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Two senses of taste 

Widening the tastes of its children is a lifetime family project, a collaborative enterprise that 
shapes the domestic sensory world of food consumption.  An enterprise that situates tasting in 
testing, persuading, resisting, requesting and arguing; the building of a repertoire of foods that 
can be shared together.  Eating and tasting things is a central practice by which the family becomes 
family (Morgan, 2011) through orienting to current and previous shared experiences and displays 
of knowledge of its members’ tastes. Taste is itself a confusing term because it can be used to 
refer to both the food preferences of the individual and family and, at the same time, the 
flavours of food. Within the family food preferences are not routinely talked about as ‘tastes’ but 
instead as what the children (and parents) ‘like’ or ‘don’t like’ which are however built out of the 
‘taste’ of the foods they are served. Children’s preferences and the experience of flavours are as 
much a consolation and comfort, as they are a source of discord and frustration. Maintaining 
knowledge of family members’ preference involves monitoring, remembering and challenging 
what each likes and doesn’t like, typically during the mealtime itself.  The family’s shared tastes in 
combination with the individual favourites of each member, are the central resources for the 
providers of the meal in determining what can be eaten and enjoyed together.  Part of the moral 
expectations of the family are that parents’ guide and establish children’s tastes in a way that 
incorporates a variety of foodstuffs, textures and tastes (in the sense of flavour). Nowhere is this 
more clearly seen than at the point of consumption. In this chapter we examine how children’s 
tastes, in both senses of the word, become topicalised, investigated and occasionally contested by 
children and parents during the daily routine of family mealtimes.  We focus on how children’s 
tastes, again in both senses of the word, are formulated, made relevant and enacted in different 
ways. As such, we theorise taste as a sense-making device as much as a sense, to be examined for 
how it is collaboratively produced in family practices. Our aim in this chapter is not to begin with 
an assumption of what taste is and how it is affected by different atmospheres but to end with an 
understanding of how tastes come to be established and used as part of the routine mealtime 
activities of families.  

Collecting tastes 

Our research involves documenting, on video, the everyday practices of eating in family homes.  
Over a number of years, we have recruited participants in England and Scotland to self-record 
their family meals using two video cameras; each positioned to record different angles around a 
dinner table (Laurier & Wiggins, 2011, Wiggins, 2013).  Families record their meals over a period 
of around two weeks to become accustomed to the recording process and to include a range of 
different meals and discussions around the table.  The video recordings are then transcribed and 
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analysed using the approaches of discursive psychology and ethnomethodology.  In this chapter, 
we will show two extracts from one family, recorded in the UK circa 2011. These were chosen 
because they exemplify the different ways in which taste can be invoked by parents and children, 
with two very different outcomes. The family comprises a mother, father and three children 
(here denoted by pseudonyms): Joseph (9 years old), Samuel (7 years old) and Emma (5 years 
old). 

Ethnomethodology is an approach that seeks to understand members’ methodical practices for 
organising their local affairs. As such it has examined how, for instance, commercial coffee 
tasters rely upon and use taste (in its flavour sense) descriptors in making objective 
determinations about the coffee they are considering purchasing (Liberman, 2013). With the 
taste descriptors on the tips of their tongues, they explore the flavours in the cup, trying to keep 
themselves always open to the flavours that they are encountering. Liberman’s work examines 
tasting as a collective enterprise where flavours are ventured, rejected and accepted through 
talking and tasting together.  

In a similar manner, discursive psychology (DP) is an approach that examines how psychological 
constructs (such as food preferences) are invoked and made consequential in discursive practices 
and social actions (Edwards & Potter, 1992; Wiggins, 2017). For example, we can use DP to 
identify the practices by which ‘taste’ is orientated toward, constructed as being a physiological or 
cognitive reaction, as something personal or cultural, and as within, or outside of, conscious 
control.  With DP the focus is on taste as it is enacted and oriented to within interaction, rather 
than starting with an assumption that taste ‘exists’ in a particular form.  DP scholars do not make 
claims about what people are individually ‘experiencing’ but instead examine how people 
themselves make taste relevant and how it is always already embroiled in other social actions, 
such as making an offer of, or a rejection of food.  In examining a family mealtime in this 
chapter, we will consider how family members claim knowledge of each other’s tastes, 
knowledge of the food they have eaten, and whether and how experiences of flavour and 
preferences are responded to.  Answering this question turns on, firstly, how children access and 
justify their tastes – despite their parents’ objections – which diverge from those of adults 
(Wiggins, 2014). Secondly, how children’s tastes become the focus of conversation: for inquiring 
into what is being eaten, what has and will be eaten now, in the past, and on future occasions. 

Negotiating tastes 

In this section we present our empirical material, in graphical form, for analyses and to 
demonstrate how, and when, children’s preferences and experiences of flavour are negotiated at 
the dinner table. We will examine the turn-by-turn unfolding of tasting and eating practices, and 
something of the intricate choreography of food, utensils and people.  The two examples each 
focus on a different child within the family: with the first, the child’s taste seems unproblematic, 
whereas the second illustrates an example of disagreement between the parents and child.  

Using ‘different’ to establish a taste 

In our first fragment, we demonstrate how the child’s tasting of one food item is collaboratively 
produced as acceptable by both the child and her mother.  Over a series of turns, parent and 
child are involved in question and response paired actions that enable the move from apparent 
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uncertainty about the food to a definitive answer. Crucially, the establishment of the food 
assessment, and then potentially a new preference for the child, is based on the entitlement to do 
so by the act of having tried the food.  

The family members are eating a range of dishes that have been prepared and cooked by the 
parents, and include dishes of curry, rice and naan bread.  Our focus in this example is on 5-year-
old Emma, sitting beside her Mum.  Also present are Emma’s Dad and her two older brothers. 
They have not long started eating, and Emma has been nibbling on a piece of naan bread that 
she took from the centre of the table. It is at this point that our extract begins, shown in 
transcript 1.  

Transcript 1: The first mention of the naan bread 

 

Emma’s first mention of the naan bread follows a pattern of pre-announcement of ‘news’ 
(Terasaki, 2004; “Mum see this naan bread”) then announcement (“there’s something different 
about it”) about the food.  She thus first nominates the recipient of her news (Mum) and the 
object (the naan bread), and then the news (‘there’s something different about it’). While it might 
seem to be a discovery about the naan bread it can also be heard as prefiguring an assessment of 
it. While Mum glances at Emma to show she has heard, she is busy at this point with a 
conversation that she is having with Dad about a different topic. It is only after an extended 
(three second) pause in her parent’s conversation that Emma re-starts her report on the naan 
bread (see transcript 2).  

Transcript 2: The second mention of the naan bread 

 

On this occasion, Emma speaks but waits on a response from her Mum, who then responds 
verbally showing she is ready for whatever follows. Emma recycles her earlier statement – 
‘there’s something different about the naan bread’ – and looks directly at Mum with a slightly 
furrowed brow and a questioning expression on her face.  Now, what Emma said and is 
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repeating here is something rather clever. Not only does her news focus attention on the bread 
as an independent object (rather than, say, her experience of it or how it tastes), she also frames 
this in a suitably vague manner: there is just ‘something different’ about it. It is not produced as 
her subjective ‘like’ or ‘dislike’, but as a statement of fact. Moreover, in producing her description 
Emma is claiming a right to be able to comment on the food and its objective character rather 
than as whether she likes it or not (Pomerantz, 1984).  

The ingenuity of this report is in both how it is sequentially organized ahead of a next move 
where she declares whether she likes or dislikes the taste of the bread, and, how it removes 
Emma from being implicated in any problem that might arise as a result of this tentative 
assessment.  She is neither beginning with a complaint, nor commenting on her own food 
preferences. Nor does she produce a negative assessment; at this stage in the conversation, the 
naan bread’s character is merely raised as being noteworthy, as not yet decided upon.  Even 
when Mum follows up the discussion with an ‘is there?’ affirmation check (see transcript 3), 
Emma provides only a minimal (‘mhm’) response to confirm the point. It is then the mother, not 
the child, who introduces the polar assessments of ‘good different or bad different’. The mother, 
consequently, did not have to begin with responding to a personal dislike expressed before, or 
during, the abandonment of eating the food, which we will see in the next fragment. 

Transcript 3: The good/bad question 

 

Like the skilled moderators of focus groups (Puchta & Potter, 2002), Mum steers Emma’s 
responses toward the identification of a clear assessment.  Up until this point in the 
conversation, the food was treated according to its objective characteristics. It might not be out 
of place in a more formal environment, such as in product-testing at a food manufacturing plant 
or the judging in a baking contest. The introduction of the good/bad dichotomy by Mum, 
however, shifts the focus onto the implications of this assessment: if the difference is a positive 
one, then it could be a future staple of the family’s food repertoire, if a ‘bad’ difference then it 
may never be purchased again.  In directing the question to Emma, Mum also confers on Emma 
the authority to make the judgement on the bread. Or, at least, to provide her judgement.  It is at 
this point, then, that Emma responds to Mum with not only a verbal response (‘bad different’), 
but also an embodied display too (see transcript 4) with a grimace and a small shudder.   
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Transcript 4: Emma’s response (first time) 

  

While the embodied movements of Emma might appear pre-cognitive, they are clearly not direct 
physiological reactions or visceral sensations given they are offered post hoc. Indeed these 
gestures are sequentially positioned within this discussion about ‘different’ food where they make 
bodily assessment relevant. The focus on the naan bread could have ended at this point because 
soon after Emma’s turn Mum’s attention moves to other matters at the table. However, Mum 
does not leave the topic of the naan entirely; she returns to it soon after (see transcript 5), and it 
is at this point that we get to the crux of the issue. The question is no longer whether it is ‘good 
different or bad different’, but rather ‘do you like it’.  

 
Transcript 5: Do you like it? Emma’s response (second time) 
 

 

 

Again, despite the a question slanted towards liking the bread from Mum, there is a second 
embodied negative assessment from Emma. Her delivery is skilful once more because she 
recycles Mum’s question perhaps marking it as a problematic (given Emma had already 
shuddered). After her recycling she re-does the shudder. The shudder is then verbally formulated 
here by Mum as a blunt ‘no’.  Perhaps surprisingly, this expression of Emma’s dislike ends with a 
‘fair enough’ comment from Mum, treating the dislike as a fait accompli.  Despite Emma having 
begun with an objective characterisation of her tasting of the naan, it ends with her individual 
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expression of taste. Not of the value of the food, or of its distinctiveness, but instead how this 
has relevance for Emma as a member of the family. Here perhaps we see the core of family 
concerns and can begin to understand the domestic experiences of trying different foods. 
Tasting and assessing foods within the family mealtime can become the basis for selecting foods 
for future meals and for Emma this new kind of naan could be understood as a food dis-
preference that she can expect her parents to be aware of.  

Deconstructing risotto into likes and dislikes 

In the first fragment we examined how the tasting and experience of eating a food was initiated 
by the child as part of trying the food in question, and orienting to the food’s qualities and 
individual preference was dealt with at the end of the sequence. In the second example, we will 
examine food preferences being raised by the parents as part of ‘encouraging work’ and a child’s 
dismantling of his food to identify one of the ingredients that he dislikes (i.e. an established food 
preference); and the child’s performance of struggling to eat the food in complying with his 
parents’ requests. This second fragment is thus a useful comparison to shed light on the different 
domestic trajectories within which tastes can feature within family mealtimes. We return to the 
same family during a different mealtime; this time they are concluding their main course of 
risotto.  In the transcript below, Mum is seated to the right of the table, with her younger son 
and daughter seated either side of her. Her older son, Joseph, who will be our focus, sits beside 
his brother. Dad is seated next to his daughter with his back to the camera.  

We begin our examination of this extract with a consideration of the immediately preceding 
context to the discussion of Joseph’s taste preferences. The plates on the table provide for the 
continuing mutual visibility of each family member’s progress through their meal. They also 
allow for the mutual visibility of food left on the plate down to the details of just what has not 
been eaten and by how much. They are not, of course, seen only once but instead glanced at by 
parents throughout meals to see quite how and what each child is eating (e.g. “you haven’t 
touched your peas”). In our fragment, the continuing presence of risotto on Joseph’s plate is a 
potential indicator of dislike (though it could also be taken by the parents to be an indication that 
their child is distracted or not hungry). Meanwhile, the rest of the family, apart from Dad, have 
all finished eating. Pursuing Joseph to eat his food when everyone is finished provides a different 
temporal context from pursuing him at the outset. In this part of the meal’s temporal trajectory, 
the shared orientation is toward him finishing his food, rather than an initial appreciation of its 
taste (as was the case in our first fragment).  

It is at this point in the meal that Mum makes a minimal request to Joseph (e.g. “could you eat a 
bit more”) that attends to quantity of food to be eaten and inferentially to allow him to then have 
acceptably finished his main course. Attached to the request is a formulation of his problem as a 
behavioural one: the mildly sanctionable tuning out of dinner (staring into space) rather than say, 
being distracted by telling stories of his day at school.  
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Transcript 8: Mum makes two requests 

  
Joseph’s response is a short, direct refusal (“nah, I don’t like it”), made as a subject-side 
assessment (Wiggins & Potter, 2003), using the indexical “it” rather than formulating what 
quality or ingredient of the food he does not like. Given Joseph is entitled to his likes and 
dislikes – just as Emma was in the previous example - there appears to be nothing directly 
challengeable, were it not, as we noted at the outset, that the ongoing work of parents is to widen 
the tastes of their children. While a food assessment like this can be challenged by parents 
(Wiggins, 2014), here, over two turns of talk, Mum pursues the food as something he should eat 
enough of, to count as having finished his food. What then becomes the  concern is the ‘more’ 
that would be the criterion for him being finished.  

Following the second request, Joseph upgrades his refusal, elongating the “no” while shaking his 
head. The completion of Joseph’s meal appears to be at a stalemate, with one person requesting 
(twice) and one person refusing (twice). Were Joseph and Mum to continue along this line, it 
might easily escalate into both sides becoming ever more entrenched in their positions. What 
happens instead is that Dad joins in with a response (“I’m surprised”) and shifts the focus onto 
what Joseph has already been eating (“have you had all the bacon?”). A shift which might then 
also adjust Joseph’s sense of what is left on the plate. It is at this point that Mum and Dad then 
begin to make claims about Joseph’s food tastes and their relevance for the current meal.  
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Transcript 9: What Joseph likes 

 

Joseph’s known tastes – and particularly, what “he likes” – are then used as a way of trying to get 
him to reassess the remaining risotto. Mum lists out the various ingredients that are both in the 
risotto and liked by Joseph (bacon, peas and rice), and turns to Dad who confirms this summary 
of their son’s food preferences. This is a clear example of the way in which parents invoke their 
knowledge of a child’s tastes at just the right point in the meal, one where it is relevant for their 
local task of encouraging eating. In this fragment, it is artfully produced as a dialogue between 
the parents about what Joseph likes rather than addressed directly to Joseph.  

Their dialogue appears to succeed because it is just after Dad mentions the bacon that Joseph 
then picks up his fork and begins a prolonged demonstration of his struggle by laboriously 
chewing and swallowing small morsels of food.  His struggle with the risotto is accompanied by a 
negotiation between the parents and Joseph over the criterion for his completion: specifically, 
they request “three more forkfuls”. In his ensuing response, we see the careful attention from 
Joseph as to exactly what might count as a forkful and what contents of the fork need to be 
eaten to comply with the request. In transcript 10, we can see how Joseph re-examines the food 
and in response to his parents deconstruction of the risotto into foods he likes, then raises his 
own ingredient dislike (“I don’t like the onion bits”).  In contrast with gastronomic and 
professional tasting settings such as those in Liberman and Fele (this volume), families typically 
do not draw upon detailed taste descriptors (e.g. ‘plum fruits’, ‘tobacco’) during the family meal. 
In part, this absence of specific descriptors may be since the family are not exploring new tastes 
or foods every day. What is noticeable about family talk about food is the formulations of its 
taste tend to be through ingredients - having nuts in, having onions in - rather than flavours, e.g. 
“nutty” “oniony” or even more vague, as we documented earlier e.g. ‘bad different’. 
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Transcript 10: Negotiating units to succeed in finishing 

 

Joseph’s reference to ‘the onion bits’ neatly provides a reason for his apparent reluctance to eat 
the risotto and one that has the benefit of a commonly known challenging ingredient: onion. It 
also side-steps his apparent irrationality in declining the three liked ingredients that his parents 
used to challenge his dislike of risotto. In selecting the onion bits, he doesn’t challenge his 
parents’ claims about his tastes, nor does he contradict his earlier statement (to “not like it”). 
Instead, he reformulates and specifies the source of the trouble – the onion bits – that are 
present throughout the risotto.  Just before transcript 10, Joseph had been playing around with 
his food, amusing his siblings and tipping food off his fork so that the smallest possible amount 
might be considered a ‘forkful’.  Just as Joseph is clearly focused on monitoring the food on his 
fork, so too are his parents. The skirmishes around the fork as a unit of the completion – as seen 
in transcript 10 – involve his parents calling out when the forkful is ready to be eaten (“right”) or 
when it contains a sufficient amount (“full”). Joseph, however, calls attention to the ‘onion bits’ 
just as the fork is raised to his mouth. He then begins to micro-manage the fork’s contents with 
his fingers, picking out certain pieces, and thereby embodying his dislike through his own 
actions.  Dad continues to challenge Joseph on the amount that should be eaten (with another 
“full!”) while Mum quietly recognises the abiding problem in sighing before saying quietly the 
“onion bits” (last panel of transcript 10). 

At this point in the episode, then, the focus has shifted from a child not finishing his meal 
because of his dislike of the risotto to something more specific. It is a food item (onion bits) 
within the risotto that has now been established as the source of the problem, and onions as a 
challenging taste for children also provides a stronger reason for why Joseph has not finished his 
plate. In the dialogue over likes and dislikes there is a marked difference from the first (naan 
bread) example, where the younger child is exploring a new food without stating whether it 
tasted good or bad. She was asked directly if she liked the food, and the negative response 
accepted this (‘fair enough’) without further comment or negotiation. By contrast, the issue in 
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this example is the centrality of the food to the main part of the meal and its recognisable and 
acceptable completion: risotto is the family’s main source of nutrition in this meal, not an 
optional side dish (as with a new variety of naan bread). The stakes are therefore higher and so 
the action in relation to not eating is also of a different nature. If Joseph is allowed to not like – 
and by implication, not have to eat the risotto – then he is exempt from the communal meal and 
may also demand different food later on.  Understanding how tastes are invoked at the table, 
then, is not simply whether people like or do not like food.  It is about how tastes are invoked by 
either parents or children as part of trying or completing, of main dishes or side dishes, and how 
accepting any member’s dislike of a dish or ingredient shapes what the family will dine on in 
future meals.   

We will finish by examining what happens in the moments immediately following the forking of 
the risotto and the claimed dislike of the onion bits.  There are continued efforts on Joseph’s 
part to remove the pieces of onion and to negotiate with his parents about exactly how much 
more should be eaten.  In a reversal of the norm of parents setting the measure for completion 
(Orrell-Valente et al, 2007), Joseph suggests that he has ‘three more forkfuls’. He then proceeds 
to display a dramatic enactment of the effort involved in completing the task.  Joseph engages in 
a prolonged performance of chewing each forkful of food, fixed eye gaze towards Mum, and 
holding up fingers to visibly count each forkful as it is eaten (4th panel, transcript 11). 

Transcript 11: The imperception of onions and counting forkfuls 

 

In the face of Joseph’s forensic inspection of his risotto which will presumably find fragments of 
onion, Mum further configures how onion figures in the dish as an un-noticeable, and essential, 
element. Mum also has the cook’s knowledge of how often she has served dishes to Joseph 
where he has not noticed onions present.  Joseph reports no additional food flavours nor does 
he comment again on his tastes, but his embodied display of oral labour – the prolonged and 
exaggerated chewing – does the work for him. For a dish that barely requires chewing (it 
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contains small pieces of food, typically cooked until soft or al dente), it is a wonderfully absurd 
display of effort.  While Dad does not appear to be watching directly, Mum herself gazes 
impassively, it’s a form of attention to Joseph’s act that verges on irritation and we could easily 
imagine how it might escalate. It is notable that Joseph directs his performance and his counting 
to Mum, even though Dad has been involved in enforcing the fork-units earlier (his ‘right’ in 
transcript 10). 

After transcript 10 ends, the conversation about Joseph’s noticing of onions and their status in a 
number of dishes is again picked up by Mum and Dad – in overlap with Joseph’s continued 
display of chewing and swallowing the risotto. They proceed to inform Joseph of the many times 
that onions have formed the basis of some of their regular meals (e.g., spaghetti bolognese, 
curries) that he has eaten on previous occasions. Dad notes that, not only has Joseph consumed 
these dishes (and by implication, the ingredients therein), but he also ‘likes’ them.   

Claims by the children themselves, and by their parents, as to what they like (perhaps more than 
what they dislike) maintain and transform what is eaten. They are central in the reasoning over 
what and how much children should and do eat.  What we begin to see in these fragments of a 
family eating together is therefore how children’s tastes and the qualities of distinct categories of 
food (e.g. exotic bread, common onions) are further refined to justify consumption (or lack of 
consumption) on a continual basis. In the family meal’s daily repetition there are always more 
opportunities for parents or children to make taste relevant and to use this as a resource in 
shaping what, how much and how foods are consumed at mealtimes. 

 

Conclusions 

Our approach to taste is one that situates it firmly within the domestic event that is the family 
meal, which while it is an occasion for the family to talk amongst members, the action of eating 
food is at the heart of that occasion. Taste is therefore understood here as a situated, 
collaboratively produced social object. For that matter, it is the complexity and vibrancy of 
food’s flavours and textures that makes it a source of pleasure (and dread). Our analysis has 
pursued how and when both the food preferences of the individual and the qualities of the food 
are invoked in the occasion of the family meal, and the uses they have in the unfolding dynamics 
of the family’s shared and differentiated eating practices.  As we argued at the outset, we do not 
start, therefore, with an assumption about what ‘taste’ is and how it is affected by situation, but 
rather how tastes are inescapably shaping and shaped by the situation. Shifting away from taste 
as a fixed individual preference, we examined likes and dislikes as they are produced, shared, 
contested and drawn upon by other persons in the midst of activities such as trying new foods or 
finishing the main course.  

The movement from the taste of the food to preferences as individual’s tastes discussed and 
disputed by parents and children has then ongoing implications for what gets eaten and by 
whom. In these circumstances, the individual sensation of flavours are less frequently the focus 
and instead are assumed as part and parcel of what gets served, eaten, left over and so on.  We 
have examined just two brief examples, taken from the same family, in which the particular 
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preferences of a particular child become the topic of discussion.  In our first example, we saw 
how one child’s ‘dislike’ of a food was produced as a consequence of a sequence of question and 
answer responses involving assessments which begin and end in a certain format.  Child and 
mother establish an item that the mother now ought to know about this child: in this case, 
Emma doesn’t like that type of naan bread. In the second example, the parents repeatedly made 
claims using the preferences and past actions of Joseph that they know as his parents.  The 
claims by both the parents and the child are in the midst of establishing the amount of food that 
should be eaten and encouraging him to eat.  

It is important, then, to consider these fragments of family mealtimes as not exceptional nor 
anecdotal but as the very thing that is the steady building of what each likes and dislikes or 
indeed notices and does not notice. As we suggested in the introduction, the business of feeding 
the family on a daily basis rests on gaining and using knowledge of the family’s tastes. It is crucial 
to feeding the family without, in one sense, wasting food and, in another with, missing the 
enjoyment and desirability of eating together as a family. Taste, then, becomes a social affair 
rather than a private preference and/or a private experience; it is used to help shape the current 
and future meals of the family and also frame the past. Through recognising and demonstrating 
knowledge of our family members’ tastes, we also display family membership: we ‘do’ being a 
family through these very practices.  
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