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Oral History



“the recording of 
people’s memories. It 
is the living history of 
everyone’s unique life 
experiences”

- Oral History Society (2008) 



Life History



The oral history of a person across 
their entire life

Used to get a full overview of the 
person, their interests & activities



Historical Context



The Project: Food Practices
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Food & catering contribute to around 13% 
UK carbon footprint – Carbon Trust, 2006



Culprits = imported food, meat

A healthy, organic, local, vegetarian diet 
reduces Scottish food footprint by 40% 
-Frey & Barrett, 2006

We throw away 1/3 of the food we buy 
- WRAP, 2008



Sustainable food practices?

Food practices = how food is 
chosen, prepared, cooked, eaten

Sustainable food practices = food 
practices with lower associated 
greenhouse gas emissions



Questions



Sample

Women in Surrey & Northumberland

3 age groups:

35 – 55 years ~ 70 years20 – 25 years



How did your mother cook?
Did you ever help with the cooking?
What did you usually eat and drink?



Preliminary Results





Food Changes
Food 

Changes



“Well when I came home I just 
didn’t fancy [cooking], so ... we 
had a ... ready meal ... there are 
the odd occasion when ready 
meals are very, very useful. And 
they’re there, so why not use 
them”

Move to Convenience Food

Food 
Changes



Meat ‘n’ Two Veg to Vegetarian

“in those days it was meat and two 
veg type of thing”

“[now] I eat meat probably two to 
three [times a week], cos we eat... a 
lot of fish, and... I do cook vegetarian 
meals as well”

Food 
Changes



Economic Climate

“our income has 
halved... [we] usually 
[took] holidays, and... 
trips perhaps to the 
theatre or meal out. 
We can’t do that 
now... cos we haven’t 
got the money”

Food 
Changes



Frugality



“I would never waste food…the family 
used to say… Mum knows… a 
thousand and one recipes for a tin of 
corned beef… And I still do that... we 
never throw food away ever. Cos… it 
cost money… it’s just stupid”

Frugal Attitudes

Frugality



Methods of Frugality

“when I cook vegetables I don’t just 
cook one vegetable in a saucepan, 
I usually... cook the potatoes and 
throw the carrots in and then throw 
the broccoli in on top... so that 
you’ve got three vegetables there”

Frugality



Implications



Helps us to understand:

• the changes that have taken place over 
the lifetime in response to life events

• the historical & social context at the time 
of change

• what changes create sustainable food 
practices

• motives for sustainable & unsustainable 
practices



Challenges

How do we convince people 
that sustainability is positive 
& not about giving things up?



Thank You!

Emma White
e.white@surrey.ac.uk


