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Abstract 

Meal kits delivered to the home have become increasingly popular in recent years, particularly during the COVID-19 virus 

pandemic. Several companies now offer these through monthly subscription with a vast range of ingredients and easy-to-follow 

recipes based on chef-inspired meals that customers can cook themselves. This paper examines the marketing of meal kits from 

three UK companies in terms of how they discursively construct the agency of the consumer. Three main interpretative repertoires 

are analysed: (i) the consumer as a creative and committed cook, (ii) the ethical consumer committed to sustainability; and (iii) the 

consumer as an efficient time-saver. The rhetorical construction of each of these repertoires is considered in turn and the paper 

concludes by considering how they coalesce together as a persuasive marketing strategy.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The Covid-19 virus pandemic and resulting behavioural restrictions across national populations that have impacted 

the food industry, and in particular dining out in restaurants. However, while this has been problematic for the 

restaurant industry it has also created more of an opportunity for companies that produce home meal kits (Estrella, 

2020; Webb, 2020). These ready to cook boxed kits involve a set of raw or sometimes minimally prepared, ingredients 

(cut, trimmed, peeled, washed etc.) that require cooking once delivered to the home (Costa et al., 2001). These kits 

pre-date the COVID-19 pandemic and were originally developed as a means of offering the consumer the convenience 

of home cooked recipes, often to restaurant standard quality, without shopping for ingredients and with easy-to-use 

recipe cards (Levy, 2018). It is now possible to purchase meal kits on a subscription basis with company websites 

offering tips and blogs and often with recipes that stress ease and relatively short cooking times. Moreover, these 

companies stress the fact that the pre-portioned ingredients save on food waste and spending time on supermarket 

shopping. Instead, they offer the consumer the appeal of cooking high quality meals with an appeal to ‘doing cooking’ 

and enjoying the food experience in the convenience of their own home (Hill & Maddock, 2019). In offering selected 

fresh produce with a variety of meal plans and recipes, the meal kit companies tend to stress the healthy nature of the 

produce they offer the consumer rather than traditional convenience foods that have sometimes become associated 

with highly processed ingredients with artificial preservatives and so on. In this regard, meal kits can be considered 

as “convenient food provision, cooking and eating” (Halkier, 2017, p. 136).  

2. MARKETING MEAL KITS 

Meal kit providers are in the business of offering the consumer convenience and in so doing conform to traditional 

marketing associated with the likes of frozen food or ready meals in terms of the promise of speed, ease of cooking, 
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and freedom of choice (Smith, 2001). Providers such Gousto, Hello Fresh, and Feast Box stress these features in their 

marketing, and in particular appeal to the “time-poor” consumer (Brewis & Jack, 2005). Such appeals are attractive 

when combined with a discourse in which meal kits are presented as offering the consumer “new combinations and 

configurations of doing” (Shove, 2009, p. 26) in terms of the relationship between food provisioning and cooking. As 

such the marketing of meal kits provides an alternative food script for the consumer (Block et al., 2011) as well as 

their agency and subject positions (Hall, 2000; Serazio & Szarek, 2012). While for some, this type of alternative script 

is something to be critiqued in terms of the power imbalance in favour of the meal kit provider and a distancing of 

food provisioning from the consumer (Hill & Maddock, 2019), it can also be considered in terms of the rhetorical 

construction of consumer agency. In other words, a key focus of this work is on how the consumer’s agency is “worked 

up” in the marketing material such that the purchase of meal kits is presented as a form of enhanced agency in relation 

to key issues in today’s society. These come in many forms, but previous research has identified some of the main 

ways in which they are marketed as addressing these issues. Perhaps one of the most pressing and obvious issues is 

that of food waste and this is often related to over-buying groceries when supermarket shopping, both in-store and 

online. There has been a growing concern at the amount of food waste, particularly in developed nations. Meal kits 

can therefore be marketed as assisting consumers by saving them time grocery shopping and helping them in reducing 

food waste through portion control and ingredient usage (Troy & Acosta, 2017). It is also the case that the time-poor 

consumer can be receptive to the marketing of the idea of cooking with meal kits with the benefit of a desirable way 

to increase quality time with family (Hill & Maddock, 2019). Another aspect in the marketing of these kits lies in the 

idea of a being creative and skillful cook without the pre-requite experience. In other words, the easy-to-follow recipes 

and instructions enable consumers to feel creative and confident in their cooking (Levy, 2018). There is also an 

element of learning culinary skills here but in the privacy of a home setting.  Finally, and now rising up the agenda of 

consumer concerns is that of purchasing food that is marketed in terms of environmental sustainability. Recent 

research by Heard et al. (2018) found that on average, regular grocery life-cycle meal greenhouse gas emissions are 

33% higher than meal kits. This kind of statistic presents meal kit providers with a key marketing message in terms 

of sustainable food provision.  

The features outlined above can make meal kits a highly marketable product, albeit on aimed at a segment of the 

population with sufficient disposable income and cultural capital (Bourdieu) to purchase them. Form the point of view 

of the present study what is interesting is how this type of marketing is accomplished rhetorically and how it positions 

the consumer with an enhanced sense of agency in moving beyond food provision as a mundane activity towards one 

that speaks to the issues outlined above. The following section lays out the methodological position adopted in the 

study in examining this issue and the sample of material examined.  

3. METHODOLOGY  

The study involved data collected from the websites of three of the main UK meal kit companies: Gousto, Hello 

Fresh and Feast Box. The marketing statements made on these websites, including company claims about their meal 

kits, customer testimonials, and blog entries were drawn upon in order to produce a set of themes that could then be 

analysed in more detail. Thus, the data was analysed in two stages. The first involved informed a broad thematic 

analysis (Braun & Clarke 2006) which consisted of reading, re-reading and coding the data set. These initial codes 

were based upon were collated in order to establish an outline of potential themes that were derived from the both the 

online company material as well as the academic literature outlined above.  

The themes were then examined as potential “interpretative repertoires” underpinning the meal kit marketing 

rhetoric. An interpretative repertoire can be defined as a “recognisable routine of arguments, descriptions and 

evaluations, distinguished by familiar clichés, common places, tropes and characterizations of actors and situations” 

(Edley & Wetherell 2001, 443). These were considered in terms of the meal kit consumer and the ways in which their 

agency was constructed, either directly or indirectly. The relevant exemplars below are drawn from across the three 

company websites that most clearly illustrate each of interpretative repertoires identified. 

4. ANALYSIS 

The foregoing analysis of the various company website promotional material considers how the identity and agency 

of the consumer is discursively constructed as paramount. This can be examined under three main interpretative 

repertoires: (i) the consumer as a creative and committed cook, (ii) the ethical consumer committed to sustainability; 

and (iii) the consumer as an efficient time-saver.  
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4.1. The creative and committed consumer 

In order to market meal kits effectively, the consumer must be discursively positioned as an active agent in the 

cooking process. In other words, the agency of the consumer must be forefronted in such a way that the creativity 

involved in cooking can be identified with. This is apparent in the following promotional material. 

 

Gousto  

 

Butter chicken or 'murgh makhani' is a mild Indian curry that the whole family will love. You’ll create a fragrant, 

silky smooth base for succulent chicken with tomato, spices and golden-fried onion, before serving over fluffy 

coriander rice. Butter than a takeaway! 

 

We’ve taken inspiration from the flavours of a ‘parmigiana’ – a classic Italian baked aubergine dish – for this 

easy, cheesy, incredibly tasty pasta bake. You'll combine golden-fried aubergine, rich tomato sauce, pasta and two 

cheeses to create a truly delicious meal the whole family is sure to love. 

 

What is analytically interesting in this material is the active use of the contacted “You’ll” based on the pronoun 

you and active “will” with the immediately following verb “create”, all of which constructs the agency of the consumer 

as a creative cook. This contacted form also is less direct than “you will” and as such fits with the informality of the 

descriptions “fragrant, silky smooth base” and “easy, cheesy, incredibly tasty pasta bake”. It is also worth pointing 

out how these descriptions make copious use of adjectives to describe the meals (“… a fragrant, silky smooth base..”; 

“… succulent chicken…”; “…golden-fried onion…”; “… fluffy coriander rice”; “…golden-fried aubergine, rich 

tomato sauce, pasta..”). This kind of over-lexicalisation serves the purpose of enhancing the marketing of the meals 

as of chef-grade standard. 

This kind discursive construction can also be seen in other providers where the active and creative consumer-cook 

is also presented in the form of testimonials. In the examples below references to “enjoyment” related to the creative 

act of cooking. 

 

Gousto 

 

So... I'm about to gush...  @goustocooking is AWESOME. It's made me cook. I love how zen it all makes me after 

a long day. The food is absolutely spectacular too. Just cooked my first ever authentic Moroccan tagine, which is my 

favourite food. I'm buzzing. Thanks Gousto. 

 

I cannot thank Gousto enough. What a fantastic idea! I have always struggled with time and ideas around what to 

cook. Now I am producing delicious, fresh and 'made from scratch' meals for my family... 

 

Hello Fresh  

 

I’m enjoying receiving meals from HelloFresh, as the variety of recipes has rekindled my interest in cooking, 

choosing and cooking the recipes with my son has awakened an appreciation of cooking tasty meals without the hassle 

of shopping for the ingredients. 

 

My husband does all the chopping and I cook which is great, Wide choice of meals so lovely not to have to decide 

what to have every day!! 

 

Again, we can see how the agency of the meal kit consumer is foregrounded in terms of what they have produced 

(“Just cooked my first ever authentic Moroccan tagine…”; “Now I am producing delicious, fresh and 'made from 

scratch' meals for my family…”; “cooking the recipes with my son has awakened an appreciation of cooking tasty 

meals…”; “….I cook which is great…”).  Allied with this construction of agency is the positive personal impact in 

terms of excitement (“I’m buzzing.”); coming up with ideas of what to cook (“I cannot thank Gousto enough. What a 

fantastic idea! I have always struggled with time and ideas around what to cook.”; “…Wide choice of meals so lovely 

not to have to decide what to have every day!!”); and returning to cooking as a pleasure (“….the variety of recipes has 

rekindled my interest in cooking…”). Using meal kits is therefore presented in terms of the activity of cooking as 

associated with pleasure and contrasted with life’s mundane issues (“I love how zen it all makes me after a long day.”; 



Proceedings of IAC in Vienna 2021       ISBN 978-80-88203-25-4 

 
 

74 

“I have always struggled with time and ideas around what to cook.”; “…without the hassle of shopping for the 

ingredients.”; …. so lovely not to have to decide what to have every day!!”).  

4.1. The ethical consumer committed to sustainability 

 

Another way in which the agency of the meal kit consumer is constructed is in terms of their purchase as involving 

a commitment to sustainability.    

 

Gousto 

  

In our quest to make sure every meal leaves the world better off, we’ve received some very exciting news. A weekly 

Gousto box reduces your carbon emissions by a whopping 23% compared to buying the same food at a supermarket. 

https://www.gousto.co.uk/blog/carbon-emissions 

 

If UK households replaced supermarket dinners with meals from Gousto for just one year, we could save 10.3 

million tonnes of CO2. 

 

That’s the same as taking 141,910 buses off the road! 

 

Hello Fresh 

 

By giving you the exact amount of ingredients you need, we cut food waste. For many customers, food waste starts 

at the supermarket. Over-shopping often results in unnecessary ingredients (which are often over-portioned for the 

specific need) that don’t get used and end up in the bin. At HelloFresh, we have a simple solution for this problem. 

Our ingredients are delivered to the consumer in pre-measured portions, which leave consumers with little to no food 

waste or leftovers. They receive and use exactly what they need based on their household size. We also educate our 

customers in meal planning and conserving the quality of food. 

 

Feast Box 

 

As a world food focused recipe box, part of our mission is to show that veganism isn't a flash-in-the-pan trend, it's 

an ethos that's been followed in many forms all over the world for centuries. Our recipes show off the versatility of 

plant-based ingredients like tofu, jackfruit and lentils, which deserve to be enjoyed in their own right, not just as 'meat 

substitutes'.   

 

For every recipe you enjoy, we’ll provide clean water pipes, chlorine tablets and emergency medical kits to 

communities suffering from severe malnutrition in over 50 countries around the world. For such a young company, 

we’re incredibly proud to put this at the heart of everything we do. 

 

We work tireless to minimise our environment footprint every step of the way. All our packaging is recyclable, 

compostable or biodegradable. Our insulation material is made from state of the art recycled denim offcuts, our BRC 

certified ice packs are reusable and our pods, box & paper bags are recyclable.   

 

We’ve partnered with Give Back Box so that you can recycle the cardboard boxes we send you and donate to a 

local charity at the same time. Fill your empty Feast Box with unwanted clothing, shoes, books etc. Then print off a 

label using this link: Give Back Box Label, drop the box at your nearest CollectPlus and send it (free of charge) to 

your charity of choice. 

 

What is apparent in these extracts from company websites is the focus on reducing food waste. This can be 

accomplished in terms of giving agency to the consumer through comparison with supermarket grocery shopping (“A 

weekly Gousto box reduces your carbon emissions by a whopping 23% compared to buying the same food at a 

supermarket.” ; “For many customers, food waste starts at the supermarket. Over-shopping often results in unnecessary 

ingredients (which are often over-portioned for the specific need) that don’t get used and end up in the bin.”). A more 

direct approach positions the consumer in a more active role beyond consumption  (“Fill your empty Feast Box with 

unwanted clothing, shoes, books etc. Then print off a label using this link: Give Back Box Label, drop the box at your 

nearest CollectPlus and send it (free of charge) to your charity of choice.”). All of the meal kit providers construct the 
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agency of the consumer as a partner in the process of environmental sustainability, sometimes through using the 

possessives “our and “your” in referring to themselves and then the consumer (“In our quest to make sure every meal 

leaves the world better off..” [followed by] “A weekly Gousto box reduces your carbon emissions…”).  In other cases, 

the partnership between company and consumer in engaging in sustainable consumption is fostered through the 

possessive “our” and generic “consumer” (“Our ingredients are delivered to the consumer in pre-measured portions, 

which leave consumers with little to no food waste or leftovers.”). It is also the case that categories of meal kit 

consumer, notably vegans, are portrayed as authentic in their food beliefs and choices, particularly in relation to 

environmental concerns (“….our mission is to show that veganism isn't a flash-in-the-pan trend, it's an ethos that's 

been followed in many forms all over the world for centuries. Our recipes show off the versatility of plant-based 

ingredients like tofu, jackfruit and lentils, which deserve to be enjoyed in their own right, not just as 'meat substitutes'.”. 

The use of the metaphor “flash-in-the-pan trend” and counter to this in terms of vegan ingredients being enjoyable in 

“their own right and not just as 'meat substitutes'” points to the agency of the consumer of these meal kits as more 

than a trend follower as an active and authentic agent.  

4.2. The consumer as an efficient time-saver 

Although much has been made of the time-poor consumer in the marketing of meal kits, less has been examined in 

terms of the positioning of the construction consumer’s agency in terms of being efficient in saving time. The 

following extracts from the company websites draw the consumer into this world of speedy meal preparation as 

representing an efficient use of time.  

 

Gousto 

 

This ragù develops an incredible depth of flavour in just 10 minutes thanks to our British slow-cooked pulled pork. 

You'll make a super speedy tomato sauce, flavoured with roasted garlic paste, before stirring through quick cook 

spaghetti and a good scattering of cheese! 

 

Dinner, but not as you know it. Our big red recipe boxes will help you whip up wholesome, impressive meals no 

matter your skill level, with all of the flavour and none of the fuss. 

 

Hello Fresh 

 

HelloFresh is great for busy lifestyle and saves you shopping for ingredients etc. 

 

We deliver everything you need to create delicious dinners from scratch so you spend less time shopping! 

 

Feast Box 

 

Our goal is that when you next go travelling, you actively seek out the local delicacies and feel inspired to try them 

at home. We want you to spend less time tracking down hard-to-find ingredients and more time doing what actually 

makes you feel good: cooking and eating! 

 

We've tested the recipe multiple times with novice cooks, and they really appreciate the clear instructions, section 

headings and the way the recipe is paced. The steps are carefully spaced out so that there won't be any last minute 

panic, most of the chopping and preparation is done near the beginning, and the curries cook nice and slowly— once 

you've done the initial work you can leave everything to simmer away and not fuss over it too much. 

 

What is interesting about these descriptions is how they position the meal kit consumer as someone who saves time 

and can still cook good quality meals efficiently with minimal effort.  This can be accomplished through the quickness 

in cooking the meal itself (“This ragù develops an incredible depth of flavour in just 10 minutes…. You'll make a 

super speedy tomato sauce…. before stirring through quick cook spaghetti..”; “Our big red recipe boxes will help you 

whip up wholesome, impressive meals”) through to traditional appeals to saving time shopping (“….great for busy 

lifestyle and saves you shopping for ingredients..”; “…you spend less time shopping!”); through the utilising time for 

the enjoyment of cooking and eating (“We want you to spend less time tracking down hard-to-find ingredients and 

more time doing what actually makes you feel good: cooking and eating!”) and finally to avoid panic or stress through 
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following a paced recipe with the cooking taking care of itself  (“The steps are carefully spaced out so that there won't 

be any last minute panic, most of the chopping and preparation is done near the beginning, and the curries cook nice 

and slowly…”).  In these discursive formulations the consumer is positioned as someone who decision to purchase 

meal kits is a savvy choice rooted in maximising their time and enjoyment of cooking and meals. The meal kit 

consumer knows how to maximise convenience and their agency in this process is confirmed through their purchase.   

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  

What is apparent across these interpretative repertoires is the discursive construction of the meal kit consumer’s 

agency in partnership with the companies concerned. The idea that customers “cook with” these companies transforms 

the purchase of meal kits as something more than a financial transaction and instead supplants this with the consumer 

as gaining experiences of cooking and food with others, including family and a wider community of users. The meal 

kit consumer is therefore drawn into the material practice of cooking through the ways in which their agency is actively 

constructed through the marketing of these products. Food is thus presented a more than mere sustenance, a point 

noted Herakova and Cooks, 2017, p. 2) who point out that making food involves social relations and cultural 

understanding. We also see how it is presented as being creative through working with raw ingredients to transform 

them into quality chef-like meals. This can also involve more ‘exotic’ culinary offerings drawn from other cultures 

which can be seen as enhancing the sense of agency and satisfaction of the meal kit user. This transformation of 

‘natural’ ingredients into the cooked meal plays to a deep-seated sense of human agency working upon the natural 

world (Morton, 2007; Khan & Sowards, 2018). It's not just dinner: Meal delivery kits as food media for food citizens. 

Frontiers in Communication, 3, 39.). The creation of a recipe-based meal plays to this kind of sense of creativity which 

is further enhanced by the material embodiment of eating food as enjoyment involve the human sensorium. Of course, 

this is made all the more enjoyable in terms of the meal kit user as someone who can do this by being efficient with 

the time and effort. The delivery of the ingredients, as we have seen, plays to the idea of the time-poor consumer who 

exerts their agency by opting for the ‘smart’ choice in subscribing to this service. This is one of the key marketing 

messages of meal kit companies: they source and deliver the ingredients; the consumer saves time and only has to do 

the cooking. Finally, we have seen how meal kits are marketed as contributing to environmental sustainability. The 

agency of the consumer is presented as doing so through the act of choosing to purchase meal kits. This is considered 

as quite literally a positive represent investment in sustainable living a positive step, albeit indirectly. What is 

interesting about this kind of rhetorical construction is that it is affirming of the need for sustainable environmental 

practices around food provision without any kind of active political stance or intervention. It offers enjoyment of food 

while at one and the same time literally buying into a concern for environmental sustainability. In common parlance 

is ‘having one’s cake and eat it’. This kind of subtle marketing offers a discursive alternative that elides the gloom 

and doom of some environmental discourse or the hope and possibility alternatives (Hall, 2014). Instead, it treads a 

depoliticised line of ‘doing something’ for the environment through the purchase of meal kits.  

In conclusion, the marketing of meal kits discursively constructs the agency of the consumer in subtle ways that 

when taken together are more than the sum of their parts. The consumer’s agency is worked up across the three 

interpretative repertoires identified in the study, that when combined present meal kits as way of enjoying culinary 

activity in the home in a way that moves beyond the mundane towards a creative, enjoyable, and sensible way to 

contribute to environmental sustainability. The celebration of joint company and consumer effort is what makes these 

products an interesting case study where the agency of the consumer is elevated and weaved into the rhetorical 

construction of the marketing pitch. This type of marketing may well apply to other products and services and the 

current study serves as an exemplar of the analytical utility of examining discursive interpretative repertoires and their 

rhetorical construction.  
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