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6.1     Introduction 

One of the important themes in the ongoing discussion about food and eating in 
contemporary society was addressed in the previous chapter: the concern that the 
meal as a social institution is on the decline. This discussion has been pursued in the 
scientific literature with particular regard to the so-called family meal. Qualitative 
studies of family food habits which have been undertaken in recent decades reveal 
that family meals play a very important part in maintaining the cohesiveness of the 
family unit. This is documented in studies conducted in the United Kingdom (Murcott 
1982, Murcott 1983, Charles and Kerr 1988) Italy (Counihan 1988), Sweden 
(Jansson 1988, Ekstrom 1990, Jansson 1993), Finland (Makela 1996, Makela 
2000), Denmark (Haastrup 1992, Holm 1996, Iversen and Holm 1999) and Norway 
(Wandel, Bugge, and Ramm 1995, Bugge and D0ving 2000) as well as the USA 
(DeVault 1991). 

It is a common theme in these studies that the meal is an important element in what 
has been described as 'the project of creating a family' (Iversen and Holm 1999). 
The idea that the whole family should be gathered together for a daily meal is a 
central one in many households, and informants (women for the most part) give 
numerous detailed reports of their endeavours to plan, organize, create and conduct 
such meals. However, several reports from both the Nordic countries and the USA 
indicate that difficulties arise in regard to putting the idea of the family meal into 
practice. Family members in modern households typically spend the larger part of 
their day in separate social spheres and often only meet in the home for recreation. 
It is only possible to  
be together as a family when everybody is at home at the same time. Arranging a 
joint meal at this juncture of time is therefore seen as an important task to be 
accomplished by the adult members of the family or by one of them. In this sense, 
a common meal can be described as a medium for building the family unit 
(DeVault 1991). 
 
The qualitative sociological studies which have been conducted from an everyday 
life perspective leave no doubt that in the UK, Italy, the Nordic countries and the 
USA, most informants consider family meals as being vital to a happy family life. 
However, it is not possible to make direct inferences from this to the actual 
practices of modern households. The many extensive reports in qualitative studies 
about the meaning and significance of family meals may regard what is as a matter 
of fact an ordinary and important daily practice. But these reports could also reflect 
an ongoing concern or worry about the fact that families do not gather together for 
a joint meal as frequently as is thought to be appropriate. The fact that informants 
in many of the qualitative studies do report great difficulties in gathering the 
family together for joint meals supports the latter interpretation. 

These reported difficulties are also reflected in modern discourses about food and 
nutrition as a concern that the meal as an institution is currently in a process of 
dissolution. Family meals, it is said, are disappearing, and eating is thought to take 
place increasingly outside the home - in restaurants, cafes, bars and in the streets 
(Fischler 1990, Senauer, Asp, and Kinsey 1991). As a consequence, it is feared that 
the institution of the family meal is disintegrating, and that eating is becoming an 



individualized activity that lacks any social significance in so far as it becomes an 
isolated and mechanical activity. This concern is not only embedded in modern 
discourses about food, but also appears in debates about the broader issues of 
modern everyday life and its degenerative features. One example is a recent 
Danish book entitled The Centrifuge of Everyday Life. Here the theme is 
conceptualized as 'eating-on-the-go', a concept that is parallel to that of 'grazing' 
(Andersen 1997). The tendency to 6eat-on-the-go' is presented as an expression of 
the individualization of modern family life. The busy family members do not sit 
down and enjoy joint meals, but eat independently of each other. However, 
according to Andersen, a ritualized break with this busy pattern of eating does 
exist: the good meal, the special meal, for which everybody gets together in order 
to enjoy good home-cooked food. Both the special meal and the tendency to 'eat-
on-the-go' are seen as undermining the traditional pattern, in which "one daily 
meal, is eaten at fixed times and at which family members each have their fixed 
seat around the dining table" (Andersen 1997, 30-31). The dissolution of this 
tradition is viewed by Andersen as undermining the family. 
 
Similar concerns have been expressed in other Nordic countries. Ekstrom cites 
the gastronomic debate in Sweden as a case in point. The modern family is 
seen as a family who will not sit down for breakfast: "Father on his way out, 
briefcase in hand, is served coffee by mother who is in the midst of preparing 
luncheon sandwiches for little brother. Each of them is in a rush -daughter 
concerned that her hair is in a mess. No one has time to sit down at the dining 
table; the question is, whether there is a dining table as such" (Ekstrom 1990, 
70). Jansson describes his expectations at a point in the 1980s when he was 
about to start interviewing in the course of a qualitative study of family food 
habits. Official reports and media coverage in Sweden had led him to expect to 
meet "a bunch of fast-food eating people, who didn 't care to cook on weekdays 
and who rarely took the time to gather around a laid table 1988, 44). 
 
The same concern has also cropped up in the Norwegian food debate. The 
National Union for Public Health published a pamphlet in 1998 under the 
heading: "Protect the shared meal". Its plea was made in the following terms: 
"The National Union wants to protect the shared meal and warns against the 
development of so-called "single-handed food"- fast food, which can be eaten 
at any time and any place" (quoted from Bugge and D0ving 2000, 23). 
 
The Finnish nutritional recommendations were revised in 1998. Under the 
heading 'Special questions in nutrition', regular meals were emphasised as an 
important basis for balanced and moderate eating. The concept of a 'meal' 
designates more than an eating event for many Finns. It also designates a social 
event. In a qualitative study Finnish women are reported as defining and 
understanding proper meals as those which have three characteristics: hot food, 
a salad and company (Makela 1996). Concern has been expressed that Finnish 
norms in this regard are becoming more relaxed, there being fewer family 
dinners and lunches (Varjonen 2000). 

In Sweden and Denmark there are nationwide initiatives devoted to the aim of 
restoring the good meal. A national network in Sweden, 'The Day of the Meal', 
arranges an annual celebration day with activities across the nation which aim 
to promote the meal as a good, social experience (Moller 2000). In Denmark, 
an official report has been issued by the Ministry of Food, Agriculture and 
Fisheries marking the initiation of a new institution, the 'House of Meals' 
(Ministry of Food 1999). These initiatives are official attempts to address what 
is understood to be the decline of the meal, including the family meal. 



 
The issue as to whether or not the tradition of sharing family meals on a daily basis 
has really existed in the Nordic countries, and if so, how widespread it has ever 
been, is discussed by Ekstrom (1990). The point is made that "the shared meal was 
not, historically speaking, shared by everyone. Earlier, there were several social 
categories who did not belong to the sharing group: women, servants and children 
each had a different social status and there are reasons to believe", Ekstrom 
maintains, '''that everybody did not eat from the same pot" (Ekstrom 1990, 75). 
Murcott proposes a similar argument in her discussion of how family forms and 
household structures have varied considerably from one social class to another. A 
study undertaken by Littlejohn in 1963 reported contrasts between family meals in 
working-class and middle-class households. The middle-class wife would act as a 
fellow diner during family meals, whereas in working class households her role 
would more closely resemble that of a waitress or a servant (Murcott 1997, 43). "It 
is often forgotten"., Murcott continues, "that over the last 150-200 years the 
children of upper-class, wealthy and aristocratic families never ate with the rest of 
the family" (Murcott 1997, 43). The image of sharing a joint meal at the dining 
table breaks down when gender, age and class are taken into account, and Murcott 
therefore suggests that the ideal of the family which is expressed in worry about 
the decline of the family meal is probably an "ideal-typical model of the middle-
class and (respectable) working-class family" (Murcott 1997, 44). 
 
Murcott documents that the dissolution of the family meal is a recurrent theme in 
the sociological literature regarding food. This dissolution is taken for granted by 
several sociological writers (Murcott referring to Mintz, Fischler and Falk as 
examples), and is commonly presented as reflecting an underlying and general 
process of social and cultural dissolution. Murcott traces the empirical foundation 
for this conception and concludes that there is only meagre and scattered historical 
evidence of the status of the family meal, rendering any firm conclusion as to its 
currently changing status somewhat dubious. She documents that all empirical 
references to the dissolution of the family meal refer back to the study Middletown, 
by Lynd and Lynd, first published in 1929. In this study, informants were reported 
as complaining that family reunions at the dining table, which had been taken for 
granted by the previous generation, were becoming increasingly difficult to 
establish. This would date the dissolution of the traditional family meal to the 
period before World War I. It could be the case, Murcott argues, that the 
dissolution of the family meal dates back to this period. She also suggests, 
however, an alternative interpretation: "This alternative proposes that an anxiety 
lest the family meal is waning is also to be understood as if it were a standing item 
on the agenda of twentieth-century public commentary on the nature of family life" 
(Murcott1997, 46). The latter interpretation is consistent with the findings of 
qualitative studies to the effect that family meals are seen as symbols of the family. 
 
The more recent studies of food in the context of everyday life document that 
shared family meals are still seen as an important means of maintaining the family 
as a unit. But these studies have not addressed the issue as to whether this 
expressed ideal reflects a currently important practice or the bemoaning of its 
disappearance. This issue still needs to be investigated empirically. In the 
following we will present a descriptive analysis of the freqviency of family meals 
in the Nordic countries. We see this analysis as a point of departure for the kind of 
empirical investigation that needs to be undertaken to-day. 
 
6.2    Family Meals - operationalisations and expectations 
It was shown in Chapter 5 that most eating takes place at home and that most of 
those who share their household with others do report having shared one or more 
eating events with family members on the day before the interview. It would seem 
therefore that eating with the family is an important and frequent mode of eating. 



 
But 'The Family Meal' is more than a matter of sharing a meal with another family 
member. As described in qualitative sociological studies, it is a meal which gathers 
all members of the household together. It is often described as being the main meal 
of the day and, in the Nordic studies at least, it is also typically a hot meal. 
 
Our data regarding the pattern of 'eating with the family' as thus far described does 
not necessarily imply eating in the company of the assembled household. Some 
members of the household may be absent, and even if everybody is at home they 
may not sit down to eat at the same time. In order to operationalise the concept of 
the 'Family Meal' we therefore decided to reserve this label for eating events which 
fulfil the following criteria: 
 
• the meal is eaten by a person who lives in a multi-person household 
• it takes place in the home 
• it is eaten in the company of other family members 
• it is eaten by all household members at the same time. 
 
As described in Chapter 5, an interview filter did not function as planned in the 
interviews undertaken in Finland. For that reason we were obliged to exclude the 
Finnish data from most of the analysis concerning the place and social context 
of eating. However, we have decided to include the Finnish data in the analysis 
presented in this chapter. According to the qualitative studies previously 
undertaken in Finland and other countries, the family meal is more often a hot 
meal than a cold one. We therefore add an extra criterion: • the food that is 
eaten is hot food. 
 
The qualitative studies of family food habits indicate that family meals are 
considered to be vital to the cohesiveness of the family unit. Informants report 
how the task of building a family unit becomes important when children arrive 
in the household. We expect therefore that family meals will be more frequent 
among households with children. Furthermore the analysis presented in 
Chapter 5 suggests that these meals will be more frequent among couples with 
children than among singles with children. 
It has been suggested in the literature that families encounter difficulties in 
their attempts to arrange joint meals on a daily basis, and that family meals are 
therefore arranged as special occasions when extra time is available. The 
supposition is that this occurs regularly. If this is the case, we might expect that 
family meals will be more frequent during weekends than on weekdays. 
 
Family meals, by our definition, gather the entire household together. We do 
not therefore expect to find gender differences in regard to participation in such 
meals. In the light of the available qualitative studies it would also seem that 
the meaning and significance attached to family meals are global, rather than 
related to and reflecting differences in social background. We therefore expect 
that socio-economic background will not account for variation in the frequency 
of family meals. Qualitative studies of eating patterns in families have been 
conducted in each of the Nordic countries with broadly similar results. We do 
not therefore expect to find national differences regarding the frequency of 
family meals. 
 
6.3     Results 
Figure 6-1 shows that the tendency to have a family meal (or meals) on the day 
preceding the interview varied between household types in the four Nordic 
countries. These data support some of our expectations, but fail to support 



others. It is confirmed that family meals are more frequent among couples with 
children than among singles with children. This is the case in all four countries. 
But it also emerges - contrary to our expectations - that family meals are less 
frequent in households with children than in multiple-person households without 
children. The Danish data constitute an exception to this pattern, which otherwise 
holds in Finland, Norway and Sweden. Older age-groups are typically over-
represented among couples without children, and these data suggest that family 
meals will vary with age. We will return to this issue presently (see Figure 6-2). 

 

Figure 6-lFamily meals and household types (N: Denmark 810, Finland 912, Noreway 811, Sweden 
744). 

It emerges from Figure 6-1 that Pthere are national differences with respect to family 
meals. This is contrary to our expectations. Family meals are less frequent in Finland 
first and foremost, but they are also less frequent in Sweden as compared with 
Norway and Denmark. The variation between household types is generally smaller 
in Denmark than in the other countries. It was shown in Chapter 5 that eating at 
home and eating with other family members is more frequent in Denmark than in the 
other countries. It emerges from the data in Figure 6-1 that eating events which include 
all household members are also characteristic of the eating pattern in Denmark. 

 
Finland and Sweden are the two countries in which the pattern of eating hot food at 
lunch-time is a common one. For this reason there are two plausible interpretations of 
the results shown in Figure 6-1. It is possible that individuals in Finland and Sweden 
less frequently have meals - either hot or cold - in which all household members 
participate. But it is also possible that the meals in which all household members 
participate are relatively often not hot meals. Unfortunately, due to the flaw in the data 
collection in Finland, we are not able to pursue these alternative interpretations of 
the data any further. Our data only allow us to draw particular criterion conclusions 
about 'family meals' in so far as they are hot meals. However, this of the 'family meal' 
is also applicable to the Finnish understanding of this term as it emerges from quali-
tative studies of food in everyday life (Makela 1996). What remains indisputable is that 
Finnish and Swedish households do have family meals, as defined, less frequently than 
households in Denmark and Norway. 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6-2 Family meals and age groups (N: Denmark 890, Finland 993, Norway 888, Sweden 820). 

Figure 6-2 shows that family meals vary between age groups. The data document that 
the frequency of family meals increases with age in all four countries, and differences 
between age groups are marked in each country. This is particularly so in Sweden, 
where the frequency of family meals among the elderly (aged 60 years or more) is 
double that of the youngest age group (29 years or less). For this particular agegroup 
family meals are more frequent in Sweden than in the other countries. 

Figure 6-3 shows that the frequency of family meals varies according to the day of the 
week. There are differences between weekdays and weekends, but they are generally 
small. Furthermore, differences are not consistent as between the four countries. In 
Denmark, family meals are a little more frequent on weekdays than during weekends. 
In Finland and Sweden they are more frequent during weekends, while in Norway 
there are hardly any differences at all. Our expectation that family meals would be 
more common during weekends is therefore only confirmed in regard to the Finnish 
and Swedish data. 
 

 
 

Figure 6-3 Family meals and day of the week (N: Denmark 890, Finland 996, Norway 888, Sweden 
820). 

An overview of how family meals vary in relation socio-demographic background 
factors in each of the four countries is given in Table 6-1. It offers a summary of the 
results of a series of logistic regression analyses for each country as well as one 
logistic regression analysis of the assembled data from all four countries. This analysis 
confirms that when all other factors are controlled, the differences between Finland 
and the other countries remain. The pattern is that in all socio-demographic groups, 
with the exception of the age group 45-59, Finns have less family meals than the other 
Nordic people, while Danes have more. It also emerges that differences between days 
of the week remain when other factors are controlled, but only significantly so in 
Finland. Some differences between household types become less marked when other 
factors are taken into account. 



However, age differences, which were presented in Figure 6-2, remain when all other 
factors are controlled, and it is confirmed that age is the background factor that accounts 
for the greatest variation. Variation by occupational status presents a consistent pattern 
as between the countries, but occupational status is only statistically significant in 
Finland and Sweden. Further, there are large and significant variations in Finland in 
regard to urbanization. This is not found in the other countries. In Finland, higher 
white-collar workers appear to be less likely to have family meals than other status 
groups. Similar trends are not found in the other countries. Neither gender nor education 
show any significant differences in any of the four countries when other factors are 
controlled. 

 
Table 6-1 Family meals.Percent who ate a hot meal at home with the whole household. 
Relative family meal eating, odds ratio. (Persons living alone excluded). 
 

 
 
44 Logistic regression analyses done separately in each country (Model including all sociode-
mographic variables in table). 

45 Chi-square test for differences in pet of population groups who had varying numbers of 
family meals. The test is based on the Ml distribution between 0, 1, 2 and more family meals. 
 
We are now in a position to return to our initial expectations. The analysis has shown 
that practices related to family meals are not the same in the four countries. This is 
contrary to our expectations. Finns have significantly less family meals than do other 
Nordic people, and this is the case both for the population as a whole and for almost 



all population groups. This national difference is confirmed when other factors are 
controlled. 
 
Our expectation that family meals were more frequent during weekends is confirmed 
in Finland where there are significantly more family meals durings weekends. There is 
a similar tendency in Sweden (and Norway) but not in Denmark. The hypothesis to 
this effect was originally proposed in Denmark in a book which debated modern 
everyday life (Andersen 1997). It is not supported, however, by the Danish data, 
which suggest that family meals occur more often on weekdays. 
 
We expected households with children to have more family meals than other 
households. This expectation was not confirmed in any straightforward manner. 
Looking at the simple frequencies, households without children have more family 
meals, but this picture changes when other factors are controlled. It emerges that 
households with children (and more than one adult) do in fact have more family meals 
than households without children. But Finland once again constitutes an exception to 
this pattern. However, in all countries couples with children were more likely to have 
family meals than singles with children. This underlines the pattern discussed earlier 
in chapter 5, that the task of arranging joint family meals seems to be highly 
dependent upon the presence of other adults and not only upon the presence of 
children in the household. 
 
Our expectation that there would be no gender differences with respect to family 
meals was confirmed. The analysis showed that in all countries older age-groups were 
more likely than others to have family meals. Employed persons (independently of 
age) were also somewhat more likely to do so - significantly so, only in Finland and 
Sweden. Age was the single factor in all four countries which had the greatest impact 
upon the likelihood of having family meals, and these meals were more frequent 
among older persons and less frequent among younger ones in each country. This 
pattern may be due to a generational effect, according to which the practice of having 
family meals is more strongly embedded in the social norms of the older generation. 
In that event, it might well be expected that family meals will decline in the future. It 
is equally likely that it is due to structural effects, however, according to which older 
individuals engage less in activities outside the home and are therefore more likely to 
spend time at home with other members of their households. Also, the households of 
older individuals tend to be smaller, rarely including children. It is therefore a less 
complicated task to arrange meals to be shared by all members of such 
households. In so far as structural factors are decisive, there would be no reason to 
suppose that family meals will decline in the future. Our descriptive data regard 
the patterns obtaining at a particular point in time and do not provide support for 
choosing between these two explanations. 
 
According to our analysis, Finland differs from the other Nordic countries in 
regard to practices with respect to family meals. These meals are less frequent in 
Finland, and social and demographic variations in that country also differ to some 
extent from the pattern in the other countries. The specific Finnish variations show 
that family meals are less frequent in urban households and among higher (white 
collar) professionals. It may be, therefore, that family meals are associated with a 
more traditional and rural way of life in Finland, and that further migration to 
cities will lead to a further decline in family meals. There is no evidence of a 
similar pattern in the other Nordic countries. 
 
6.4     Discussion 
Our analysis demonstrated that more than half (between 54 and 64%) of those 
living in multiple person households had a hot meal (or meals) on the day pre-



ceding the interview - a meal that was eaten by the assembled household. There 
are not many other available data with which these results can be compared. 
In the most recent nationwide dietary survey undertaken in Denmark informants 
were asked about family meals. This survey was based upon a representative 
sample of the Danish population and comprised 2000 adults (Andersen et al. 
1996). In this survey, 81% reported that they usually had dinner with their 
assembled household more than 5 times a week (Groth 1998). The term 'dinner' in 
this context referred to the evening meal, whether hot or cold, and cold evening 
meals are rather frequent in Denmark (Fagt, Groth, and Andersen 2000). Still, the 
results of this dietary survey suggest that family meals take place with a greater 
frequency than that indicated by our data. However, the two surveys adopted 
different methodologies, which may explain the difference. Respondents in the 
dietaiy survey were asked to state how many times a week the entire household ate 
an evening meal together. In so far as there are strong norms in favor of family 
meals in Denmark and the other Nordic countries, it might be expected that 
individuals will report a higher frequency of family meals when asked to report 
about their usual habits than when being asked about actual behavior on a specific 
day, as in our survey. 
 
A survey undertaken by postal questionnaire in Norway, comprising 3,536 
individuals aged 15 or more, found that more than 80% of individuals living in 
multi-person households ate dinner at home in the company of others on the last 
preceding weekday, but it did not seek to establish whether or not the entire 
household ate together (Bugge and D0ving 2000, 119). A representative survey 
from the early 1980s, comprising 808 Norwegian households and employing a 
combination of self-administered dietary records and structured personal 
interviews, concluded that dinner is a social event, which gathers the household 
together (Wold 1985). However, the data presented in the survey report showed 
that household members in fact participate in such dinners with varying frequency. 
Mothers had 6.22 dinners per week at home on average; fathers, 6.17; daughters, 
5.76, and sons, 5.93 dinners per week at home. This suggests, that family meals 
according to our definition (including the entire household) were likely to take 
place on average somewhat less than 6 times a week. This survey also indicated a 
markedly higher frequency of shared family meals than we find in our present 
study. The Norwegian survey used a methodology which is similar to the national 
Danish dietary survey - but, in contrast to the Danish survey, the social context of 
meals was registered in the diet record and was not a response to a question 
regarding habitual practices. The methodology of the Norwegian survey more 
closely resembles that of the present study in this respect, and its results are 
therefore more comparable to ours than those of the Danish dietary survey. There 
is therefore good reason to believe that family meals are less frequent today in 
Norway than they were in the 1980s. 

In her article concerning family meals, Murcott discusses the lack of empirical 
studies of actual practices in regard to eating together as families (Murcott 1997). 
At the time of her article, few academic studies of this issue were available. 
However, marketing researchers and mass market magazines had collected some 
information about mealtime patterns. Murcott refers to two British surveys and 
one German, which indicate a similar pattern: "Very approximately, the family 
meal could be described as making a half-time appearance" (Murcott 1997, 35). 
More recently, Warde and Martens reported that 75% of the respondents in their 
study (which concerned dining out) had eaten an evening meal at home, which 
included all household members, on the day preceding the interview (Warde and 
Martens 2000, 107). 

 



The trends Murcott reports from marketing studies appear to be consistent with our 
findings, whereas Warde's and Martens' results indicate that family meals are more 
frequently eaten in British households than in Nordic households. However, their 
results regarding home eating patterns are only mentioned in passing in their report 
and lie outside the focus of their analysis. We are therefore unable to examine the 
matter in more detail. 
 
6.5     Conclusion 

The analysis has shown that family meals are still part of ordinary everyday eating in 
the Nordic countries. This is the case both in households with children and in 
households without children. Family meals, i.e. hot meals shared by all household 
members are more frequent among people in the older age groups and are least 
frequent among the young generation. Earlier Norwegian data provide some support 
for the view that family meals are less frequent today than they were 20 years ago, but 
similar data are not available for the other Nordic countries. The Finnish data suggest 
that family meals are less common among urban and higher professional, white collar 
households. This may be a sign of potential future decline. Aside from that, our data 
provide no firm basis for drawing conclusions about the future prospects of family 
meals. However, our study does provide sound quantitative support for the findings of 
a number of qualitative studies of family food habits. Family meals do concern actual 
practices and not merely social norms in regard to ideals. According to the qualitative 
studies, family meals have great significance and meaning as symbols of family 
cohesiveness. Our study demonstrates that if family cohesion is confirmed through 
shared meals, this does not occur on a daily basis. The indications are that it may very 
well occur on an every-other-day basis. 

 


