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‘YOUR DIET SAYS SOMETHING ABOUT YOU’
On 1 February 2019, Emely de Vet became 
head of the new Consumption and Healthy 
Lifestyles chair group. She sees it as her 
task to decipher the complex relationship 
between nutrition, identity and living 
conditions.

Together with her colleagues, De Vet tries 
to figure out why people lead healthy or un-
healthy lives and how we could encourage 
healthier and more sustainable lifestyles. 
You won’t get there with just information 
and advice, the approach health experts 
have mainly used so far, says De Vet. ‘That 
just increased the existing gap between the 
highly educated and people with relatively 
little education. People who were in a posi-
tion to follow the advice started eating a 
healthier diet but others did not.’ 

DIET AND IDENTITY
If you only tell people how to eat more 
healthily, you are wrongly putting all the re-
sponsibility on the individual whereas 
many other factors play a role in their be-
haviour, according to De Vet. ‘A healthy life-
style is much more complex than saying no 
to cake. People with less education often 
earn less and live in neighbourhoods where 
the food on offer is less healthy and where 
they are surrounded by others who also 
have unhealthy diets. Your income deter-

mines what you can buy, and a healthy diet 
is less of a priority if you have money wor-
ries.’
This complexity intrigues De Vet. ‘Your diet 
says something about you, your position in 
the group and your knowledge and convic-
tions. Teenagers want to buy their own food 
for example, to show that they can fend for 
themselves. But they don’t have much mon-
ey and so they often end up in the snack 
bar.’

PEOPLE’S OWN PERSPECTIVE
De Vet and her group want to get a picture 
of these underlying processes and use that 
information to design interventions, for ex-
ample in spatial planning and education, 
that allow for food’s various functions. ‘At 
present, most interventions are developed 

from a health or environmental perspec-
tive. We are taking the reverse approach of 
looking at what role food plays in people’s 
daily lives so that we key into people’s own 
perspective. Take the elderly. Interviews 
show that they use food to create structure 
in their lives and they don’t like eating 
alone. It’s all very well saying “Put an extra 
spoonful of veg on your plate” but that 
doesn’t relate to their situation at all.’ 
There is no one-size-fits-all solution, says 
De Vet. ‘Consumption and lifestyle are com-
plex topics that require an interdisciplinary 
approach. We have sociologists, psycholo-
gists and epidemiologists working in our 
group. A lot of research has been done with-
in all those disciplines on this subject; our 
task is to connect up that knowledge. We al-
so collaborate a lot with people in the field 
and policy-makers – for example in local 
government, education and healthcare – so 
that we can generate a direct impact.’ 

ART COLLEGE
De Vet also adopts an interdisciplinary ap-
proach in teaching. ‘I’m not just thinking 
about the education of students but also 
about training in various professions where 
increasing attention is being paid to nutri-
tion and lifestyle, such as healthcare, social 
work and schools. That collaboration can 
be in two directions: we are working with 

art college students and spatial planning 
students, for example, to see how we can 
use their expertise to develop interven-
tions.’   LT
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‘A healthy lifestyle is 
much more complex 
than saying no to cake’


