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Abstract  

The purpose of this theoretical essay is to present an understanding of how the practices of actors in a 
given network are impacted from the mediation of a digital device. As a contribution to studies of 
marketing, we present a conceptual framework covering the main actors that make up the food delivery 
service network. From the propositions, we argue that digital applications of supply and demand for food 
delivery, through its use, act as mediators between actors, causing the reformatting of market practices 
and, simultaneously, the institution of new consumption practices involving the entire network in which 
they operate. 
Keywords: Actor-network theory. Consumer studies. Market practices. Apps. Food delivery. 
 
Resumo  

O propósito do ensaio teórico é apresentar uma compreensão de como as práticas dos atores de uma 
determinada rede são impactadas a partir da mediação de um dispositivo digital. Como contribuição para 
a área de marketing, apresentamos um quadro conceitual contemplando os principais atores que 
constituem a rede de serviços de delivery alimentar. A partir das proposições, defendemos que os 
aplicativos digitais de oferta e demanda de entrega de comida, atuam como mediadores entre atores, 
provocando a reformatação de práticas de mercado e, simultaneamente, a instituição de novas práticas 
de consumo envolvendo toda a rede em que operam. 
Palavras-chave: Teoria ator-rede. Estudos de consumo. Práticas de mercado. Aplicativos. Delivery de 
comidas. 
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Introduction 

A sound ring at dawn, it is your cell phone's alarm clock. 
To end the silence of the day you can select a music album from the music streaming application. 

The appointments of the day are confirmed in the cell phone's agenda, which is linked to your e-mail. 
The temperature throughout the day can be checked on the weather channel to see if you need to carry 

an extra coat or not. 
If you go to the bakery for a coffee, you don't need to carry cash to pay, just open the virtual card on 

your cell phone and approach the card machine. 
To get to your appointment, just call a private transportation car. But if you prefer to drive yourself, 

you can turn on the GPS on your cell phone to know how the traffic is and avoid congestion. 
If a bill is due, you can scan the barcode and pay via the bank's application. 

While you wait for your meeting to start, you can access the streaming of series and movies and choose 
according to your preference. 

At lunchtime, you can access the different menus on internet food delivery apps and choose your 
meal... 

Technology plays a clear role in the cases exemplified above, promoting a mediation in consumption 
experiences. All these everyday situations are accessed and experienced using a device, specifically a digital 
device, known as an application or app that is installed on a smartphone. These examples are 
manifestations of the connectivity and contemporary digitalization of consumption (Cochoy, Hagberg, 
McIntyre, & Sörum, 2017).  

It is an obvious fact, these are manifestations of an individual, which may differ from one to another, but 
we cannot fail to observe that there is an increasing delegation of everyday practices to digital technologies 
(Lehdonvirta, 2012), unfolding in an intersection between digitalization and consumption in our current 
consumption practices. Shopping activities and comparisons of goods and services are more dependent 
on the Internet and mobile digital devices, the latter being built on algorithms and artificial intelligence. 

This whole process of digitalization did not happen overnight. Smartphones, mobile internet, social 
media, QR codes, cell phone apps, among many others, have replaced previous spheres of consumption, 
according to Cochoy et al. (2017). These are the same authors who describe the evolution of this 
phenomenon, pointing out that since the introduction of computers in homes, the access to the internet, 
the proliferation of laptops, until we get to tablets and smartphones, the concept of digital is permeated 
in everyday life. This term - digital - becomes a complement to several aspects of consumption. In line 
with Cochoy et al. (2017), Hagberg, Sundstrom, and Egels-Zandén (2016) point out that at the beginning 
of what we can call the digitalization era, some changes went virtually unnoticed by consumers, such as 
barcodes and ATMs, but today's entire digitalization process involves the consumer. 

Digital devices are used by consumers in their consumption practices, such as payment tools, information 
providers, online stores, social networks, requesting and contracting services. As implications, the use of 
these devices contributes to format new consumer identities, causing the development of new consumer 
cultures (Cochoy et al., 2017). The transformation of these digital devices instigates a rethinking of 
consumers' understanding of choice, their perceptions, practices, subjectivities, and communities, as 
much as market ideologies, market practices, and innovation (Cochoy et al., 2017). 

However, we do not seek to shed light on digitization itself and its entire set of innovations. It is already 
known that market devices constitute consumption practices and markets (Hagberg, 2016), but we 
highlight the process of digitization of consumption that involves digital devices, specifically, apps. This 
digital evolution frames a recognition of the role that materiality and technology play in consumption 
practices and the marketplace. Following this understanding and emphasizing that this essay is located 
within a marketing perspective, we build our propositions from a combination between studies of 
consumption and market practices. To complement this theoretical foundation, we resort to the concepts 
and assumptions of actor-network theory. 
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With this context in mind, where does the proposal presented here come from if not from the questions 
that motivated the development of this discussion? We highlight the following questions: how do digital 
applications (non-human), incorporated into the daily lives of their users (human) of a given network, 
change the practices of consumption and markets? What are these digital applications that from a change 
in their nature led to the reformatting of actors' practices in specific networks? How are these changes 
evolving over time? 

Given this, our interest for the development of the proposal to be developed has as a starting point the 
process through which the app is used and in the practices of the actors that operate in a given network 
(Cochoy et al., 2017). As already pointed out by Cochoy et al. (2017, p. 2) the “incorporation of digital 
tools in mundane consumer activities also affects the way we consume other services or goods”, as well 
as influence and are influenced by market reformatting. In this essay, the focus is on the role those digital 
devices (non-human actors) play in reformatting the food delivery service network. The purpose is to 
present an understanding of how the practices of the actors in a given network are impacted through the 
mediation of a digital/technological device. Human and non-human actors and their agency capabilities 
are analyzed from the assumption that all are intertwined, as in a network, considering especially the 
technological device that plays the role of mediation in a given social context. 

Regarding the structure of the text, this essay is organized as follows. In the next section, we present the 
main concepts and assumptions that underlie ANT, emphasizing its contribution to the studies of 
consumption and market practices. After that, we complement the discussion with what concerns the 
digitalization of consumption and delivery applications, to then present a conceptual framework with 
theoretical propositions contemplating the main actors that constitute the food delivery service network. 
The sessions are followed by the final considerations. 

Consumer and market studies and the actor-network theory 

Consumer studies in the marketing context face some controversy about who and what consumers are, 
how they think and act, and the way they should be investigated (Cochoy & Mallard, 2018; Maclaran, 
Hogg, & Bradshaw, 2010). This is because of the focus of the areas of study that we can point to. On the 
one hand, there are the views that span the fields of economics and psychology, grounded in the cognitive 
and behavioral schools of thought, which understand the consumer as a rational individual (Cochoy & 
Mallard, 2018; Kassarjian & Goodstein, 2010). On the other hand, there are investigations grounded in 
theories that seek to understand consumer practices and culture through interpretivist research (Arnould 
& Thompson, 2005). 

Although there are differences in their conceptions, these approaches share the perspective that 
consumption is based on consumer behavior and, therefore, understanding about markets consists in 
investigating consumers and their logic, being cognitive or calculative schemes (areas of economics and 
psychology) or consumer culture (Cochoy & Mallard, 2018). Considering consumer studies, we observe 
that until then there have been contributions regarding immaterial issues, feelings, ideologies, knowledge, 
and others (Cochoy, 2019; Cochoy & Mallard, 2018). 

Building on the above, Cochoy and Mallard (2018) make an analogy between marketing, biology, and 
agriculture, bringing to our area of study the idea of cultivating. From this proposal the authors suggest 
considering consumer culture as a process. This means emphasizing "consumer cultivation" rather than 
"consumer culture". In other words, the meaning of the term cultivation refers to the going back and 
forth interactively in different processes, from the conception of a given product to its consumption. 

Assuming that in seeking to understand consumers and their consumption practices it is necessary to 
analyze what consumers consider, Cochoy and Mallard (2018) question, "is not marketing about 
cultivating consumers by using different means and devices that play on consumers' dispositions, of 
course, but that also shape and redefine them?" (Cochoy & Mallard, 2018, p. 385). Having presented the 
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question, they themselves point the way to the answers, arguing that Actor-Network Theory (ANT) is 
able to answer the question presented. 

Therefore, when talking about markets, TAR and its assumptions were used as initial knowledge in 
discussions that encompass the constitution and construction of markets from references of economic 
sociology, as work developed by Michel Callon (Araujo, 2007; Çalişkan & Callon, 2010; Callon, 1998), in 
reference to the perspective of Constructivist Market Studies (CME). As pointed out by Mason, 
Kjellberg, and Hagberg (2015), market studies in their constructivist conception have the concern with 
regard to the performativity of marketing. The reason for this, and also the one we bring to the 
development of this essay, is that practices, activities and what has been performed in a given context 
unfold in effects in specific markets. 

From the CME perspective, market agents are hybrid collectives that possess capacities to act according 
to their constitution. And market objects and devices are central to this constitution, just as they shape 
and are shaped by market practices (Geiger et al., 2012). Moreover, in the constructivist perspective, 
attention is directed to the material bases of actors' agency capacity (Nøjgaard & Bajde, 2020). This 
justifies the interest in understanding how relationships between various material entities are concretized 
through market practices, since the latter make it possible to explain how consumers, goods, money, 
advertisements, firms, and others are configured in the market (Nøjgaard & Bajde, 2020). 

Actor-Network Theory is aligned with object-oriented ontologies and provides subsidies for 
understanding non-human entities that reconfigure who actors are and what they do (Latour, 2012). 
Moreover, it allows us to broaden what consumer research is, going beyond just studying the consumer 
(Cochoy & Mallard, 2018). If when investigating the consumer, their behavior is considered, as well as 
the cultural frames that guide their social context, we need to broaden this horizon and, according to 
Cochoy (2019), understand consumption as the result of a complex and situated network of interactions 
between different actors, such as market professionals, market devices (Muniesa, Millo, & Callon 2007), 
and consumers (Araujo, Finch, & Kjellberg, 2010; Cochoy & Dubuisson-Quellier, 2013). 

In other words, ANT proposes to simultaneously investigate market practitioners, market devices, and 
consumers, enriching analyses that encompass the entire consumption process (Cochoy & Mallard, 
2018). Actor-Network Theory is like an intersection between anthropology, sociology and psychology 
studies - consumer behavior/research (Cova & Cova, 2009), expert knowledge and economic exchanges, 
marketing managers, retailers, traders and logistics - marketing professionals (Araujo et al., 2010; Cochoy 
& Dubuisson-Quellier, 2013) and product innovation, marketing devices, packaging, price tags and others 
- market devices (Cochoy, 2008, 2015). 

As mentioned earlier, there is a relationship of interactions between these actors and each has its own 
capacity for agency, which means to say that none has total dominance over others and neither with what 
happens in the market (Cochoy, 2019). It is prudent to point out that consumers have their preferences 
and autonomy. However, this does not mean to say that they buy or acquire something on their own. 
There is interaction with other market actors and devices. Just as marketers make plans that may or may 
not be successful. And the devices act according to designers' plans or in unexpected ways. 

ANT comes to complement consumer and market studies approaches, challenging researchers to also 
shed light on the association that exists between individuals and objects, as much as their interactions 
and trajectories (Braga & Suarez, 2018). This is where the challenge of ANT lies. According to Braga and 
Suarez (2018), its understanding goes beyond its concepts and terms, to the way the researcher is focused 
on his or her research object. 

Among the main names of ANT are Michel Callon (1986), Bruno Latour (2012) and John Law (1986). 
The three authors conceived ANT from a sociology of associations, having as main objective the 
discovery of original institutions, procedures and concepts with appropriate conditions to collect and 
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regroup the social (Braga & Suarez, 2018). Therefore, common to object-oriented ontologies, ANT 
values things, avoiding hierarchies that grant privileges to human agency (Braga & Suarez, 2018). 

In the ANT perspective, "things are more than tools, backdrop or stage on which human social actors 
play the main roles" (Braga & Suarez, 2018, p. 219). Latour (1994) breaks with the subject-object duality, 
assuming symmetry between both human and non-human actors. This means saying that objects also 
have agency, as they are "associated in such a way that they make other actors do things" (Latour, 2012, 
p. 158). It is in this sense that Latour (2012) attributes the understanding of hybrid, because the result of 
actions comes from a certain association of actants or agents. For the author, it is necessary to avoid the 
mistake of analyzing either the subject or the object, as advocated by materialists and sociologists (Latour, 
2001). 

Latour (2012) emphasizes the understanding that objects do not represent only something with meaning, 
but "whose materiality brings agency and specific characteristics that are as relevant as the symbolic ones" 
(Braga & Suarez, 2018, p. 219). For ANT, the actor is that which performs an action and modifies a given 
circumstance, and the actions constitute the social connections of the networks to which these actors are 
inserted. Therefore, ANT transcends the duality between subjects and objects, persons and things, 
assuming as assumption that objects have agency capacity (Preda, 1999). 

This transcendence leads to the principle of generalized symmetry, in the sense of assigning the same 
analytical level to both human and non-human actors, avoiding overlapping from one part to another 
(Latour, 2012). It should be noted at this point that ANT emphasizes agency more than structure. Therein 
lies the meaning to the attribution of the term actor-network, where the hyphen is used to represent a 
single entity (Braga & Suarez, 2018). Through the lens of ANT, we cannot consider humans in a 
privileged condition to non-humans, since material and human elements are constituent parts of the same 
network (Tureta & Alcadipani, 2009), and both have importance in terms of behavior, history, technology 
and identity. 

Echoing the principle presented by Latour (2012), Callon points out three fundamental principles in his 
approach, drawing attention to why and how we can consider non-human entities in sociological analyses. 
Callon's approach is based on three fundamental principles: generalized agnosticism, generalized 
symmetry, and free association. The first principle aims to encourage researchers to question the natural 
causes, such as the social forces that must determine the observed phenomena. The second principle 
contributes to the understanding of the first, since for Callon a project results in a combination of material 
and social forces, since human and non-human entities participate in any action and should be treated 
symmetrically. It is because of this that "scientific discoveries and innovations are not the results of pure 
social processes, but the results of a 'successful alignment' between human and non-human agencies" 
(Cochoy & Mallard, 2018, p. 386). Thus, we come to the third principle - free association. For Callon, all 
the actors and actions that make up a network must be observed, since all these elements are involved in 
a given practice. 

In view of this reintegration of objects into sociological analyses, it is necessary to bring into discussion 
the concept of action. "Human actions involve material things that play a central role in elaborating and 
stabilizing the social order" (Cochoy & Mallard, 2018, p. 387), which is why "no human relationships 
exist without things contributing in their texture, extent, and meaning" (Cochoy & Mallard, 2018, p. 388). 
The arguments of the cited authors are in line with what Latour (2001) postulates about the concept of 
action. For the author, "action is not a property of humans, but of an association of actuants", the actants 
(Latour, 2001, p. 210, emphasis added). 

Thinking about this, how do objects contribute in a given context of relational action with individuals? 
For Latour (1996), we can consider three ways in which objects appear present in action: as invisible 
tools, as a determining superstructure, and as a projection screen. In the first case, the object does not 
add something to the action, it appears as a means to the action. In the second, besides acting 
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autonomously, the object belongs to a material context that determines the action, because they are 
interconnected. And in the third case, the objects reflect the social condition of the individual and serve 
as a basis for distinction. 

It is in this sense that Callon calls attention to the concept of translation, arguing that in a research that 
seeks to understand action, there is no need to focus on sociological knowledge without first listing those 
involved in the network, describing their connections and knowing whether a given entity is human or 
not. Latour also presents his formulation of what ANT implies in the philosophy of action, with 
translation being an essential concept for its understanding. 

Translocation is defined as an action whereby one actor moves another on a path from its original 
position and goal, leading it to a different position or toward other goals (Cochoy & Mallard, 2018; 
Latour, 1994). In other words, translation refers to the movements of actors that occur in the network 
(Latour, 2012). Such movements emerge from the interests and possibilities of the actors, who alter, 
restrict, and negotiate with the aim of conquering something (Braga & Suarez, 2018). Consequently, there 
is no neutrality in translational processes, there is always a transformation of the actors as an unfolding. 
Therefore, Latour, Callon, and Law emphasize that understanding this concept is essential to understand 
actor-network theory, since actors are not pre-existing and determined substances and entities. But 
differently, they are events that occur inseparably from the relationships specified in the network. 

A key issue in the ontological conception of ANT is the interest in entities, in reference to the facts, 
artifacts, technology, institutions, and others, that exist or emerge through performative practice among 
the relations in a given network (Lugosi & Quinton, 2018). Entities are socio-materially constructed, 
indicating that they are never completely finished, but are (re)constructed and (re)organized from a 
performative process (Lugosi & Quinton, 2018). The notion of performativity, according to Callon 
(1998), highlights language, behaviors, bodies, materials, and technologies declared as "things." These 
things are present in constant practices through which the world is made comprehensible. 

Given what has been exposed so far, we highlight that ANT enables us to redefine the understanding 
about consumption and market. Making analogy with what Cochoy and Mallard (2018) indicated as 
consumer cultivation, it is the identification of two alternatives that are presented to overcome the risks 
found in consumer studies approaches. The first concerns the reduction of consumption of objects as 
mere symbolic signs, and the second is the divide between consumers and marketers. What the authors 
argue is that the actor-network approach in consumer studies both contributes to recognizing the agency 
and centrality of objects in a relationship with human actors and to leveling the asymmetry between 
consumers and market professionals. 

Moreover, the meaning of the expression cultivation is also presented as a way to show that consumption 
occurs in innovation networks and in social spaces of consumption. And in this sense, having the 
fundamentals of ANT we can understand decisive elements present in this dynamic between innovation 
and consumption. Innovation follows a trajectory that is continuously shaped and transformed through 
which the product, the entities that developed it, and their actions occur (Cochoy & Mallard, 2018). In 
this trajectory, the product (object) participates in actions with human actors, so it is worth noting that 
no movement occurs without transformation. 

Related to objects, we shed light on digital devices, as these provoke new types of consumption, new 
repertoires of skills and abilities (Jenkins & Denegri-Knott, 2017). "This does not mean that consumers 
have become less skilled, but that their skills have been redistributed between people and technology that 
occur in practice" (Jenkins & Denegri-Knott, 2017, p. 86). Like shopping carts (Cochoy, 2008), the 
freezer (Hand & Shove, 2007), the water bottle (Brei & Tadajewski, 2015), the digital device absorbs 
some skills, knowledge, and agency that were previously embedded in individuals' practices. This brings 
us to the understanding of hybrids. 
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Digital devices and consumers form a hybrid cognitive system. Moreover, the implementation of devices 
in the market contributes to the growing research from "market agencement" to "market agencing" 
(Callon, 2015; Cochoy, Trompette & Araujo, 2016). This is to say that the emphasis falls on the processes 
through which the agency of heterogeneous materiality is engaged and combined in ways that shape the 
actions of actors present in a given network. Therefore, it is necessary to understand the ensemble that 
encompasses consumers, market knowledge, devices, and user practices (Cochoy & Mallard, 2018). 

Digitalization of consumption practices and markets 

To shed light on the transformation of consumer and market practices through digitalization, we take on 
the definition of the latter term as the "integration of digital technologies into everyday life by digitizing 
everything that can be digitized" (Hagberg et al., 2016). This is a general definition, encompassing all 
types of digital technologies, but we focus on what concerns the integration of digital applications, into 
the everyday practices of actors in a particular network, food delivery services. 

The idea of a digitalization process of consumption practices and markets represents a transformation 
regarding what already existed in relation to actors, processes, practices, and devices (Hagberg et al., 
2016). Because of this transformation, new products and services have emerged in the market. A 
transformation from analog to digital has occurred, as exemplified by Hagberg et al. (2016), such as the 
increase in ATMs and the facilitation of new forms of value creation, as well as accessibility, availability, 
and transparency, as noted by Amit and Zott (2001). 

In fact, the use of this term - digitalization - refers to a process, and it is in this sense that we propose 
this discussion. In addition, we emphasize two aspects of this understanding. First, looking at this process 
enables us to grasp the network as a whole, both in demand and in supply, expanding the boundaries of 
consumer studies that focus especially on consumers and their practices (Cochoy et al., 2017). Second, 
understanding digitization rather than digital means that it is a process that is in continuous 
transformation, has no objectively determined beginning, let alone its end (Fors, 2009; Hagberg et al., 
2016). 

Similar to Moisander and Eriksson's (2006) understanding of information society, the digitalization of 
consumption is not something imposed on individuals and organization but is something that individuals 
and organizations do and produce through their everyday practices and social interactions. These 
productions are not necessarily intentional, since they occur through collective conventions about a 
particular practice in a specific social context. This leads us to practices that constantly emerge. 

If we go back to the 1990s, for example, very few people would say that everyday situations could be 
followed in real time and on a global scale (Fors, 2009). However, nowadays it is not unusual to see 
people socializing through social media, walking and looking at a cell phone screen, experiencing a virtual 
reality, researching and buying virtually among other practices, as illustrated in the beginning of this essay. 
But, for all these practices to be performed, there is the interrelation with a device, especially digital 
devices. 

Digital devices are becoming ubiquitous in our daily lives due to the great expansion of electronic 
communication devices such as cell phones, music players, and other internet access devices (Shankar, 
Venkatesh, Hofacker & Naik, 2010). With the multiplication of such devices, the uptake of the services 
offered through them has also undergone great expansion (International Telecommunications Union, 
2018). 

One change arising from the process of digitization of consumption is the way of ordering the delivery 
of a meal. While almost all restaurants in the United States were using the paper menu, some restaurants 
in Los Angeles, California in 2017 implemented the use of delivery service apps and achieved great results 
in their financial revenues, approximately 35% growth (Cho, Bonn & Justin, 2019). From these records, 
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the expansion of the app was inevitable. In Brazil, the number of people who ordered food through apps 
grew from 26% in 2016 to 58% in 2019 (EMarketer, 2019). Already in the year 2020, the numbers 
represent 64%i. 

It should be noted, in addition to these indicators, that digitalization being permeated in our consumption 
practices, implications have occurred with regard to our everyday dining practices. Therefore, once the 
discussion about the conception and role of non-human actors, based on consumption studies and actor-
network theory, has been made, and having then described the aspects of digitalization of consumption 
practices and markets and the numbers of use of digital food delivery service apps, we can have a 
dimension that the understanding about consumption and market involves a set of meanings, but also 
the place where practices, objects and interactions occur that shape the actions of the actors present to a 
given network. From now on we develop the theoretical propositions that emerge from the analyzed 
context. 

Conceptual framework and theoretical propositions 

To shed light on the transformation of consumer and market practices through digitalization, we take on 
the definition of the latter term as the "integration of digital technologies into everyday life by digitizing 
everything that can be digitized" (Hagberg et al., 2016). This is a general definition, encompassing all 
types of digital technologies, but we focus on what concerns the integration of digital applications, into 
the everyday practices of actors in a particular network, food delivery services. 

Assuming as background one of the assumptions of ANT, the proposed conceptual framework is 
developed considering that in a network with the goal of achieving a certain social task, there is a 
heterogeneity of actors, human and non-human, which are associated with each other. Previously to the 
presentation of the conceptual framework, we represent, in a general way, the process of requesting meal 
orders performed through deliveries. 

As indicated in Figure 1, there was a beginning, with the decision to place the order. At this first moment, 
in cases of group ordering, there was the choice of the person responsible for the call, to, in fact, place 
the order. After that, the process unfolded in a linear way. For each action the consumer or the supplier 
is the actor who initiates it, as indicated in the figure legend. It is noteworthy that the devices appear 
unobtrusively in their relations with the human actors. They are used as tools to carry out the order, such 
as the telephone, the motorcycle, during delivery, and other examples. 

 
Figure 1. Delivery request process prior to the emergence of the applications 



Food delivery network: non-humans as consumption mediators 

 

ISSN 1982-2596                                                                               RPCA | Rio de Janeiro | v. 16 | n. 1 | jan. – abr. 2022                     154 

However, when we observe Figure 2, we see a complex network of interactions and interlacements, in 
which the configuration of an actor influences another, as in a relational action, according to Latour 
(2001, 2012). This network, object of analysis in this essay, is represented with the objective of capturing 
the main actors that constitute the food delivery service network. 

 
Figure 2. Conceptual Model: Food delivery service network 

When looking at a particular network, we should be aware that in the ANT conception, they “are not 
networks in a substantive or technical sense of stable systems connecting enduring entities” (Bajde, 2013, 
p. 228), but are associated configurations that help us track and understand an action (Latour, 2012). This 
is the principle of ANT, which focuses on the outcomes of engaging a network of people and things. 
Therefore, as Bajde (2013) illustrates, there is no consumer outside relations with other people, objects 
and meanings that construct the subjects, objects, devices, spaces, and times. 

Using Hodder's (2012) description, just as humans depend on things to extend what they can do, things 
depend on humans to maintain them. In the same logic, humans depend on other humans when it comes 
to their social coexistence. And things depend on other things, once put together they perform complex 
work, such as, for example, cars and computers. 

In view of this, the dynamics of the digitalization of consumption help explain these relationships. The 
food delivery service network depicted in Figure 2 indicates the incorporation of a new actor, the digital 
app, as highlighted. Its incorporation transforms the network, and therefore, we present and develop the 
following propositions: 

Proposition 1: The new configuration of communication devices, motivated by advances in digitalization, 
constitutes new forms of relationships between actors operating in a network, specifically food delivery 
services network. 

Proposition 2: The reformatting of relationships between actors unfolds in changes in their practices of 
supplying and demanding food delivery services. 

Proposition 3: Digital food delivery supply and demand apps, through their use, act as mediators between 
actors, causing the reformatting of market practices and, simultaneously, the institution of new 
consumption practices involving the entire network in which they operate. 
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New configurations of non-human actors and the relational changes in the 
network 

As indicated in Figure 2, there is an actor acting as a mediator of the relationships between the other 
actors. This actor is the delivery service application, a device, a non-human actor, that makes itself present 
in the network and shapes everyday activities. As a mediator, this actor is visible in the network, 
transforming, translating, distorting, and modifying the meaning or elements they convey (Latour, 2012). 
Mediation as a process highlights relationships, making it possible to observe the transformations that 
occur through the associations of actants (Oliveira & Valadão, 2018). 

At this point, we resume the concept of translation mentioned earlier, since we can take it as a subsidy 
to understand the events and the actors in the network in question. According to Latour (1994), this 
process of translation that enables mediation is the link created that did not exist before, and then, 
modifies the two elements or agents that are involved in the same relationship. The combination of 
interests between the actors results in a composite goal and the creation of a new mix (Latour, 2001). 

When looking at how changes have evolved over time, we can go back a few years to when orders for 
delivery services were placed over the phone. A few years ago, the way of ordering for the same purpose 
- to receive a meal at a certain location - was and is being remodeled. Simultaneously with the evolution 
of the cell phone, which has become a smartphone, delivery apps have emerged. Through digitalization, 
the order request and delivery system has been remodeled from what was already happening before. And 
this has taken new forms with the proliferation of mobile devices in the daily lives of users.  

In a way, the previously used device did not disappear, but was transformed into a new type, with new 
settings and configurations that caused the reorganization of associations in the network. With the 
growing digital technology, smartphones represent the transmitters of new communication capabilities, 
which has been extended to the different actors. The everyday use of these digital devices has a direct 
impact on the way actors relate to and are associated with. 

It is because of this that we advocate about the changing relationships between actors and their 
associations. With the digitalization of consumption, there have been (and are being) changes in roles 
and responsibilities, as well as in the agency capacity among actors (Hagberg et al., 2016). The boundaries 
that imposed greater dominance for the suppliers' side have blurred, reducing the asymmetry of power 
in the same network. Put another way, the supplier-consumer relationship has undergone 
transformations. This is because the proliferation of digital technology, internet and, consequently, digital 
devices are related to the growth of consumer power, reducing the existing asymmetry (Labrecque, 
Mathwick, Novak, & Hofacker, 2013).   

A device, which at first was designed for the purpose of mobile communication in line with the 
digitalization process, has been transformed and has contributed to transforming and redefining the 
entire network, and consequently, its associations. The reason for this observation is the fact that the 
concepts of calculation (Callon & Muniesa, 2005; Callon, 1998), qualculation (Callon & Law, 2005; 
Cochoy, 2008, 2019) and calqulation (Cochoy, 2008, 2019) help explain the relational changes in the 
network in question. Digital food delivery service apps are constructed with a diversity of choices of 
providers (restaurants, snack bars, bakeries, and others) who indicate the prices of their meals or dishes. 
Through the selection, the consumer adds the chosen meal to his virtual cart and is able to check the 
price of each item and the total price of his purchase. Furthermore, the cart can be altered by updating, 
removing, or adding items in line with the payment terms. Besides these processes related to rational 
economic exchange, is the payment method, which is totally virtual, with the use of cards. These practices 
are related to the concept of calculation. 

With regard to planned cognitive processes, qualculation, there is a qualitative appreciation that involves 
the actions of consumers. Here there is a comparison between one supplier and others, even if offering 
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the same meal. The comparison may involve the estimated time of delivery of the order, the additionals 
and amenities offered. And finally, implying in the consumer's decision, the concept of calqulation, can 
be verified through the evaluations and comments of other consumers. This is because the decision also 
involves the idea of collectivity and sharing of views of other actors in the same network. 

It should be noted that all relationships occur through the delivery app, so in the first moment, the 
consumer does not need to be present in the physical location and has autonomy in choosing between 
one supplier and another without having to leave their place of origin. In the second moment, they are 
caught in a network that demands calculation and qualculation, from which they can make their decision 
- calqulation. What previously occurred in one dimension, delivery apps have changed this context. 
Through digital applications suppliers receive different orders at the same time. And the delivery drivers, 
without necessarily having an employment relationship with the supplier company, identify the place of 
origin and destination to deliver the order, being able to meet demands from different locations in the 
same day. This expresses the complexity of the network and the convergence of different human actors, 
devices, and market strategies. 

Changes in the practices of the actors present in the network 

As of the new configurations, different delivery service solutions have emerged involving the consumer, 
the supplier, and the deliverer.  Moreover, the digitalization of actors has also occurred, since the nature 
of human actors has potentially changed and, in the context of this network, should be thought of 
together with the non-human actor (Hagberg et al., 2016). 

Moreover, the digitalization of consumption enables new forms of agency regarding the network of 
associations in question. The capacity for agency is not only attributed to consumers, delivery people, 
suppliers, and app managers, but also involves the delivery service app, which acts collectively with the 
human actors. As for the devices, in their relationship with the actors responsible for the designer, 
software programming, and discrimination of algorithms, there is the involvement and analysis of the 
data that shape the information that is/will be reproduced to the other actors, especially those who will 
place their orders, the consumers. Therefore, there are interactions between the application and the 
consumer throughout the day, with messages sent at specific mealtimes and, on some occasions, discount 
coupons. Due to the new configurations, there was a redefinition of the actors' behaviors and their forms 
of interactions, so we point out that changes have occurred in their practices performed on the network. 

In an increasingly fast-paced life, the search for convenience and practicality is easily observed. The 
connection with mobile devices and, consequently, the use of digital applications is a result of the current 
mobile connectivity. If we imagine a shopping mall food court, we will notice that it is common among 
almost all the people there to be looking at a cell phone screen and using some application. 

Following this argument, it is a matter of observation the fact that smartphones, the device that allows 
access to the digital device, is personal, which makes it more than a technological device, but a cultural 
object (Shankar et al., 2010), that is, it is a constituent part of cultural traditions and everyday practices. 
Its everyday use makes understanding digital devices as an extension of their users, rescuing the concept 
of hybridization of consumption. Therefore, with the digitalization of consumption, new technologies 
emerge, new markets emerge, and others change, as well as new social conditions are adopted by 
individuals. All this instituted by the digital application used by the actors that integrate the same network. 

Reshaping market practices and instituting new consumption practices 

Importantly, this proposition enables us to understand how digital devices move beyond the boundaries 
of an exclusively personal domain into sociocultural domains (Cochoy, Licoppe, McIntyre, & Sörum, 
2020). When practices of communicating, buying, contracting services, and relationships are mediated by 
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digital devices, as Cochoy et al. (2020, p. 8) point out, "the meanings given to such practices change in 
fundamental ways." 

By recognizing that the digitalization of consumption, which occurs through how digital technologies 
interact in the spheres of consumption and its practices, it is understood that from the use of the apps in 
question, new cultural practices emerge between consumers and apps and between apps and markets. 
Because of this, changes are observed with respect to consumption demand and supply, consumption 
norms, issues related to culture, economy, and markets (McIntyre, 2017; Sörum & Fuentes, 2017). Here, 
it is a matter of observation that the digital app, like other devices already investigated in previous 
research, contributes both to shaping different practices and can also be transformed by such practices 
(Hagberg, 2016). This is because the agency of a particular actor is demonstrated through its relationship 
with other elements that are intertwined in the same network. 

Moreover, new market devices are related to market innovations, which alter relationships and directly 
influence market actors (Cochoy et al., 2020). In other words, the current process of digitization opens 
margins for new consumption and market practices, the latter being enabled by digital app technologies. 

Concluding remarks 

The purpose of this essay was to present an understanding of how digital applications of supply and 
demand for food delivery, through their use, act as mediators between actors, causing the reformation of 
market practices and, simultaneously, the institution of new consumption practices involving the entire 
network in which they operate. Based on the theoretical concepts of ANT and the intersection between 
consumption and the market, in line with the multiple practices present in the network, we seek to 
develop a conceptual framework and its implications in a context of digitalization of consumption. 

The digitization of consumption and the emergence of digital applications as a market device leads to 
changes in the configuration of other actors and, consequently, triggers other mutual changes that evolve 
over time. Therefore, it is important to emphasize that the delivery service already existed, but different 
from the way it currently occurs, which undergoes a reformatting. Currently, applications are ubiquitous 
in the daily life of human beings due to the great expansion of electronic communication devices. 

The main implication of understanding the complexity of networks is based on the associations between 
the different elements, in line with what Latour and Callon present as the principle of symmetry. In 
addition to social relationships, we are inserted in a context with a diversity of non-human actors, and 
the non-consideration of the latter results from limited analyzes regarding our abilities (Latour, 2012). In 
addition, it was assumed that the actors present in the network have agency in the translations. When 
considering the mediation of the network taking place through the application, it is observed how a non-
human actor, associated with the other actors, can influence the way in which the actors operate in the 
network. Simultaneously, this non-human actor can also be influenced by other actors. The network's 
complexity and heterogeneity were only apprehended through the analysis of the main actors present in 
the network, as stated by Callon (1986) regarding the principle of free association. 

In view of this, considering that an actor performs an action and modifies a given circumstance, it can 
also be said that some factors boosted the network observed in this theoretical study. The drivers 
emerged from a favorable conjuncture, which combine the rise of smartphones, technological advances 
in digital media and mobile internet, online payment options and the increase in demand for delivery 
services, as occurred from the which was presented by the needs of practicality and convenience of users. 
All these drivers resulted from human and non-human actions that intervened in the construction of the 
market and, consequently, in market practices. 

Therefore, understanding the nature of objects and their agency capabilities makes it possible to analyze 
different perspectives, as it opens new avenues for questions about market logic and marketing strategies. 
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Furthermore, following the logic of Latour and Callon when examining the agency of non-human actors, 
we will be able to understand their relationship with consumers and other actors. This is going beyond 
the boundaries that limit studies within the dynamics of innovation and exploring other implications and 
contributions that involve materiality and technology in studies of consumption practices and markets.   
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i It is important to consider that after this period, the numbers suffered great changes, much due to the 
context of the coronavirus pandemic. Our goal does not cover the pandemic scenario, since our proposal 
is to understand the food delivery service network, as well as, consequently, the actions of each actor 
present there. 

 


