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Abstract
The need for a shift toward healthier and more sustainable diets is evident and is supported by universalized standards for a 
“planetary health diet” as recommended in the recent EAT-Lancet report. At the same time, differences exist in tastes, prefer-
ences and food practices among diverse ethnic groups, which becomes progressively relevant in light of Europe’s increasingly 
multi-ethnic cities. There is a growing tension between current sustainable diets standards and how diverse ethnic resident 
groups relate to it within their ‘culturally appropriate’ foodways, raising questions around inclusion. What are dynamics of 
inclusiveness in migrant food practices? And what does this mean towards the transition to healthy and sustainable food? 
We study this question among Syrian migrants with different lengths of stay in the Netherlands. Our theoretical framework 
is based on practice theories, which emphasize the importance of socio-material context and of bodily routines and compe-
tences. We use qualitative methods, combining in-depth semi-structured life-history interviews with participant observation. 
Our findings indicate that inclusiveness takes different forms as migrants’ food practices and the food environment change. 
Regarding health and sustainability in food practices, understandings and competences around particularly fresh food change 
over time among both short- and long-term migrants, replacing making things from scratch with seasonal products with buy-
ing more processed products and out-of-season vegetables and fruits. We conclude that the performances of food practices 
and their configurations in food environments and lifestyles are dynamic and cannot unequivocally be interpreted as in- or 
exclusive, but that a more nuanced understanding is required.

Keywords  Food consumption · Healthy and sustainable food · Food environment · Multi-ethnic city · Migrants · 
Inclusiveness · Practice theories
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ST	� Short-term [migrants]
LT	� Long-term [migrants]
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Introduction

In light of the serious threats from global climate change and 
the increasing world population, the need for a shift toward 
healthier and more sustainable diets is evident (Burlingame 
and Dernini 2012; Garnett 2014; Lang 2017; EAT-Lancet 
Commission 2019). Precisely what constitutes a healthy and 
sustainable diet is, however, a highly debated issue, with 
new scientific evidence constantly being developed (Tilman 
and Clark 2014; Nelson et al. 2016; Mason and Lang 2017; 
Springmann et al. 2018; Béné et al. 2019). A growing body 
of literature integrates the two aspects of health and sus-
tainability into an overall ‘sustainable diet’ (Hallström et al. 
2018), which Lang (2017) defines as a diet that is health-
enhancing, has low environmental impact, is culturally 
appropriate and economically viable (see also Burlingame 
and Dernini 2012).

Within this ongoing debate, there is a trend toward uni-
versalizing, uniform standards of healthy and sustainable 
diets that are valid across a nation or even the entire globe. 
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The recent EAT-Lancet report on Food, Planet and Health 
recommends that everyone adopts a ‘planetary health diet’: 
a universal diet rich in plant-based, fresh or minimally pro-
cessed food (EAT-Lancet Commission 2019). On a national 
level, many countries have a similar approach to integrating 
health and sustainability into one set of dietary guidelines. 
In the Netherlands, the Dutch Nutrition Centre promotes 
the ‘Wheel of Five’, consisting of five main food groups 
that make up the recommended plate of an average Dutch 
consumer, which is based on traditional Dutch foods (Brink 
et al. 2017). The latest version of the Wheel of Five (2016) 
for the first time takes into account sustainability, by putting 
a limit on the amounts of meat and fish recommended per 
week and advising to consume legumes and nuts.

How can such standardized norms for a sustainable 
and healthy diet be combined with the central element of 
‘cultural acceptability’ of diets, which requires taking into 
account dietary tastes and preferences of different cultural 
groups (Burlingame and Dernini 2012; Lang 2017)? This 
question is critical in light of the increasingly multi-ethnic 
cities in Europe (BCFN and MacroGeo 2018; Crul 2016). 
With a growing diversity in cultural groups moving to cit-
ies in larger numbers, there is a rise of so-called ‘majority-
minority cities’ like Amsterdam or Brussels, in which the 
majority of the urban population consists of cultural minori-
ties, each with their own food practices (Crul 2016).

The required scale of the transformation towards more 
sustainable and healthy food practices means all citizens 
need to be on board for it to be effective. Yet, in light of our 
multi-ethnic societies, generic standards might have limited 
reach, as they tend to lack cultural sensitivity while food 
consumption patterns are highly culturally defined (Nicolaou 
et al. 2009). Additionally, migrants and their home-country 
food practices may culturally clash with the host culture’s 
definition of what constitutes healthy and sustainable food 
(Guthman 2008; Johnston et al. 2011; Rice 2015). Moreo-
ver, it is crucial to understand cultural acceptability itself 
as a process rather than as a static goal (Hammelman and 
Hayes-Conroy 2015). As Hammelman and Hayes-Conroy 
(2015) argue, the focus of current urban policy is often just 
on availability of culturally appropriate food, whereas food 
is much more than just a ‘nutrient vessel’: it comes with 
important cultural values and identity. This is particularly 
relevant in light of increasing calls for more inclusive food 
system transformations (Bui et al. 2019; Dubbeling et al. 
2017; Raja et al. 2017): what exactly does this inclusive-
ness mean?

This question is also important because much of the 
current literature on in- and exclusion regarding access to 
‘good food’ focuses primarily on the supply side to explain 
exclusion, looking at the influence of retail availability 
and product range on consumption patterns of poor ethnic 
minorities (Walker et al. 2010). However, as authors such 

as Alkon et al. (2013), Shannon (2014), Bedore (2014) and 
more recently also Allcott et al. (2019) argue, the relation-
ship between consumption and provision is not as unidirec-
tional as often thought. Allcott et al. (2019)’s study shows 
that exposing poorer households to the same products and 
prices available to higher income households only reduced 
nutritional inequality by roughly ten percent. Moreover, 
most literature on in- and exclusion regarding food access 
is geographically oriented towards the US, where the focus 
is on black and poor minorities who live in strongly seg-
regated urban environments (Mata 2013; Raja et al. 2008; 
Walker et al. 2010). These spatial settings generally differ 
from the European context in their food environments, with 
a lower prevalence of ‘food deserts’ and less segregated eth-
nic neighbourhoods (see for instance Helbich et al. 2017 on 
Amsterdam).

In short, there is an urgency to understand how inclusive-
ness regarding healthy and sustainable food works within a 
multi-ethnic urban context. What are dynamics of inclusive-
ness in migrant food practices? And what does this mean 
for the transition toward healthy and sustainable food? In 
this paper we start by referring to inclusiveness primarily in 
relation to culture, as being respectful of cultural tastes and 
preferences (Sustainable Development Goals 2015), further 
exploring the meaning of this concept through our empiri-
cal work.

In answering our research questions, we conducted a 
comparative analysis between short- and long-term Syrian 
migrant residents in the Netherlands, investigating how food 
practices and understandings of health and sustainability 
develop over time within a changing food environment. We 
focus on Syrian migrants because this allows for the short-/
long-term migrant comparison as the Netherlands had two 
Syrian migration flows. One flow dates back several dec-
ades and relates to religious persecution of Syrian-orthodox 
populations in Syria. The other regards the recent influx of 
Syrians due to the civil war. Within and across these two 
groups, we study how and to what extent food practices 
change over the course of migration. We look at how inclu-
siveness works differently for short- and long-term migrants, 
also taking into account differences and changes in the food 
environment and in lifestyles over time. We use a practice 
theories approach because this is instrumental for uncover-
ing dynamics and arriving at a nuanced understanding of the 
complexity of inclusiveness.

Below we elaborate on our practices theoretical perspec-
tive on inclusiveness and present the conceptual framework 
of our study. This is followed by an exposition of our meth-
odological approach and a description of the population 
under study. We then proceed with presenting our empirical 
results in two main parts, following the main elements of our 
conceptual model, and end with a discussion and conclusion 
on our results in light of our research questions.
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Theoretical and conceptual framework

In obtaining more nuanced and contextualised understand-
ings of inclusiveness within the dynamics of healthy and 
sustainable food consumption among short- and long-term 
(ST-LT) migrant groups, social practice theories that focus 
on the habitual nature of consumption appear especially suit-
able. When migrants arrive into a new food environment 
with existing country-of-origin routines and competences 
related to food, de- and reroutinization takes place. This 
dis- and re-embedding means some practices persist, others 
disappear and new practices may appear. A practice theories 
perspective highlights these dynamics by examining how 
food practices are dynamically co-constituted by their mate-
rial (food) environment and changing lifestyles.

Theories of social practice focus on daily lives by means 
of identifying routinized behaviour, shared norms, knowl-
edge and competences within a material context (Nicolini 
2013). Practice theories aim to bypass both individualist and 
holistic social ontologies by conceptualizing social reality 
as made up of ‘practices’. Practice theories are an aggregate 
of theories which emphasize different elements of practice, 
but key aspects across theorists are embodied routines, skills 
and knowledge, shared (social) meanings, norms or under-
standings, and a material infrastructure (Halkier et al. 2011; 
Schatzki 2002; Shove et al. 2012; Spaargaren and Van Vliet 
2000; Warde 2005; Reckwitz 2002).

Studying practices requires the double move of zooming 
in and out (Nicolini 2013). This two-step approach allows 
for both a concrete (zoomed-in) and abstract (zoomed-out) 
understanding of daily practices. Zooming in entails closely 
examining how practices are actually performed in everyday 
life, focusing on competences, tastes and preferences and 
how they may change over time within these food practices. 
Specifically, we pay attention to people’s understandings of 
health and sustainability.

Subsequently, zooming out means taking a step back, to 
see how these situated practices relate to other practices in 
space and over time. In zooming out, practices are studied 
relationally, comparing and contrasting different instances 

of the performance of one particular practice over time and 
space, within the material context of the food environment, 
as well as in relation to bundles of practice (see Fig. 1). The 
food environment is defined by Turner et al. (2018) as “the 
interface that mediates people’s food acquisition and con-
sumption within the wider food system” (p. 95) and includes 
both market-based sources and home growing. This food 
environment contains many cues and clues for action that 
inform the performance of food practices, while changing 
practice elements or changing bundles of practice can in turn 
also transform the food environment (Warde 2016). Lastly, 
bundles of practices are sets of practices that are loosely 
linked based on co-existence in time or space (Schatzki 
2011; Shove et al. 2012). Studying bundled practices means 
understanding how practices connect, either through restrict-
ing, enabling or conditioning each other (Shove et al. 2012).

Our conceptual model (see Fig. 1) illustrates how food 
practices are located in the interaction of the food envi-
ronment or system of provision with the wider bundles of 
practices that together constitute daily life. We look at the 
practices of food acquisitioning and preparing food at home, 
paying particular attention to meanings or understandings 
associated with health and sustainability. These food prac-
tices are subject to change over time and space, and connect 
with the food environment and bundles of practices in dif-
ferent ways, corresponding to different degrees of de- and 
reroutinization among short- and long-term migrants. Some-
times novel practices emerge which link to existing food 
system practices, while other (elements of) migrant food 
practices may disappear or transform by integrating with 
locally dominant practices, as will be illustrated in more 
detail below.

These processes of forging connections between migrant 
food practices and locally dominant food habits can take dif-
ferent forms, which have implications regarding their inclu-
siveness. In considering inclusiveness, we start from the 
definition of social inclusion by Hinrichs and Kremer (2002) 
as “an ongoing and reflexive process of full and engaged 
participation by all interested or affected social actors, 
regardless of their socio-economic or cultural resources” 

Fig. 1   Conceptual framework as 
inspired by Spaargaren and Van 
Vliet (2000)
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(p. 68). Although we are aware that inclusiveness is a broad 
concept which is determined by multiple social, economic 
and cultural factors, in this paper, we understand inclusive-
ness primarily in relation to the latter aspect of culture, i.e. 
as being culturally appropriate or acceptable (Hammelman 
and Hayes-Conroy 2015) or respectful of cultural tastes and 
preferences (Sustainable Development Goals 2015). We treat 
inclusiveness as an emerging and dynamic concept and study 
it inductively, identifying different dynamics of inclusive-
ness over time and space.

Methodology

Methods

Exploring the notions and dynamics of inclusiveness, our 
study focused on the lived experiences of migrants in their 
daily food routines and understandings of health and sus-
tainability. Given its exploratory nature, we used qualita-
tive methods to study practices. Given the short-term/
long-term comparative nature of this study we combined 
in-depth semi-structured life history interviews (accounts of 
performative action) with food practice observations (direct 
access to performative action). We applied these methods 
to study the practices of acquisitioning food and preparing 
food at home. Within these food practices, we looked at the 
dynamics in tastes and preferences, and skills and knowl-
edge, in relation to the experiences with the changing food 
environment. We specifically focused on uncovering (shift-
ing) understandings of health and sustainability.

To inform the interview guide, the study started with the 
consultation of a dietician from the Arabic region currently 
residing in the Netherlands. She volunteered with a Dutch 
NGO called Pharos—a center of expertise that strives to 
reduce population health disparities and has dedicated pro-
grams for migrants. This expert consultation aided an initial 
understanding of Syrian food culture. Next, the interview 
guide was tested, after which interviews were conducted to 
understand current and past performances of the practices 
of acquisitioning and preparing food. Within the interviews, 
a life histories approach (Perez 2017) was applied in which 
people were asked to highlight food-related life events (i.e. 
favourite childhood food, first time cooking, first meal in the 
Netherlands) in relation to the two practices under study, to 
take a historical perspective and understand changing food 
practices over the course of migration.

The interviews were semi-structured and were conducted 
between summer 2018 and spring 2019. A total of 26 people 
were interviewed over a total of 23 sessions (some people 
were interviewed together, either as couples or friends). 
Most interviews were conducted in Dutch and on occasion 
an Arabic translator was used, a Libyan woman who was 

a native Arab speaker. She was trained by the first author 
to conduct interviews and did so on a voluntary basis, 
together with the first author. The interviews were tran-
scribed in Dutch and coded through the open source coding 
programme QDA Miner Lite. General code categories were 
drawn up a priori, based on the interview guide, and more 
specific sub codes were added inductively. Quotes used in 
this article were translated by the first author who is a native 
Dutch speaker and have occasionally been edited for gram-
matical mistakes to ease comprehension. Finally, to get a 
better understanding of the interaction between food prac-
tices and the food environment, the practice of acquisition-
ing food was observed with five participants in Almere, by 
accompanying participants in their grocery shopping trips 
in various stores.

Sampling and recruitment

Participants were recruited based on their length of stay in 
the Netherlands, to arrive at a balanced sample of short-term 
(ST < 5 years) and long-term (LT > 5 years) Syrian migrants 
(see Table 1). Short-term migrants were recruited from the 
city of Almere, where Syrians have arrived only over the 
past five years and the food environment is still actively 
changing. Long-term migrants were recruited from other 
Dutch cities where there has been a longer presence of Syr-
ians, among which most prominently the city of Enschede. 
Convenience and snowball sampling was used to recruit par-
ticipants for both groups, who were approached in various 
ways. In Almere, the local language education center was 
approached to recruit participants. A retired volunteer at the 
Almere asylum seeker center who had a network among the 
Syrian population was also contacted to recruit participants. 
The translator was also asked to recruit among her own net-
work among Syrians in Almere. For long-term residents, a 
primary school in Enschede was approached through a per-
sonal contact who put the researchers in touch with mothers 
from a Dutch language practice class and social hub. Other 
long-term residents were recruited through the researchers’ 
personal networks.

In general, most Syrians face large differences in socio-
economic status between Syria and the Netherlands, as 
a recent report on Syrians in the Netherlands outlines 
(Dagevos et  al. 2018). Whereas almost everyone was 
employed in Syria, currently only 22% of the Syrians in the 
Netherlands hold a job, of whom almost half work below 
their educational level. Roughly a quarter of women used 
to be employed in Syria, while 42% indicated managing the 
household as their primary activity in Syria. Financially, 
most Syrians struggle to make ends meet in the Netherlands. 
The large majority of Syrians is religious: 76% identify as 
Muslim and 8% as Christian. In terms of health, the rate 
of overweight and obesity is significantly higher among 



1031Feeding the melting pot: inclusive strategies for the multi‑ethnic city﻿	

1 3

Syrians than among the average Dutch population, with 26% 
of youngsters (ages 15–24) and up to 75% of people over 45 
being diagnosed as overweight (Dagevos et al. 2018).

Regarding our study population, there were some gen-
eral differences between short- and long-term migrants (see 
Table 1). In terms of the total study population, 19 were 
female and 7 were male. All except one was married and had 
children, varying between babies and adult children who had 
already moved out or still lived in Syria. Almost everyone 
had come to the Netherlands with at least some relatives 
(often parents or in-laws).

Results and analysis

In this section we present our empirical results by making 
Nicolini (2013)’s two moves of zooming in and out. We 
zoom in on the practices of acquisitioning and preparing 
food, with specific attention to meanings of health and sus-
tainability. Zooming out, we observe how these practices 
relate to the changing food environment and to changing 
bundles of practices or lifestyles, and elaborate how these 
interactions illustrate different dynamics of inclusiveness.

Zooming in: practice as performances

Acquisitioning food

Based on our empirical results we identify two types of 
acquisitioning practices: purchasing (through market-based 
sources, Turner et al. 2018) and home-growing. Among 
long-term migrants, food purchasing primarily takes place 
at regular supermarkets. Ethnic stores, either specifically 
Syrian or Turkish/Moroccan are also an important source. 

Some specific products (milk, cheese and meat) are pur-
chased directly at farms or slaughterhouses. Fresh market 
shopping is not very prevalent. Participants mentioned the 
restricted opening times, limited offer and the quality of pro-
duce as reasons for not frequenting the Dutch market:

I do not go to the markets very much because the prod-
ucts on the market are not of good quality, especially 
in terms of freshness. In the Netherlands the market is 
not really fresh (M, age 45, LT (19yr))

Many long-term migrants are engaged in the practice of 
home-growing, which is often a continuation of habits from 
back in Syria, where most people lived in rural areas with 
gardens:

Almost every house has a vegetable garden, we had 
one back home and now here. All my sisters-in-law 
have a garden. We eat fresh, we just pick and eat: 
Grapes, all kinds of fruit, cucumber, salad, a lot, eve-
rything (F, age 31, LT (8yr))

All long-term migrants in our study live in a house with a 
garden, which enables them to easily engage in home-grow-
ing. Some grow distinct varieties (particularly smaller sized 
zucchinis and eggplants), as a coping strategy for addressing 
their needs and preferences for culturally specific food that 
they could not buy anywhere. Besides more extensive home 
growing practices, almost all long-term migrants have at 
least a grapevine in their backyard to be able to make dolma 
or yaprak. This was almost everyone’s favourite dish from 
childhood and consists of grape leaves filled with rice and 
vegetables or meat.

By contrast, almost none of the short-term migrants are 
engaged in home-growing. Only two used to have a garden 
back in Syria. Material housing conditions of short-term 

Table 1   General characteristics of short vs. long term research participants

Short-term (N = 14) Long-term (N = 12)

Average length of stay 3 years (range 10 months–4,5 years) 20 years (range 5–32 years)
Average age 41 (22–63) 39 (31–52)
Average age of arrival in the Netherlands 38 years old (20–61) 18 years old (0–47)
Origin in Syria Urban (Damascus, Aleppo, Homs, Qamishli) 10 rural, 2 urban (all 12 from North-West Syria)
Religion Muslim, Syrian-Orthodox Syrian-Orthodox
Reasons for migrating Civil war Religious persecution
Place of residence Almere Enschede, Zwolle, Rotterdam, Amsterdam
Educational level 5 university

3 vocational school
6 high school

3 university
4 vocational school
5 high school

Occupation outside the home 2 employed
2 volunteering job
5 taking language classes

4 employed
1 volunteering job

Housing condition 4 house (with garden)
10 apartment (with balconies)

House (with garden)
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migrants also prevent them from growing their own food, 
as most people live in apartments rather than houses with 
gardens. Still, only one participant expressed his desire to 
grow his own vegetables if he would have a garden. As 
home-growing was not part of the daily routines of most 
short-term migrants in the past, this practice is not com-
mon now either. The regular Dutch supermarket and ethnic 
store figure prominently in their food purchasing practices. 
Moreover, the practice of fresh market shopping is integrated 
into the rhythms of daily life of short-term migrants, where 
they shop for fruits, vegetables and fish. Back in Syria, it was 
common to go food shopping almost daily, either at the fresh 
market or at small shops. These habits are continued in the 
Netherlands among the recently arrived migrants, many of 
whom shop almost daily for fresh products. This rhythm of 
daily shopping also fits well with shopping at ethnic stores, 
as in ethnic stores the price as well as the quality of fruits 
and vegetables is lower, meaning these products wither more 
quickly. This is however less of an issue for these migrants, 
as they buy fresh fruits and vegetables almost daily.

Among short-term migrants, online resources are also 
used in acquisitioning practices. This involves finding spe-
cific Syrian products through digital networks (Facebook, 
WhatsApp) in Arabic.1 On these online platforms, infor-
mation is exchanged about where to find a specific kind of 
Syrian vegetable; what to do with unknown, typically Dutch 
vegetables; which retail outlet offers the best food quality; 
or about a new Syrian business in the area. By being avail-
able in their native language, these digital tools provide easy 
access to culturally appropriate food. Both young and old 
short-term migrants engage in these online platforms, as this 
married couple notes:

M: ‘On Facebook, they always talk, what does that 
person make, where can you buy that? (…) Someone 
will say, ‘I found a store. It’s located in Amsterdam; 
it sells the small zucchinis. So who wants to go to 
Amsterdam the next day?’ F: ‘Yes, usually it is with 
older people. They cannot get used to life here easily. 
They still have left their heart and everything in Syria’ 
(M+F, age 32, ST (4.5yr))

This digital coping strategy is not present among long-
term migrants, neither young nor old. Some long-term 
migrants did recall other coping strategies to get specific 
food items, i.e. asking a relative to bring products from Syria 
on their travels.

These different coping strategies illustrate the flexibil-
ity and creativity of migrants over time in performing their 
cultural food needs and preferences in their acquisitioning 

practices. Both short-term and long-migrants generally aim 
to continue their habits, in which there are some differences 
among short- and long-term migrants. Adjustment strategies 
to sustain cultural food practices are accordingly also differ-
ent among short- and long-term migrants, which is related to 
changes in the food environment. The recent rise in online 
shopping means continuing cultural food practices allows for 
different coping strategies now than when entering the food 
environment over a decade ago, illustrating the dynamic 
interaction between food practices and the food environ-
ment which will be elaborated below when zooming out. 
In any case, these differences over time and between groups 
of migrants illustrate how understanding what is inclusive 
here and what is not is hard to distinguish from an outsider’s 
view, with migrants sometimes happily taking up their own 
role in getting what they want and need, and at other times 
suffering from not being able to eat their preferred cultural 
food.

Preparing food

Moving to the practice of preparing food, there are differ-
ences in the types of food prepared by short- and long-term 
migrants. Long-term migrants have gained knowledge about 
Dutch cuisine and are skilled at cooking typical Dutch 
dishes, which enables them to regularly prepare these meals. 
By contrast, short-term migrants are constrained by their 
lack of competences and know-how about what actually 
constitutes Dutch cuisine and how to prepare it, although 
they are curious about it—on several occasions during inter-
views the first author was asked about Dutch food. Short-
term migrants almost exclusively prepare the Syrian dishes 
that they are more familiar with, which take significantly 
more time and skills to prepare.

A recurring theme among all participants is the under-
standing that fresh is best. Fresh is associated with healthful-
ness and tastiness, a good and natural rather than a bad and 
chemical taste, and with being rich in vitamins. Fresh food 
is also of cultural value: being able to prepare food from 
scratch is seen as a sign of being a good Syrian woman. For 
long-term migrants, fresh is associated with home-growing:

You have to eat fresh. I’d never eat a ready-made meal. 
I think it’s because we grew up with fresh, my father’s 
vegetable garden, we are used to it (F, age 32, LT (28 
yr))

Although the importance of fresh perpetuates over the 
course of migration, the actual performances around fresh 
food change upon coming to the Netherlands, among both 
short- and long-term migrants. In Syria, doing ‘fresh’ food 
involved making food from scratch with products from the 
season that would be stored to last throughout the winter. 
Fruits and vegetables were bought in bulk (50–100 kg) at 

1  The first author got access to the online platforms by looking at 
them together with the translator.
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low prices in the season when it was actually fresh. The 
practice of preserving was performed by women, who would 
together engage in canning or drying fruits and vegetables, 
making tomato paste, all kinds of jam or ‘makdous’ (stuffed 
eggplant). The older female research participants were all 
engaged in this practice back in Syria, and the younger 
women who migrated before coming of age also recall their 
mothers and grandmothers doing it in Syria:

If you see the somewhat older Syrian women, they 
can make so many things. Those jars, the readymade 
things, they just make it themselves, they make every-
thing themselves (F, age 30, LT (9 yr))

After moving to the Netherlands, fresh remains a central 
element in participants’ food practices but is performed dif-
ferently. Long-term migrants who engaged in home-growing 
still consume fresh vegetables from their gardens in sum-
mer, but in winter purchase out-of-season vegetables, while 
those not engaging in home-growing started buying fresh 
fruits and vegetables year-round regardless of the season. 
In the Dutch food environment, most fruits and vegetables 
are always available with much smaller price differences 
between in and out of season than in Syria. Rather than 
making from scratch and preserving food, participants now 
purchase ready-made tomato paste and jam in an ethnic store 
or a regular supermarket:

R: I always have to have cucumber, fruit and (…) I 
have to have it. I: And did you eat that in Syria? Could 
you buy it all year? R: Yes, you can get it. But it’s very 
expensive (F, age 45, LT (28 yr))

So here, all the Syrian women take their habits with-
them. So they are also busy making ‘makdous’. But-
they stopped doing it here. It’s difficult here, becau-
seeverything is available. Everything is cheap. So 
whydo I do it and then I am tired. I can just buy it at 
thesame price (F, age 32, ST (4.5 yr))

This shift towards buying out of season is mostly driven 
by convenience and financial incentives, and also occurs 
among the older women interviewed who used to engage in 
food preserving until recently in Syria, but who do not see 
the need to continue in the Netherlands as everything is now 
always available. Consequently, tensions or contradictions 
between ‘doings and sayings’ (Schatzki 1996) around fresh 
food occur. In terms of ‘sayings’, participants repeatedly 
emphasize the importance of fresh, seasonal food. Com-
plaints about the taste of out of season vegetables and fruits 
are also abundant:

Everything comes from the fridge. Nothing is fresh. 
(…) For example there are the cucumbers, I saw them 
in Emmen [a city in the Netherlands], all in green-
houses. And if you get these big cucumbers or these 

tomatoes and peppers and they all grow so quickly, 
well, then you know that it’s not really fresh, that it 
doesn’t grow by itself. It’s all pumped up with needles, 
with water (M, age 35, LT (30 yr))

However, in terms of actual ‘doings’, this participant 
and others still buy these cucumbers and tomatoes all year 
long, regardless of the season. Convenience seems to trump 
convictions and taste in the new food environment where 
everything is always available.

There are two exceptions to changing performances 
of practices around fresh, which involve the products of 
grape leaves and labneh (a kind of strained yoghurt or fresh 
cheese). As mentioned before, grape leaves are essential for 
preparing the popular dish of dolma or yaprak. However, 
some long-term migrants note that fresh grape leaves were 
hard if not impossible to buy in the Netherlands, so many 
resorted to drying the grape leaves from their backyard 
grapevines in order to be able to also make yaprak in win-
ter. By contrast, neither growing nor drying grape leaves is 
common practice among short-term residents, who instead 
buy dried grape leaves at ethnic stores.

The second example concerns the practice of making 
labneh. This practice perpetuates across migration among 
some, both long- and short-term, older and younger prac-
titioners, although they are engaged in it for different rea-
sons. Two relatively young interviewees (ages 34/35, ST 
(3.5/4 years) were recruited to the practice only upon com-
ing to the Netherlands. They enrolled because they could not 
find the labneh they wanted in the existing food environment 
(similar to the grape leaves). They acquired the skills and 
competences to make labneh online, through Facebook and 
YouTube. However, this performance of the practice disap-
peared as soon as it had to compete with another, new means 
of acquiring labneh (i.e. online shopping), which was more 
convenient. This practice enrolment and engagement differs 
from other both long- and short-term migrants who already 
learned the required skills from their mothers when grow-
ing up, either in the Netherlands or in Syria, and are in the 
habit of doing it from a younger age. This example illustrates 
how the performances of a practice may look similar but 
that meanings, recruitment and engagement within it can 
take different forms, contributing to different dynamics of 
inclusiveness.

Health and sustainability

Within the practices of acquisitioning and preparing food, 
we zoom in further on understandings of health and sustain-
ability, and their possible change over the course of migra-
tion. In being de-routinized upon coming to a new country 
with a different food environment and food habits, inter-
viewees had often started to reflect more on their own food 
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practices, with changing ideas about health and about the 
healthfulness of Syrian cuisine. In explaining what meanings 
they associate with health, many participants describe health 
in terms of what a healthy diet should not contain: a healthy 
diet consists of less fat, less sugar and less salt. This is often 
referred to as the opposite of the Syrian cuisine, which con-
tains a lot of sugar and animal fat (in particular ghee):

I don’t think Syrian food is healthy. No, we use a lot 
of fat. Sometimes they make salad with olive oil, then 
it’s OK, but most use butter very often, or ghee. And 
that has a lot of fat in it, and that’s really not healthy 
I think. Because my mother also has issues with her 
cholesterol, and the doctor says, there’s so much fat in 
Syrian food, take it easy and don’t eat that too much 
(F, age 34, LT (born in NL))

This focus on what is not healthy and specifically partici-
pants’ reflexivity towards Syrian cuisine came about in dif-
ferent ways by cues in the socio-material environment, either 
back in Syria or in the Netherlands. Some interviewees recall 
Syrian information campaigns on television in recent years 
on reducing fat and oil consumption. Yet, most had started 
reflecting on health in relation to their food practices after 
coming to the Netherlands. As one interviewee (F, age 32, 
ST (4.5 years)) notes, “Whereas in Syria it was my own 
choice to eat healthily or just meat and rice, in the Nether-
lands you read and hear about healthy food all the time”.

In response, the family’s food practices shifted to con-
suming more vegetables and fruits, less sugar and to hav-
ing more diversity in their meals. The dietician also notes 
changing performances around health, illustrating this with 
a traditional Arabic dish called ‘musakhan’ that is typically 
served with Arabic flatbread which contains a lot of fat. 
Now, instead of the Turkish bread with all the oils and fats, 
she notes that people start using thin bread, tortilla etc.—
“musakhan 2018”. Others became aware of food-related 
health issues through personal experience, and recall chang-
ing their food practices (towards less fat, less sugar and less 
salt) after going to the doctor in the Netherlands for obesity, 
type 2 diabetes or another food-related health issue.

Sometimes there are explicit tensions between Dutch 
dietary guidelines and cultural food practices, leading to 
challenges for migrants. For instance, one interviewee (F, 
age 33, LT (20 years)) recalls that when she was pregnant 
and suffered from iron deficiency, the doctor prescribed her 
to eat more rye bread and apple spread, which is typically 
Dutch food. This required some cultural know-how and com-
petences that this interviewee did not possess at the time, 
which was constraining for her. She felt a mismatch between 
the doctor’s advice and her own food habits: “And at the 
beginning I was, how I do that because I am used to eating 
something different at home. (…) And she told me, eat that 
and eat that. And yeah, it’s very difficult to eat differently”.

Recognizing these constraints experienced by migrants in 
receiving food-related health recommendations, the dietician 
indicates that the NGO she volunteered with was actually 
in the process of releasing an Arabic version of the Wheel 
of Five, which indicates a kind of mutual reflexivity. In this 
version, the NGO will translate not only the texts but also 
the kinds of foods included in the guidelines into cultur-
ally appropriate foods, in light of the current discrepancies 
with the food practices of the many different ethnicities of 
refugees and migrants they work with. This serves as one 
empirical example of how healthy and sustainable dietary 
guidelines could become more inclusive by taking into 
account more culturally acceptable foods.

Another dominant understanding of health among par-
ticipants is related to consuming fruits and vegetables. 
Some refer to the Syrian cuisine as rather healthy because it 
commonly includes fresh vegetables at all meals as well as 
many fruits. The need to incorporate sufficient amounts of 
vegetables into the diet is particularly brought about by hav-
ing children. This life event sparks an increased motivation 
for eating more vegetables among many participants. The 
issue of sugar is also raised in relation to children as well 
as in a broader sense, where the Dutch food environment 
is sometimes blamed for its wide availability of processed 
sugary foods:

These days you really have to pay attention to those 
things. (…) There’s sugar in everything. And in Syria, 
three quarters of the food came from the land. Candy 
doesn’t come from a tree, I always say. It’s all natural 
wat you consume there. And here it isn’t (F, age 33, 
LT (20 yr))

Many others do however note that traditional Syrian cui-
sine includes many sugary snacks such as baklava, which 
also poses health risks.

Moving to understandings of sustainability, the concept 
of sustainability is hard to translate in Arabic: the equivalent 
is not commonly known among participants. Only one of the 
short-term migrants knows the meaning of the word itself, 
because she took Dutch language classes—but only in rela-
tion to mobility, not food. Among long-term migrants, the 
term is recognized more frequently but does not figure in 
their daily food practices. Two participants associate sustain-
ability with eating seasonal food. However, although there is 
much awareness, know-how and appreciation of consuming 
seasonal food, it does not figure strongly in their current food 
practices after migration.

Like seasonality, there are more aspects within interview-
ees’ food practices that could be earmarked as sustainable, 
when relying on the abovementioned current guidelines for 
sustainable consumption practices (EAT-Lancet Commis-
sion 2019; Brink et al. 2017). Such practices or practice 
elements are ‘inconspicuously sustainable’: not intentionally 
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sustainable but nonetheless having positive environmental 
effects (following Dubuisson-Quellier and Gojard 2016). For 
instance, religious fasting was common among many long-
term migrants who were Syrian-Orthodox, which entailed 
consuming no land animal products on Wednesdays and Fri-
days nor during the 40 days of Lent before Easter—essen-
tially eating a plant-based diet for two days a week. Consum-
ing local food is another example: back in Syria, in particular 
long-term migrants who left more than a decade ago were 
in the habit of acquisitioning only locally produced food 
(i.e. produced in Syria) in stores and markets, or engaged in 
home growing. All of these routines and relationships with 
food (being connected to local and seasonal food consump-
tion and/or production and having a plant-based diet) are 
an integral part of the cultural identity of these migrants 
but are also significant in terms of sustainability. These 
habits continue only among some long-term migrants after 
migration, by home-growing and shopping at local farms 
and slaughterhouses. In short, the process of migration 
changes practical understandings of health and sustainabil-
ity as well as cultural relationships with food, with increased 
reflexivity in terms of health sometimes leading to healthier 
food practices, but potentially sustainable practices often 
change towards less sustainable practices over the course 
of migration.

Zooming out

Changing food practices, lifestyles and bundles of practices

In zooming out, we first look at how changes in food prac-
tices can happen through changing lifestyles or bundles of 
practices. Upon migration, many daily practices become 
deroutinized, as one interviewee who volunteers to help out 
newly arrived Syrians notes:

The rhythm, (…) they really miss the system. They 
cannot live systematically, with everything being a 
routine. So for instance, having to wake up early in 
the morning, school, children, making appointments, 
being on time, they are not used to that (M, age 44, 
LT (18 yr))

This de- and re-routinization also (in)directly affects 
food practices, as “common patterns of adjustment reported 
[are] often a result of changes in practices other than those 
directly associated with eating” (Warde 2016, p. 133/4). We 
illustrate this by highlighting how within changing occupa-
tional household dynamics three practices bundle with and 
change food practices: working outside the home, caring for 
children or parents and going to school.

First, through enrolment in the practice of working, 
changes occur within eating practices. When participants 
start working, this almost immediately affects meal timing 

among both short- and long-term migrants. In Syria, the 
main meal took place between two and three in the after-
noon, and a light dinner (similar to breakfast) was consumed 
around 7 or 8. In the Netherlands, as soon as one adult in 
the household starts working, these times shift to having 
the main hot meal around 5 p.m. or 6 p.m., as is common 
practice in the Netherlands: “I have to eat like Dutch people 
because I go to school, I work. The break time is like Dutch 
people so you have to change” (F, age 33, LT (20 years)). By 
bundling with working in this way, the temporality of eat-
ing practices thus changes and adapts more to local practice 
rhythms. This contrasts with households in which no one 
works, where meal timing continues according to Syrian 
rhythms, also among long-term migrants.

The practice of working also bundles with the practice 
of food preparing, marked by competition for the same 
resource: time. These practices are connected through 
changing gender roles which influence the temporality 
of both practices. Upon coming to the Netherlands, some 
women start to work or work at different times than in Syria. 
This constrains them by limiting their available time for 
cooking, leaving less time for the typically elaborate Syrian 
dishes and for cooking from scratch:

Because my mother had more time at home, I work 
and before that I was studying and it’s not like I always 
have a lot of time to make a big meal like Syrians 
(…). They cook a big meal almost every day. I can’t 
do that every day. It’s more like in the evening some 
soup, spaghetti, macaroni, some easier meals (F, age 
33, LT (20 yr))

Some women now only prepare more elaborate Syrian 
dishes in the weekend, when they frequently have family and 
friends over for breakfast or lunch, as was common in Syria. 
Participants also express that caring for family (children or 
elderly parents) takes up more time in the Netherlands and 
similarly limits their time for food preparing.

Finally, enrolment in the practice of going to school leads 
to adjustments in the practice of eating, in terms of meal tim-
ing and meal content. Dutch eating routines at schools con-
sist of bringing sandwiches to school which are consumed 
around noon. Adapting to these new practice rhythms is 
challenging at first for many Syrians. One interviewee (M, 
age 44, LT (18 years)) noted that he often hears about Syr-
ian children not bringing sandwiches to school for lunch, as 
they are still in the habit of eating after school, around 3 p.m. 
However, after a while, Syrian children also start bringing 
sandwiches to school. This habit in turn influences eating 
practices at home by introducing Dutch bread to the break-
fast, which is common even among short-term migrants 
who had an otherwise predominantly Syrian diet. In short, 
through changing lifestyles and enrolment into locally com-
mon practices with their rhythms, competences, materials 
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and meanings, the performance of cultural food practices 
is sometimes constrained and sometimes enabled, with cul-
tural identity changing concurrently. This illustrates how 
inclusiveness itself is dynamic, whereby what is culturally 
acceptable or not is changing over time and varies between 
different people and practices.

Changing food practices in a changing food environment

Migrant food practices are not only affected by changing 
lifestyles but are also embedded within a changing food 
environment. Building on the food-based life histories, 
changes in the food environment became apparent when 
comparing experiences of long- and short-term migrants. 
This goes both for the Syrian food environment migrants 
left and for the Dutch food environment they entered. When 
long-term migrants left, there was little ‘multicultural’ or 
‘globalised’ food such as kiwis on offer in Syria, which was 
more common when short-term migrants left Syria. Moreo-
ver, the country was not at war yet when long-term migrants 
left, and the availability of food was not an issue, while for 
some short-term migrants, buying sufficient food in the Syr-
ian food environment was a challenge during the war. This 
translated into different expectations of the food environ-
ment upon migration: some short-term migrants just aim 
for having enough food, which is more important than for 
instance consuming healthy food.

When the first long-term migrants we interviewed arrived 
in the Netherlands around thirty years ago, the offer of eth-
nic food was also limited. Ethnic stores in the Netherlands 
did exist but were Turkish or Moroccan rather than Syrian, 
and were not as omnipresent as today, which rendered the 
process of acquiring culturally appropriate food more chal-
lenging (see also Huizinga and van Hoven 2018). Over the 
past decade or so, ethnic food entered the mainstream food 
system, with Dutch supermarkets increasingly offering eth-
nic, including Syrian, food products:

Now everything can be found. After the arrival of the 
Syrian migrants, the goods are everywhere. They can 
even deliver Syrian food to your home for free. Before 
there wasn’t pomegranate syrup or tahini. Now if you 
need them you can call and it arrives within 24 hours. 
When I arrived here in 1992, it was not there because 
there was no demand. Eggplants were not there, basil, 
nobody knew it (M, age 45, LT (26yr))

With the increase in ethnic food products on super-
market shelves, short-term migrants face a different food 
environment than long-term migrants did in their days 
upon migration. This corresponds with different practice 
dynamics, rhythms and adaptation strategies among long- 
and short-term migrants in interaction with the changing 

food environment. For instance, one interviewee recalls 
having to drive 15 km to the next Turkish store:

We went once every two months or so, but now I can 
find it everywhere. I told the new people, you have a 
lot more luck, you can find it anytime you want. You 
can even see it on Facebook (F, age 33, LT (20 yr))

This example illustrates how the food environment is 
actively changing, in a relationship of co-creation with 
migrant food practices. In Enschede, where there has been 
a continuous and growing community of Syrian migrants 
since at least two decades, there are multiple Syrian shops 
which have been present for over a decade. By contrast, 
in Almere with its relatively new Syrian community, the 
first Syrian store appeared only around two or three years 
ago, although many Turkish and Moroccan ethnic stores 
had been present in the food environment. The Almere 
food environment is also still actively changing, with for 
instance a new Syrian bakery opening during the inter-
viewing period.

This interaction between food environment and migrant 
food practices demonstrates a variety in practice configu-
rations of emergence, integration and transformation over 
different times and places, illustrating once more how cul-
tural inclusiveness is dynamic rather than static as both the 
food environment and food practices change. We will illus-
trate this again through the case of labneh. In Enschede, 
Syrian migrants who wanted to make labneh started going 
to Dutch farmers to buy milk, who gradually ended up sell-
ing labneh themselves. Here, ethnic food was integrated 
into an existing local food provisioning practice, ran by 
Dutch entrepreneurs, implying a transformation of an 
existing practice. By contrast, in Almere a novel, separate 
practice emerged to provide for labneh: businesses initi-
ated and run by Syrian migrants themselves, with labneh 
being ordered online and home-delivered. Similarly, for 
meat, participants from Almere shopped at ethnic stores 
which offer halal meat. In Enschede, participants instead 
went to the Dutch butcher who possessed the required 
skills to prepare meat for typically Syrian dishes such as 
kibbeh:

I order meat from the butcher. I will say, 2 kilos for 
kibbeh, 3 kilos for kebab. He knows. Yes, sometimes 
he asks, for kibbeh or for kebab? (…) He definitely 
doesn’t know the taste, but he knows the name (F, age 
31, LT (8 yr))

These changing food environments indicate that there is 
interaction between food environment and food practices, 
and that this interaction does not evolve in the same way 
over time and space, indicating diversity between different 
practices and people also in terms of what might be inclusive 
or not.
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Dynamics of inclusiveness in relation to health 
and sustainability

As our results indicate, food practices, their performances 
and configurations in food environments and lifestyles are 
dynamic and cannot unequivocally be interpreted as in- or 
exclusive. Returning to our understanding of inclusiveness 
as “full and reflexive participation” from Hinrichs and Kre-
mer (2002) while being respectful of cultural dietary needs 
and preferences, our findings illustrate how this concept 
of inclusiveness can take different forms within specific 
contexts. As performances of practices within a food envi-
ronment change over time and space, with an older versus 
a newer migrant community, so do the dynamics around 
inclusiveness change. We identify three main ways in which 
these dynamics work, which coincide with the three central 
elements of the conceptual model presented in Fig. 1: (1) the 
interaction between food practices and lifestyles or bundles 
of practices is dynamic; (2) performativity of food practices 
is dynamic; and (3) the interaction between food practices 
and the food environment is dynamic.

First, lifestyles or bundles of practices are not static. 
Changes in geographic and occupational household dynam-
ics contribute to changes in cultural identity and related 
food practices. Dietary tastes and preferences change over 
the course of migration, which can be characterized by a 
spectrum running from maintaining one’s cultural identity 
(multiculturalism) to adapting to the local cultural habits 
(homogenization), with many hybrid forms in between. 
Change along the spectrum does not always happen volun-
tarily: participation in some practices dictates the rhythm 
or content of others bundled to it. This makes it difficult to 
deem one particular practice or either end of the spectrum 
more or less inclusive than the other. For instance, by going 
to school, know-how about Dutch food habits increased 
and practices adapted accordingly to include Dutch bread 
into breakfast. At the same time, by starting to work, meal 
times had to change towards local practice rhythms. Both 
are examples of shifts toward cultural homogenization, but 
they are not necessarily similarly in- or exclusive. This also 
underlines the need to understand the cultural acceptability 
of food as a dynamic process rather than as static, as pre-
viously argued by Hammelman and Hayes-Conroy (2015).

Secondly, food practices and their performances change. 
Sometimes new practices emerged that became linked to 
existing food system practices (e.g. Syrian migrants starting 
a Syrian cheese business). Other times new practice ele-
ments were integrated into existing local provisioning prac-
tices (a Dutch farmer including Syrian labneh in their offer), 
thereby transforming local food system practices. Addition-
ally, for migrants, acquiring food according to cultural tastes 
and preferences in a new food environment sometimes meant 
enrolment into new practices, as happened in the case of 

home growing, food preserving and online shopping prac-
tices. However, although the performance of some of these 
practices may look similar from the outside, they contained 
different meanings and modes of engagements. In the case 
of making labneh, some practitioners performed this practice 
because they were already used to doing it, whereas oth-
ers started because they experienced a lack of availability 
of labneh in their new food environment. Unravelling these 
dynamics of practice shows how complex the issue of inclu-
siveness is: simply deeming the practice of making labneh as 
such to be in- or exclusive is difficult and does not do justice 
to the complexity of people’s experiences.

Thirdly, food practices also have an interactive relation-
ship with the food environment. Migrant food practices 
influence the food environment and vice versa, which works 
out differently in different times and spaces. Short-term 
migrants arriving into the current food environment that 
offers opportunities for digital communities and platforms 
develop different coping strategies to fulfil their cultural 
dietary needs and preferences than long-term migrants did 
back in their day, which translates into different practices.

Finally, relating these dynamics of inclusiveness to health 
and sustainability, we identify potential for latching onto 
existing elements of migrant food practices for transitioning 
towards a healthier and more sustainable food system. In 
terms of health, being de-routinized after migration stimu-
lates reflection, foregrounding (unhealthy) elements of peo-
ple’s food practices, which has potential for making practices 
healthier. Furthermore, a tool like the Arabic food groups-
based Wheel of Five encourages diversity in dietary stand-
ards, providing a better match with migrant food practices 
and making healthy food recommendations more culturally 
appropriate.

Regarding sustainability, the identified know-how on 
fresh, seasonal and local food among the migrants studied 
offers potential for the transition towards a more sustain-
able food system through a focus on such fresh, local and 
seasonal food. This focus fits well with some elements of 
migrant food practices, who are routinized in buying such 
food. Consuming—and to some extent also growing—local, 
seasonal and fresh food is thus essentially part of their cul-
tural identity, and this cultural knowledge should be appre-
ciated (Hammelman and Hayes-Conroy 2015). Instead of 
losing these cultural habits upon migration, these routines 
should be facilitated and encouraged—although perhaps not 
explicitly in the name of sustainability, as this framing did 
not resonate. Rather, a meticulous approach is needed to 
make the connection between sustainability and migrants’ 
everyday food practices. For instance, as many migrants fre-
quently shop at ethnic stores and/or fresh markets, offering 
more fresh, local and seasonal food that is also culturally 
acceptable in these places could be an interesting option for 
stimulating healthy and sustainable consumption.
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Discussion and conclusion

This paper aimed to understand what inclusiveness means 
in light of our increasingly multi-ethnic cities. Appeals 
for a more inclusive food system suggest a current state 
of exclusion for vulnerable groups like migrants. How-
ever, our results indicate that rather than working from 
a normative frame that is imposed top-down on a given 
population, a more nuanced understanding of what con-
stitutes in- and exclusion is required. Inclusiveness is a 
dynamic process, in which migrants can be capable of 
including themselves, demonstrating creativity in sustain-
ing their cultural practices and developing coping strat-
egies in interaction with a changing food environment. 
Our practice theories approach has been instrumental in 
identifying these dynamics. We see a number of ways in 
which our findings can contribute to shaping more robust 
pathways to a healthier and more sustainable food system 
that is also inclusive: (1) moving beyond a supply side 
only-perspective on in/exclusion; (2) taking a critical look 
at nationally or even globally defined dietary guidelines; 
(3) emphasizing citizens’ creativity in organizing their 
food practices; (4) acknowledging that migrants are also 
consumers driven by ‘lifestyle’ needs like convenience; 
and (5) identifying health as an interesting access point 
for dietary change. At the core of these recommendations 
lies the observation that inclusive transitions to sustain-
able diets should be informed by how migrants actually 
engage with food in their daily lives—rather than mak-
ing assumptions about their food habits and values from a 
distance—and that these food practices are dynamic and 
change over time and space.

First of all, in response to food desert thinking we 
referred to in the introduction, our findings highlight a 
more multidirectional and dynamic interaction between 
food environment and food practices. We fully support 
Hammelman and Hayes-Conroy (2015)’s call to look 
beyond food availability only, and start paying attention 
to “how cultural acceptability develops through complex 
relationships between people and food systems” (p. 44) 
in order to effectively understand cultural inclusiveness. 
Food culture, practices and the food environment are 
dynamic in multiple senses, with changes occurring in 
both the country of residence and country of origin. This 
requires appreciating the complexity of everyday life of 
how migrants negotiate their food practices, as our study 
has aimed to illustrate through a practice theories lens.

Secondly, in line with this complexity of daily life, 
dynamics and variation between groups of migrants, our 
findings illustrate how there are limits to the extent to 
which nationally defined dietary guidelines can be effec-
tive. For instance, as our findings demonstrated, seasonal 

food consumption may be prevalent in the home country 
but is affected and diminished by migrating to a new food 
environment. Even though migrants’ ‘home-country’ prac-
tices of seasonal consumption might fit with the Dutch 
dietary guidelines in terms of consuming fresh foods, the 
specific foods associated with home-country seasonal con-
sumption are not necessarily available as such in the Neth-
erlands. Drawing up one set of guidelines that is culturally 
appropriate or inclusive is therefore complicated. Rather, 
adaptive and reflexive capacity is key, where migrants 
themselves are being involved, for instance following the 
initiative of the NGO Pharos to draw up an Arabic foods-
based Wheel of Five in cooperation with health experts 
and consumers from the region.

Thirdly, for local governments working on inclusive food 
system transformations, our research suggests that policy-
makers should recognize citizens’ flexibility and creativ-
ity when tailoring interventions. Inclusiveness is hard to 
measure based on simple socio-economic parameters but 
is rather diverse in form and subject to change over time 
and space. Migrants themselves are not passively waiting to 
be included but actively shape their food environment and 
develop creative coping strategies, as “knowledgeable and 
capable agents” (Giddens 1984), with some transformative 
capacity to actively interact with and change elements in 
the food environment to fulfil their dietary needs and pref-
erences. Rather than using quantitative parameters such as 
only measuring the availability of certain “culturally appro-
priate” food items to indicate in-or exclusion, our qualitative 
approach shows the complexity of what inclusiveness means 
in practice, illustrating different dynamics between short- 
and long-term migrants and in interaction with changing 
food environments and bundles of practices.

Fourthly, convenience also played a role in the chang-
ing lifestyles and food practices of migrants. Inclusiveness 
means taking into account that also migrants seek conveni-
ence, in acquiring and preparing foods to their ‘culturally 
appropriate’ foods, which was illustrated by the example 
of preparing or buying labneh. This means that solutions 
such as proposing urban agriculture for cultural inclusion 
might not be appropriate when migrants’ changing life-
styles increasingly require convenience. The supposition of 
migrants having the time and interest needed to grow their 
own food, practiced by many short-term migrants, might not 
uphold when lifestyles change, like women working out-of-
home. This research only lightly touched upon convenience 
and further research into the role of convenience in rela-
tion to inclusiveness is required, which might differ between 
groups of people.

Finally, when defining an inclusive food system from a 
health and sustainability perspective, our findings indicate 
that health is an easier access point than sustainability. De- 
and reroutinization upon migration often includes moments 
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of reflection that help transition to healthier food practices. 
For sustainability, the connection with migrant food prac-
tices is less obvious and more attention should be paid to 
how sustainability can be integrated within food practices. 
Moreover, sometimes there were trade-offs, as in the case of 
fresh vegetables, where migrants changed towards buying 
fresh year-round rather than eating preserved food, which 
was beneficial in terms of health but less so in terms of 
sustainability.

The present study has zoomed in on one particular group 
of migrants to conduct a comparison over time, among dif-
ferent lengths of stay. This allowed for an in-depth under-
standing of the dynamics of inclusiveness and change among 
this population group. While there are most likely similari-
ties to be found in migrant groups from the same region 
with similarities in food culture, our sample also shows how 
diverse the dynamics of inclusiveness already are within 
one cultural group over time. In reflecting upon the cultural 
diversity of most current metropolises, further research is 
therefore required among other cultural groups, to explore 
to what extent the identified dynamics transpire among other 
migrant populations. This calls for a careful consideration of 
cultural food practices among different groups of migrants in 
a city in order to achieve truly inclusive strategies to feeding 
the multi-ethnic city.
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