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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This research examines everyday food consumption relation-

ships and compromises in contemporary bi-national and mono-
national homes. In this study, a bi-national household consists of 
spouses from differing countries of origin (e.g., China and the U.S.), 
whereas a mono-national household has partners from the same 
country of origin. Building on the studies and methodological ap-
proaches of Fournier (1998) and Coupland (2005), this study seeks 
to further our understanding, as researchers and consumers, of the 
significance of food purchases and food consumption patterns in 
bi-national homes. To better understand food consumption practices 
in the home, this research uses a combination of interviews, obser-
vation and photographic documentation to take a deeper look at the 
contents of consumers’ food storage areas. The following research 
questions are asked: 1) How are consumption compromises mani-
fested in bi-national and mono-national families in the context of 
everyday food consumption? 2) What symbolic role does food play 
in the formation and maintenance of the individual and collective 
identities within the bi-national family unit?

The findings suggest that everyday food purchases and 
consumption behavior in participant families can be indicators of 
relative influence and negotiation in the household. Food is a key 
cultural expression (Alba 1990, Mintz and Du Bois 2002, Peñaloza 
1994) and offers an opportunity to examine household consumption 
in a new context: bi-national families. Aspects of Miller’s (1998) 
theory of shopping as essentially about sacrifice, and ultimately 
about relationships, are seen to be applicable when examining 
the trade-offs that take place between spouses in the participating 
households, with differing implications for consumption compro-
mises, depending on the type of household. 

We find that compromise happens not at the individual pur-
chase level as the family decision making literature assumes, but 
over time and in response to other decisions. When cultures interact 
within the confines of the family, consumption decisions take on 
meaning beyond simply what is purchased and why. There is a 
blending process taking place in bi-national families, as well as an 
alternative type of juggling–juggling of consumption preferences 
based on cultural differences. The usual compromises spouses 
face are amplified when one spouse is an immigrant to the native 
spouse’s homeland. Household member preferences are seen to 
be very specific, yet there are a host of constraints to satisfying 
those preferences, both internal and external to the household. The 
specificity of the preferences and the impact of the constraints vary 
depending on the type of household. In bi-national families, there 
seem to be greater constraints on preferred consumption, but there 
is also considerable effort expended to mitigate those constraints. 
The limited accessibility to immigrants’ food choices results in 
greater shopping effort and stockpiling, with the native spouse also 
seeking out opportunities for the immigrant spouse to connect to 
their country of origin through food. 

For members of bi-national homes, especially for immigrant 
household members, preferred food items were more than just 
sustenance or even desired treats, but links to home, identity and a 
vital aspect of maintaining access to both cultures within the family 
unit. Substitutability of preferred products was not a desired option 
or even a considered option at all. Stockpiling in these homes is 
based not just on price and bulk (Mela et al. 1998, Wansink and 
Deshpande 1994), but also on availability of the preferred items 
for the immigrant spouse. Food consumption is shown to be a 

manifestation of negotiated influence and compromise between 
the immigrant and native spouses, with the bi-national family unit 
providing a unique setting for harmony, resourcefulness, ingenuity 
and ultimately enhanced food consumption experiences.

Implications are drawn for the family decision making lit-
erature and consumer/brand relationships. Conflict and negotiated 
compromise are seen to be manifested not through major purchase 
decisions, but through everyday food consumption decisions. The 
analysis demonstrates that while there are clear similarities between 
mono-national and bi-national households, there are also key differ-
ences in everyday consumption experiences. This research highlights 
the importance of considering household characteristics and cultural 
diversity within the home as key factors in better understanding 
family decision making and consumption.

This study also augments the findings of researchers such as 
Fournier (1998) and Coupland (2005), by showing that partners who 
were born and raised in different countries, and even in different 
regions within the U.S., expend maximum effort to satisfy their 
specific consumption preferences. Participants expressed aversion 
to substitution, an aversion often intensified after a less than positive 
substitution experience. In several cases brand preferences seemed 
to be strengthened after substitution and then substitution at the 
same brand or preference level was no longer an option. These 
findings have implications for brand relationships when there’s 
limited accessibility and advocate future research on the effect 
of accessibility and substitution on brand preference and loyalty. 

The findings also emphasize the paradox within the home 
to build the collective unit versus the effort to retain the indi-
vidual identities of the spouses. Compromise in food consumption 
choices and offerings is both a means of achieving harmony and 
a manifestation of respect for what each culture has to offer. The 
bi-national family is an aggregate entity, but an entity with a role 
and requirements that transcend those of the family members of 
which it is composed. Individual preferences are both encouraged 
and contained, as the bi-national household as a unit accommodates, 
unifies and eventually develops into a distinct entity that is greater 
than the sum of its founding partners.
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