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A B S T R A C T   

The family meal has been recognised as an integral part of family life. With the positive health outcomes 
associated with the family meal, it has been proposed as a strategy for encouraging health-promoting behaviours. 
However, a detailed understanding of the physical and mental work required to execute the family meal is 
lacking. The aim of this research was to conduct a grounded theory study to understand the components required 
to successfully execute the family meal. Two temporal data sets (1993–4/2020) in which diverse participants 
were sampled were used for this study. Methods used to conduct qualitative interviews with parents in the 1990s 
were mirrored in the conduct of qualitative interviews with parents in 2020. The interview data was analysed 
drawing on grounded theory methodology and methods. The entire sample included 54 parents from 28 families. 
A conceptual framework, ‘The Family Meal Framework’, was developed from the analyses. The five main 
components of The Framework are the cognitions (invisible work considering the needs of the family), actions 
(physical tasks required for the family meal), outcomes (the event of the family meal), the beliefs and feelings 
(expectations and attitudes toward the family meal), and the person(s) responsible (who undertakes the work). 
This framework provides a novel theory describing the reactive, cyclical nature of the work required to execute 
the family meal. This new understanding provides discrete opportunities for intervention in family meal 
research, practice, policy and promotion.   

1. Introduction 

The family meal has long been recognised in many Western cultures 
as an integral part of family life (Charles & Kerr, 1988; Walton et al., 
2020). Associations have been found between the family meal and 
health outcomes, including lower weight status and higher diet quality 
in adults and children, improved academic performance and levels of 
self-esteem, and reduced eating disorder and risk-taking behaviours in 
adolescents (Dallacker, Hertwig, & Mata, 2017; Fulkerson, Larson, 
Horning, & Neumark-Sztainer, 2014; Goldfarb, Tarver, Locher, Preskitt, 
& Sen, 2015; Harrison et al., 2015). With high rates of overweight and 
obesity and poor dietary intake in adults and children globally (World 
Health Organization (WHO) (2021), opportunities to encourage 
health-promoting behaviours are sought and promoted. With the po-
tential beneficial outcomes and the ability of most families to engage in 
such an activity, the family meal is proposed as an ideal opportunity to 
improve the health and wellbeing of families and children (Fiese & 
Schwartz, 2008). However, our understanding of the work required to 
execute the family meal, and deliver benefit, is limited. 

A family meal is a unique window of opportunity where family 
members can be fed, communicate with one another, and build family 
relationships (Berge, Hanson, & Draxten, 2016; Berge, Hoppmann, 
Hanson, & Neumark-Sztainer, 2013; Skeer, Sonneville, Deshpande, 
Goodridge, & Folta, 2018). The family meal is recognised as an oppor-
tunity for role-modelling and social learning of eating habits and be-
haviours (Berge et al., 2013; Martinasek et al., 2010; Momin, Chung, & 
Olson, 2014; Quick, Fiese, Anderson, Koester, & Marlin, 2011; Trofholz, 
Schulte, & Berge, 2018). Due to its routine nature, the family meal 
provides an environmental setting to influence child eating behaviour, 
nutrition, and development. As Fiese et al. state, “there are few other 
collective settings in family life that have this potential across the child’s 
early years into adolescence” (Fiese & Schwartz, 2008, p. 7). 

Exploration into the relationship between health outcomes and the 
family meal comprises a large proportion of research in this area. 
However, there is limited investigation into the work involved in 
executing the family meal. Previous research has indicated that the 
execution of the family meal requires effort and coordination (DeVault, 
1991; Mehta, Booth, Coveney, & Strazdins, 2019), yet our 
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understanding of the complexities of this work is limited. We have little 
understanding of the true nature, depth, or breadth of this work, what it 
looks like or how it is experienced. This type of work is known as ‘food 
work’, ‘food provision’ or ‘consumption work’, and it involves the 
planning, acquisition, storage, preparation, serving and cleaning of food 
and meals for the family (DeVault, 1991; Jabs et al., 2007; Mehta et al., 
2019). Food work involves both cognitive and physical tasks. The 
cognitive tasks refer to the largely invisible work that informs 
decision-making regarding food choices, and the physical tasks refer to 
the behaviours that are undertaken for food acquisition and preparation. 
Without a deep understanding of the cognitive and physical work 
required to execute the family meal, the ability to effectively target, 
manipulate and promote the family meal as a healthful activity for 
families is compromised. 

Investigations into individual and family food decision-making do 
exist, but investigation relating to food choices and decisions for family 
meals specifically, is not as abundant. Food decisions have been posited 
to be situational and occurring across all stages of food consumption 
(Sobal & Bisogni, 2009). Numerous frameworks have been developed to 
understand individual food decision-making processes such as Furst 
et al.‘s individual food choice model (Furst, Connors, Bisogni, Sobal, & 
Falk, 1996) and Story et al.‘s ecological framework on food choice 
(Story, Kaphingst, Robinson-O’Brien, & Glanz, 2008). Other researchers 
have explored decision-making regarding food provision for the family, 
such as Kirk and Gillespie who identified factors mothers considered 
when making food decisions for their families (Kirk & Gillespie, 1990), 
Slater et al. identified different food provision identities of mothers 
(Slater, Sevenhuysen, Edginton, & O’Neil, 2012), and Blake and Bisogni 
explored the intersection between personal and family food choice 
identities (Blake & Bisogni, 2003). While these studies focus on an in-
dividual’s food choice decisions for themselves or their families, Gil-
lespie and Gillespie expanded this to collective food choice decisions by 
developing the family food decision-making cycle (A. H. Gillespie & 
Gillespie, 2007; Gillespie & Johnson-Askew, 2009). However, family 
meals are unique in that they require coordination and consideration of 
multiple individual’s needs, preferences, and schedules. This synchro-
nicity and coordination separates the family meal from individual food 
choices, and from other food decisions for the family. These frameworks 
and models further our understanding of the influences and processes of 
individual and family food decision-making, but do not explore these in 
relation to family meal practices specifically. 

There are several major studies that explore the work involved spe-
cific to the family meal. Charles and Kerr’s work in the UK in the early 
1980s (Charles & Kerr, 1988) and Marjorie DeVault’s work in the USA in 
the late 1980s (DeVault, 1991), explored the physical work involved in 
the family meal, including investigation into the cognitive components. 
More recently, Bowen et al.‘s ethnographic study of North American 
mothers provided an in-depth look at experiences of executing the 
family meal, particularly in relation to home-cooking (Bowen, Brenton, 
& Elliott, 2019). Berge et al.‘s ecological momentary assessment of 
family meal environments explored key processes and considerations 
regarding family meals with their sample of North American parents 
(Berge et al., 2019). Finally, Smith et al.‘s grounded theory study pro-
duced a ‘Family Meal Model’ that incorporated the ‘influences’ on 
participation in the family meal, the ‘mediating factors’ on occurrences 
of the family meal, and the perceived ‘benefits’ of the family meal as 
experienced by their American participants (Smith, Ramey, Sisson, 
Richardson, & DeGrace, 2019). While focused on family meals, these 
studies typically consider the physical work required for the family 
meal, with a gap in the breadth and depth of the cognitive components. 
Both the cognitive and physical components of the work required to 
execute family meals, and how they interact with one another, have thus 
far not been explored in great depth. 

While the family meal may be viewed as an isolated occasion, it is an 
occasion steeped in value, tradition, and symbolism (DeVault, 1991; 
Murcott, 1997; Wilk, 2010). There are many expectations surrounding 

the family meal from societal discourse, past life experiences and health 
recommendations (Oleschuk, 2020; Wilk, 2010; Woolhouse, Day, & 
Rickett, 2019). The family meal is largely constructed in the media as a 
positive social practice, and practices that deviate from the normative 
expectations constructed in the media are often vilified (Oleschuk, 2020; 
Wilk, 2010). The dominant messages about family meals, the role they 
play in protecting children, and the responsibility of parents to ensure 
they are conducting them in a meaningful way, not only creates tensions 
for parents, but does not account for the many different household types 
and experiences that exist in contemporary society (Wilk, 2010). The 
ideal image of the family meal is embedded within the notion of the 
nuclear two-parent, single-earner family, and does not incorporate the 
imperatives, or challenges of the family meal for single-parent, dual--
employed, or multigenerational families, or people from different cul-
tural or sub-cultural groups (Wilk, 2010). 

The associations between family meals and health outcomes places 
additional pressures on parents to ensure not only that the family meal 
happens regularly, but that it is also healthful, positive, and instruc-
tional. This is particularly evident in the context of neoliberalism, where 
family meals are moralised as the ‘right thing to do’ for children’s 
health, but yet there are minimal structural efforts in place to help 
families achieve them (Oleschuk, 2020). Parents have described expe-
riencing feelings of anguish at being unable to live up to their past ex-
periences of family meals, or the expectations of delivering this 
normative representation of family meals placed on them in contem-
porary society (Wilk, 2010). These expectations extend to the foods that 
are served, particularly regarding what constitutes a ‘proper’ meal. An 
expectation that pervades time and many cultures is that a ‘proper’ meal 
is one that is prepared in the home, ideally from scratch, almost exclu-
sively by the mother, and contains a variety of ‘fresh’ and ‘whole’ in-
gredients (Bowen et al., 2019; James, Curtis, & Ellis, 2009; Oleschuk, 
2020; Woolhouse et al., 2019). Serving other alternatives, such as con-
venience food, frozen meals or fast-foods are presented as ‘deviant’ and 
paint parents, although most commonly mothers, as ‘bad’ or ‘failing’ at 
their caregiving duties (Oleschuk, 2020). Additionally, there are ex-
pectations on the meal being accepted, if not enjoyed, by all members of 
the family. Rejection of food served at family meals is not only frus-
trating for the parent who has prepared the meal, but can be internalised 
by parents as a rejection of the family, as reported in numerous works 
across the UK, Sweden and the USA (Anving & Sellerberg, 2015; Harris, 
Jansen, & Rossi, 2020; James et al., 2009). The family meal is an eating 
occasion heavy with social expectation stemming from many sources 
and motivations, which are important to consider when exploring the 
work of the family meal. However, these expectations have not often 
been considered in relation to the physical and cognitive components of 
the family meal in great depth. 

While research into and around the family meal is exhaustive - and 
there are some explorations into the cognitive, physical, and emotional 
components required to execute the family meal - to our knowledge, a 
study that incorporates all these elements, and explores how they 
intersect with one another specifically in relation to the family meal has 
not yet been undertaken. Without an understanding of all these com-
ponents of the family meal, and how they interact with one another, we 
are limiting our ability to investigate it further and to successfully use it 
as a health-promotion strategy. There is a clear tension between the 
expectations of family meals, and the reality of achieving them in 
contemporary society. We need to understand where and how we can 
effectively and realistically employ services, resources, and policies to 
help support parents and families in achieving regular family meals. 
Therefore, the aim of this research was to provide a conceptual model, or 
framework, that identifies and explores the various components 
required to execute the family meal to identify discrete opportunities for 
support and intervention. 
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2. Study design 

A grounded theory study, informed by social constructionism, was 
undertaken to address the aims of this study. This involved secondary 
analysis of qualitative interview data collected in the 1990s, and pri-
mary analysis of qualitative interview data collected in 2020. The 1990s 
data was collected by one of the authors (JC). One paper and two books 
have been published from this data; however none focus on the social 
construction of the family meal, or the work involved in executing the 
family meal (Coveney, 2004, 2006, 2008). Ethics approval was granted 
at the time of data collection by the Committee on Clinical Investigation, 
Flinders Medical Centre (application number 67/92), and approval for 
the secondary analysis presented in this paper was granted by the 
Flinders University Human Research Ethics Committee in 2019 
(#8473). The 2020 data was collected by GM and ethics approval was 
granted by the Flinders University Human Research Ethics Committee in 
2019 (#8461). The COREQ checklist for reporting qualitative research 
has been used to prepare this manuscript (Tong, Sainsbury, & Craig, 
2007). 

3. Methods 

3.1. Philosophical position and methodology 

This study was conducted from an interpretivist approach, informed 
by social constructionism. This position centres on the understanding 
that meaning is constructed out of interaction between humans and the 
world around them (Crotty, 1998). Researchers working from this po-
sition acknowledge that there is no one, objective experience of mean-
ing, but rather that meaning, and our knowledge and understanding of 
the world is constructed, subjective and value laden (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2005; Tracy, 2013). By employing research from this perspective, we are 
attempting to understand the social, cultural, and temporal/historical 
construction of the family meal as participants understand and experi-
ence it. In line with this perspective, grounded theory informed the 
methods used for the current study. Grounded theory was the chosen 
methodology as it seeks to develop a theoretical understanding of a 
phenomenon, as it is experienced by participants (Charmaz, 2014). 

3.2. Recruitment and data collection 

This study utilised two sets of data, one collected in 1993–1994 
(hereafter referred to as the 1990s) and the other collected in 2020. The 
full description of methods used to collect interview data in the 1990s is 
published elsewhere (Coveney, 2004). Briefly, recruitment of partici-
pants was conducted by doorknocking in two suburbs of Adelaide, South 
Australia, one representing a high- and one representing a 
low-socioeconomic index area. The parents of households comprised of 
no more than four children, with at least one child aged ≤12 years of 
age, were recruited for the interviews. To be eligible, both parents had to 
agree to participate, and both had to speak English confidently. The 
parents of the household participated in three to four interviews, at least 
two conducted with both present, and one conducted separately. 
Semi-structured interview guides were used to provide loose structure 
and consistency between interviews, covering a range of topics related 
to food provision in the family home (see supplementary file 1). The 
interviews were pilot tested prior to data collection. Interviews lasted 
between 45 and 95 min, and were conducted in participants homes by 
JC, a doctoral candidate, dietitian, and lecturer at the time. The inter-
viewer had no relationship with the participants prior to the interviews, 
and participants were aware of the overall aim and purpose of the 
research. 

The methods for collecting data for the 2020 sample aimed to mirror 
those of the 1990s. Recruitment of participants in 2020 started in the 
same two areas of Adelaide but was subsequently expanded to sur-
rounding suburbs with the same socio-economic index of relative 

advantage and disadvantage classification as the original two suburbs 
(one high and one low). Recruitment was undertaken through posting 
flyers in the two selected areas, a study Facebook page, letterbox drops 
in the recruitment areas, and word of mouth. A reputable recruitment 
agency was hired to assist with recruiting eligible families from the 
target areas. The same eligibility criteria were applied as for the 1990s 
participants, with the addition of single-parent households and same-sex 
parent families as eligible and encouraged to participate. Only one 
interview was conducted with both adults present (in two-parent fam-
ilies). A semi-structured interview guide, informed by the 1990s guides, 
but entirely focussed on the family meal and processes therein, was used 
to ensure structure between interviews (see supplementary file 2). The 
interview was pilot tested prior to data collection. 

The 2020 interviews lasted between 50 and 90 min and were con-
ducted via cloud-based videoconferencing service Zoom (as data was 
collected during COVID-19, a pandemic caused by the SARS-CoV-2 
virus, institutional guidelines required avoidance of face-to-face data 
collection). Digital technologies have been reported as a convenient, 
efficient, flexible and cost-effective way to conduct qualitative in-
terviews (Archibald, Ambagtsheer, Casey, & Lawless, 2019). However, 
limitations such as technical difficulties, poor video or audio quality, 
and issues with reliable internet connection may occur (Archibald et al., 
2019). Fortunately, few of these issues were encountered, and where 
they were, they were promptly resolved, and interview quality was not 
impacted negatively as a result. GM, a doctoral candidate, and dietitian 
conducted all the interviews. The interviewer had no relationship with 
the participants prior to the interviews. Participants were aware of the 
overall aim and purpose of the research. All participants provided con-
sent by signing consent forms upon receiving a letter of introduction and 
information sheet. All families received an $80 voucher as compensation 
for their time and went into a draw to win one of six cookbooks. 

All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim by JC 
and a research assistant in the 1990s and by GM in 2020. Transcripts 
from the 1990s were checked against audio files by GM to ensure ac-
curacy. Transcripts were offered to be returned to participants for 
comment and correction at the time of data collection. No participants in 
the 1990s took up this offer. Four participants in 2020 took up this offer, 
but no corrections were provided and all permitted use of their tran-
scripts. All participants were invited to fill out demographic information 
forms. The 1990s participants were asked to provide information on 
their gender, age, highest level of education, current occupation, hous-
ing status, household income, main source of income, and number and 
ages of children living in the household. The 2020 participants were 
asked to provide this information, along with their cultural identity, 
employment status, and the relationship status of adults. 

Theoretical sampling was employed for both datasets. Theoretical 
sampling is the most commonly used method of sampling in grounded 
theory (Charmaz, 2014), involving continued recruitment of partici-
pants and concurrent analysis of data until analytic categories are 
saturated, and new data do not provide new insights (Charmaz, 2014). 
In the 1990s a set number of families were recruited (n = 40), however 
in keeping with grounded theory methodology, when sampling these 
families for this study, they were stratified and purposefully sampled 
until theoretical saturation was achieved. This was done by selecting 
families from the sample based on variability, or similarity, in de-
mographic data, and only selecting a new family for inclusion in the 
study once the previous family’s interview transcripts had been ana-
lysed. Theoretical sampling was employed more traditionally for the 
2020 interviews, with simultaneous participant recruitment, collection 
and analysis of interview data occurring until theoretical saturation was 
achieved. Theoretical saturation was determined when the findings 
were confirmed and explained across the samples, the categories were 
analytically developed, and new data did not reveal new findings, nor 
furthered or contradicted current understandings (Charmaz, 2014). 

It should be acknowledged that dietitians were conducting the in-
terviews in the 1990s and in 2020, which may have impacted the 
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discussion with participants. Reflexive practice was used in the collec-
tion of the 2020 interview data to ensure that the dietetic background of 
the interviewer did not interfere with the portrayals of family meal ex-
periences given by participants. Responses were actively adjusted, and 
confirmation of the non-judgemental nature of the interview was reit-
erated to encourage honest responses. All of this must be acknowledged 
as it may have influenced the discussion and construction of the 
interviews. 

3.3. Data analysis 

The interview schedules used in the 1990s interviews covered a 
range of topics related to food provision in the home, including practices 
relating to the family meal. For the purpose of this study, only discussion 
related to the family meal was identified and analysed from the 1990s 
interview transcripts. The family meal was the sole focus for the 2020 
interviews, so all data was analysed. The transcripts and participant 
demographic data were uploaded into NVivo (QSR International Pty 
Ltd., 2018). Each dataset was analysed following grounded theory 
methods, but analysis was undertaken separately, with the 1990s data 
analysed prior to the 2020 data being collected. 

As per grounded theory methods, analysis began with inductive, 
initial coding, where the transcripts were read line-by-line and each line 
was assigned a ‘code’ reflecting the meaning behind participant re-
sponses (Charmaz, 2014). After the initial coding process, rounds of 
focussed coding were undertaken. Focussed coding is the process of 
categorising data, condensing the analysis by developing the initial 
codes that have greater analytic power (Charmaz, 2014). Categories 
were developed and refined as the analysis progressed, allowing further 
development of theory (Charmaz, 2014). As per grounded theory 
methods, constant comparison was a key part of analysis; between and 
within families, codes, and categories (Charmaz, 2014). Memos were 
written and systematically stored across all stages of analysis, to help 
clarify thoughts and capture comparisons, questions and connections 
(Charmaz, 2014). Negative case analysis was undertaken, where data 
that contradicted the findings were explored to form a more compre-
hensive understanding of the results (Charmaz, 2014). A defining 
component of grounded theory analysis is developing an inductive 
theory, or an explanation of findings grounded in the data (Hennink, 
Hutter, & Bailey, 2011). In this study this took the form of a conceptual 
framework developed from the analysis of the 1990s data. The Frame-
work underwent multiple revisions and was checked against the data to 
ensure it was an accurate representation of participant’s experiences. 

The 2020 data was analysed following grounded theory methods and 
was tested against the framework developed from the 1990s dataset. 
Once it was determined that the 2020 data fit the framework, the 
framework was further refined to represent the family meal experience 
over time, as informed by both datasets. The results presented below are 
the results from the combined analyses of the 1990s and 2020 interview 
data. While a comparative analysis of results between the 1990s and 
2020 sample was undertaken as part of the larger grounded theory study 
from which this framework was produced, this analysis is outside of the 
scope of the current paper. While family life has changed considerably 
across this same period of time, the core components of the work 
required to execute the family meal have remained the same. The details 
of how certain tasks are undertaken may differ (e.g., the use of online 
shopping for purchasing, the use of mobile phone apps for creating 
shopping lists), but the core components did not change. The aim of the 
current paper is not to discuss these differences, but to present and 
describe The Family Meal Framework that was developed from these 
combined samples, representing the core components of the family 
meal, relevant across time. 

GM analysed all data. The research team, consisting of quantitative 
and qualitative health researchers, drew on combined experience and 
expertise to ensure comprehensive analysis of the data. Memos, 
diagramming and reflexive journaling were used to enhance quality, 

rigour and transparency throughout the analysis (Charmaz, 2014). Due 
to the length of time between the 1990s interviews and this current 
analysis, it was not possible to contact these participants for feedback on 
the findings. The majority (n = 11/12), of the 2020 families consented to 
follow-up contact to discuss study findings, and seven parents (from five 
families) participated in follow-up interviews to discuss the framework. 
From these discussions the framework was adjusted. The resulting 
grounded theory is the framework presented below: The Family Meal 
Framework. All participants have been given pseudonyms to protect 
their identities and all have been given family identification codes (e.g., 
F1 = Family 1). Families F1–F16 are from the 1990s sample, and fam-
ilies F17–F28 are from the 2020 sample. 

4. Results 

4.1. Participants 

Fifty-four participants from 28 families were included in these ana-
lyses (Table 1). All but two families contained a female and male adult. 
Three single mothers were involved in this study, one of whom lived 
with a male boarder. Participants ranged in age from 26 to 55 years with 
an average age of 40 years, and the average number of children per 
household was 2.4, both slightly higher than the average Australian 
population at both time points (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 
(1995), 2017, 2019). The rates of employment were also largely 
reflective of the Australian population at the time, with more men and 
women in employment in the 2020 sample, and fewer stay-at-home 
parents than in the 1990s (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 
(1994), 2020). 

4.2. The family meal conceptualised 

There is currently no standard, universal definition of the family 
meal (Martin-Biggers et al., 2014). Thus, the definition of the family 
meal presented here is one that was used by participants i.e., most, 
ideally all, members of the immediate family present, and consuming a 
meal together in the household. The location in the household, type of 
food and other activities that occurred at the time of eating varied across 
families and across the two samples. The unifying factor was the pres-
ence of family members and the activity of eating food in the same place 
at the same time. Fig. 1, the ‘Family Meal Framework’ provides a 
framework constructed to understand the components of cognitive and 
physical work involved in executing the family meal. The Framework is 
composed of five separate but interacting components; a cyclical process 
that requires cognitive and physical effort each day. A narrative account 
of the execution of the family meal for one participating family is pro-
vided, demonstrating the fluid, reactive and cyclical nature of The 
Framework, before breaking down The Framework and it’s involved 
components in more detail. See supplementary file 3 for the coding tree 
of the 1990s and 2020 data informing The Framework. 

4.2.1. Narrative account of the Family Meal Framework 
Melanie and Andy, a married couple with two daughters, Suzie aged 

11, and Scarlett aged 7, are both employed outside of the home. The 
family meal is very important to Andy, who has fond memories of them 
from childhood, but Melanie never had family meals growing up and 
does not believe she places much importance on them. Melanie does not 
eat breakfast in the morning, and with herself and Andy at work and 
their daughters at school during the day, the evening is the only time 
they are all available to share a family meal. 

Each week, Melanie plans the meals she will be preparing. Melanie 
wants the family to eat the same meal, but not everyone likes the same 
foods. Melanie and Andy want to eat exciting meals, but their daughters 
have limited palates. Although they want to develop their daughters’ 
palates, Melanie feels it is too much to expect them to try something new 
each night. This results in nights where the adults eat a separate meal to 
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the children. 
When deciding what to prepare Melanie must consider the cost of the 

ingredients, and the variety and balance in cuisines and foods. Addi-
tionally, Melanie eats a vegetarian diet, but worries about her daugh-
ters’ nutritional intake, so includes several meat-based meals for the 

week, with vegetarian alternatives for herself. Prior to purchasing in-
gredients for the meals for the week, Melanie checks the fridge and 
cupboards against the inventory Andy has created and writes a list of the 
items she needs to purchase. Melanie prefers to purchase her ingredients 
online but goes to the supermarket on a Sunday morning if unable to 
shop online. Each afternoon, when Melanie gets home, she consults her 
meal plan and decides which meal she is going to prepare, depending on 
the time and energy she has available. To help reduce the time involved 
in preparation, Melanie will sometimes serve leftovers from previous 
meals. 

Once the meal has been prepared, the family sit down to eat together 
at the dining room table. The children are not forced to eat anything they 
do not wish to, as Suzie once vomited from being forced to eat too much 
tuna mornay. The family check in on one another, ask each other 
questions and play word games during the meal. The children are not 
allowed to use any technological devices, and conversation about off- 
putting topics is banned. If Andy is not home for the family meal, Mel-
anie will make it a special ‘mummy-daughter’ night, eating the meal in 
front of the television. If Melanie is not home for the family meal, Andy 
will try to execute it as per normal, however it would be more likely that 
takeaway is served. 

This is just one example of how the cognitions, actions, outcomes, 
beliefs and responsibility of the family meal interact and intersect with 
one another for one family. These components make up The Family Meal 
Framework and are presented in more detail below. While The Frame-
work is presented in a specific order, it is not to indicate the exact order 
in which the components are executed. The Framework is presented as a 
cycle to represent its cyclical nature, and the ability of individuals to 
move in to, out of, and between components seamlessly and simulta-
neously. It is an iterative, automatic cycle that may occur multiple times 
in a day. 

4.2.2. Cognitions of the family meal; considerations to be made 
The ‘cognitions’ in The Family Meal Framework represent the 

cognitive work and decision-making involved in the family meal. These 
are the factors that parents consider when attempting to execute the 
family meal and are thus termed ‘considerations’. These factors were 
divided into ‘actively considered’, ‘subconsciously considered’ and 
‘situationally considered’ categories. The ‘actively considered’ factors 
were those ‘front of mind’ in relation to the family meal. For example, 
factors such as cost, time, family food preferences, or family schedules 
may be ‘actively considered’ when making decisions about the family 
meal, as exemplified in the following extracts. 

Brooke: Well nutritional, I make sure that they had a balance of 
everything, so it’s a matter of balancing out your meat and your 
vegetables… you need to eat a certain number of meat, I’d say about 
three or four times a week and then white meat and a bit of fish… and 
vary your vegetables… I work on the basis you’ve got to have every 
colour. (F10, father employed, stay-at-home mother, two children 
aged 3 and 1 years old) 

Andrew: I wouldn’t buy, should we say [brand name] tomatoes, 
because I perceive them as being more healthy as Italian tomatoes, 
I’d just buy the Italian ones because they’d be cheaper. (F2, both 
parents employed, two children aged 11 and 8 years old) 

Colin: Sausages for example would be a matter of thinking of a 
convenience meal for the kids, saves having to come home from 
practice or something and just be able to throw something on the 
stove quickly. (F12, father employed, stay-at-home mother, two 
children aged 9 and 7 years old) 

It should be noted that not all actively considered factors were 
considered by every family, and not all were considered equally. The 
actively considered factors that were taken into consideration varied, 
and different considerations were often at odds with one another. It was 
also not uncommon for different active considerations to be considered 

Table 1 
Demographic characteristics of participants from 1990s and 2020 samples.   

Participant characteristics 

Total 
participants n 
= 54 

1990s 
participants n 
= 32 

2020 
participants n 
= 22 

Gender of adults     
- Male 26/54 16/32 10/22  
- Female 28/54 16/32 12/22 
Age of adults mean 

(range) 
40 (26–55) 38 (26–46) 43 (34–55) 

Highest level of 
educationa     

- Secondary school 15/54 13/32 2/22  
- Some tertiary 

education 
3/54 0 3/22  

- Trade or business 
qualification 

4/54 4/32 0  

- Degree or tertiary 
diploma 

26/54 10/32 16/22  

- Higher degree 5/54 4/32 1/22 
Employment Status     
- Paid employment 39/54 20/32 19/22  
o Females 17/28 8/16 9/12  
o Males 22/26 12/16 10/10  
- Homemaker 9/54 7/32 2/22  
o Females 9/28 7/16 2/12  
o Males 0 0 0  
- Not employed 6/54 5/32 1/22  
o Females 2/28 1/16 1/12  
o Males 4/26 4/16 0  

Family characteristics  
Total families 
n ¼ 28 

1990s families 
n ¼ 16 

2020 families 
n ¼ 12 

Single parent 
households 

3/28 1/16 2/12 

Number of children 
living at home mean 
(range) 

2.4 (1–4) 2.4 (1–3) 2.4 (1–4) 

Ages of children living 
at home mean (range) 

9.5 (0.5–24) 8 (0.5–19) 10 (2–24) 

Household 
employment status     

- Two parents employed 15/28 7/16 8/12  
- One parent employed 9/28 6/16 3/12  
- Neither parent 

employed 
4/28 3/16 1/12 

Household statusa     

- Provided by state 1/28 0 1/12  
- Renting from housing 

trust 
5/28 4/16 1/12  

- Renting privately 5/28 3/16 2/12  
- Paying off mortgage 8/28 3/16 5/12  
- Outright owners 8/28 5/16 3/12 
Area of recruitment     
- High advantage/low 

disadvantage 
14/28 8/16 6/12  

- Low advantage/high 
disadvantage 

14/28 8/16 6/12 

Household incomea b     

- Lowest quintile 0 0 0  
- Second quintile 4/28 2/16 2/12  
- Third quintile 4/28 3/16 1/12  
- Fourth quintile 10/28 5/16 5/12  
- Highest quintile 6/28 3/16 3/12 

All data presented as n = , unless otherwise specified. 
a Missing data for level of education n = 1, household status n = 1, household 

income n = 4. 
b Quintile’s based on census household forms in 1991 and 2016. 
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with more priority than others, depending on the situation. For example, 
at the end of the pay cycle, it was not uncommon for cost to be 
considered more acutely by some families, and for other families where 
work situations had changed, it was not uncommon for time and 
schedules to be considered more acutely. 

Gemma: Usually we’ll, like we’ll make it right up to like today, the 
day before, our cheques due tomorrow, ‘cause we’re only on un-
employment benefit and yeah like we’ll just have usually something 
just all sort of bits and pieces all thrown together for tea that night. 
(F6, father unemployed, stay-at-home mother, three children aged 4 
years, 1.5 years and 6 months old) 

Interviewer: Is speed of preparation an important factor for you? 
Alison: Yes, certainly it is at the moment yeah, while I’m working 
virtually full time. Before that it wasn’t quite so important. Certainly 
at the moment, it certainly is, yes. (F4, father unemployed, mother 
employed, two children aged 9 and 7 years old) 

Parents tried to align multiple active considerations where possible 
but were often unable to do so due to more pressing constraints on their 
choices. When nutrition and variety were factors parents ideally tried to 
factor into their decisions, more practical considerations such as time, 
convenience and cost often had to be prioritised instead, as evidenced by 
the following participant quote: 

George: Lack of time, it’s just so easy to drop back to the things that 
you go, well I’ve done it before, I know how long it will take, I don’t have 
to sit and think about it. You get something new and you go, oh how 
long’s that going to take?… It’s quite easy for me to, let’s run with it, but 
I s’pose it would be good to get a bit more exotic. (F19, both parents 
employed, two children aged 8 and 5 years old) 

The ‘subconsciously considered’ factors were those that influenced 
parents’ decisions but were not necessarily ‘front of mind’, such as 
cultural or religious background, marketing and advertising, skills or 
confidence with cooking techniques, or familiarity and habit with 
products or foods. These were classified as subconscious as they were 
considerations that were automatically considered by participants, and 
thus often did not require additional thought. These considerations were 
easily overlooked or encompassed in an individual’s cultural, religious, 
or familial background. Although typically considered ‘subconsciously’ 

in relation to the more active considerations, they still impacted family 
meal decisions and execution. 

Meg: No, we cook by custom, by tradition you know. (F9, father 
employed and studying, stay-at-home mother, three children aged 
11, 9 and 3 years old) 

George: I s’pose you tend to fall into a trap of having your little, not 
your favourites but your regulars. There’s the cans of five different 
varieties of baked beans, and there’s just the one that you go, that’s 
what we get cos that’s what we always get. (F19, both parents 
employed, two children aged 8 and 5 years old) 

Carl: I mean, I guess with the tastes that we developed… I lived in 
Europe for 9 years, we lived in Singapore for 2 years and moved all 
over to the States and we eat virtually anything, and we like to do 
Chinese oriental cooking, tacos are big hits with the kids and burritos 
and we make them here. (F1, both parents employed, three children 
aged 15, 8 and 5 years old) 

The ‘situationally considered’ factors were actively considered by 
parents but were dependent on the situation they were facing, such as 
energy levels, or who was or was not going to be present for the meal. 
While these factors were often considered consciously, or actively, they 
were highly dependent on particular situations and events. For example, 
if a parent was not going to be present for the family meal, the other 
parent responsible for executing the meal may actively consider their 
children’s food preferences, rather than their partner’s preferences, or 
nutrition or balance of the meal. A common situational consideration 
was energy levels of parents, with parents frequently stating they 
changed the structure of the meal, or what was served, based on having 
low energy levels. 

Angela: Frequently too he’s [husband Carl] gone and there is no 
point in cooking a big meal because they [the children] won’t eat it 
and I don’t want to. (F1, both parents employed, three children aged 
15, 8 and 5 years old) 

Connie: There’s maybe one or two nights a week we might be too 
tired and we just go and get a takeaway. (F11 both parents employed, 
three children aged 19, 17 and 10 years old) 

Fig. 1. The family meal framework.  
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4.2.3. Actions involved in the family meal; processes to undertake and 
strategies required 

Once the considerations regarding the family meal were made, ac-
tion followed. In The Framework actions are separated from the cogni-
tive processes because they are the behaviours required to execute the 
family meal. Where the cognitive tasks could be viewed as ‘invisible 
work’, actions are the more ‘visible work’ of the family meal. Through 
the analyses it was clear that the actions were distinguished into two 
categories: the processes that needed to be undertaken, and the strate-
gies required to make the processes happen. These two actions of stra-
tegies and processes worked together to ensure the considerations of the 
family meal come to fruition in the execution of the family meal. Figs. 2 
and 3 provide pictorial examples of how the cognitions and actions 
interact with one another. 

The strategies were the plans of action that assisted parents in 
executing the family meal. The processes were the actual tasks for this. 
These were categorised into the three main processes: planning, pur-
chasing, and preparation. Where parents may consider the nutritional 
balance, cost of ingredients, food preferences of family members and 
time to make the family meal, they still needed to plan the family meal, 
purchase ingredients, and prepare the meal for consumption. To align 
the many, often conflicting considerations of parents with these pro-
cesses, strategies were often needed. There were many strategies parents 
across the two samples used to execute the family meal, such as looking 
for new inspiration, purchasing ingredients in bulk, preparing separate 
meals, and purchasing takeaway. As displayed in Fig. 2, if families 
needed to consider cost (an active consideration) when thinking of in-
gredients to purchase for the family meal (process of purchasing) they 
would need a strategy for purchasing ingredients within their financial 
resources, such as creating a budget or seeking out store specials. 

Mary: Most times, see, I make a shopping list and I price the items, 
and I always price them a little bit over the item so that if we happen 
to see something we want that’s extra, the prices are over the items, 
that don’t happen to be going that much over the budget. (F3, father 
unemployed, stay-at-home mother, three children aged 15, 11 and 8 
years old) 

Another example, as displayed in Fig. 3, was if a family had minimal 
time available (an active consideration) to prepare the meal (process of 
preparation) then they might use convenience foods or leftovers to make 
the process less time consuming. 

Gaye: I think the first thing to put me onto it was seeing my sister 
make spaghetti bolognaise that way with just the mince and then the 

spaghetti sauce, that was the first thing that you know opened my 
eyes to the fact that you don’t have to sort of simmer spaghetti sauce 
for two hours with a careful recipe. 

Andrew:… The convenience thing of it is just so great, I mean sort of 
who’d want to spend an hour making a spaghetti bolognaise when 
you can make it in 10 minutes. (F2, both parents employed, two 
children aged 11 and 8 years old) 

These strategies spanned across all three processes of planning, 
purchasing, and preparation. Different families utilised different stra-
tegies according to their considerations and needs. The overarching 
purpose of these strategies was to make the family meal processes more 
achievable, realistic, and manageable. 

Claire: We’ve got the, like the Google home thing in our kitchen, and 
we’re both in the habit of just saying “add whatever to the shopping 
list”, which is then on both of our phones, which has kind of really 
changed the way we do the shopping list actually. (F22, both parents 
employed, two children aged 6 and 4 years old) 

Audrey: I do it [shopping] all over the place because I like to shop for 
bargains. (F15, both parents employed, one child aged 10 years old) 

Hank: We’ll buy sauces, already pre-mixed sauces which we can use, 
just add that to the food after we’ve cooked it and make it very 
tasty… we can have Greek, we can have Chinese, we can have 
Spanish, Mexican hot spicy stuff, we can have curry. (F11 both 
parents employed, three children aged 19, 17 and 10 years old) 

Scott: Harriet’s (daughter) pretty fussy with her food, if I know that 
she’s not going to be interested in a particular option, I’ll know to 
prepare something else for her, it’s usually just like a sort of tinned 
pasta that she loves, I know it’s a safe bet so if I make that she’ll eat it. 
(F18, both parents employed, two children aged 5 and 2 years old) 

Griffith: My mum doesn’t live that far away, I’ll just ring her up and 
say, “hey, do you mind making us some quick pasta tonight? We can 
pick it up on the way through.” (F26, both parents employed, two 
children aged 9 and 4 years old) 

As described above, processes were the physical tasks required to 
execute the family meal. Categorised into planning, purchasing, and 
preparation, these processes were undertaken in any number of com-
binations by participants across both samples. The process of planning 
related to any physical tasks of making plans for the family meal. This Fig. 2. Pictorial representation of ‘cost’ consideration example scenario.  

Fig. 3. Pictorial representation of ‘time available’ consideration 
example scenario. 
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included the checking of cupboards, fridges, and freezers to determine in 
advance what meals would be made based on available ingredients, or 
what ingredients needed to be purchased to make those meals. It also 
included the dictation or notation of meal plans, or meals to be made for 
the week, fortnight, or month. Processes of planning were undertaken 
religiously by some participants, as evidenced by Melanie’s quote below, 
but most participants across both samples did not engage in any formal 
processes of planning. 

Melanie: I’m very organised, so I have my meal plans for the week. 
(F28, both parents employed, two children aged 11 and 7 years old) 

Gaye: I usually look through the cupboards and the fridge and say, 
“Well what’s here and are we going to have this this week?” (F2, both 
parents employed, two children aged 11 and 8 years old) 

Suzanne: I’m not that structured that I meal plan as such. I try doing 
it sometimes but it doesn’t work. I tend to look at what’s in the fridge 
and what can I do with what I’ve got in the fridge. (F21, both parents 
employed, three children aged 15, 13 and 11 years old) 

The process of purchasing had to be undertaken by every family in 
both samples. Processes of purchasing involved any acquisition of in-
gredients or foods for the family meal and was a key requirement for 
executing the family meal. While all participants had to purchase foods 
for the family meal, this process differed in the location and frequency 
with which they acquired them, and the method of transport used to 
retrieve them. 

Richard: Monday’s is a day off and I’ll usually do one or two shops in 
a Monday and it might account for one or more meals. But it’s not 
uncommon to do shopping everyday. (F17, father employed, mother 
casual volunteer, four children aged 19, 18, 13 and 11 years old) 

Interviewer: How do you get to Arndale to do your shopping?Max-
ine: Circle Line bus… or walk, yeah, if the weather’s nice. (F14, 
single-mother family, mother and boarder studying, one child aged 5 
years old) 

Preparation as a process involved the physical transformation of 
ingredients into edible meals through preparation and cooking. The 
preparation of meals was highly dependent on participant’s skills, 
preferences, and resources. This process related to how participant’s 
prepared ingredients for their meals, including the supports they used to 
help with preparation (including appliances, recipes, and technology). 

Eddie: Sometimes on Tuesdays I come home at three and I think, 
yeah, today’s a good day for cooking. So, I take the meat out and take 
the recipe things and chop it up and start cooking. (F14, single- 
mother family, mother and boarder studying, one child aged 5 
years old) 

Julianne: ‘Cause I use my phone as my, like to cook and stuff, so I do 
sort of sometimes even have it out because I had the menu on it, or 
something. (F20, father employed, stay-at-home mother, four chil-
dren, one aged 7 and triplets aged 6 years old) 

4.2.4. Outcomes of the family meal; the family meal itself 
The cognitions of the family meal, along with the actions described 

above, are all undertaken in an effort to execute the family meal. 
Therefore, the family meal event is the outcome of the cognitions and 
actions that preceded it. The family meal event is highly impacted by the 
considerations that were made for the meal, the strategies parents used 
to accommodate those considerations, and how they undertook the 
processes to achieve the family meal. For example, considering who is 
going to be present for the meal (cognition) may have resulted in par-
ents’ deciding to accommodate certain family members preferences 
(strategy), leading to the preparation of one meal for those present for 
the meal (process), which may or may not change the types of foods that 
are served, or how the meal is experienced (outcome). 

Claire: If we weren’t eating with the kids we would eat something a 
bit fancier. 

Christopher: Yeah, yep, and we’d do it in the quarter of the time. 

Claire: Oh god yeah. 

Christopher: I think sometimes, sometimes when it’s just us two as 
well, we kind of just slap something together, sometimes, like you 
know, you’ll be like “aw I just feel like eggs on toast tonight". 

Claire: That’s true, we don’t actually bother as much because the kids 
aren’t- it doesn’t matter if they’re not getting something healthy 
[laughing] so, yeah that’s true. (F22, both parents employed, two 
children aged 6 and 4 years old) 

The outcome of The Framework incorporates the family meal occa-
sions (frequency), the environment of the meal (where it occurred, who 
was present, what was served, presence of technology), and the be-
haviours of those at the family meal (disruptive behaviours, reactions to 
food served, multi-tasking, convincing children to eat). Although the 
family meal is the direct consequence of the cognitions and actions 
preceding it, as demonstrated above, how the family meal took place 
and was experienced could directly affect those cognitions and actions in 
the future. If the experience was positive, it may reinforce the cognitions 
or actions so that the positive experience could be repeated. If the 
experience was negative however, it may prompt parents to reconsider 
the cognitions and actions so that the negative experience could be 
avoided in future. For example, children’s disruptive behaviour at the 
meal (outcome) may result in parents considering time available 
(cognition), preparing elements of the meal in advance (strategy), thus 
limiting the preparation required directly before the meal (process) in an 
attempt to have the meal earlier (outcome), before children become too 
tired and irritable. 

George: One of the other, well I s’pose issues with the evening meal, 
is once the kids have been at school and sort of getting a bit tired… 
they don’t sort of toe the line… it’s a lot simpler for a small thing to 
generate into a big issue at six o’clock at night as opposed to in the 
morning when they’ve had a night’s sleep and haven’t got tired. 

Interviewer: So what sort of impact does that have on the family meal 
then? 

Natalie: Oh it can be challenging at times… if they weren’t so tired 
they’d probably be a bit more cooperative, but they tend to be a bit 
you know [ whining] you know a bit difficult. 

George: And I think, fussy, being tired leads to being fussy as well. 

Natalie: Whereas they probably- you can probably negotiate with 
them a little bit better if it was earlier… we do a lot of prep as well, 
like preparation because we don’t want to be rushing around. (F19, 
both parents employed, two children aged 8 and 5 years old) 

Another example is if children disliked or refused a certain meal or 
ingredient served at the family meal (outcome), parents may consider 
that child’s food preferences for the next meal (cognition), decide to 
accommodate each family member’s food preferences (strategy), pre-
pare separate meals (process), and serve each family member a different, 
or modified meal (outcome). 

Carl: There’ve been very rare occurrences where we absolutely know 
that they won’t eat something and we’ll fix it for us and fix some-
thing different for them like macaroni and cheese. (F1, both parents 
employed, three children aged 15, 8 and 5 years old) 

Brooke: Like pasta, they won’t eat pasta, or spaghetti bolognaise, so I 
have to cook that for us and then the children will have French eggs 
or whatever I can find them, or maybe chops and sausage with veg 
even, depending. Because they have a separate meal most days I tend 
to, I’m finding it’s easier for me to provide them with a separate meal 
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and then have my own meal, then it is to provide a meal that we’ll all 
eat because they eat a blander meal than what- and Tim (husband) 
and I want some variety in our meals. (F10, father employed, stay-at- 
home mother, two children aged 3 and 1 years old) 

4.2.5. Beliefs and feelings related to the family meal 
Through the analysis it was apparent that there was more to the 

family meal than working through the components previously 
mentioned. There was an emotional element that sat on the outside of 
these components, impacting the way they were experienced and 
executed. These emotions were influenced by the expectations, feelings 
and beliefs surrounding the family meal, stemming from past experi-
ences and common representations of family meals. The category of 
‘beliefs and feelings’ encompassed parents’ expectations, feelings, and 
perceived benefit and value of the family meal. Parents’ beliefs and 
feelings about the family meal sat on the border of this cycle repre-
senting their pervasiveness across all stages, as it was apparent that they 
did not impact just one of the involved components, but rather could 
impact any and all of the components, depending on the participant. The 
biggest indicator of the pervasiveness of beliefs and feelings impacting 
the family meal, was the inherent belief that family meals provided some 
symbolic benefit or value to the family, exclusive to this activity. This 
was a key motivator for why parents undertook the other components of 
the family meal, considering the factors that needed to be considered, 
undertaking the strategies and processes required, and actually taking 
the time to have a family meal. 

Donna: It’s a real bonding thing and if we didn’t have it then I think 
our relationships would be quite strange, ‘cause we wouldn’t know 
what’s going on in each other’s lives. (F27, both parents employed, 
three children aged 20, 18 and 8 years old) 

Jennifer: Yeah, I mean, I don’t know. It is symbolic, I think there is 
something symbolic going on at sitting at the table, we are a family, 
we do things together, we eat together. (F17, father employed, 
mother casual volunteer, four children aged 19, 18, 13 and 11 years 
old) 

These beliefs or feelings were found to be pervasive and funnelled 
through all components, from expectations of how family meals should 
be run with rules, traditions and structure, to the importance of all 
eating the same meal at the same time. For example, Anastasia (F23), a 
single mother, wanted to provide a traditional family meal for her son, 
even though she did not consider their current situation as the typical 
‘big’ family that she had growing up. However, when the outcome was 
eating a meal together in front of the television, she felt it hindered 
communication and that she was not spending quality time with her son. 
Even though she was still technically executing the family meal, still 
considering the components she felt important to her family, still 
employing strategies to make the family meal achievable, and still un-
dertaking the processes required to execute the family meal, the feeling 
that she was not living up to her expectations of what the family meal 
should look like led to feelings of dissatisfaction. The ability of these 
feelings to impact the family meal processes is indicated in this example 
by Anastasia’s resolve to try to change the outcome of the family meal. 

Anastasia: I do prefer to have meals at the kitchen table, because 
that’s what I did when I was a child… I s’pose ‘cause we don’t have a 
big family, it’s happened that it’s just my son and I… It feels more 
impersonal in the lounge, like it’s not a sort of a special mealtime… I 
think I’m really going to try to organise for us to have at the table, 
and even if he says, “no”, I’m actually going to say, “no we have to 
have it at the kitchen table”. (F23, single-mother family, mother 
employed, one child aged 12 years old) 

Parents’ beliefs and feelings about the family meal could also have an 
indirect impact on the outcome of the meal, by changing the cognitions 
and actions that preceded it. Parents would either replicate the 

cognitions and actions to reinforce positive outcomes or change them to 
prevent negative outcomes from reoccurring. This could be in a very 
simple way, for example, parents who grew up eating and sharing the 
same family meal together may focus their considerations on aligning 
family members preferences to prepare just one meal for all family 
members to eat. These beliefs and feelings could extend outside of the 
family meal event to any of the processes of planning, purchasing and 
preparation. For example, finding the shopping experience (process of 
purchasing) more or less enjoyable when the whole family attend may 
result in parents either insisting family members come along, or going to 
great lengths to ensure they are able to go alone. 

Paul: It’s something I’ve just grown up with so it’s just normal to me, 
to sit together. (F6, father unemployed, stay-at-home mother, three 
children aged 4 years, 1.5 years and 6 months old) 

Alison: I don’t enjoy shopping, I just go and do it because it has to be 
done and it just takes so much longer if I’ve got two children I have to 
argue with. (F4, father unemployed, mother employed, two children 
aged 9 and 7 years old) 

4.2.6. Person(s) responsible for the family meal and the processes involved 
Bordering and encompassing all aspects of the family meal cycle, and 

crucial to its functioning, is the person(s) responsible. As demonstrated 
in the previous paragraphs, the family meal involves complex, coordi-
nated processes, and requires a significant amount of physical and 
cognitive work, for which someone must be responsible. Persons 
responsible for the family meal did vary between and among the par-
ticipants from either sample, and was highly dependent on expectations, 
schedules, defined roles, and availability. It was most common across 
the entire sample for women to be responsible for this work. However, 
that is not to say that men were not involved, with some taking on 
minor, assistant roles, and others taking shared or full responsibility. 

Interviewer: Do you cook as well Andrew? 

Andrew: Yes, less often. 

Gaye: Less often than I do but he still does cook. (F2, both parents 
employed, two children aged 11 and 8 years old) 

Claire: Depends on the day and who’s worked longer or who’s 
around the place ready to do it… both of us probably do half, half, 
maybe I do slightly more ‘cause I work a little bit less. 

Christopher: Ooh controversial, controversial. Claire: That’s 
controversial of me, it’s probably about fifty-fifty. 

Christopher: Thank you. (F22, both parents employed, two children 
aged 6 and 4 years old) 

Interviewer: So, who does the shopping? 

Alison: I do. 

Interviewer: Has that always been the case? 

Derek: Apart from illnesses and, or hospital due to babies. (F4, father 
unemployed, mother employed, two children aged 9 and 7 years old) 

The impact of the person(s) responsible for the family meal on the 
rest of the family meal cycle is evident. The way the person(s) respon-
sible approached the considerations, actions and outcome of the family 
meal impacted its execution, and that person’s beliefs and feelings about 
the family meal inevitably impacted the decisions they made. This was 
evident when more than one person was responsible for the family meal, 
and its involved processes. This was captured in the different ways men 
and women approached the work of the family meal. For example, it was 
not uncommon for men to be more ad-hoc in their decision-making for 
the family meal, often deciding what to make on the spot (planning), 
based on the ingredients available (cognitions), and preparing the meal 
in the way they were most confident (preparation). This was sometimes 

G. Middleton et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                              



Appetite 175 (2022) 106071

10

met with jubilation from children, as takeaway would be served in many 
instances, however, it could be met with disappointment, if the meal did 
not align with the children’s food preferences. This was often in contrast 
to the women, who were more likely to be structured in their meal de-
cisions (planning), considering their children’s food preferences along 
with nutrition and balance (considerations), purchasing ingredients that 
align with those considerations (purchasing) and preparing one or 
multiple meals (strategies and preparation) to appease all family 
members preferences (outcome). These are generalised statements that 
are not intended to represent all men and women in either sample; 
however, they present examples of how these practices most typically 
differed between men and women in the present samples. 

Carl: When I cook it’s basically, look in the ice box and see what’s 
there, look in the cupboard and see what’s there and then put 
something together. (F1, both parents employed, three children aged 
15, 8 and 5 years old) 

Joaquin: Like when I cook I always think about something that’ll be 
quick, and when Leslie (partner) cooks she always thinks about 
something that will look very nice and presentable. We’ve got 
different priorities. (F25, both parents employed, one child aged 12 
years old) 

Martin: She (wife Maureen) doesn’t let me do too much cooking for 
the kids because I end trying to ram it down their throat I suppose, 
it’s not as bad as that, in a way I’m trying to expand their pallet but 
she thinks that’s the wrong idea, that give them what they want and 
then they don’t eat it anyway and you’ve made too many special 
meals and I think that’s wrong. 

Maureen:… Mm he loves to cook, he enjoys to cook, we don’t leave 
him in charge very often because what he cooks is not quite what we 
like. (later in interview) Interviewer: Do all the family members like 
the same foods, I mean no, so how does the cook cope with that? 

Maureen: [laughing] Oh I suppose there are occasions if I’m in a good 
mood I might have 3 different meals (to accommodate all family 
members). (Family F7, both parents employed, three children aged 
8, 7 and 4 years old) 

Interviewer: And what about if Suzanne (wife), if you’re ever absent, 
what would happen then William, at the family meal? What would 
that be- 

William: It would be complete panic… And I would have to, the kids 
would love it ‘cause we would finally go and get KFC or something… 
we’d all be hi-fiving each other, I think we’d probably get takeaway, 
to be honest with you. Unless Suzanne leaves us something to warm 
up [laughing]. (F21, both parents employed, three children aged 15, 
13 and 11 years old) 

5. Discussion 

This grounded theory study produced a framework of the multiple 
cognitive and physical components involved in executing the family 
meal. It encompasses the impact the outcome of the family meal (how 
the meal is served, eaten, and received by family members) has on the 
cognitive and physical tasks that precede it. It explores how beliefs and 
feelings related to the family meal have the ability to not just impact the 
outcome of the family meal, but also the cognitive and physical pro-
cesses surrounding it. Finally, The Framework acknowledges the persons 
undertaking this work, that the work can be done alone or in partner-
ship, and that this impacts how the family meal, and it’s involved pro-
cesses, are undertaken. Although it has been established that feeding the 
family requires effort, energy, and time (Berge et al., 2013; Bowen et al., 
2019; Charles & Kerr, 1988; DeVault, 1991; Malhotra et al., 2013; Mehta 
et al., 2019; Quick et al., 2011), this study provides a framework for 
clearly distinguishing and understanding the work, effort and discrete 

tasks required to execute the family meal. While the family meal may 
seem quotidian and a routine part of family life, The Family Meal 
Framework demonstrates that it requires a series of highly choreo-
graphed steps to execute. Previous work specifically focusing on 
unpacking the effort required for the family meal has not gone as far as 
to provide a framework that encompasses all five components of cog-
nitions, actions, outcomes, beliefs and feelings, and person(s) respon-
sible, nor do they account for the cyclical, reactive nature of these 
components, or how they interact with one another. 

Previous exploration into the work of the family meal has largely 
focussed on the physical components; the physical tasks of purchasing 
foods, cooking and preparing meals, and the consumption of the meal as 
a family. The recognition of these components in previous studies is 
acknowledged through the numerous intervention studies that target 
these behaviours (Middleton, Golley, Patterson, Le Moal, & Coveney, 
2020). These physical components are integral to the execution of the 
family meal, however, few interventions targeting these components of 
the family meal have successfully effected change, or improved health 
outcomes as intended (Middleton et al., 2020). Without the recognition 
of the mental, or cognitive components of the family meal, and how they 
impact and intersect with the physical components, we will likely 
continue to fall short on delivering meaningful change in family meal 
research, family meal execution, and the use of the family meal as a 
health promotion strategy. 

The cognitive components of food work and the family meal have 
been explored previously. Charles and Kerr (Charles & Kerr, 1988), and 
DeVault (DeVault, 1991) were some of the first authors to document 
these ‘invisible’ tasks required to feed the family. This identification of 
the invisible tasks parents were routinely undertaking, unrecognised by 
others, and often unbeknown to themselves, was a huge contribution to 
understanding the effort and coordination that is required for feeding a 
family (DeVault, 1991). One such cognitive effort related to the family 
meal is the decision-making of the meal. Previous authors have 
described various factors individuals and parents consider when making 
food decisions for themselves or for their families (Bava, Jaeger, & Park, 
2008; Bowen et al., 2019; DeVault, 1991; Furst et al., 1996; A. H.; Gil-
lespie & Gillespie, 2007; Hardcastle & Blake, 2016; Kirk & Gillespie, 
1990; Sobal & Bisogni, 2009), this is not a new field of exploration by 
any means. However, The Family Meal Framework produced in this 
study situates these cognitive decisions amongst the other components 
required to achieve the family meal. Previous authors have labelled 
these cognitive decisions as ‘values’ or ‘goals’ (Furst et al., 1996; A. H.; 
Gillespie & Gillespie, 2007; Sobal & Bisogni, 2009; Sobal, Bisogni, 
Devine, & Jastran, 2006), demonstrating how families make decisions 
that align with a common goal or aspiration. However, positioning them 
as such indicates virtue behind them, when in many instances, parents 
make decisions based on necessity and available resources. Positioning 
these factors instead as ‘considerations’, as in the current framework, 
indicates that parents’ decision-making is highly dependent on prior-
ities, preferences and resources. Additionally, recognising these factors 
as being considered actively, subconsciously, or situationally, presents a 
new understanding. Appreciating that there are factors that parents do 
not actively take into consideration, but are rather automatically 
accounted for, such as cultural and religious practices, may assist our 
understanding of how parents make decisions, and how ingrained habits 
and marketing may inherently impact those decisions. The identification 
of situational considerations also indicates the highly reactive and often 
ad-hoc nature of food provision decisions for the family meal. 

The family meal itself is not immune to both being impacted by and 
impacting these decision-making processes. The inclusion of the 
outcome of the family meal as an interacting component of this frame-
work, is because of the clear impact the experience of the family meal 
has on the cognitions and actions that precede it. The family meal is 
often viewed as an isolated occasion, the end result of the planning, 
purchasing, and preparation that precedes it. What happens as a result of 
the meal, or after the meal, is less often explored. Previous researchers 
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have explored how children’s fussy eating or their disruptive behaviour 
at the meal can result in parents feeling frustrated and despondent (Del 
Bucchia & Peñaloza, 2016; Kinser, 2016; Kling, Cotugna, Snider, & 
Peterson, 2009; Meah & Jackson, 2013). Parents in previous studies 
have been described as avoiding or persisting with serving foods that are 
refused by children, separating children from one another or removing 
them from the table when being disruptive (Del Bucchia & Peñaloza, 
2016; Kinser, 2016; Kling et al., 2009; Trofholz, Thao, et al., 2018), 
which alludes to the reflexive and reactive elements of the family meal. 
However, the present framework is the first to link these experiences at 
the family meal with the entire cycle that precedes it. Again, this is 
important information, particularly regarding family meal promotion 
and targeting in intervention research. Understanding the reactive and 
reflexive nature of the experience of the family meal itself, provides a 
key to understanding how we can use the event to encourage positive 
changes to the cognitions and actions that precede it. 

The family meal is a highly symbolic event, that is rich with tradition 
and idealism (Charles & Kerr, 1988; DeVault, 1991; Walton et al., 2020). 
Family meals are considered valuable, conveying a sense of family unity 
(Berge et al., 2013; Charles & Kerr, 1988; DeVault, 1991; Malhotra et al., 
2013; Martinasek et al., 2010; Quick et al., 2011); a time where family 
members put aside their own priorities and activities for the sake of 
spending time together (Cinotto, 2006). As such, they are heavy with 
expectation, both internal and external, from societal discourse, past life 
experiences, and health recommendations (Oleschuk, 2020; Wilk, 2010; 
Woolhouse et al., 2019). The dominant messages about family meals, 
the role they play in protecting children, and the responsibility of par-
ents to conduct them in a meaningful way, can create tensions for par-
ents, and imbue particular expectation on how family meals should be 
conducted (Wilk, 2010). Additionally, past experiences of family meals 
in childhood can create complex feelings and expectations about family 
meals in adulthood. Parents in previous studies have described feelings 
of anguish at their inability to create conflict-free, pleasant family meals 
as experienced in their childhoods, finding a dissonance between the 
expectation of family meals and the practicality of executing them in 
contemporary society (Wilk, 2010). Additionally, not all parents find the 
family meal, or its involved processes, to be a positive experience 
(Kinser, 2016; Kling et al., 2009). These expectations and feelings about 
the family meal and it’s involved processes can impact all components 
related to the family meal. This further highlights the extremely complex 
nature of the family meal, and all the components that can impact de-
cisions, processes, and experiences of the family meal. This is important 
to consider when designing future observational and intervention 
studies investigating the family meal, when targeting the family meal as 
a broader public health promotion strategy, and when framing discus-
sions on the family meal in public discourse. 

The present study brought together two distinct samples from two 
distinct eras to explore the processes required to execute the family 
meal. Through separate analyses of the two datasets, it was apparent 
that although some of the finer details of the family meal processes may 
have evolved over time, the core components of the family meal, and the 
way they interact and intersect with one another have remained 
consistent. There have been large shifts to social and family life over the 
three decades with which these datasets span. In Australia, as in many 
other Western countries, women’s participation in the workforce has 
continued to increase, and consequently the rates of stay-at-home 
mothers have decreased, and the rates of households with dual- 
employment have increased. Additionally, services and technology 
have also changed over the last three decades. Changes to opening hours 
of supermarkets, online food ordering and home-delivery services, and 
the addition of personal electronic devices and other advanced tech-
nology to households have all changed the family food landscape in 
Australia and other Western countries. Regardless of these significant 
shifts in family life, the cycle of the family meal has remained consistent 
over this time period, made up of the same components that interact 
with each other in the same ways. This indicates the stability of the 

components required to execute the family meal across time and pro-
vides a platform for effecting sustainable change to the family meal now 
and into the future. 

5.1. Implications for practice and research 

The present framework developed through this grounded theory 
study confirms previous findings regarding the significant work 
involved in feeding a family and expands current knowledge by 
providing a conceptual framework encompassing the five intersecting 
elements involved in the execution of the family meal. The Family Meal 
Framework encapsulates the cognitions, actions, outcomes, beliefs and 
feelings, and responsibility of the family meal, presenting a constant, 
cyclical, and reactive process, open to influence and change over time. 
This is the first framework to incorporate all of these components, 
demonstrating their relationship with one another and highlighting the 
constant, reflexive and reactive cycle of the seemingly quotidian family 
meal. This framework is useful in not only acknowledging and under-
standing the different components of the family meal, but also how they 
interact with one another. It provides discrete opportunities for inter-
vention in research, practice, and policy. Isolation and targeting of any 
one component of the present framework will likely effect change in 
both the execution and experience of the family meal. This can be uti-
lised to our advantage, helping us to better target family meal research, 
family meal interventions, services for families, and family meal pro-
motion. For example, we could lessen the external pressures of the 
‘normative’ family meal through promoting more diverse and inclusive 
meal sharing opportunities in the media, changing the narrative of 
family meal expectations in the ‘beliefs and feelings’ component of the 
cycle. Changes in workplace policy such as flexible working hours, 
accessible childcare, and policies for gender equity and parental leave 
may impact the ‘person(s) responsible’ component of the family meal. 
Meal box schemes specifically designed for families with young children, 
taking into consideration children’s palates and the need for repeated 
exposure to foods, and incorporating preparation techniques suitable for 
young children, may reduce the time and effort required across the 
‘cognitions’ and ‘processes’ components of the family meal, and promote 
more acceptance of the meal at the ‘outcome’ component. These are just 
a few examples of how this framework could be used to effect mean-
ingful change for families. 

5.2. Strengths and limitations 

A strength of The Framework produced from this grounded theory 
study is its inductive creation through analysis of data collected from 54 
participants of 28 families, from diverse backgrounds of socio-economic 
advantage, across two different time points. Its creation from the anal-
ysis of interview data from the 1990s, its validation from analysis of 
interview data from 2020, and its verification through obtaining feed-
back from 2020 participants adds rigour and strength to The Frame-
work. The ability to present this framework as relevant across time, 
based on the interviews of families in the past and present, without 
having to rely on memory or retrospective accounts is an additional 
strength. The study sample is also unique, containing coupled parents, 
single parents, parents working full time and part time, with close to half 
of the sample being male; a statistic which is not often captured in 
research conducted on families or family food provision (Khandpur, 
Charles, & Davison, 2016; Metcalfe, Dryden, Johnson, Owen, & Shipton, 
2009). 

Participants self-selection to be involved in both samples of this 
study presents a limitation, as self-selection bias could have occurred 
whereby participants opted to be involved due to interest in the study, 
and a wide representation of views may not have been captured. Addi-
tionally, the presence of the interviewer in the discussion and the fact 
that dietitians were conducting the interviews in both samples may have 
impacted the discussion with participants. Although numerous steps 
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were taken in the 2020 interviews to limit the impact the dietetic 
background of the interviewer had on the discussion, this must still be 
acknowledged as a possible limitation. Finally, it must be noted that 
interviews themselves are constructed by the participants and the 
researcher, and the role the interviewer and the purpose of the research 
plays in shaping interview discussions must be acknowledged (Burr, 
2015). The fact that we were conducting research on the family meal 
imbues a certain significance of the phenomenon, and therefore all who 
are selecting to participate are doing so with the knowledge that the 
researcher has placed importance on the phenomenon of the family 
meal. 

6. Conclusion 

The Framework presented in this grounded theory study provides a 
deeper conceptual understanding of the family meal and it’s involved 
processes. The five interacting components presented in the cycle pro-
vide discrete opportunities for intervention in research, policy, and 
practice. Given its central role in family life and its prevalence in society 
upheld by societal constructs and expectations, it is unlikely that the 
tradition of the family meal will disappear in the near future. However, 
more can be done to help families realistically execute and achieve 
them. With the understanding of the family meal and its involved pro-
cesses provided by this framework, we can specifically and effectively 
target future exploratory and intervention family meal research and re- 
examine policy, practice, and services to more effectively support and 
promote the family meal. 
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