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Family meals 

• Two public policy concerns 

•  children’s diets – obesity epidemic, 5 A Day 

•  poor behaviour – from bad manners to rioting 

• Family meals seen as a ‘magic bullet’ 
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Dinner. Frequency of eating dinner with kids 

Source NSFH 

Text 

In the past 7 days, how many times have you eaten an 

evening meal together with your [child/children] and 

other family members who live with you? 

Options 

1  None 

2  1 - 2 times 

3  3 - 5 times 

4  6 - 7 times 

Use 

Ask Dinner 



Q.1 How many days last week did you eat breakfast 

or dinner with at least one of the children? 

None 

1 day 

2 days 

3 days 

4 days 

5 days 

6 days 

7 days/everyday 

(Answers for breakfast and dinner recorded separately) 

National Survey of Families and Households: Wave 1 (1987-1988) 



 
Mother Percent Father Percent 

 none  
230 4.1 203 4.6 

1 - 2 times  
502 9.0 608 13.7 

3 - 5 times  
993 17.8 982 22.2 

6 - 7 times  
3,867 69.2 2,635 59.5 

Total  5,592 100 4,428 100 

 



 Mother Employed Father Employed 

Yes No Total Yes No Total 

 

none 3.2% 5.4% 4.1% 4.4% 5.3% 4.5% 

1-2 10.2% 7.2% 9.0% 15.1% 4.8% 13.7% 

3-5 21.7% 12.0% 17.7% 23.4% 13.7% 22.3% 

6-7 64.9% 75.4% 69.1% 57.0% 75.3% 59.5% 

Total 3,292 2,258 5,550 3,810 587 4,397 

 

Mothers and fathers: employment status 





Mothers: Evening meal by number of 

children 

12 

Number of children 
Total 

1 2 3+ 

none 6.0% 2.1% 3.0% 4.1% 

1 - 2 times 7.9% 10.6% 8.2% 9.0% 

3 - 5 times 18.5% 17.5% 15.9% 17.8% 

6 - 7 times 67.6% 69.7% 72.9% 69.2% 

Total 2,668 2,101 822 5,591 
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Mother: Employment by number of 

children 
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Mother in employment 

Yes No 

Child age 
group 

0-3 43.3% 56.7% 

4-6 54.0% 46.0% 

7-10 60.4% 39.6% 

11-14 66.7% 33.3% 

Total 55.9% 44.1% 
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Mother: married or 

living with partner Total 

yes no 

none 3.9% 4.8% 4.1% 

1 - 2 times 9.4% 7.9% 9.0% 

3 - 5 times 18.2% 16.4% 17.7% 

6 - 7 times 68.6% 70.9% 69.2% 

Total 4,132 1,383 5,515 



Do the children of employed mothers eat 

fewer family meals? 
• The answer would seem to be ‘yes’ 

• But it is not that simple: 

– Number of children 

– Age of children 

– Hours of work 

• Ideology 

– Family 

– Meal 
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Millennium Cohort Study 

Sample of nearly 19,000 babies born between 1 
September 2000 and 31 August 2001 in England and 
Wales 

• Who usually eats the evening meal with [Cohort child's 

name] on weekdays? 

 



MCS: 5 years & 7 years 



Mother: paid work last 
week 

Total 
Yes No 

No one eats with child 1.9% 1.5% 1.7% 

Parent(s)/Guardian(s) 80.0% 83.3% 81.6% 

Brothers/sisters 74.0% 81.1% 77.4% 

Other relatives 6.1% 5.0% 5.6% 

Other unrelated adult 1.5% 0.3% 1.0% 

His/her friends 0.6% 0.3% 0.4% 

Someone else 0.7% 0.1% 0.4% 

Total 7,684 7,050 14,734 



Some comparisons & weaknesses 

• US:  frequency of ‘family meals’ 

• MCS: focus is on who eats evening meal with child 

• Both retrospective reports by parents 

• Neither study provides nutritional data. 

 



National Diet and Nutrition Survey 

• Rolling programme of surveys 

• Around 1,600 people interviewed per year 

• Adults and children age 18 months and over 

• Offers detailed nutritional data 

• Does not ask about ‘meals’ but ‘eating occasions’ 

• Uses a 4 day diet diary 





Frequency Percent 

Alone 1,063 6.4 

Family (incl. Relatives) 2,798 16.9 

Friends 1,706 10.3 

Parent(s)/Carer 4,344 26.3 

Siblings 1,215 7.3 

Parent(s)/Carer & Siblings 2,534 15.3 

Carer & Other Children 258 1.6 

Other 2,621 15.8 

Total 16,539 100.0 



Frequency Percent 

6am to 8:59am 2,579 15.6 

9am to 11:59am 2,891 17.5 

12 noon to 1:59pm 2,834 17.1 

2pm to 4:59pm 2,958 17.9 

5pm to 7:59pm 3,811 23.0 

8pm to 9:59pm 1,242 7.5 

10pm to 5:59am 224 1.4 

Total 16,539 100.0 



NDNS: proposed method 

• Take ‘evening’ as time slot 

• Compare those eating with parents/carers versus 

others 

• Categorise food into ‘core’ and ‘non-core’ types –  

Macdiarmid et al. (2009)  

 



Conclusions 

• No perfect solution to defining family meals 

– each dataset presents its own problems 

• Family meals are complex to define 

• Relationship to mother’s employment 

– Need to consider multiple factors 

• Family meals are not a ‘magic bullet’ 

– Need to consider social change 
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