy’s peer groups were 
said to be trustworthy. She stated, “I only spend money on my one friend Jane, ’cause 
she’s worth it.” Tammy’s statement helps to establish group inclusion based on who 
the participant deems valuable. This statement did change throughout the discussion 
when Tammy used a different name instead of Jane. This was only caught when 
reviewing the audio recordings, which does not allow for the assumption to be made 
that Jane is the only friend for whom Tammy buys lunch. It also should have been 
further explored as to why she is “worth it.” When she was asked, Tammy said, “all 
my friends are ungrateful little children.” A second discussion should have been 
arranged with Tammy in order to determine the qualities that make her other friends 
not “worth it.” Pat on the other hand did not name any specific friends but referred 
to his peers as an entire group, and if one needed money he would lend it. With a 
larger sample of participants, it would be beneficial to compare and contrast the 
influence that gender can play in managing social relationships within the lunchtime 
context. 
 Pat often made it clear throughout the discussion that he is very generous with 
treating his friends to lunch, demonstrating a form of empathy for his friends. Pat also 
showed care in a different form with regard to the students who stayed at school for 
lunch: “then I look at other people and they’re like sitting there and eating a sandwich 
or something, and I’m like, I dunno know, that sucks.” It is interesting to note that 
Pat demonstrated empathy as a way to manage his social relationship with his 
“friends,” but also exhibited empathy in comparing himself to “other” students at 
school. The ways in which the participants compared themselves to the students that 
stay in for school speaks to issues of status and belonging to groups within the school 
environment. 
 In research of the youth subculture described as emo, Peters (2010) points out 
that words like emo denote identification and represent who is acceptable and who 
is not. This gives insight into how social groups are organized according to 
“membership” and managed by these participants (Stead et al., 2011). The 
management of groups is also seen in creating distinctive identities amongst “hipster” 
groups (see Cronin et al., 2012). The “other” group that was not included in this 
research seemed to hold a lower social status than those who went out for lunch. Pat 
said, “people that go out tend to think of themselves higher than people that stay in.” 
The management of social relations by the participants within the lunchtime outing 
helps in understanding the communicative and symbolic role “lunchtime” can play 
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in peer group organization. The sociocultural element of food choice needs to be 
addressed in research because it can demonstrate cultural expectations and its 
limitations, how people have different access to certain spaces, and how these spaces 
can act as markers of difference, maintain and create relationships, and form identity. 
Due to the limited sample of this study there are weaknesses, and it would be 
beneficial to analyze behaviours of high school students who tend to stay in for lunch 
in order to get a richer analysis of peer group organization.  
 Both participants agreed that those who are seen leaving campus for lunch are 
assumed by others to have money. A Bourdieusian framework in understanding 
individuals’ status within an organization can help to highlight how the participants 
ranked going out for lunch as “better” than staying in (Jenkins, 2014). Within the 
school setting, the participants displayed their “social capital” by taking part in the 
process of going out for lunch by leaving school campus. It is important to think 
about who is able to take part in this cultural act of eating out, and the economic 
barriers that may exclude young people from becoming a part of certain groups. The 
negative discussions around those who did not purchase, or those who stayed on 
campus for lunch, symbolize social hierarchies within the school. It is important to 
reiterate the fact that this conclusion has been reached on the basis of responses from 
two participants who both enjoy going out for lunch. This research does not include 
schools whose policy does not allow students to leave campus for lunch, but it would 
be an interesting topic to explore in future research. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS AND LIMITATIONS 
The space in which the focus group was conducted was beneficial with regard to 
creating a relaxing environment, but there were many interruptions. The participants’ 
co-workers would pass by and chime in about the topic, which could have swayed 
the participants in terms of what they wanted to discuss. This was a good first meeting 
place, but in order to achieve a more complete analysis, a one-on-one session along 
with more focus group sessions in a less distracting space would have been 
beneficial. It would also be advisable to give the participants an information 
pamphlet about the research they were to be involved in, as well as information 
about the research findings. Lastly, a larger sample group with participants from 
diverse backgrounds would have created a broader framework in understanding the 
multitude of factors that can create and influence lunchtime culture in high school. 
 
CONCLUSION  
This research revolves around a particular time (lunch period), place (away from 
school), and space (choice in food vendor) that make up lunchtime culture. It sheds 
light on a range of situational factors that influence the participants’ decision in 
choosing where to eat and demonstrates how eating lunch off school grounds can 
create a space for students to negotiate boundaries between peer groups outside of 
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the school space. It highlights the complexities involved in lunchtime culture 
including the change in place/space, the negotiations made within peer groups, and 
the significance that mobility/income plays in group exclusion. While it only sheds 
light on some of the sociocultural factors that influence the participants’ decision to 
dine out for lunch, this research contributes to the emerging field of understanding 
young people’s social and cultural lives and stresses the relevancy of examining the 
influence that food plays in social meaning and identity construction. 
  
 
REFERENCES 
 
Absolom, S., & Roberts, A. (2011). Connecting with others: The meaning of social 

eating as an everyday occupation for young people. Journal of Occupational 
Science, 18(4), 339-346. doi:10.1080/14427591.2011.586324 

Brown, K., McIlveen, H., & Strugnell, C. (2000). Nutritional awareness and food 
preferences of young consumers. Nutrition & Food Science, 30(5), 230-235. 
doi:10.1108/00346650010340963 

Bruening, M., MacLehose, R., Eisenberg, M. E, Nanney, M. S., Story, M., & Neumark-
Sztainer, D. (2014). Associations between sugar-sweetened beverage 
consumption and fast-food restaurant frequency among adolescents and their 
friends. Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior, 46(4), 277-285. 
doi:10.1016/j.jneb.2014.02.009 

Cronin, J. M., McCarthy, M. B., & Collins, A. M. (2014). Covert distinction: How 
hipsters practice food-based resistance strategies in the production of identity. 
Consumption Markets & Culture, 17(1), 2-28. 

Delormier, T., Frohlich, K. L., & Potvin, L. (2009). Food and eating as social practice: 
Understanding eating patterns as social phenomena and implications for public 
health. Sociology of Health & Illness, 31(2), 215-228. doi:10.1111/j.1467-9566 

 .2008.01128.x 
Edwards, T. (2000). Contradictions of consumption: Concepts, practices, and politics 

in consumer society. Buckingham: Open University Press. 
Greig, A. D., Taylor, M. J., & MacKay, T. (2007). Doing research with children (2nd 

ed.). Los Angeles: Sage Publications 
Hall, T., Coffey, A., & Williamson, H. (1999). Self, space and place: Youth identities 

and citizenship. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 20(4), 501-513. 
doi:10.2307/1393276 

Hetherington, M. M., Anderson, A. S., Norton, G. N., & Newson, L. (2006). Situational 
effects on meal intake: A comparison of eating alone and eating with others. 
Physiology & Behavior, 88(4), 498-505. doi:10.1016/j.physbeh.2006.04.025 

Hutchinson, D. M., & Rapee, R. M. (2007). Do friends share similar body image and 
eating problems? The role of social networks and peer influences in early 



Eating Lunch Out for High School Students 

114 | Revue YOUR Review 3 

adolescence. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 45(7), 1557-1577. doi:10.1016 
/j.brat.2006.11.007 

Ioannou, S. (2009). “Eating beans … that is a ‘no-no’ for our times”: Young Cypriots’ 
consumer meanings of “healthy” and “fast” food. Health Education Journal, 68(3), 
186-195. doi:10.1177/0017896909339532 

Jaeger, S. R., Bava, C. M., Worch, T., Dawson, J., & Marshall, D. W. (2011). The food 
choice kaleidoscope. A framework for structured description of product, place 
and person as sources of variation in food choices. Appetite, 56(2), 412-423. 
doi:10.1016/j.appet.2011.01.012 

James, A., Kjørholt, A.-T., & Tingstad, V. (Eds.). (2009). Children, food and identity 
in everyday life. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.  

Jenkins, T. (2014). Clothing norms as markers of status in a hospital setting: A 
bourdieusian analysis. Health, 18(5), 526-541. doi:10.1177/1363459314524800 

Lupton, D. (1994). Food, memory and meaning: The symbolic and social nature of 
food events. The Sociological Review, 42(4), 664-685. doi:10.1111/j.1467-954X 
.1994.tb00105.x 

Maira, S., & Soep, E. (2005). Youthscapes: The popular, the national, the global. 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 

Miles, S., Cliff, D., & Burr, V. (1998). “Fitting in and sticking out”: Consumption, 
consumer meanings and the construction of young people’s identities. Journal of 
Youth Studies, 1(1), 81-96. 

Neely, E., Walton, M., & Stephens, C. (2014). Young people’s food practices and 
social relationships: A thematic synthesis. Appetite, 82, 50-60. doi:10.1016 
/j.appet.2014.07.005 

Neumark-Sztainer, D., Story, M., Perry, C., & Casey, M. A. (1999). Factors 
influencing food choices of adolescents: Findings from focus-group discussions 
with adolescents. Journal of the American Dietetic Association, 99(8), 929-937. 
doi:10.1016/S0002-8223(99)00222-9 

Nukaga, M. (2008). The underlife of kids’ school lunchtime. Journal of Contemporary 
 Ethnography, 37(3), 342-380. doi:10.1177/0891241607309770 
Patrick, H., & Nicklas, T. A. (2005). A review of family and social determinants of 

children’s eating patterns and diet quality. Journal of the American College of 
Nutrition, 24(2), 83-92. doi:10.1080/07315724.2005.10719448   

Pedrozo, S. (2011). To be “cool” or not to be “cool”: Young people’s insights on 
consumption and social issues in Rio de Janeiro. Journal of Youth Studies, 14(1), 
109-123. doi:10.1080/13676261.2010.506525  

Peters, B. M. (2010). Emo gay boys and subculture: Postpunk queer youth and 
(re)thinking images of masculinity. Journal of LGBT Youth, 7(2), 129-146. doi: 
10.1080/19361651003799817 



Eating Lunch Out for High School Students 

115 | Revue YOUR Review 3 

Stead, M., McDermott, L., MacKintosh, A. M., & Adamson, A. (2011). Why healthy 
eating is bad for young people’s health: Identity, belonging and food. Social 
Science & Medicine, 72(7), 1131-1139. doi:10.1016/j.socscimed.2010.12.029 

Stok, F. M., de Ridder, D. T., Adriaanse, M. A., & de Wit, J. B. (2010). Looking cool 
or attaining self-rule. Different motives for autonomy and their effects on 
unhealthy snack purchase. Appetite, 54(3), 607-610. 

Stok, F. M., de Ridder, D. T. D., de Vet, E. and de Wit, J. B. F. (2014). Don’t tell me 
what I should do, but what others do: The influence of descriptive and injunctive 
peer norms on fruit consumption in adolescents. British Journal of Health 
Psychology, 19, 52–64. doi: 10.1111/bjhp.12030 

Wills, W., Backett-Milburn, K., Gregory, S., & Lawton, J. (2005). The influence of the 
secondary school setting on the food practices of young teenagers from 
disadvantaged backgrounds in Scotland. Health Education Research, 20(4), 458-
465. 

Wills, W., Backett-Milburn, K., Lawton, J., & Roberts, M. L. (2009). Consuming fast 
food: The perceptions and practices of middle-class young teenagers. In James, 
A., Kjørholt, A.-T., & Tingstad, V. (Eds.), Children, food and identity in everyday 
life (pp. 52-68). New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Wyn, J., & White, R. (1997). Rethinking youth. London: SAGE Publications Ltd. 
doi:10.4135/9781446250297 

Yeung, W.-l. T. L. (2010). Gender perspectives on adolescent eating behaviors: A 
study on the eating attitudes and behaviors of junior secondary students in Hong 
Kong. Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior, 42(4), 250-258. doi: 10.1016 
/j.jneb.2009.05.008 

1 Pat and Tammy are the pseudonyms chosen by the participants. 
                                                


