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Introduction  

Changing times, new knowledge and influences in society affect our approach to food 

and meals, and the restaurant meal has gained a distinguishable cultural significance in 

the postmodern society 1. The transformation of the Swedish society which took place 

during the 1900s has meant that a significant part of the population’s meals were 

transferred from the private home to the public sector 2. According to Jönsson 1,2, there 

is change in the way in which restaurants are viewed today, where we can find both 

home restaurants and supper clubs, and we can basically be served the same food at a 

dinner party at home as at a fine dining restaurant. Eating out is defined as the 

‘consumption of all foods taking place outside one’s household’ 3. The meals can be 

clustered into “Eating out for pleasure” that includes the restaurant and ceremonial 

meals at different levels, meals related to choices and pleasure; “Eating out for work,” 

the meals served in canteens and lunch restaurants, food courts, etc.; “Eating out for 

necessity,” meaning all the meals in the public catering sector and institutional meals 

where the choice is very limited. These latter meals take place in kindergartens, schools, 

hospitals, elderly care and other social care facilities, prisons, military, etc. 4.  

In Sweden, restaurants are divided into two main groups: Private restaurants and public 

restaurants. The private sector accounted for nearly 60 percent of meals served. The 

remaining 40 percent comes from the public sector. This means that the average Swede 

takes around 175 meals outside the home during a year, meals served in both private 

and public restaurants 5. The professional chef confronts many challenges in his or her 

everyday work. According to a study made by Bildtgård 6 in which he compares eating 

habits in two countries, Sweden and France, to eat well means different things in the 

two nations. In France, it is assumed to be derived from a domestic view on food, and 

dietary balance comes directly from respect of the traditional meal order in French 

cuisine. In Sweden, eating well can be seen as deriving from an industrial view on food. 

Nutrient balances in the meals are based on general guidelines for tools, like the food 

wheel and the plate model. A balanced diet, pleasure through taste, cooked food and 

natural products are important to people in both countries, Bildtgård 6 also states. 

The professional chef  

The French chef Auguste Escoffier 7 came up with a system called the kitchen brigade 

system, Brigade de Cuisine, which formed a hierarchy of all the positions in the kitchen. 

Most restaurant kitchens today use a similar system developed from Escoffier’s ideas. 

The kitchen brigade system is shaped like a pyramid, with each position is directly



responsible for the position above. On the top, there is the Chef de Cuisine, the person 

in charge of the entire kitchen and accountable for all kitchen operations. Next in the 

system is the Sous Chef de Cuisine, sous means “under” in French. The sous chef is the 

chef de cuisine’s assistant chef. He/she takes orders directly from the chef de cuisine 

and acts in his/her place if he/she is not present. There is also Chef de Partie, the person 

in charge of a particular station in the kitchen. The Cuisiniers are cooks; they are 

responsible for preparing specific dishes at a specific station. At the bottom of the 

pyramid are the Commis, or junior cooks, and the Apprentice, who are learning to 

become chefs 7,8. 

A simple distinction between a chef and a cook is that the chef is trained to master 

culinary forms and to be responsible for creativity and innovation in dishes and menus, 

as well as the preparation, cooking and presentation. A cook usually takes close 

direction from the chef, and the cook is trained to master different forms of food 

preparation and cooking skills 9,10.  

The chef’s position described today, far from being a low-status profession, is a highly 

regarded profession. In the modern culinary world, the chef’s opportunities are many, 

and the chef is a professional with an impact on the food debate in the media and 

society 1,11,12. Ottenbacher & Harrington 13 discuss the innovation process of Michelin-

starred chefs. They point out the importance of keeping the restaurant competitive, 

thereby achieving long-term competitive advantages. It is not always clear, however, 

how to successfully create and design new dishes and menus.  

Shani et al. 14 discuss the importance of ethical reflection for professionals in culinary 

studies. They state that food ethics in education is a possible way to have a positive 

impact on the trustworthiness of the culinary arts profession, particularly in a period 

when there is a shift towards sustainability and ethical consciousness. Ecological and 

organic raw materials have become an almost obvious feature at many restaurants in 

Sweden. According to Jönsson 12, eminent restaurant chefs and cooks with a 

commitment to organic and locally grown ingredients have succeeded in combining 

security with exciting experiences on the palate. Additionally, the  culinary profession 

has long been known as complex work that requires knowledge of areas such as food 

science and technology, food preparation, cooking methods, hygiene, aesthetics, 

business and management practices, bookkeeping, legal requirements, customer service, 

etc. 14,15. Jönsson 12 has, by following restaurant kitchen practitioners, developed an 

image of the profession of a chef, as a profession always moving between routine and 

innovation, the fixed and cross-border, the hierarchical and equal. Being a chef today 

requires more than just “knife skills” 14.  

The concept of the Conscious Meal  

In the late 1980s in Sweden, a philosophy was created called The Conscious Kitchen. 

The idea occurred in a meeting between the knowledge of a dietician and the experience 

of a chef 16-18. This meeting can be seen almost like a 1980s revolution regarding the 

context it grew out of. In the late eighties, healthy food and gastronomy were seen as 

two different arenas. The idea of lean and healthy meals as good tasting and attractive 

was questioned, especially among chefs and cooks. During this time, healthy foods were 

associated with unattractive and non-tasty foods 17. The concept of the Conscious 

Kitchen was developed as an instrument for planning and producing healthy and 

attractive meals. The basic idea of the concept includes recipes, menu planning, cooking 



techniques, raw materials, ingredients and nutritional aspects. The core of the concept is 

to prevent lifestyle diseases by serving attractive meals, and it describes pleasurable and 

healthy cooking comprising a balance between taste, nutrition and aesthetic 

presentation.  

The labelling of the concept was changed in 1997 in the book The Conscious Cuisine, 

when Kitchen was changed to the more extensive Cuisine 19,20 . The concept was 

described as a cuisine based on both science and proven experience. Today, the concept 

is called The Conscious Meal. To use the word Meal instead of Cuisine is not a formal 

decision; it is rather a matter of development, and it strives to adapt to present 

discussions on foods and meals in society. The word Meal includes a more complex 

approach than Cuisine, and today it is necessary to add sustainability, ecological and 

ethical concerns to The Conscious Meal 21,22.  

Aim  

The aim of this paper is to study how professional chefs create meals in accordance with 

the concept of The Conscious Meal. 

Method and material  

The empirical material in this study is based on qualitative, semi-structured interviews 

with three prominent female Swedish chefs representing three generations. The 

informants will be referred to as Chef A (63 years old), Chef B (45 years old) and Chef 

C (28 years old). The interviewer has followed a guide for the interviews 23. The initial 

purpose of the survey was to provide a deeper understanding of the concept The 

Conscious Meal; it was conducted in an open interview form 24. The semi-structured 

interviews were conducted in person with the chefs; the interviews took about 60 to 90 

minutes each. The three interviews have been recorded digitally and thereafter 

transcribed verbatim 23. The material was at first used for a student thesis 25. In the 

current study, the material has been re-read by the researchers, and a qualitative content 

analysis has been conducted. Characteristically, qualitative content analysis focuses on 

the text material motives and contexts, showing differences and similarities within 

codes and categories, and dealing with both the visible (manifest) and the underlying 

(latent) meaning 26,27. First, an inductive analysis was performed by searching in the 

material for meaning units relating to the professional chefs’ views on the concept of 

The Conscious Meal. There are several common aspects that emerged in the text 

material. The meaning units were colour coded and finally sorted into four main 

categories; Raw materials, Cooking and presentation, Health and nutrient and Holistic 

perspective.  

Results  

The three chefs interviewed interpret from their own backgrounds and experiences a 

"conscious meal" in different ways. In this study, only one of the four main categories 

will be analysed and presented. The factor of how the chefs choose and use the raw 

materials appeared clearly and in several places in the texts, and this is the category that 

will be presented in this paper.  

Choosing the raw material  



How to choose the raw material for cooking is the most discussed topic in the material. 

All three chefs came back to the subject of raw material several times during the 

interviews, even though they talked about other themes. They all had a strong 

commitment and relationship to the raw material in their cooking and culinary arts. All 

three of the informants often returned in discussions to the importance of the chef’s role 

in the meal, and his/her responsibility when planning and choosing the raw material, as 

well as taking good care of the food. The informants pointed out that there are also great 

difficulties in making the right choices. There are many dilemmas in choosing raw 

material. They stated that the most important element is that the raw material is in focus 

during the cooking process, and it is preferably locally produced and organic. The chefs 

also talked about the respect for the raw material and their responsibility to take care of 

every part of it.  

However, working with meat with higher quality, you have to work with more base 

details. Which is more interesting, I think says Chef B.  

One problem related to raw material could arise when a certain ingredient or breeder is 

becoming popular, and it may easily turn into mass production instead of remaining 

unique. Chef C tries to avoid using such mass-produced raw materials. To have 

knowledge about the origin of the food, how the animals have been treated, whether the 

vegetables have been sprayed with pesticides, etc., it is important to understand the 

choices in raw materials. Chef C believes: 

It becomes more and more important for people what they eat, both in terms of how 

much calories, diets and similar to the quality of the meat and if the vegetables are 

sprayed with pesticides or not. 

Another significant factor to consider is choosing seasonally produced food. According 

to Chef A, organic vegetables are tastier, they last longer and taste more, but the most 

essential thing is to use locally grown produce and reflect what is in season. Chef B 

would like to work with completely organic ingredients, but that is not economically 

feasible for the restaurants. What is available is more important than just what is 

organic, says Chef B. Conscious choices feel more important than organic choices. One 

thinks more of the season and tries to work carefully with what is here and now.  

It is almost as if one is ashamed to say that one does not have organic products. (Chef 

B)  

The informants mean that as a chef it is necessary to have a deeper way of thinking; for 

example, to ask yourself which raw materials to use, what kind of chicken to use, if the 

vegetables are organically grown or if the eggs are from free-range hens. Another 

important factor for the chef to take into account when choosing raw material, is 

whether the guests are also more eager to learn and have more knowledge now than 

before. In terms of the future, the awareness of raw materials will persist and will place 

even greater value on locally grown produce. Guests are asking a lot about what it is 

they eat, where it comes from, where it is grown.  

Using the raw materials  

All informants agreed and believed that awareness among chefs and cooks will 

accelerate in the future, especially when it comes to their choices of raw material. They 



also think that the old Swedish crops will be used more, and there will be a return to the 

use of such material that we have previously thrown away, everything from weed to 

mosses to lichens and similar plants.  

To preserve and return to what our ancestors were doing will become even more 

popular in the future. (Chef C)  

According to Chefs B and C, the taste buds are the most important instrument to work 

with for the chef. Good taste is harmony and a balance of proportions, both across the 

entire meal and at the dish on the plate. The flavour balance in the menu must be 

central; otherwise, it will be uninteresting for the guest to eat, suggests Chef C. It is 

important to not complicate the food with too much taste, and not to use too many 

different flavours in the dish. There must be a harmony in the taste experience for the 

guest. In addition to the taste experience, it is important to combine different textures on 

the plate. According to Chef B, it is the creation of harmony that is the most important 

factor when it comes to the composition of the menu. 

To keep the natural shape of the raw material is a respectful way of using the 

vegetables. There are no knife-cut cubes on the plate; instead, the vegetable determines 

the shape in as natural a form as possible. It permeates the whole design philosophy, 

that food should look natural and simple. The menu may change from day to day, and 

with a non-fixed menu it is even possible to make small changes during the service. It 

offers an opening to be very creative, which Chef C appreciates. There must be a 

“wow” feeling on the plate, and that requires an artist's vision, says Chef A. A design 

idiom is important in creating dishes. The dish must have a shape corresponding to the 

small piece of artwork you want to present when the cooking is art on your plate; 

otherwise, it is not perceived as such, believes Chef A.  

For Chef B, the most important aspects of a conscious meal are a good choice of raw 

materials, origin labelling, and the guest should be satisfied and pleased with the meal. 

The food must fill a need for what you really want to have, not just the need to be full. 

As Chef A. states: 

Consciousness for me is to have a holistic approach. 

From the guest's first step when they enter the restaurant until the guest leaves, there 

must be a silver thread throughout the entire restaurant visit. Chef A cultivates an herb 

garden for use in the cooking; there is also a close connection to a farmer who grows the 

vegetables for the restaurant. Chef C asserts that in a conscious meal it is the raw 

material in focus, and it is number one. Locally grown produce with knowledge and 

understanding of the raw material is more important than organic foods.  

Small scale produced food; it is love from the field to table. (Chef C) 

Discussion  

The chef’s profession includes responsibility for both the creativity and the innovation 

in dishes and menus. The creative part of the chef’s work has been described as a 

primary success factor for the work of fine dining restaurants 13-15. In this study, the 

informants showed a concern about the quality of the raw materials for cooking, as well 

as the creativity needed for that. The food must taste good and be good in all ways, 

which includes everything from the production of the raw material to the way the chef 



treats the raw materials in the kitchen. To show the raw material respect is the starting 

point for the chef's work, they mean.  

There are so many factors influencing the cooking results, but without excellent raw 

materials, it is not possible to succeed. Choosing locally produced raw materials is more 

important than choosing organic, because the organic food is not always locally 

produced. The raw material should be produced as close as possible to the restaurant 

kitchen. Although all three chefs have knowledge and understanding of organic food 

production, they still do not use it on a frequent basis. The reason that emerges is that it 

is not economically realistic, and organic foods are too expensive. Shani et al. point at 

the shift towards sustainability and ethical consciousness that we are getting closer to. 

The informants have intentions and talks about choosing organic raw materials, but in 

their decision-making, the economic aspects are more important than the ecological 

aspects. They are on their way and trying to make the right choices according to 

sustainability issues and organic ideals. But, economic factors are the barrier that is hard 

to overcome, and they also prefer to use locally produced raw materials. These 

difficulties show that the idea of adding sustainability and ecology to the concept of The 

Conscious Meal 21,22, can be challenging for the chefs in their operations in the 

restaurant kitchen. It is also of interest to highlight the issue of quality in relation to 

organic produce contra locally produce 12. The informants mean that locally produced 

foods stand for high-quality ingredients, and the chefs state that it is necessary for 

creating good taste, harmony and a balance in the meal. This is in line with Bildtgård 6, 

who discusses the importance of a balanced diet with pleasure and good taste. He also 

shows that cooked food and natural products are important for the consumer in the idea 

of eating well.  This strengthens the chef’s belief in making the right choice of raw 

material for cooking. The importance of the chef’s professional role in society and the 

complex challenges they face are described by several researchers 1,8,9,12-15. All 

informants agreed and believed that the consciousness among chefs and cooks will 

accelerate in the future, especially when it comes to the choice of raw materials.  

Conclusion 

To be a conscious chef means to have a professionalism which respects and cares about 

the raw materials, as well as the guests who are eating the meal. It is needed to choose 

and use excellent raw material for making a Conscious Meal. High-quality raw 

materials for use in the cooking process means, in this study, choosing locally produced 

ingredients. It is also important that the raw materials are in season and are, preferably, 

from a small-scale producer.  
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