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Life Transitions and Events: Food Management Practices and Eating 

Behavioural Changes 
 

Abstract 

     The global food system is affected by a striking health paradox: while millions of people 

face hunger and malnutrition, the prevalence of overeating, overweight and diet-related non-

communicable diseases continues to rise. However, specific Life Transitions and Events 

(LTE) may induce changes in eating habits. Although a substantial body of research addresses 

moments of change, no conceptual framework has clarified how LTE shape food management 

practices and eating behaviours. To this end, based on the Habit Discontinuity Hypothesis, a 

systematic literature review (SLR) of 77 articles was conducted. Drawing on the results, we 

propose a new Life Transitions and Events Food Behaviour Framework with the aim of better 

explaining how LTE enable shifts in various eating behaviours. Results can be useful from 

both theoretical and policy-making standpoints, providing insights to encourage healthier food 

behaviours and implement social campaigns at both private and public levels. 
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1. Introduction and Background 

The global food system shows a striking health paradox: while millions of individuals 

suffer from food insecurity and undernutrition (713-757 million of hungry people in 2022), an 

increasing share of the population faces obesity and diet-related diseases (in 2022, 2.5 billion 

adults were overweight - 890 million of whom obese - accounting for 43% of adults, 

compared to 25% in 1990) (WHO, 2022). Indeed, agri-food systems are estimated to generate 

approximately USD 12 trillion per year in hidden costs, 70% of which are attributable to poor 

dietary habits and non-communicable diseases, which account for over 73% of global deaths 

(SOFA, 2025; WHO, 2022). In addition to this, the combined social and environmental 

impacts are estimated to result in an economic cost of USD 720 billion annually (SOFA, 

2025). The magnitude of these impacts largely stems from individuals’ unhealthy dietary 

choices, particularly the consumption of animal-based and ultra-processed foods (He et al., 

2024). Paradoxically, from a social and environmental perspective, around 19% of food 

available to consumers is wasted (UNEP, 2024), despite persistent hunger and malnutrition, 

contributing 8–10% of global greenhouse gas emissions. Consumers drive 60% of this waste 

(UNEP, 2024), mainly affecting the most nutritious items due to poor food management 

practices and incorrect behaviours (Principato et al., 2024).  

In light of what has been said so far, it is clear how urgent it is to invest in profound 

behavioural changes. However, promoting such transformations is not easy, as our 

behaviours, especially those related to basic needs like eating, are complex and strongly 

influenced by habits (Bazoche et al., 2023). The development of eating habits, in particular, is 

theorised to be driven by stimulus-response associations, yet their influence on everyday life 

is frequently underestimated (Verplanken & Roy, 2016). However, it is important to note that 

habitual behaviours may, under certain conditions, become susceptible to change. According 

to Habit Discontinuity Hypothesis, contextual shifts may create a “window of opportunity” 

for behavioural change by disrupting existing routines (Verplanken et al., 2008; Verplanken 

& Wood, 2006). Indeed, in the presence of contextual discontinuity, behavioural change is 

facilitated, as individuals tend to adapt automatically to new circumstances (Clark et al., 

2016). It is therefore not surprising that behavioural change often occurs alongside major life 

transitions, which can represent moments of rupture marking a ‘before’ and ‘after’ 

(Thompson et al., 2011). Such changes can be classified as either biographical, linked to 

personal circumstances, or exogenous, arising from external transformations that affect 

individuals’ lives (Whitmarsh et al., 2025). Although a substantial body of recent research 

addresses moments of change and their link to low-carbon behaviour (Whitmarsh et al., 



2025), no conceptual framework has yet explained how transitions and life events influence 

food management practices and eating habits. Accordingly, in order to fill the theoretical gap, 

this study presents a systematic literature review (SLR) to identify events that promote 

positive changes in these behaviours, as well as those potentially associated with negative 

changes, thereby advancing Habit Discontinuity theory and offering guidance for 

policymakers and businesses. Specifically, it seeks to address the following research 

questions: RQ (1): Do life transitions and events influence changes in food managing 

practices and eating habits and behaviours? RQ (1.1): Which type of life transitions and 

events influence changes in food managing practices and eating habits and behaviours? 

 

2. Methodology 

To address the research questions and achieve the study’s objective, the analysis was 

conducted following the PRISMA guidelines (Moher et al., 2009). A SLR was performed in 

September 2025 using three databases: Scopus, Web of Science (WoS), and EBSCO. The aim 

of this research was to examine behavioural changes in food management practices and eating 

habits associated with life transitions or events. To achieve this aim, the search terms were 

organised into two distinct groups to ensure that both areas of interest were captured: (1) 

terms specifically related to life transitions or events, either biographical or exogenous; and 

(2) terms related to food management practices and eating habits and behaviours. The first 

group is framed within the concept of “Life Transitions and Events (LTE)”, which 

encompasses life changes, contextual shifts, or significant events. Such transitions have been 

described in the literature through several related concepts, including ‘entry points’ (Axon, 

2017), ‘turning points’ (Beige & Axhausen, 2012), ‘fateful moments’ (Giddens, 1991), 

‘critical moments’ (Giddens, 2020), ‘transformative moments’ (Hards, 2012), ‘teachable 

moments’, (Lawson & Flocke, 2009), ‘moments of change’ (Verplanken & Whitmarsh, 

2021), ‘habit discontinuities’ (Verplanken et al., 2008), or ‘context changes’ (Verplanken & 

Wood, 2006). All of these concepts were included in the selection of keywords to reflect the 

terminological variety present in the literature. Similarly, to capture behavioural changes in 

food management practices and eating habits, synonyms and related terms were selected (e.g., 

“behaviour change”, “habit discontinuity”, “healthy/unhealthy behaviour”). 

After duplicate removal, 2,030 records were screened. Title and abstract assessment 

reduced these to 126, and the application of inclusion criteria (Whitmarsh et al., 2025) 

restricted the sample to 105 peer-reviewed journal articles. Full-text assessment produced a 

final sample of 77 articles from Scopus (58), Web of Science (17), and EBSCO (2). The 



search covered English-language publications from 2010 to 2025, and these 77 studies 

constitute the evidence base for the present review. 

 

3. Results and Discussion 

The majority of studies employed a quantitative approach (56%), followed by 

qualitative (41%) and mixed-method designs (3%). As shown in Table 1, surveys (n = 43) and 

in-depth interviews (n = 29) were the most commonly used data collection tools (some studies 

used more than one instrument). Publication trends indicate a growing interest in the topic 

over time, with a steady increase in the number of studies and peaks in 2022, 2023, and 2025  

(Figure 1), highlighting the novelty and emerging scientific relevance of this research area.  

 

The reviewed studies examined how LTE affect eating behaviours and food management 

practices. Figure 2 presents the Life Transitions and Events Food Behaviour Framework, 

categorising transitions as biographical or exogenous, which often disrupt routines and 

prompt behavioural change. Reported outcomes include positive (49%), negative (33%), or 

Table 1. Methodology: Tools 

Methodology - Tools N. article = 77 

Interview 29 

Focus group 4 

Survey / Questionnaire 43 

Ethnography 1 

Conceptual Study 3 

Diary 1 

 

    Figure 1. Annual trend (2010-2025) in publications 

Figure 2. Life Transitions and Events Food Behaviour Framework 



mixed (18%) changes, analysed across food management and eating habits to provide a 

concise overview of how LTE influence food-related behaviours and practices. 

3.2 Findings from the literature 

The analysis highlights the existence of LTE that act as enablers of specific eating. 

Based on the typology of transition, these behaviours can acquire either a positive or negative 

meaning. Different kinds of LTE catch the attention in the literature, and they can be divided 

into exogenous and biographical events. 

 

3.2.1 Exogenous factors 

Global health crises are the most frequently cited in literature as having an impact on 

eating behaviour. The pandemic caused by the COVID-19 virus – and the related shopping 

restrictions – has produced significant changes in socio-cultural life and interpersonal 

relationships, leading to some changes in dietary behaviours such as fewer animal products, 

household food waste reduction, home cooking and healthy food consumption (especially 

vegetables, fruits and legumes) (e.g., Năstăsescu et al., 2022). Particularly, the pandemic 

crisis may present a teachable moment for people affected by a specific disease, making them 

increasingly motivated to change health behaviours (Brust et al., 2021). However, more 

mindful eating has been accompanied by an increase in unhealthy behaviours due to 

emotional eating (Porter et al., 2022), resulting in food consumption, overeating, caloric 

intake and alcohol consumption increases, especially among adolescents (e.g., Năstăsescu et 

al., 2022). 

Global issues (environmental, economic and socio-political) such as war or 

environmental disasters, are exogenous factors influencing eating behaviours. Specific 

restrictions in food accessibility induce a temporary adaptation affecting present-day food 

identities and ideologies. Memories of hunger and deprivation shape food choices, 

maximisation of ingredients, stockpiling, overeating, conspicuous consumption during special 

occasions and food taboos/avoidances and preference for certain foods over others (Conde -

Caballero et al., 2021). This attitude is also expressed in later generations. Financial distress 

due to global issues is even associated with alcohol use (Buckingham-Howes et al., 2019). 

Another exogenous factor is the grassroot initiatives, conceived as transitional events 

that can impact eating behaviour. Based on the literature, these initiatives have a positive 

effect on a dietary shift toward more sustainable consumption (Suski et al., 2024). Indeed, 



educational programs seem to increase knowledge about nutrition, food variety, including 

more fruit and milk products in a dietary scheme (Cox et al., 2011). 

 

3.2.2 Biographical  

This section includes transitions that occur at the individual level.  

In terms of education or occupation, relevant events are represented by entering 

university or gaining new job experience. The transition from high school to college 

represents a life-changing turning point with social and environmental determinants impacting 

both physical and emotional health. Pressure induced by emancipation and exam anxiety 

generate a negative cycle of food choices can occur, characterized by difficulty in finding 

healthy grocery foods and by social events that induce overeating (eating more often and 

eating more overall), drinking behaviour and junk food consumption (e.g., Liu et al., 2023).  

The second biographical event that is considered a life transition is migration-related 

changes (relocation or immigration) that disrupt and reconstruct food routines in response to 

different environments. This change is associated with reduction of dietary diversity, weight 

gain related to the quantity and type of food consumed in response to cultural differences 

(Weisberg-Shapiro and Devine, 2015).  

The family situation can represent a life transition or event when there is a change of 

state (i.e., from single to marriage or cohabitation). Improvements in diet quality were 

observed among those who experienced the transitions than those who remained single or had 

no children. Women who became married or had their first child appeared to be less likely to 

frequently eat takeaway food than those who remained single or had no children (Smith et al., 

2017). Single people look for more convenience in their food preparation patterns, spending a 

larger share of their food budget on ready-to-eat meals. Marriage is linked to weight gain and 

emotional eating, likely due to lifestyle changes, while marital dissolution 

(separation/divorce) and widowhood was associated with weight loss, possibly from 

emotional stress (Maretalinia et al., 2025). The transition to parenthood represents a turning 

point for eating behaviour change with an increase in fruit and vegetable consumption (e.g., 

Moura et al., 2020; Verbeke & De Bourdeaudhuij, 2007), organic food, cooked meals, and a 

greater priority given to healthy meals. In response to discovering their pregnancy, women 

implement immediate changes to their eating behaviour and lifestyle (Atkinson et al., 2016); 

thus, developing a new mother identity contributes to healthier choices.  

Ageing and retirement represent another crucial transition in healthy behaviour. As a 

reaction to late-life events (e.g., bereavement, retirement) and feelings of meaninglessness, 



older adults can be affected by excessive alcohol consumption later in life (McInerney et al., 

2025). 

Regardless of age, people affected by disease developed more positive attitudes 

towards a healthy lifestyle and are more inclined to alter dietary behaviour, implementing 

positive changes in the months following the negative event (e.g., Douma et al., 2024). 

Inhibitors are represented by habits of unhealthy diets, the dislike of healthy food, and the 

effort of preparing healthy meals (de Frel et al., 2023).   

Life stressors, ranging from disease to work conditions and family situations, have varied 

effects. Stressful events contribute to unhealthy emotional eating, poor food choices, lack of 

meal planning and lower fruit and vegetable consumption (Cox et al., 2011). 

 

4. Conclusion and Theoretical and Policy Implications 

This study contributes from both a theoretical and a policy-making standpoint, 

providing insights into changing attitudes and behaviours concerning social issues. From a 

theoretical perspective, it extends the applications of the Habit Discontinuity Hypothesis, so 

far used primarily to explain pro-environmental and low-carbon behaviours, to the context of 

food management and eating behaviours, highlighting how LTE can influence these practices, 

an area that remains underexplored. From a practical and policy-making perspective, the 

results offer guidance for promoting healthier and more sustainable food choices, helping to 

address issues such as overeating, malnutrition, food waste and poor food practices, that may 

occur during LTE. In this context, opportunities arise for policies targeting specific LTE, like 

financial support and subsidies, local food initiatives, and community-based educational 

programmes, alongside the integration of behavioural science into public policies through the 

use of healthy defaults in institutional and educational settings. 

References 

● Atkinson, L., Shaw, R.L., French, D.P. (2016). Is pregnancy a teachable moment for diet 

and physical activity behaviour change? An interpretative phenomenological analysis of 

the experiences of women during their first pregnancy. British Journal of Health 

Psychology, (21), 842–858. 

● Axon, S. (2017). “Keeping the ball rolling”: Addressing the enablers of, and barriers to, 

sustainable lifestyles. Journal of Environmental Psychology, (52), 11–25. 



● Bazoche, P., Guinet, N., Poret, S., & Teyssier, S. (2023). Does the provision of 

information increase the substitution of animal proteins with plant-based proteins? An 

experimental investigation into consumer choices. Food Policy, (116), 102426. 

● Beige, S. & Axhausen, K. W. (2012). Interdependencies between turning points in life and 

long-term mobility decisions. Transportation, 39, 857–872. 

● Brust, M., Gebhardt, W.A., Numans, M.E., Kiefte-De-Jong, J.C. (2021). The COVID-19 

Crisis as a Teachable Moment for Lifestyle Change in Dutch Cardiovascular Disease 

Patients. Social Science & Medicinem, (338), 116348. 

● Buckingham-Howes, S., Holmes, K., Morris, J., Grattan, L.M. (2019). Prolonged 

Financial Distress After the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill Predicts Behavioral Health. The 

Journal of Behavioral Health Services & Research, (46), 2. 

● Clark, B., Chatterjee, K., & Melia, S. (2016). Changes to commute mode: The role of life 

events, spatial context and environmental attitude. Transportation, (89), 89–105. 

● Conde-Caballero, D., Rivero-Jimenez, B., Mariano-Juarez, L. (2021). Memories of 

hunger, continuities, and food choices: An ethnography of the elderly in extremadura 

(Spain). Appetite, (164), 105267. 

● Cox, T.L., Zunker, C., Wingo, B.C., Jefferson, W.K., Ard, J.D. (2011). Stressful life 

events and behavior change: A qualitative examination of African American women's 

participation in a weight loss program. The Qualitative Report, 16(3), 622-634. 

● de Frel, D.L., Wicks, H., Bakk, Z., van Keulen, N., Atsma, D.E., Janssen, V. (2023).  

Identifying barriers and facilitators to adopting healthier dietary choices in clinical care: a 

cross-sectional observational study. Front. Nutr., (10),1178134. 

● Douma, ER, Wirtz, S, Fernandez, MS, Schafer, H, Widdershoven, JWMG, Habibovic, M, 

Pen, CR., Bosch, JA., Schmitz, B., Kop, WJ. (2024). Patient-reported preferences in 

eHealth-based cardiac rehabilitation: A qualitative investigation of behavior change 

techniques, barriers and facilitators. Internet Interventions, (35), 100728. 

● FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO. (2024). The State of Food Security and Nutrition 

in  the World 2024. Rome. (Available at: https://doi.org/10.4060/cd1254en). 

● Giddens, A. (1991). Modernity and self-identity. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

● Giddens, A. (2020). Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern 

Age. The New Social Theory Reader, 354–361. 

● Hards, S. (2012). Tales of transformation: The potential of a narrative approach to pro-

environmental practices. Geoforum, (43), 760–77. 

https://doi.org/10.4060/cd1254en


● He, P., Liu, Z., Baiocchi, G., Guan, D., Bai, Y. & Hubacek, K. (2024). Health-

environment efficiency of diets shows nonlinear trends over 1990–2011. Nature Food, 

(5), 116–24. 

● Lawson, P. J., & Flocke, S. A. (2009). Teachable moments for health behavior change: A 

concept analysis. Patient Education and Counseling, (76), 25–30. 

● Liu, S., Bamberger, P., Wang, M., Nahum‐Shani, I., Larimer, M., Bacharach, S.B. (2023). 

Behavior change versus stability during the college‐to‐work transition: Life course and the 

“sitckiness” of alcohol misuse at career entry. Personnel Psychology, (76), 945–975. 

● Maretalinia, M., Jampaklay, A., Sawangdee, Y., Hunchangsith, P., Teerawichitchainan, B. 

(2025). The effect of marital transition on body weight changes among Indonesian adults: 

A Longitudinal study. SSM - Population Health, (30), 101813. 

● McInerney, K., Best, D., Hodgson, P. (2025). An Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis and Comparison of the Narratives of Early- and Late-Onset Problem Drinkers in 

Recovery. SAGE Open, 1-17. 

● Moher, D., Liberati, A., Tetzlaff, J., Altman, D.G., PRISMA Group. (2009). Preferred 

reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses: the PRISMA statement. Ann. 

Intern Med, (151), 264–269. 

● Moura, A.F., Aschemann-Witzel, J. (2020). A downturn or a window of opportunity? 

How Danish and French parents perceive changes in healthy eating in the transition to 

parenthood. Appetite, (150), 104-658. 

● Năstăsescu, V., Mititelu, M., Stanciu, T.I., Drǎgǎnescu, D., Grigore, N.D., Udeanu, D.I., 

Stanciu, G., Neacsu, S.M., D.Pîrvu, C.E., Oprea, E., Ghica, M. (2022). Food Habits and 

Lifestyle of Romanians in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic. Nutrients, (14), 504.  

● Porter, L., Cox, J.S., Wright, K.A., Lawrence, N.S., Gillison, F.B. (2022). The impact of 

COVID-19 on the eating habits of families engaged in a healthy eating pilot trial: a 

thematic analysis. Health Psychology and Behavioral Medicine, 10(1), 241-261. 

● Principato, L., Pice, G. & Pezzi, A. (2024). Understanding food choices in sustainable 

healthy diets – A systematic literature review on behavioral drivers and barriers. 

Environmental Science and Policy, (163), 103975. 

● Smith, K.J., McNaughton, S.A., Gall, S.L., Otahal, P., Dwyer, T., Venn, A.J. (2017). 

Associations between Partnering and Parenting Transitions and Dietary Habits in Young 

Adults. Journal of the academy of nutrition and dietetics, 2212-2672. 

● SOFA. (2025). The state of food and agriculture – Addressing land degradation across 

landholding scales. (Available at: openknowledgefao.org). 

https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/94383693-fc35-4c93-8e71-87cfb7941916/content/cd7067en.html#gsc.tab=0


● Suski, P., Augenstein, K., Greiff, K. (2024). Life Cycle Assessment of Consumption 

Patterns - Understanding the links between changing social practices and environmental 

impacts. Journal of Cleaner Production, (477), 143813. 

● Thompson, S., Michaelson, J., Abdallah, S., Johnson, V., Morris, D., Riley, K., & Simms, 

A. (2011). Moments of change as opportunities for influencing behaviour: A report to the 

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs. Defra, London. 

● United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). (2024). Food Waste Index Report 

2024. Nairobi. (Available at: unep.org/foodwasteindexreport2024) 

● Verbeke, W., & De Bourdeaudhuij, I. (2007). Dietary behaviour of pregnant versus non-

pregnant women. Appetite, (48), 78-86. 

● Verplanken, B., & Wood, W. (2006). Interventions to break and create consumer habits. 

Journal of Public Policy and Marketing, (25), 90–103. 

● Verplanken, B., Walker, I., Davis, A. & Jurasek, M. (2008). Context change and travel 

mode choice: Combining the habit discontinuity and self-activation hypotheses. Journal of 

Environmental Psychology, (28), 121127. 

● Verplanken, B. & Roy, Deborah. (2016). Empowering interventions to promote 

sustainable lifestyles: Testing the habit discontinuity hypothesis in a field experiment. 

Journal of Environmental Psychology, (45), 127-134. 

● Verplanken, B., & L. Whitmarsh. (2021). “Habit and Climate Change.” Current Opinion 

in Behavioral Sciences, (42), 42-46. 

● Weisberg-Shapiro, P., Devine, C.M. (2015). "Because we missed the way that we eat at 

the middle of the day:" Dietary acculturation and food routines among Dominican women. 

Appetite, (95),  293302. 

● Whitmarsh, L., Mitev, K., Nash, N., Hoolohan, C., Poortinga, W., Whittle, C., Haggar, P., 

Tipping, C., Dudley, H., Turner, L., Carr, D., Felder, L., Verplanken, B., & Graham, H. 

(2025). “Moments of Change” and low-carbon behaviors: A multidisciplinary, systematic 

review. Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change, (16), 70014. 

● WHO. (2022). European Regional Obesity Report. (Available at: who.int/europe)   

 

A more detailed list of references will be provided upon request. 

http://urly.it/31d1hd
https://www.who.int/europe/publications/i/item/9789289057738

