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Abstract

The current study, which focuses on nutritional issues among
immigrants in Crete, Greece, offers insights concerning food security and
their overall integration. In a sample of 471 immigrants, we identified
common tendencies and actual perceptions on their ability to adapt to Cretan
food and cuisine. The most favorable food category by the immigrants was
bread, cereals and flour, followed by eggs, milk, yogurt, and cheese. Fish
was the least favorite food category. Depending on gender, age, country-
of-origin, marital status, population size at place of residence, employment
in the country-of-origin, and education level in the country-of-origin, the
results show differences in the dietary habits of immigrants. The level of
inclusion of Cretan products in their daily menus is high (46.5%), and
the most popular traditional Cretan dish is lamb roast in a wood-fire oven
(42.5%). Most respondents do not report to miss traditional dishes from
their home country (58.6%). Testing on the “level of English language
used”, at a 5% significance level, we found a positive correlation; the
better the English language level, the more they acknowledged the extent
of change in their eating habits. A similar finding was recorded for the
parameters: “educational level”, and “monthly income in the country-of-
origin”. The study recorded significant adaptation of the immigrants to
the new nutritional and social conditions. Our results may help relevant
government and local self-administration policies, i.e. improving the
language level of the immigrants and offering nutritional consultation will
certainly help.
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Introduction

Immigration is the process by which persons become permanent residents
or citizens of another country. The issue of immigrants’ food integration,
which is the adoption of new food practices and habits on food preparation
and presentation, remains in conjunction with adaptation to their new living-
environment [1,2]. Integration concerning food is a dynamic process that
is influenced by immigrants' general perception of the host-country food,
availability of their traditional food, language and communication etc. [3-5].
The bicultural approach to life represents man's ability to connect, and adapt to
anew cultural environment. From another perspective [6], it highlights the fact
that people who can adapt to a new cultural environment appear to eat higher
quality and healthier diets. Immigration has been found to have a significant
impact on the host society, primarily for the reason that it creates an evolving
multicultural food landscape. According to Cavounidis [ 7], foreign immigrants
are a driving force for the host country's economy. However, the immigration
process is challenging as it involves adapting to a new and unfamiliar
environment with uncertainties, including access to affordable and adequate
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food [8,9]. Crete is the largest island in Greece with an area of
8,450 km? and a population of approximately 617,360 people
(304,372 men and 312,988 women), according to the 2021
census conducted by the Hellenic Statistical Authority [10].
People of different nationalities migrate to Greece and Crete,
creating a unique mix of ethnicities, cultures, and food habits
[11,12]. Combined information from national surveys and
mass-media information indicate a number of about 35,000
immigrants in Crete. Migration processes pose important
social problems and demand appropriate integration policies,
and the contribution of immigrants to local economies [13],
may be a necessity after all. While numerous studies have
been conducted on the social, economic, and demographic
impacts of immigration in Greece [ 7], there is a lack of detailed
research that specifically addresses the food-security status of
immigrants in Greece [14], and further more in the island of
Crete. In due course, this study has two research objectives:
i). to record and analyze the perceptions of immigrants
regarding their dietary preferences; and ii). to identify the
experiences and difficulties of immigrants, regarding what
we may call the “food and nutrition integration” process. The
findings of this study may be particularly useful for Greek
authorities, including national and local policy-makers and
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), in making informed
decisions to promote social integration of the immigrants and
protect their health.

Materials and Methods
Description of the study area

The survey, conducted from July 2021 to March 2022,
was carried out in Crete, a major island in southeastern
Greece. It examined the integration and dietary patterns
among respondents from the four (4) different regional units
in Crete: Chania, Rethymno, Heraklion, and Lasithi [15].

Data collection

In this quantitative study, a self-completed questionnaire
was used as a research instrument. The survey sample
consisted of immigrants residing throughout Crete and was
randomly selected. However, an attempt was made to ensure
a systematic representation of immigrants throughout the
island. To create the questionnaire, a total of 30 questions
were developed based on relevant literature review. The
questions used in this study were a selective synthesis of
questions from previous research on related topics [16-
23]. Before administering the questionnaire, a pilot pretest
was conducted with a group of twenty immigrants. The
questionnaire content validity was checked as described [24],
using five experts. The questionnaire was translated into two
different languages, English and Albanian. The questionnaire
was distributed to 600 immigrants through the 24 community
centers and offices for immigrants located in the 24 different
municipalities of Crete. The inclusion criteria for participants
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required residence in the Crete region for at least five
consecutive years.

Data analysis and Questionnaire

The survey conducted for this study was divided into
two main sections, each designed to collect specific types
of information. Part 1 of the questionnaire, consisting
of questions 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7, addressed respondents'
daily consumption habits of various foods. These provide a
snapshot of their current dietary habits concerning specific
food categories and preferences [25,26] and offer direct
insight into their eating habits. Part 2 of the questionnaire
(questions 8-18) focused on the primary research-objective:
exploring the integration of immigrants in Crete at the level
of food and nutrition. Data were collected to assess the extent
to which immigrants have adopted local food-habits, what
foods from their original culture they still consumed, and
what factors have influenced these choices. Various statistics,
such as descriptive statistics, t-test, analysis of variance,
correlation analysis and cross tabulation were utilized to
interpret the results.

Results
The sample

A total of 471 immigrants completed the questionnaire.
The characteristics of the participants are presented in
Tables 1 and 2. In the analysis of gender, the percentage of
men (54.4%) is slightly higher compared to that of women
(46.6%). In terms of age distribution, those in their mid-
thirties to mid-forties make up the largest part of the group
(26.8%). The participants are mainly from Balkan countries,
with a smaller part from Northern and Eastern European
countries. Very few are from African or other countries. In
terms of language use, many of the participants speak both
their native language and Greek (41.6%). Most participants
are married (68.4%). In terms of family size, two children
are the most common group, followed closely by participants
without children. Only a very small portion of the group has
more than three children. In terms of place of residence, the
majority lived in densely populated areas (>10.000, 59.2%).
The fewest participants live in areas with lower populations.
Regarding the level of education in their country-of-origin,
most participants completed secondary school (38.2%),
followed closely by those who completed only elementary
school (27.4%). Regarding their income, most earned a lower
income in their country.

Food habits

The survey of dietary habits in the sample group, is
presented in table 3, and shows that almost half of the
respondents do not consume delivered prepared-meals at all,
while another 26.3% consume them rarely. A small proportion
of respondents consumed delivered meals frequently or
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Table 1: Sample’s characteristics

Sample's characteristics n (%)
Gender
Male 256 (54.4%)
Female 215 (45.6%)
Age (Binned)

18-24 35 (7.4%)
25-34 70 (14.9%)
35-44 126 (26.8%)
45-54 109 (23.1%)
55-64 77 (16.3%)

>65 54 (11.5%)
Country of Origin (Binned) (*)
Balcan Countries (BC) 278 (59.0%)

Northern & Eastern European Countries
(NEEC)

Asian Countries (AsC)

87 (18.5%)

65 (13.8%)

Central & Western European Countries (CWEC) 29 (6.2%)
African Countries (AfC) 8 (1.7%)
Other Countries (OC) 4 (0.8%)

Languages used (**)
Native & Greek language (NG) 196 (41.6%)
153 (32.5%)

73 (15.5%)

Greek language only (GLO)
Native language only (NLO)

English language only (ELO) 27 (5.7%)
Native & English language (NEL) 13 (2.8%)
Native, Greek & English language (NGEL) 7 (1.5%)
Native, Greek, English & more languages 2(0.4%)

(NGRML)
English Language level

Lack of knowledge-quite low 289 (61.4%)

Low-medium 66 (14.0%)

Good 45 (9.6%)

Very good 30 (6.4%)

Excellent 41 (8.7%)
Marital status

Married 322 (68.4%)

Single 149 (31.6%)

Number of children

No children 130 (27,6%)
1 child 81 (17.2%)
2 children 170 (36.1%)
3 children 67 (14.2%)
>3 children 67 (14.2%)
MS 2 (0.4%)

Population range concerning the place of residence

Up to 2.000 98 (20.8%)

Volume 6 ¢ Issue 3 119

2.001-10.000 94 (20.0%)
>10.000 279 (59.2%)
Geographical dispersion by Regional Unit

R.U. of Chania 85 (18.0%)

R.U. of Rethymnon
R.U. of Heraklion
R.U. of Lasithi

15 (3.2%)
116 (24.6%)
255 (54.1%)

Occupation in country-of-origin

Employee 88 (18.7%)
Civil servant 15 (3.2%)
Freelancer 53 (11.3%)
Worker 200 (42.5%)
Other 115 (24.4%)
Educational level in country-of-origin

Primary school 129 (27.4%)

Secondary school 180 (38.2%)
80 (17.0%)

82 (17.4%)

University
Other

Monthly income in country-of-origin

0€-400€ 293 (62.2%)
401€-800€ 43 (9.1%)
801€-1200€ 7 (1.5%)
1201€-1600€ 6 (1.3%)
>1.600€ 16 (3.4%)
MS 106 (22.5%)
Monthly income in host country
0€-400€ 91 (19.3%)
401€-800€ 206 (43.7%)
801€-1200€ 77 (16.3%)
1201€-1600€ 16 (3.4%)
>1.600€ 5(1.1%)
MS 76 (16.1%)
Way of transport in host country
Bus 64 (13.6%)
Motorcycle 48 (10.2%)
Bicycle 25 (5.3%)
Car 250 (53.1%)
Other 3 (0.6%)
No use 81 (17.2%)
Where:

(*) BC = Balcan Countries, NEEC=Northern & Eastern European
Countries, AsC = Asian Countries, CWEC = Central & Western
European Countries, AfC = African Countries, OC = Other Countries,
MS = Missing Sample

(**) NG = Native & Greek, GLO = Greek language only, NLO = Native
language only, ELO = English language only, NEL = Native & English
language, NGEL = Native, Greek & English language, NGEML =
Native, Greek, English & more languages.
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very frequently (6.8%, and 2.5%, respectively). Fruits and
vegetables were consumed often or very often by the majority
of respondents (31.6%, and 22.3%, respectively). Eggs, milk,
yogurt, and cheese were included in the diet of the immigrants,
with 35.0% and 20.6% of respondents consuming them often
and very often, respectively. Bread, cereals, and flour were the
most often consumed foods (39.5%). The highest percentage
of respondents consumed meat often (27.0%), while fish was
not consumed by 29.1% of the immigrants. The data in table
4 provide insight concerning the integration of immigrants in
Crete at the level of food and nutrition. The survey revealed
that most respondents (37.4%) reported a significant change
in their diet after immigration, with a moderate change
(38.0%). Many respondents identify themselves as Muslim
(49.0%), a parameter which possibly influences their dietary
habits and preferences. Most respondents consume more
food originating from the host country Greece (62.2%). The
perceived similarity between Cretan and their indigenous
cuisine is relatively high (31.8%), with 95.3% of the
immigrants using olive oil for cooking. The level of inclusion
of Cretan products in the daily menus is high (46.5%), and
the most popular traditional Cretan dish is lamb roast in a
wood-fire oven (42.5%). Most respondents do not report to

Table 2: Sample’s Country-of-origin

Country of origin | n % | Country of origin | n %
Albania 210 | 44.6 Norway 3 0.6
Bulgaria 58 | 12.3 Holland 3 0.6
Pakistan 44 | 93 Poland 3 0.6

Great Britain 25 | 53 Austria 2 0.4
Georgia 20 | 42 Afghanistan 2 0.4
Romania 14 3 Denmark 2 0.4
Germany 11 | 23 China 2 0.4

Russia 11 | 23 Latvia 2 0.4
Syria 11 2.3 Tunisia 2 0.4
Ukraine 6 1.3 Ireland 1 0.2
Serbia 6 1,3 Egypt 1 0.2
France 4 0.8 Ethiopia 1 0.2
North Macedonia | 4 0.8 Switzerland 1 0.2
USA 4 0.8 India 1 0.2
Morocco 4 0.8 Iraq 1 0.2
Armenia 3 0,8 Belarus 1 0.2
Cyprus 3 0.6 Sweden 1 0.2
Moldova 3 0.6 Turkey 1 0.2
Total 471 | 100%
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Table 3: Sample’s food preferences

Food preferences (7 questions)

(Q1) How often do you consume delivered prepared-meals per
week?

Not at all 226 (48.0%)
Rarely 124 (26.3%)
Remotely 77 (16.3%)
Often 32 (6.8%)
Very often 12 (2.5%)

(Q2) How often do you consume fruits and vegetables per
week?

Not at all 18 (3.8%)

Rarely 83 (17.6%)
Remotely 116 (24.6%)
Often 149 (31.6%)
Very often 105 (22.3%)

(Q3) How often do you consume eggs, milk, yogurt and
cheese per week?

Not at all 16 (3.4%)

Rarely 69 (14.6%)
Remotely 124 (26.3%)
Often 165 (35.0%)
Very often 97 (20.6%)

(Q4) How often do you consume bread, cereals, and flour per
week?

Not at all 29 (6.2%)
Rarely 41 (8.7%)
Remotely 94 (20.0%)
Often 186 (39.5%)
Very often 121 (25.7%)
(Q5) How often do you consume legumes and nuts per week?
Not at all 33 (7.0%)
Rarely 81 (17.2%)
Remotely 117 (24.8%)
Often 178 (37.8%)
Very often 62 (13.2%)
(Q6) How often do you eat meat per week?

Not at all 37 (7.9%)
Rarely 87 (18.5%)
Remotely 121 (25.7%)
Often 127 (27.0%)
Very often 99 (21.0%)

(Q7) How often do you eat fish per week?

Not at all 137 (29.1%)
Rarely 150 (31.8%)
Remotely 105 (22.3%)
Often 59 (12.5%)
Very often 20 (4.2%)
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Table 4: Immigrants experiences concerning Dietetic Integration
Very close 94 (20.0)

Immigrants’ experiences concerning n(%)
()

Dietetic Integration Great similarity 12 (2.5)
Question 8: How do you judge your adaptation to the new

nutritional conditions? Question 14: Do you use olive oil when preparing food?
No adjustment at all 15(3.2)

Yes 449 (95.3)
Small adjustment 77 (16.3)

No 22 (4.7)
Moderate adjustment 135 (28.7)

Question 15: To what extent have you included Cretan products
in your daily diet? * Cretan products considered: Cretan specialty

Big adjustment 176 (37.4) rusk (Dakos), olives, traditional sour milk curd (Xygalo), Cretan

cheese (Graviera)
Very big adjustment 68 (14.4)
Question 9: To what extent have your dietary habits changed, Not at all 10 (2.1)
during your stay in Crete?

To a minimum grade 42 (8.9)
No change at all 48 (10.2)

To a moderate extent 111 (23.6)
Small change 105 (22.3)

To a high degree 219 (46.5)
Moderate change 179 (38.0)

To a very high degree 89 (18.9)
Big change 108 (22.9)

) Question 16: Which of the specific Cretan traditional dishes, would

Very big change 31(6.6) you choose as the tastiest?

tion 10: D fer t t traditional food fi
Question 0 you prefer ‘o ea fractiona’ oo from your Traditional roast lamb cooked in a wood-fire

country-of-origin, food from Cretan cuisine or a combination of 200 (42.5)
both? oven
Cretan specialty rusk with tomatoes & feta
Traditional food from the country-of-origin 56 (11.9) cheese pecially ruskwl 95 (20.2)
Cretan cuisine 77 (16.3) Snails cooked in a Cretan way 41 (8.7)
Combination of both 338 (71.8) Chicken cooked with okra 74 (15.7)
Question 11: What is your religious preference? Other 44 (93)
(Missing Sample) MS 17 (3.6)
Muslim 231 (49.0)
o Question 17: Would you say that you miss traditional dishes/food
Christian 124 (26.3) from your country-of-origin?
Other 116 (24.7) Yes 195 (41.4)
Question 12: Which country's food do you consume the most
No 276 (58.6)

during your stay in Crete?

Question 18: To what extent do you agree with the following

Food from the country-of-origin 178 (37.8) ! . N
statement: ‘food preparation procedure in homeland is different
than Cretan’s'

Food from the host country 293 (62.2)
| absolutely disagree 19 (4.0)

Question 13: How similar do you think Cretan cuisine is to the

cuisine of your homeland? | partially disagree 104 (22.1)

Not even close 86 (18.3) I neither disagree/neither agree 159 (33.8)

A little close 129 (27.4) | agree 153 (32.5)

Relatively close 150 (31.8) I strongly agree 36 (7.6)
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miss traditional dishes from their home country (58.6%). The
majority of respondents also disagree with the statement that
food preparation is different in their home country compared
to Crete.

Adaptation of the immigrants, to the new nutritional
conditions

In Table 5 the most significant characteristics regarding
immigrants' adaptation to new eating habits, depending on
their demographic parameters, are presented. The adaptation
of immigrants to the new eating habits was found to depend
on the following demographic parameters: (a) On the basis of
“age”, there is a positive correlation at the 5% significance
level. This means that adaptation to the new eating habits
is an element associated with the maturity of immigrants.
As the age of the immigrants increases, the degree of their
adaptation to the new eating habits increases. (b) Based on
the “level of English language used," there is a positive
correlation at the 5% significance level. This means that the
adaptability to new eating habits is affected by the level of
communication with the social and work environment. (c)
Concerning the “marital status” (1=married, 2=single), a
negative correlation at a 5% significance level is shown in
relation to the immigrants' adjustment to the new dietary
conditions. This indicates that a married one adapts more
easily tothe new eating habits. (d) Concerning the “population
of place of residence” (1= up to 2,000 population; 2= 2,001-
10,000 population and 3= > 10,000), there is a negative
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correlation at the 1% level of significance. This means that
immigrants who live in a place with up to 2,000 inhabitants
are the ones who can more easily adopt new eating habits.
(e) Concerning the “education level”, there is a positive
correlation at a 5% significance level. This indicates that
participants with a higher level of education are more likely
to adapt to the new eating habits. (f) Testing on the “income
in the country-of-origin”, at a 5% significance level, there
is a negative correlation. This means that participants with
a lower income in the country-of-origin are more easily
adapted to the new eating habits.

Adaptation of the immigrants’ food habits as
perceived by them

The analysis of the results concerning the question “To
what extent have your eating habits changed during your stay
in Crete?" produced the following results (Table 6): Testing
on the “level of English language used”, at a 5% significance
level, we found a positive correlation; the better the English
language level, the more they acknowledge the extent of
change in their eating habits. A similar finding was recorded
for the parameters: “educational level”, and “monthly income
in the country-of-origin”. Concerning the question “Do you
prefer to eat traditional food from your country-of-origin?”
(Table 7): When testing on the basis of the “level of English
language used", there is a negative correlation at the 1% level
of significance, while the same stands when testing for the
“monthly income in the host country”.

Table 5: Adaptation to the new nutritional conditions

hoo | Eraeh
(Binned) | '2"94ad
level
Question 8. How
do you judge your .
adaptation to the Correlation | 4o4- | ¢ g78°
" coefficient
new nutritional
conditions?
Sig. (2-tailed) | 0.012 0.049

Marital
status

-0.128™

0.002

Population range | Educational Monthly Do you use
concerning level in income in any kind of
the place of country of | country of | transportin

residence origin origin Crete?
-0.109" 0.095° -0.086" -0.114"
0.005 0.031 0.04 0.007

Table 6: Dietary habits change

Question 9. To what extent have your dietary Correlation
habits changed, during your stay in Crete? coefficient
Sig. (2-tailed)

**: Significance at 1% level
*: Significance at 5% level

English language Educational level in | Monthly income in

level country of origin country of origin
0.087 0.080° 0.093
0.026 0.038 0.026
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Table 7: Do you prefer to eat traditional food from your country of origin?

Question 10. Do you prefer to eat traditional food from your country

of origin, food from Cretan cuisine or a combination of both?

**: Significance at 1% level
*: Significance at 5% level

English language Monthly income in

level host country
Correlation -0.109** -0.119*
coefficient
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.009 0.004

Table 8: How similar do you think Cretan cuisine is to the cuisine of your homeland?

Gender
Question 13. How similar
do you think Cretan Correlation .
L . . .y 0.083
cuisine is to the cuisine of coefficient
your homeland?
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.047

**: Significance at 1% level
*: Significance at 5% level

Adaptation of the immigrants to the Cretan cuisine
and food

Concerning the question “How similar do you think
Cretan cuisine is to the cuisine of your homeland (Table 8):
Regarding the “gender” of the immigrants, there is a positive
correlation at a 5% significance level; women consider, to
a greater extent than the men, that the cuisine of the host
country is very similar to the cuisine of the home country.
Regarding the parameter ‘“‘country-of-origin” there is a
negative correlation at the 1% significance level; immigrants
from the Balkans seem to recognize Cretan cuisine as being
very similar to the cuisine of their country (data not shown).
Regarding the “marital status” (1 = married, 2 = single),
there is a negative correlation with a significance level of
5%; married immigrants recognize more similarity of Cretan
cuisine to the cuisine of their home country compared to single
participants. Concerning the parameter “number of children”,
there is a positive correlation at the 1% significance level.
In other words; immigrants with more children believe that
Cretan cuisine is very similar to the cuisine of their country-
of-origin. In the contrary, concerning the “monthly income
in the country-of-origin”, there is a negative correlation at
the 1% significance level. Concerning the question “To what
extent have you included Cretan products in your daily diet?”
(Table 9), we recorded the following results: On the basis of
“age” there is a positive correlation with a significance level
of 1%; older immigrants therefore seem to adapt more easily
to the new eating habits of the host country. On the basis of
“country-of-origin”, there is a negative correlation at the 5%
significance level; in practice, immigrants from the Balkans
region appear to include a greater number of Cretan foods in
their daily diet (data not shown). Concerning the “level of
English language used”, there is a positive correlation with
a significance level of 5%; the better the English language

Country of origin Marital Number of Monthly income in
(Binned) status children country of origin
-0.261" -0.083 0.148" -0.216"
0 0.048 0 0

level of the study participants, the more Cretan foods are
included in their daily diet. Based on “marital status”, there
is a negative correlation with a significance level of 5%;
married participants include Cretan foods in their daily diet to
a greater extent than single participants. As far as it concerns
the “number of children”, there is a positive correlation at a
5% significance level; immigrants with more children include
Cretan foods in their daily diet to a greater extent.

Missing traditional dishes/food from home country

The question “Do you miss traditional dishes/food from
your home country?” provided the following results (Table
10): Based on the “country of origin” (1=Balkan, 2=Asian
countries, 3=Central and Western Europe, 4=Northern and
Eastern Europe, 5=African countries, 6=other countries),
there is a negative correlation at the 5% significance level;
immigrants from the Balkans estimate to a higher degree
that they miss the traditional food of their home country
compared to immigrants from other regional origins (data not
shown). Based on the “monthly income in country of origin”,
there is a negative correlation with a significance level of 1%;
participants with a lower income in the country of origin miss
more the traditional food of their home country.

Changes in the food preparation procedures

Concerning the question “to what extent do you agree
with the following statement: food preparation procedure
in homeland is different from Crete (see Table 11): Based
on the immigrants’ “country of origin”, there is a positive
correlation at the 1% significance level. Based on the “level
of English language used”, there is a positive correlation at
a 1% significance level; the better the English proficiency
of survey participants, the more they appreciate that food
preparation in their home country is different from that in the
host country. Concerning the “number of children”, there is a
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Table 9: Cretan products in daily diet

Question 1?' To what extent . Country of English Marital Number of

have you included Cretan Age (Binned) origin (Binned) | language level status children
products in your daily diet? * 9 guag

*Cretan products considered:

Cretan rusks (dakos), olves, | o oiation coefficient|  0.111" 0.101 0.086 0.144" 0.085

traditional sour-milk curd (xygalo),
Cretan cheese (graviera)
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.004 0.012 0.031 0.001 0.03

**: Significance at 1% level
*: Significance at 5% level

Table 10: Do you miss traditional dishes/food from your home country?

Question 17. Would you say that you miss

traditional dishes/food from your home country? origin (Binned)

Question 3. Country of | Question 12. Monthly income

in country of origin

Correlation coefficient -0.107 -0.190”
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.013 0
**: Significance at 1% level
*: Significance at 5% level
Table 11: Food preparation procedure in homeland is different than Cretan’s.

Question 18. To what extent do Monthl Do vou use
you agree with the following Country English Number income )iln an ykind of
statement: 'food preparation of origin language of country of tra!rzs ort in

procedure in homeland is (Binned) level children ori ?:I Crt':te?
different than Cretan's’ 9 ’
Correlation coefficient 0.268™ 0.165" -0.134" 0.179" 0.104"

Sig. (2-tailed) 0 0 0.001 0 0.014

**: Significance at 1% level
*: Significance at 5% level

negative correlation at the 1% significance level. In contrast,
based on the “monthly income in the country-of-origin”,
there is a positive relationship at the 1% level of significance;
participants with a lower income in their country-of-origin
have a stronger perception that food preparation in their home
country is different.

Discussion

This study on immigrants’ food habits and social
integration in Crete reveals several trends in immigrants’ acts
and perceptions. Within a sample size of 471 immigrants and
depending on gender, age, country-of-origin, marital status,
population size at place of residence, employment in country-
of-origin, and education level in country-of-origin; the results
show differences in the dietary habits of immigrants. Most
immigrants reported a significant or moderate change in their
diet after immigration. How interactions take place with the
food environment are not well understood, specifically the
interactions between immigrants, the food environment in
the host countries and their potential impact on acquisition
of food [27]; more importantly, we need to focus on the most
vulnerable and how they can be protected and supported

through this process. Interestingly, almost half of the
immigrants do not consume delivered prepared-meals at all.
Although it is possible that the COVID-19 pandemic fostered
the use of these services among a broader population, due
to factors such as widespread restaurant-closures and broad
concerns about virus transmission through in-person food-
shopping experiences, the potential influence of their use on
dietary behaviors and public health [28] remains an open issue.
In general, the immigrants’ choosing a home meal-preparation
appears positive in the first place, since they keep control of
the meal constituents and quality. The perceived similarity
between Cretan and the immigrants’ indigenous cuisine
is relatively high (31.8%), with 95.3% of the immigrants
using olive oil for cooking. The level of inclusion of Cretan
products in the daily menus is also high (46.5%). These are
encouraging findings, since a negative association between
Cretan cuisine/diet and mortality is described and attributed
to the protective effect of its components containing an ample
source of molecules with antioxidant and anti-inflammatory
actions, among which omega-3 fatty acids, oleic acid,
vitamins B6, B12, C, E, folic acid and phenolic compounds,
dietetic fibers etc. [29]. The adaptability of the immigrants
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to new eating habits is affected positively by the level of
communication with the social and work environment. In
addition, concerning the “education level”, immigrants with
a higher level of education are more likely to adapt to the
new eating habits. These are in accordance with the relevant
literature, as reported [30] “a lower level of acculturation has
been found to be associated with a higher BMI, mainly if both
parents were of low educational level, potentially explained by
the fact that unhealthy eating behaviors and sedentary habits
are more often observed in children from low educational
level families”. The exploration of personal, communal,
collective, and institutional experiences concerning culinary
traditions [31] and transitions among immigrants may help
us understand and potentially facilitate the formation of their
sense of community in the host countries; always respecting
the sensitive balance between the ethnic identity and the
social integration in the new environment.

Conclusions

Our findings can help the development of strategies
and policies to help immigrants integrate more smoothly.
Understanding their notions and preferences can help
governments, non-profit organizations, and community
groups, to develop programs that address them, potentially
improving health outcomes and overall well-being. In
addition, these insights can be used by the food industry
to adapt to the evolving food market in regions with high
immigrant populations. Beyond identifying potential barriers
and facilitators to social integration, further research and
action is necessary in this area. In example, it is clear that
interventions to improve the communication skills as well
as nutritional counselling of the immigrants are actions of
choice, to facilitate the integration of the immigrants and
protect their health.
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