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Family meals promote healthy eating and well-being
among both children and adolescents”. Those who fre-
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Abstract

Objective: Family meals promote healthful dietary intake and well-being among
children. Despite these benefits, family meal participation typically declines as chil-
dren age. This study utilises life course theory to explore parents’ perceptions of
family meals in order to understand how parents’ past experiences with family
meals (in childhood and earlier in adulthood) influence their current beliefs and
practices regarding mealtimes with their own children.

Design: Semi-structured qualitative interviews.

Setting: In-person interviews were conducted in participants’ homes.
Participants: Twenty families (twenty-one mothers and fifteen fathers) with a child
aged between 18 months and 5 years.

Results: Thematic analysis revealed that families seemed to primarily approach
mealtimes from one of three overarching orientations: meals for (1)
Togetherness, (2) Nutrition Messaging or (3) Necessity. These orientations were
informed by parents’ own mealtime experiences and significant life transitions
(e.g. parenthood). The current family meal context, including the messages parents
shared with their children during mealtimes and the challenges experienced with
mealtimes, characterised the orientations and families” approaches to mealtimes.
Conclusions: Parents’ own early life experiences and significant life transitions
influence why families eat meals together and have important implications for
the intergenerational transmission of mealtime practices. Results may help to
inform the content and timing of intervention strategies to support the continuation
of frequent family meals beyond the preschool years.
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or were tested among a small

quently share meals with family members have healthier
dietary intakes"~” and a lower prevalence of disordered
eating® Y in comparison with children and adolescents
who do not have regular family meals. The benefits extend
beyond nutrition, as frequent family meals are associated
with lower levels of substance abuse®!2!¥  depressive
symptoms'>'? and improved academic outcomes"21519,
However, the frequency of shared meals typically declines
linearly beyond the preschool years7'®. Despite this
decline, to date, few family meal interventions have been
tested’”. Of the ten existing interventions®>?” only six
present statistically significant intervention effects specific
to family meal frequency@ 22 the majority of which
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Given the equivocal findings of the small body of
existing research, many opportunities exist for the develop-
ment of new approaches to increase family mealtimes and,
by extension, improve child health and well-being.
Findings from the HOME Plus family meal intervention
developed by Fulkerson and colleagues®® suggest that
family meal interventions may be more efficacious in
impacting health-related outcomes such as weight status
among younger, pre-pubescent children. The preschool
years may be a particularly important window of opportu-
nity as research suggests that health-related behaviours are
established early in life and track into adolescence and
adulthood®®3®, Thus, to guide the development of
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effective family meal interventions that sustain frequent
family meals beyond the preschool years, we need to
understand the context of family meals among families with
preschoolers and what motivates or influences parents to
establish family meal routines.

Beyond the well-known barriers to family meals,
including a lack of time, conflicting schedules and picky
eaters*3%, recent nutrition research highlights the impor-
tance of intergenerational influences on family meal
routines®’~*?, This small body of literature emphasizes that
both positive and negative childhood mealtime experien-
ces influence how and whether parents engage in meal-
times with their own families®®34D_ For example, Loth
and colleagues“? described from a nutrition perspective,
how parents who participated in frequent family meals
from adolescence to adulthood experienced more positive
early life experiences and supports (related to cooking
skills, family togetherness and relationships), as compared
with those who had inconsistent family meal patterns
across time.

Social scientists have long examined eating and family
meal practices from a variety of disciplinary perspectives.
For example, sociologists have been concerned with under-
standing how social locations and roles are formed through,
and shaped by, eating rituals““>*?. In the context of the fam-
ily, eating practices have been shown to organise family life
and structure the family as a social institution®>®, Family
meals are significant biographical and cultural occasions
woven into the fabric of our self-understanding and kinship
ties. By bridging the gap between social science and
nutrition education research, we are able to interpret the
act of eating family dinners as both a ‘meaningful social
practice’®” and a clinically beneficial activity linked to
improved health outcomes.

We aim to extend this previous research by understand-
ing the context in which families with preschoolers partici-
pate in family meals and use life course theory“®4 as a
framework from which to understand this phenomenon.
Life course theory is an integrative approach to understand-
ing the lives of people over time, emphasising both per-
sonal agency in constructing one’s life and the
constraints of socio-cultural and historical contexts“®4,
Life course theory emphasises ‘linked lives’; the notion that
our lives are lived interdependently with others in our fam-
ily, community and cultural contexts“. It posits that early
life experiences and critical life transitions, such as the tran-
sition to parenthood, influence future behaviours“59.
Employing life course theory to understand the phenome-
non of family mealtimes may be particularly useful for
enhancing intervention effectiveness®?). Life course theory
would suggest that major life transitions and the emergence
of new social roles may impact family dietary habits and
routines more significantly than incremental or gradual
changes in responsibility“®>”. Thus, intervention effects
may be stronger when interventions are timed to coincide
with life transitions and developmental periods that
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observational studies have associated with an increased
interest or likelihood of behaviour change®.

By approaching families with young children using life
course theory, we aim to elucidate how the world of memo-
ries, feelings, resources, practices and actions that com-
prised the eating practices of parents in their childhood
years influence the relational dynamics and experiences
of their current family meals. Considering the variations
with which families’ think about and approach family meals
is a method for learning how to maintain family mealtime
practices over time. The results will help inform whom to
target, as well as the timing and content of family meal inter-
ventions aimed at helping families sustain frequent family
meal participation beyond the preschool years.

Methods

Sample and study design
This study was a qualitative sub-study of the Family
Mealtime Observation Study (FaMOS), which aimed to
explore mealtimes and food parenting practices among
seventy-seven families with preschool-aged children®V.
Families were eligible to participate in FaMOS if: (1) they
had a child aged between 18 months and 5 years, (2) it
was typical for the family to eat together and (3) parents
could speak and understand English. A sub-set of
twenty-one families were invited to participate in this quali-
tative sub-study via email using purposeful, maximum-
variation sampling®?°¥. Specifically, we purposefully
aimed to recruit families that would provide a broad range
of family experiences and mealtime perspectives including
both single- and dual-headed families and ethnically
diverse families. Recruitment ended when we reached
theoretical saturation®+9

Parents were asked to participate in an in-home, semi-
structured interview (guide developed by the authors;
Table 1). Interviews lasted approximately 45min. In
dual-headed families, both parents were invited to partici-
pate in a joint interview and all questions were posed to
each parent individually. Following the interview, we sent
notes outlining parents’ responses to each question to
allow for clarification or additional thoughts. We tran-
scribed interviews verbatim and noted clarifications
derived from the member-checking process. We collected
demographic information including family structure, moth-
ers’ and fathers’ ethnicity and educational attainment (uni-
versity education v. less than university education), child
gender, household income and family dinner frequency
as part of FaMOS. Household income was dichotomized
using the 2016 Canadian low-income cut-offs, which con-
sider total household income before tax and account for
population of residence and family size®®. We defined
family dinner frequency as the number of times family
members eat dinner or supper together: every day (7 d/
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Table 1 Semi-structured interview guide exploring parent feeding practices and family meal experiences

1
2. What does not work as well?
3

oo N

life?
you?

more success in this?

. What do you feel works well with regard to your family’s meal routine?

. Think back to your own childhood. What do you remember about mealtimes? [Probe with the following]: Can you remember a specific
meal that you shared with your family? Please describe it is as much detail as you can. Who was there, what do you remember, what
makes it memorable? Was this meal a typical experience in your house?

. How would you describe your relationship to food and eating? Has this changed over time?

. What kind of messages about food and eating did you get from your parents growing up?

. Besides your family growing up, what else has influenced your relationship with food and the way you approach eating in your own

7. What is the main message you want your child to learn about food and eating? What messages do you hope your child will get from

8. How successful do you feel in this? [Prompt] If parent(s) do not feel successful, ask: What do you think would help you experience

week), most days (4-6 d/week), a few days (1-3 d/week)
or never/rarely (<1 d/week).

Data analysis

There were three distinct phases to our qualitative analysis,
which followed an inductive approach to thematic
analysis®0 First, we immersed ourselves in the data
by reviewing each transcript, noting emerging ideas and
patterns. Two subsequent audio-recorded meetings were
conducted to discuss and create initial codes; detailed
notes were recorded to document our discussion and
decisions®?. In these discussions, we found that our
participants’ orientation to family meals was governed by
one of the following three orientations: meals for (1)
Togetherness, (2) Nutrition Messaging and (3) Necessity.
Importantly, the mealtime orientations describe the
family-level approach to mealtimes. While parents tended
to align themselves primarily with one of the three orienta-
tions we identified, they often incorporated the other two
orientations into their responses in a complex manner.
Individual parent perspectives among dual-headed fami-
lies did exist, and in cases where parents described discord-
ance in their perspectives and experiences, the parents’
discussion and interaction during the interview still situated
the family unit towards an over-arching mealtime orienta-
tion. We began conducting initial analysis while data col-
lection was occurring and concluded data collection
when no new ideas were generated beyond what had been
provided in earlier interviews; this occurred after twenty
families®®. Next, two analysts (KW and KJ) independently
coded the transcripts to compare the mealtime orientations.
Segments of data (codes developed during phase 1) were
coded using qualitative software (NVivo 11; QSR
International Pty Ltd). Inter-rater reliability calculated by
the software revealed a high level of agreement (94 %)
between the two analysts; the two resolved any coding dis-
©0_Finally, we met to review the coding and col-
©0 We developed four main themes and
reviewed them against the data to ensure fidelity through-
out the data set®”, We organised our themes hierarchically
with ‘mealtime orientation’ serving as the overarching
framework to understand families’ approaches to

crepancies
late themes
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mealtimes over the life course. The first two themes relate
to parents’ historical experiences with family meals: (1)
early life meals matter, and (2) stability and change. The
remaining themes relate to current meals: (3) mealtime
messages and (4) mealtime challenges.

Results

Twenty-one families were invited to participate and twenty
families (twenty-one mothers and fifteen fathers) agreed. In
two of the dual-headed families, one parent was unable to
participate due to work conflicts; thus, in sixteen families,
both parents were interviewed together and in four fami-
lies, the mother was interviewed alone. Table 2 displays
demographics of the participating families. We identified
that families fell predominantly into one of three overarch-
ing mealtime orientations (see Table 3), which shape fam-
ilies’ approach to meals: (1) Togetherness (1 7), (2)
Nutrition Messaging (7 8) and (3) Necessity (n 5).
Briefly, parents in the ‘Meals for Togetherness’ orientation
described that the focus of the family meal is to bring family
members together and to connect socially. These parents
discussed how social interaction during the meal is more
important than the food provided. Parents in the ‘Meals
for Nutrition Messaging’ orientation described that the
focus of the family meal is to support healthful eating
and discussed how eating together at mealtimes is driven
by a desire to ensure their child eats well. Mealtimes are
also an opportunity to teach their child about nutrition
and portion sizes. Finally, parents in the ‘Meals for
Necessity’ orientation described that having family meals
is a required role of parenting and that their mealtimes
are very functional. These parents described how meals
ensure their child eats regularly and serve as a time to teach
manners. The two families who reported not participating
in family meals every day had a ‘Nutrition Messaging’ ori-
entation. Both single-parent families described a ‘Necessity’
orientation. The five families that reported low income fell
into either the ‘Necessity’ or ‘Togetherness’ orientations,
suggesting that socio-economic status can be a critical fac-
tor in shaping parents’ mealtime orientation.
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Table 2 Demographics of participating families

1341

Target child (n 20) and parent characteristics (n 36; 21 mothers*, 15 fathers) Mean or n SD or %
Gender of target child, n (%)

Male 11 55
Age of target child (years), mean (sb) 32 1.2
Maternal ethnicity, n (%)

White 15/21 71

Aboriginal/Indigenous, Chinese, Latin American or South Asian 6/21 29
Paternal ethnicity, n (%)

White 10/15 67

Chinese, South Asian or West Indian 5/15 33
Maternal educational attainment, n (%)

University education or higher 18/21 85
Paternal educational attainment, n (%)

University education or higher 13/15 87
Family-level characteristics (n 20)

Dual-headed homet, n (%) 18 90

No. of children in the home, mean (sD) 1.95 0-75

Low income

Yearly income below population and family-size-adjusted cut-offs, n (%) 5 25

Family dinner frequency, n (%)

Every day (7 d/week) 18 90
Most days (4—6 d/week) 2 10

*One same-sex couple.

tAmong the eighteen dual-headed families, two fathers were unable to participate in the interviews.

Parents’ bistorical mealtime experiences

Early life meals matter
Our findings expand the literature on the life course by
demonstrating the complex ways that parents’ perceptions
of family meals and their family’s current routines are influ-
enced significantly by their early life family meals. Parents
who described approaching meals with a ‘Togetherness’
orientation emphasized the social aspects of their child-
hood meals and remembered childhood mealtimes as full
of conversation and connection whereby interactions were
warm and family members enjoyed each other’s company.
For example, ‘Rob’ described how dinner was the centre-
piece of his family life: it was the ‘time of: “this is our fam-
ily.”” Dinner was when family members would ‘catch up’
and talk about ‘any problems.” (F10, Togetherness).

In contrast to parents with a ‘“Togetherness’ orientation,

”)

parents with a ‘Nutrition Messaging’ or ‘Necessity’ orienta-
tion remember a lack of connection or pleasure during their
childhood mealtimes, but in different ways. For example,
‘Tan’ described dinnertime as ‘interrogation time,” with
the ‘main goal’ being to ‘get in and out as quickly as pos-
sible’ (F16, Nutrition), while ‘Tyler’ recollected that his
family did not engage in conversation over dinner time,
rather they just startfed] digging for food’ (FS, Necessity).
While the first description highlights the complicated and
negative family dynamics expressed and tied up in Ian’s
family meals, Tyler’s excerpt illuminates a mealtime envi-
ronment focused on the pragmatic task of eating. In both
orientations, mealtimes were routinely 7ot a place of enjoy-
ment or connection within the family home.

Participants who described a ‘Nutrition Messaging’ ori-
entation often discussed receiving messages about weight,
body size and body composition during their childhood
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meals that continue to impact their relationship with food
and family mealtimes. For example, ‘Shannon’ described
being told by her parents that healthy foods like ‘spinach’
would make her ‘strong like’ ‘Popeye’ (F19, Nutrition).
‘George’ summed up his parents’ mealtime communication
as ‘eat everything but why are you so fat?’ (Fi18, Nutrition).
Within the ‘Nutrition Messaging’ orientation, memories of
food also seem to have moral qualities which may stem
from intergenerational challenges or fixations on body
image and dieting. For example, one mother, ‘Judy’
recalled ‘watching’ her mother go on ‘many fad diets’
and learning ‘a lot of messages’ linking ‘self-control’ with
‘good body type’ (F16, Nutrition). These messages about
body image seem to be one of the reasons many of the
parents in this orientation approach meals with a lens
towards nutrition. This orientation transition is evident in
Judy’s case as she now works to cultivate a ‘healthy rela-
tionship with food” by talking about ‘consumption” with
her daughters through the lens of ‘nutrition.’

Parents in the other orientations did not report memo-
ries of nutrition messaging or dieting. Notably, however,
parents in the ‘Necessity’ orientation described their child-
hood mealtimes as marked by pressure to consume food as
a functional requirement of survival. ‘Jeff describes his
childhood meals as a time to get fed and move on to other
activities: ‘[Meals were] more just like 'feed the family’
instead of trying to eat particularly healthy food.” (F5,
Necessity). Similarly, ‘Kristen,” a mother with a ‘Necessity’
orientation describes having no memory of her parents
‘saying anything about healthy or unhealthy eating, it
was just: ‘was there food? She continued to describe
memories of ‘having cereal with no milk for breakfast’
and ‘eating cheese and salad dressing because that’s all
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there was’ (F17). Kristen explained how she tries to bal-
ance out being ‘a little more inclusive of food groups’ with
her children while ‘trying to live within a really strict
budget.” She described this balancing act as making it ‘a lit-
tle bit more difficult to be health conscious all the time.’
Here, lack of financial resource created a particular orien-
tation towards food that, along with economic status, has
been passed down intergenerationally. The ability to focus
on the nutritional value of food is a privilege, and the
‘Necessity” orientation highlights how socio-economic sta-
tus may impact the development of mealtime orientations.

Our results demonstrate the importance of early life on
the trajectory of mealtime orientations and routines.
Parents who currently approach meals for family connec-
tion remembered their childhood mealtimes in the same
positive light and seemed to have a more positive relation-
ship with eating in relation to their self-development and
body image. The others shared elements of disconnection,
stemming from complicated family dynamics, diet culture
and the impact of food insecurity.

Stability and change

For most parents, their childhood mealtime orientations
tracked as a stable trajectory into adulthood, providing life-
long context for their eating habits and mealtime experien-
ces. The ‘“Togetherness’ orientation seemed to be the most
stable, with almost all parents currently approaching meals
from this orientation also describing their childhood meals
as a time for family connection. However, consistent with
life course theory, there were major points in life where
mealtime orientations changed®5002639  For parents
whose childhood meal orientations did not track into adult-
hood, there seemed to be two major transitions that
impacted their current orientation: (1) forming adult rela-
tionships and being immersed in their partner’s food cul-
ture and (2) the transition to parenthood. Parents
reported that these life events created deep, fundamental
and lasting changes to their mealtime routines. For exam-
ple, ‘Claire’ described liking the social aspect of her hus-
band’s family mealtimes. She contrasted this with her
childhood mealtime experiences which were marked by
her father wanting everyone to be ‘quiet’ while eating.
(F10, Togetherness). Judy described the ‘clash of cultures’
between her history with family meals and that of her hus-
band. While her own parents offered only ‘homemade’ din-
ners, her husband grew up on ‘processed’ food. She
pronounced: ‘T won that battle,” to which her husband,
Ian responded, ‘T guess so. There wasn't really [that] sort
of messaging about [...] food’ (F16, Nutrition). These
quotes illustrate how as partners, parents negotiated and
were influenced by each other’s experiences and orienta-
tions towards shared meals. In these examples, both Claire
and Ian’s childhood mealtime orientations were altered to
align with those of their partner. Notably, this was not the
case for all dual-headed families like ‘Vicky’ and ‘Owen’s’
family, where parents’ trajectories remained stable and they
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‘agreed to be different’ while mostly defaulting towards one
parent’s approach (F4, Togetherness). Vicky explains, ‘well
it doesn’t work that we have different, um, philosophies.
[...]like I said [mealtimes are] family time’, while Owen
says, ‘we sit together to get fed’ (F4). This process of nego-
tiating, compromising or disagreeing on approaches to
family mealtimes highlights the importance of considering
the perspectives of both parents in dual-headed homes and
further demonstrates how eating rituals are shaped by
social roles, as both a partner and a parent.

While mealtime practices shift throughout the life
course, parents still seemed to orient to their childhood
mealtime practices — even if as a counterpoint — in defining
their current family mealtimes. While family practices may
diminish during early adulthood, in the context of major life
transitions such as becoming a parent, latent influences
such as where meals should be eaten, remerged. For exam-
ple, ‘Mia’ (F14, Nutrition) described how before having
kids she used to eat dinner in front of the TV with her
spouse. Having children motivated her to create a space
to sit together for meals. Similarly, Mia’s husband ‘Lucas’
started having regular family meals for the first time after
becoming a father; he describes how as a child he would
grab dinner and ‘go to my room and watch TV by myself
and eat like on my bed’ (¥714). Jeff’ said that when he
became a father, he purposefully chose to avoid pressuring
his son to eat, which is a pointed counteraction to his child-
hood. He described ‘everything’ around mealtime being ‘a
power struggle,” during his own childhood which resulted
in the resolution to never ‘force’ his child to eat when ‘he
says he’s not hungry’ (F5, Necessity).

For other families — particularly ‘Nutrition Messaging’ —
the transition to parenthood seemed to negatively impact
the mealtime orientation. This transition seemed to be asso-
ciated with anxiety, to the point at which their orientation
towards meals shifted from Togetherness to Nutrition. Mia
describes ‘obsessing’ about the food her daughter eats,
which contrasts with the positive relationship she had with
food as a child. She described her childhood as enabling
her the freedom of ‘consumling] as much food’ as she
‘wanted’ yet in her adult years she has become ‘consumed’
and ‘obsessed’ with her own, and her daughter’s, intake
(F14, Nutrition). Judy reflects on how having three kids
and coming from a ‘very long line of body shaming women’
has caused her to develop a relationship with food that
centres around body image concerns (F16, Nutrition).

To this end, having a child created positive mealtime
changes for some and negative changes for others. Some
described a mix of both positive and negative influences
on their mealtime routines including starting to have meal-
times but becoming more worried about the types of foods
to serve and wondering whether their child was eating
enough. Whether the transition to parenthood had positive
or negative implications on mealtime orientation seemed to
stem from the parents’ early life experiences, with latent
expectations or challenges remerging.
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Impact of bistorical meal experiences on current
SJamily meal context

Mealtime messages

Parents’ experiences with family meals throughout life
influenced their mealtime orientation which included the
food and eating practices that they currently share with
their children. The mealtime orientation of the parent par-
ticipants interviewed served as the contextual foreground
for the way they ‘do’ food and family meals. Embedded
in parents’ orientations are larger family dynamics (see
Table 3).

Mealtime challenges

Consistent with life course theory, we found that not only
do mealtime routines shift and change as the family unit
evolves 493 but also do the challenges that parents expe-
rience when sharing mealtime messages with their chil-
dren. All families noted some challenges; however, the
main challenges and their impact differed across
orientations.

‘Togetherness’ families reported few challenges in shar-
ing their message of connection but noted that this may
change as their child gets older and other activities (e.g.
extra-curriculars and part-time jobs) contest family meals.
‘Nicole’ reflected how, as her children age, the family
‘might not be sitting together at the table’ leading to concern
about ‘finding time, to have those really important conver-
sations.” (F1).

‘Nutrition Messaging’ families reported feelings of gen-
eral frustration towards mealtimes, which challenged their
ability to focus on enjoyment during meals. For example,
‘Alex’ described supper as not ‘always having a positive
feeling’ and stated that she ‘blame(d] her children for that’
(F19), while ‘Emily’ described dinner as just such a fraught
thing ...’ (F2). Some of these challenges may be related to
parents’ reports of wanting to control their child’s intake
during mealtimes. Mia described the importance of provid-
ing ‘good portion control’ to her toddler and the push back
she received from her partner who ‘doesn’t think’ toddlers
require this form of regulation (¥74). Later, in the interview,
Mia explicitly expressed concern that her daughter might
follow her habit of linking food to self-image. She described
wanting her daughter to be able to ‘think about [eating] in a
positive way, that reflects a good self-image’ and not want-
ing food to be ‘so tied to physical appearance’ but struggled
to model this herself.

Parents with a ‘Necessity’ orientation not only talked
about wanting mealtimes to provide structure to their
child’s day and to have their children eat healthy, but also
reported difficulties in modelling these healthy behaviours.
For example, ‘Brittany’ described making breakfast for her
son and then realising hours later that she had not eaten yet
(F1D). Kristen described a desire to be ‘health conscious’
while also choosing fast food in ‘certain situations’ because
‘it's cheap and fast' (F17). These parents also reported
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scheduling changes to be disruptive to their participation
in family meals due to busyness with appointments and
after school activities as described by ‘Diane’: [We] grab
something on the road because of a lack of time.” (F8,
Necessity)

Challenges were the most prevalent among families
with a ‘Nutrition Messaging’ or ‘Necessity’ orientation.
Parents with a ‘Nutrition Messaging’ orientation discussed
frustration towards mealtimes stemming from their respon-
sibility of providing healthy meals and desire for control
over their children’s diets. Parents with a ‘Necessity’” orien-
tation discussed wanting family meals to provide structure
to their children’s days, but found it challenging to model
because they often prioritise feeding their children over
themselves.

Discussion

Across all mealtime orientations, we found that parents’ early
life meal routines and experiences informed the trajectory
and context of their current family meals. Similar to our find-
ings, Malhotra and colleagues® found that mothers’ child-
hood experiences informed their perceptions of the benefits
and barriers to family meals with preschoolers. Trofholz®®
found that the lessons mothers learned about family meals
from their parents influenced the lessons they shared with
their school-aged children. Loth and colleagues“? recently
described the intergenerational transmission of mealtime
routines based on the frequency of participation using three
different longitudinal trajectories from adolescence to adult-
hood: maintainers, starters and inconsistent. Those who
were considered maintainers of regular family meals
reported many of the same mealtime supports that were dis-
cussed by parents with a “Togetherness’ orientation, includ-
ing positive childhood memories about family meals and
havinga partner who shared a similar upbringing with family
meal participation or who also valued family meals. Our
study extends previous research by considering how other
significant life changes impact these experiences, and in
such a way as to form particular orientations that shape
everyday practice.

Using life course theory to frame our exploration of the
family mealtime context led to important insights useful for
the development of future interventions aimed at sus-
taining frequent family meal participation beyond the pre-
school years. We determined that, for many parents,
childhood mealtime routines and orientations seemed to
track into parenthood, illustrating the importance of inter-
vening among families with young children to impact the
intergenerational transmission of this routine. However,
we also found that major life transitions, for example, part-
nership/marriage or parenthood, appear to impact the fam-
ily’s mealtime routines and orientation®”. For some, life
transitions may cause changes to these practices; dietary
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Table 3 Description of the family mealtime orientations and the corresponding messages/goals parents have for children about mealtimes, food and eating

Orientation

Description

Representative quotes describing the
mealtime orientation

Messages and goals for children about
mealtimes, food and eating

Representative quotes of the messages
and goals for children

Meals for
togetherness (n
7)

Meals for nutrition
messaging (n 8)

Parents described the focus of the family
meal is to bring the family together and
to connect socially. Parents discussed
how social interaction was a more
important aspect of the family meal
than the food provided.

These were the only families to talk
about the importance of culture in their
mealtime routine and food choices.

Parents described that the focus of the
family meal is to support healthful
eating. Parents discussed how eating
together at mealtimes was driven by a
desire to ensure kids are eating well
and the importance of educating their
child about nutrition and portion sizes.

For some families, this desire for healthy
meals was driven by concern or
uncertainty towards what their child
should be eating and for others it
stemmed from body image challenges
and intergenerational body shame.

Meals for necessity  Parents with this orientation described

(n5)

their family meals as being very
functional and as a required part of
parenting. Parents described how
meals serve as a time to accomplish
the necessary goal of feeding their
children.

‘| think everyone does completely
different things, but meals are a
priority for us. We like food and we like
being together.” (Family 1, Mother)

‘Having good conversation is more
important than the actual food.’
(Family 12, Mother)

‘... mealtimes are fun, an enjoyable
process, it's a social process.” (Family
20, Father)

‘I mean | definitely think about [nutrition]
a lot, | would say. [...] we have to
feed him good food. He won’t
necessarily choose the best food. But
as long as he’s here and we’re feeding
him, he’s fine’ (Family 9, Mother)

‘Every day that’s one of [my son’s]
primary objectives, is to eat healthy.’
(Family 13, Father)

‘Ummm so, and a lot of that was coming
from my mom, who actually got mad at
me when | told her | had no intention
of losing weight for the wedding.
Because she thought that was, she
just thought that | had to, | had to. And
then it became something that | just
fixated on.” (Family 16, Mother)

Umm, | mean, like as a first-time parent |
feel like | have lots of concerns.
(laughs) I'm not sure how many are
founded, but, umm, | am concerned
about how much umm like grain
products she eats. (Family 14, Mother)

‘The meals for us, it's mostly about
getting fed.” (Family 7, Mother)

‘As for like, the table routine, | don’t think
we really have, like a, | don’t think we
have like a specific [routine], no. Yeah,
but just mostly hurry up, get home, eat
and then we’re done.” (Family 8,
Mother)

So yeah, [our meals are] just come up
and, you know, sit down in front of the
[TV], give him ten minutes and he’ll
just sit there and eat, and [then] he’ll
be back on the floor playing or wanting
to go outside.” (Family 11, Father)

The main goal of mealtimes is to share
messages about food being a time to
connect socially and to bond as a
family. Parents did not have specific
nutrition-related goals for eating
together, but instead wanted their
child to love eating and cooking out of
pure enjoyment.

These parents reported very few
memories of receiving specific
nutrition messaging or food battles
which is consistent with their current
mealtime environment.

The main mealtime goal was about
ensuring their children to have a
healthy diet. These parents did not
report specific goals surrounding
togetherness. Many parents talked
about wanting to control their child’s
intake.

The main mealtime goal for families in
the ‘Meals for Necessity’ orientation
was to accomplish the act of feeding
themselves and their children because
eating is a necessity.

While parents with this orientation did
not have goals of togetherness, they
did try to make meals a priority. They
mentioned having some nutritional
goals, which demonstrates how
orientations overlap. However, such
goals seemed to be aspirational, with
parents often using words such as
‘hope’.

‘We always make an effort to like not
have TV on, um, to sit at the table, uh,
to talk to each other. We explain to
[target child] why we do that, cause
it's the only time that we all get to see
each other. So, um, yeah, | would
definitely say that we make a point to
have it, dinner, be dinner.” (Family 10,
Father)

‘| want them to enjoy it. Like, | do. You
know, | like eating. Yeah, and | want
[mealtimes] to be a joy for them.’
(Family 4, Mother)

‘Yeah, | think that we've also been

hammering in like, not, overtly, but, it

is just because of the way we do stuff,
umm, portion control. [...] So, | think
she’s got great grasp of what uhh,
what she should eat a lot of, and what
she should not eat a lot of.” (Family
18, Father)
wanna make sure that he doesn’t get
too into like carb heavy stuff.” (Family
16, Mother)

would be hopeful that [my children]

one day would be like “I'm going to

make Spaghetti Carbanara!” I'd be like

“That's okay, but it's full of fat”.’

(Family 2, Mother)

‘| think just, food is going to make your
body grow and it’s going to give you
energy to do the things that you want,
and it will make you feel less crappy
(laughs).” (Family 19, Mother)

‘We try with the kids, well, actually, all
the time we try and make it a habit for
them, um, three meals a day.” (Family
8, Mother)

‘It shouldn’t be work, you know, it
shouldn’t be a burden to make food
and eat it.” (Family 17, Mother)

‘| have gotten her used to watching TV
and having dinner, because it's quiet
time for me, | can just eat and be like
“nourish myself, turn off my brain”.’
(Family 7, Mother)
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routines and behaviours are fluid which signals important
windows of opportunity for establishing family meals®?.
Examining parent’s mealtime practices and beliefs from a
life course perspective provides a deeper understanding
of factors underlying mealtime supports or barriers. For
example, ‘Nutrition Messaging’ parents described frus-
tration towards mealtimes, but our use of life course theory
provided the understanding that, in some cases, this frus-
tration may stem from transgenerational struggles with
body image and a resultant internal pressure to ensure
meals are healthy. Further, while families leaned towards
an overarching mealtime orientation, there was some dis-
cordance among some dual-headed families. This finding
highlights the importance of considering the perspective
of both parents. Among dual-headed families, planning
effective family meal interventions requires an understand-
ing of the complex perspectives and values each partner
brings towards shared meals. Future research should
explore these mealtime orientations over time to under-
stand how co-parenting with different mealtime philoso-
phies impacts the frequency of family meals and the
mealtime environment. It is possible that over the life
course, differing orientations may dominate the family’s
approach to family meals depending on context and life
demands at particular points in time.

Our results underscore that grounding in social science
theory, specifically life course theory, may help clinicians
and practitioners to understand the constellation of parents’
beliefs, experiences and practices with respect to meal-
times. This understanding will help to create interventions
that are grounded in understanding parents’ specific meal-
time orientations and provide tailored support.

Implications for practice and research

Like in previous research, the preschoolers in this study
participated in frequent family meals®'895-67 Our results
extend this by highlighting important variations in the meal-
time environments and philosophies among families who
participate in frequent family meals. Our results suggest
that it is important to understand why families eat together
to properly understand the challenges they may face and to
provide tailored supports. Interventions should be aimed at
sustaining this high frequency of participation throughout
childhood and into adolescence. Effective intervention
programmes may require learning and responding to each
family’s mealtime orientation. To further explain, we will
now turn to a focused discussion of the implications of each
mealtime orientation and the specific intervention mes-
sages and considerations for healthcare professionals.

Meals for togetherness

Almost all participants who embodied this orientation
maintained it throughout their lives, despite life transitions.
Parents who adopt this orientation appear to focus on the
importance of the social aspects of family meals, which sets
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the context for relaxed mealtimes and reduced anxiety
towards their children’s intake. While their children are
small, they do not seem to struggle with finding time for
mealtimes but acknowledge that this may be a challenge
in the future. These families can be encouraged to continue
eating together for family bonding and reminded that
their modelling during this time will set their children up
for positive psychosocial development®® and lifelong
healthy eating®™®. To continue having family meals as
their children age, these families may benefit from being
reminded that any meal counts in terms of providing ben-
efits to their children. Because parents with this orientation
described strong intergenerational stability in their meal
routines, these families may not need to be the focus of
intervention or supports aimed at sustaining family meals
over time.

Meals for nutrition messaging

Parents with this orientation tended to describe mealtimes
as a source of anxiety and frustration due to their concern
about their family’s nutritional intake. Our finding that the
two families who identified that they do not have family
meals every day both identified with a ‘Nutrition
Messaging’ orientation may suggest that this frustration
may already impact the frequency with which families
within this orientation eat together. Alternatively, given
the internal pressure that these parents seem to place on
themselves, they may not count meals that do not meet cer-
tain criteria in quantitative reports of shared meals, despite
the benefits they still have for child well-being. However,
our data cannot determine the direction of this effect,
and it is also possible that this lower frequency of shared
meals is contributing to parents’ frustration. This orientation
seems to have been particularly vulnerable to increased
mealtime anxiety during the transition to parenthood.
Healthcare professionals should acknowledge the family’s
participation in shared meals as an excellent way to pro-
mote healthy eating habits. However, given their less
favourable perception of and anxiety towards family meals,
these families may struggle to continue the practice of eat-
ing together as children gain independence; mealtimes
may also be fraught with power struggles surrounding eat-
ing. Harris and colleagues® suggest the importance of
identifying families that have concerns early (regardless
of the presence of an actual feeding or growth problem),
before escalating parental worry during feeding inter-
actions negatively impacts the food parenting practices
used (more pressuring tactics, including control) and the
resultant mealtime environment. These families may ben-
efit from support to take a more relaxed approach to family
meals that focuses on the social benefits and enjoyment of
family meals with a reduced focus specifically on nutrition.
Given parents reported desire to control their child’s intake
during meals, and their challenges with body image, some
may benefit from counselling supports for their own food
challenges.
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Meals for necessity

Parents with this orientation describe family meals as nec-
essary to accomplish the task of child feeding. They also
noted mealtimes as important for providing structure to
their children’s day, but noted many challenges associated
with the routine. Families with this orientation should be
encouraged that mealtimes are an excellent way to create
routine and structure to their child’s day; research strongly
supports the benefits of routines in young children’s devel-
opment®79 These families may struggle to continue the
tradition of eating together as children age and no longer
require supervision during meals, especially among
single-headed families where scheduling may be more
challenging. Health professionals are encouraged to reiter-
ate to families that these routines and structure are also ben-
eficial for children as they grow up. Families in this
orientation reported struggling to find time to eat together
and reported that this routine is interrupted when other life
responsibilities arise. Health professionals can also help
families to problem solve through challenges when they
arise and provide supports for making the process easier
(i.e. quick and easy recipes, reminders that any meal eaten
together counts). Given our results that ‘Necessity’ families
had lower household income, these families will likely ben-
efit from support surrounding meal planning on a budget
and, where possible, financial and systematic supports to
make healthy food more accessible. The parents with this
orientation also acknowledged challenges in modelling
healthful eating habits for their children related to a lack
of time, resources and in some cases, nutrition knowledge.
While positive dietary modelling is beneficial for chil-
drenV, before creating an intervention, it is important to
understand how these barriers shape parents articulated
challenges with modelling healthy eating. While some
parents may benefit from dietary counselling to support
their own behaviour change, the socio-economic barriers
to parents’ healthful eating habits must not be lost from
view. Particularly for families that have experienced food
insecurity — currently or in the past, the topic of healthy eat-
ing may be particularly loaded. Rather than narrowing in on
modelling or nutrition education per se, building on
parents’ current goals and focusing on additional benefits
like family bonding while providing supports tailored to
individual family challenges will be constructive in sup-
porting healthful shared meals long-term.

Strengtbhs and limitations

By acknowledging nutrition as a socially inflected category,
we were able to examine the nutritional practices of family
meals in a sociological manner to enhance both clinical
nutrition practice and the development of family meal
interventions. To our knowledge, this is the first study of
this kind within Canada, which is important as family meal
and parenting expectations may vary across cultures and
countries®7?. Our study also provides a dual-parent
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perspective for a more complete understanding of the fam-
ily meal context. However, there are limitations to note.
Families signed up to participate in a study about mealtimes
and, as such, may have more interest in mealtimes and food
than families that did not sign up. While we found diversity
in the mealtime orientations described, the orientations
may not extend to those outside the study, to families with
older children or to families that share fewer meals or do
not participate in family meals at all. The majority of fam-
ilies participating in this study had fairly high income and
educational attainment and the majority of parents identi-
fied as ‘white’; thus, results may not be generalisable to
other populations. However, owing to our purposeful,
maximum-variation sampling technique, the families par-
ticipating in this qualitative sub-study were more ethnically
diverse than the full study®". Future research should
explore our mealtime orientations among more diverse
populations and longitudinally across the lifespan.

Conclusions

In this study, we explored parents’ perceptions and expe-
riences of family meals. Understanding how people make
sense of eating and how their relationship with food inter-
twines lived experiences in family and socio-cultural con-
texts across the life course provides the knowledge
required to create effective interventions geared to sus-
taining frequent family meals beyond the preschool years.
Accordingly, we found participating families to primarily
embody one of three overarching mealtime orientations
that informed the context of their meals, the messages they
share with their children during meals, and the challenges
they experienced with mealtimes. Results suggest that
understanding why families eat meals together has impor-
tant implications for the intergenerational transmission of
mealtime practices, as well as the intervention strategies
that are likely to be beneficial to help families sustain the
routine as their children age. While meal orientations often
track throughout the life course, they are also fluid and vul-
nerable to life transitions. Future research should focus on
understanding these orientations in more diverse popula-
tions and testing their ability to inform practice in a variety
of settings including dietetic counselling and intervention
planning.
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