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Abstract 
 
In the UK, television cookery programmes engage the attention and enthusiasm of 
large audiences. Celebrity chefs are household names whose books nearly always top 
best-seller lists. Magazines and newspapers routinely include meal recipes and reports 
on food-related issues. In this sense, the domestic preparation of food has probably 
never attracted greater public interest. Paradoxically, much is also now said and 
written about the general loss of practical cooking skills. The latter takes on a special 
significance especially in relation to adverse changes in UK eating patterns and food 
safety problems. 
 
The paper contributes to an understanding of this paradox by examining what has 
happened to food preparation skills.  The last century was a context for massive social 
and technological changes, and these were reflected in the domestic environment. 
Among younger cohorts many of traditional food preparation skills have undoubtedly 
atrophied but to some extent we can view this in terms of changed timescales of 
acquisition. Also, on the basis of historical evidence, there may be grounds for further 
optimism in our substantial overestimation of the extent and diversity of cooking 
skills in the past.  
 
 
Introduction 
 
Discussion of changes in eating habits in the United Kingdom, the desirability of 
healthy diets and the problems of food safety often serve as portals to discussion of 
lost domestic cooking skills. 
 

‘In Britain, there is growing recognition that consumers’ cooking skills cannot  
be taken for granted. Skills acquisition has considerable implication for food 
industries (e.g. for cooking instructions), caterers (for training), health promoters 
(for translating dietary advice into everyday terms) and domestic life (the pleasure 
of eating home-cooked food)’ 1. 

 
‘It is a common experience of dietitians that many women in their 20s and 30s are 
unable to make the simplest dishes e.g. Shepherd’s Pie. Tremendous 
encouragement in terms of cookery demonstrations, practical cookery exercises, 
and simple recipes provided freely would surely improve the eating habits of 
whole families’ 2. 



 
‘It is essential that children are taught relevant food skills if they are to have the 
choice of eating a healthy diet. This should be viewed as a life skill available to 
everyone. If the consumer has the ability to take control of their intakes of fat, 
sugar and salt, they will be able to meet healthy eating advice and improve their 
understanding of food ingredients. However, for those individuals who cannot 
cook and are more reliant on pre-prepared foods, their health will be largely 
dependent on the manufacturers’ 3.  

 
‘It is worrying that while today’s teenagers can surf the net and grasp the very 
latest in information technology, a lot wouldn’t be fully aware of how to prepare 
and cook food safely so as not to cause food poisoning’ 4. 

 
Comments of this kind are based on a premise of widespread failure to learn cooking 
skills as compared with times past. By implication, acquisition has been jeopardised 
by social or cultural changes but against what should we gauge any atrophy of 
cooking skills?  On the face of it, there would appear to be plenty of evidence for a 
recent disaffection with domestic cooking. An Institute of Grocery Distribution 
survey 5 found that consumers spent an average of 37 minutes preparing and cooking 
their main meal on a weekday evening. There was differentiation by gender, martial 
status and age but clearly even the main meal was not a major time commitment for 
most. A Mintel survey 6 found that demand for ready-made meals had increased by 44 
% between 1998 and 2002 in Britain. Home Meal Replacements – blurring the 
distinction between convenience foods and domestic preparation – are a major 
retailing development 7. Similarly, snacking and the use of light meals has increased 
substantially in recent years 8. While direct comparison is difficult, we appear to have 
moved some way from the situation described by Lang et al in 1996. Then… ‘the 
majority ate at least 7 main meals at home per week, and of the meals eaten at 
home…73.7% were not described as ready prepared’ 9.  
 
Like mother used to make? 
 
Part of the problem is the definition of cooking skills. Sometimes, published work 
dealing with the implications of cooking skills acquisition and practice in the 
domestic context 10 evades definition entirely. Lack of definition perpetuates taken-
for-granted assumptions about the nature and scope of the skills in question. 
Elsewhere in the literature, and with similar effect, cooking skills are gauged through 
questions about respondent-reported confidence – rather than observed competence - 
with specific techniques and specific foods 11. Either way, our understanding of the 
term ‘cooking skills’ is rendered unproblematic and, arguably, we are left assuming 
that the loss of simple skills is all that matters. In this paper, we acknowledge change 
but suggest greater optimism for the future of domestic cookery. We do this by 
questioning past homogeneity of cooking skills, and focusing on the continued 
importance of creativity.        
 
In any discussion of the way that cooking skills have been eroded, the unspoken 
assumption is that there was a time when good cooking skills were more routinely 
practised – a Golden Age. Arguably, the context for comparison is the immediate past 
– living memory – and vicariously what is narrated by parents and grandparents. 
Routinely, we do not seek to compare with more remote periods of history so 
observed trends are invariably short-term. This can restrict our understanding. 



Furthermore, the familiarity of recent history is beguiling but as apt to mislead as 
more distant times.  
 
Certainly, there can be a measure of comparison with the recent past in a greater 
reliance then on fresh, unprocessed vegetables, meat and fish. Knowing how to 
prepare materials, timing and mastery of all the basic cooking methods were 
requirements of everyday life in the recent past. However, it is easy to overstate the 
incidence of such skills. Generally, the extent to which working class people were 
routinely skilled cooks, for example, is questionable. Hard times in the 1920s 
restricted choice. 
 

‘Even families with a regular breadwinner would usually have a joint only at 
Sunday dinnertime and that would have been likely to be cheap Argentinian beef 
….Chicken was still expensive, still something talked about as a special, a café 
meal for those who ever managed that, or the laid-on lunch for a workers’ outing. 
The only solid meat I recall was a bit of rabbit occasionally…Other than that, 
stews, minces, porridge, bread and margarine, dripping; and the first biscuits 
tasted, through someone’s kindness, at five or six years old… The combination of 
penury and our mother’s good sense meant that our diet was probably healthier 
than those of many kids nearby’ 12.  

  
Necessity may have made them ingenious in creating meals from very little but even 
in the economically grim 1930s, Orwell lamented the diet of the English poor which 
mostly seemed to comprise ... ‘white bread and margarine, corned beef, sugared tea 
and potatoes – an appalling diet’ 13.  
 

‘But the English palate, especially the working class palate, now rejects good food 
almost automatically. The number of people who  prefer tinned peas and tinned 
fish to real peas and real fish must be increasing every year and plenty of people 
who could afford real milk in their tea would much sooner have tinned milk’ 14.  

 
Mitchell reports a 1932 health exhibition that bemoaned the… ‘ignorance and 
laziness [which were] responsible for much bad cooking … Even when incomes are 
good too many housewives arm themselves with the frying pan, the teapot, and the tin 
opener every time they prepare a meal’.15 Similarly, a study of children evacuated 
from inner city areas between 1939 and 1942 reported that some evacuees… 
 

.. ‘had been unused to sit down to a meal or to use cutlery; they were accustomed 
to have a ‘piece’ in the hand, always of white bread and generally spread with 
margarine and cheap jam, and to eat it on the doorstep or in the street…Others 
were said … to have been quite unaccustomed to eat vegetables (especially green), 
soup, puddings or salad. Some children said they had never seen their mothers 
cook and that they had no hot meals at home’16.  

  
Wherever urban people had access to vegetable gardens or allotments they would 
most probably have used them for economic rather than nutritional reasons.17 Where 
home-grown produce was available, the quality of vegetable ingredients would have 
enhanced meals almost by accident. In large UK industrial towns, dietary degradation 
had actually occurred much earlier in the century 18 with cheaper imports and 
developments in food processing and storage techniques. Diffusion of the trend was 
variable but, by the 1930s, the Scottish Highland diet was similar to that reported by 
Orwell, with the passing... 



 
‘...of the old staple foods of porridge, salt herring and potatoes, and the substitution 
of shop bread, tinned foods, tea and sweets and other goods purchased from shops 
or, more commonly, the traders vans’19. 

 
However, even allowing for a measure of dietary nostalgia in any assessment of the 
homogeneity of cooking skills in the recent past, the problems of material availability 
and, by modern standards, the vagaries of cooking and storage technologies 
necessitated a measure of ingenuity. Our parents and grandparents (often mothers and 
grandmothers) needed more comprehensive skills than are required today. Making a 
meal from limited – and sometimes substandard – commodities, and making the best 
of the storage, preparation and cooking facilities available, were the everyday 
challenges that honed abilities in many households. 
 
Materials 
 
Necessity is often cited as the mother of invention. In food, as in other aspects of life, 
a shortage of materials stimulates ingenuity. Currently, in terms of general availability 
we have no shortage of materials 20 although, for some, food poverty exists.  In the 
UK, however, the main experience of shortages exists as a cohort effect.   
 
The 1939-45 war had a profound effect on UK food supply and distribution. To a 
large extent this cut across social class divisions, and detached what could be bought 
from normal pricing mechanisms. For most families, a combination of food rationing 
(1940-1954) and the variable availability of off-ration commodities led to a culture of 
innovation in making meals from the materials to hand. 
 

‘We were encouraged to grow our own vegetables and large notices appeared 
saying DIG FOR VICTORY. We were told to put everything possible into our 
soups, even the pea pods ... Fresh eggs were a luxury - sometimes one each every 
two or three weeks - but dried eggs and dried milk could be had which helped with 
baking and omelettes. All kinds of new recipes went the rounds, cakes made with 
liquid paraffin, or with vinegar, or with cold tea. Soya flour and almond essence 
made a sort of marzipan. Semolina and almond essence made almond slices. 
Tinned pilchards with potatoes made a satisfying meal, or cauliflower au gratin, or 
Brussels sprouts also with a cheese sauce’21. 

 
The importance of food rationing, and the resultant culture of innovation, can hardly 
be overstated because of the commonality of the experience. Middle class households 
faced difficulties that had previously only been the province of the poor. In fact, some 
of the very poorest households were better off with the introduction of food 
rationing.22 For all; ‘making do’ became a necessary orientation in the kitchen just as 
it was in the disrupted domains of work and travel.  Arguably, the people who lived 
through such experiences some fifty years ago are now the benchmark against which 
we judge any decline of cooking skills. As parents and grandparents, they are the 
referent cohort even if comparison has elements of rose-tinted recollection.  
 
    
Technology 
 
The domestic production of meals has always presented a challenge over and above 
the acquisition of ingredients. At the turn of the last century, kitchen technology was 



surprisingly primitive by modern standards. Even in the 1930s many homes cooked 
on coal-fuelled ranges 23. 
 

‘She lacks the utensils too; and lacking any means to get hot water except by the 
kettle on the fire, she will be as careful as possible not to waste a drop…Great 
difficulties confront her here. She has not more than one or two saucepans and a 
frying pan, and so even if she is fortunate in having some proper sort of cooking 
stove, it is impossible to cook a dinner as it should be cooked, slowly and with the 
vegetables separately; hence the ubiquitous stew with or without the remains of the 
Sunday meat according to the day of the week’24.  

 
In poorer households, and in rural areas, this was still the case in the 1940s and 1950s. 
Where gas was available for cooking, it represented a major breakthrough’ 25. Even 
well into the 20th century, gas cooking was a prized household improvement 26. 
Electricity, by contrast, was a poor alternative for cooking. It was expensive, slow 27 

and less controllable until the 1950s. Fuelling changes removed or simplified a 
number of tasks peripherally associated with cooking and allowed development of 
multiple operations that had, to a limited extent, been introduced with domestic coal-
fired ranges.     
 
Cooking appliances aside, it is easy to forget the basic nature of many domestic 
kitchens and dining arrangements until more recent times. In the 1930s, for example, 
new housing on the periphery of London had attracted inner-city dwellers because it 
offered, in the words of one respondent, ‘...a house of our own, with electric light and 
a bathroom and a scullery with running water ... With all the cupboards and the stove 
and everything, I thought it was just like a palace’ 28. In a 1950s survey, similarly, 
there was the comment that the old home had been ... ‘so small that meals had to be 
eaten in relays’ 29. While detail varies, these were not isolated examples of the 
difficulties faced in cities and in rural areas. For some UK households, rudimentary 
food preparation and cooking facilities were a fact of life well into the second half of 
the 20th century.   
 
Since the 1960s, there has been a metamorphosis of domestic kitchens. Most 
households now have a wide range of appliances irrespective of income, and almost 
invariably there is now likely to be a better integration of appliances and work areas. 
Facilities for food preparation have never been better. Again, the referent cohort will 
have experienced the emergence of more controllable conventional cookers, the speed 
of microwaves and food processors, plus the often-overlooked utility of refrigerators 
and freezers. In this, they are distinguished from younger people by the knowledge 
and skills they had before such facilities were so readily available. 
 
The context of atrophy 
 
In the domestic domain, minimally, there have been changes in the availability of 
commodities; the technology for storage, preparation and cooking and, subsequently, 
in the threshold level of knowledge and skills necessary to cook at the most basic of 
levels. Other factors interact with this – improvements in pre-prepared meals; the 
perceived financial and time costs of sourcing ingredients; and a reallocation of time-
usage. 30  
 
In the recent past, learning to cook was grounded in domestic routines of the 
household. As distraction, game or chore, helping in the preparation of meals raised 



childhood awareness of materials and necessary preparations to make meals. 
Subsequent patterns of engagement with such tasks were subject to the vagaries of 
individual households, and the structured differentiation of gender and social class. 
For some, this becomes the foundation of subsequent careers. Elizabeth Craig 
commented in the foreword to her 1957 Instructions to Young Cooks: 
 

‘..by the time I was a teenager, mostly thanks to my mother’s training, I was 
making all the bread, cakes and scones for my father, mother and seven hungry 
brothers and sisters. It was great fun for me, but not for my busy mother though 
she never complained. If you follow the instructions I give in this little book you 
will possibly learn to cook much quicker than I did, and without troubling your 
mothers. At least I hope so’ 31.  

 
Currently, interaction between children and mothers mostly does not ensure 
transmission of cooking competence even when mothers have good skills.  Increased 
labour market participation, and the increasing importance of employment continuity 
to women’s aspirations through their ‘family phase’, means they probably limit the 
everyday execution of these skills because of work role time-constraints. In this 
context, children are not exposed to routine display of skills, far less involved in their 
practice. There is another lesson learned here, and that is the value of expediency in 
meal preparation. Quick meals, using convenience foods, serve the practical purpose 
of the moment and, given their status among children, there are few accolades to be 
had for meals that require skill and effort in the transformation of fresh ingredients.   
 
At school, learning to cook, among other household skills, is often dismissed as 
irrelevant by girls wishing to resist traditional gender destinies, 32 and by boys’ 
continued endorsement of the gender-related character of such classes even where 
inclusivity is a timetable requirement. So, the acquisition of cooking skills is in a 
double bind that produces gender-blight for both boys and girls.  Beyond school, 
skills are acquired by the survival requirements of living away from home as 
undergraduate or labour market diaspora. For many, this is probably the crucial period 
of skill acquisition, to be later augmented by a desire to make home entertaining a 
vehicle for status enhancement, or a least a desire to avoid failure in front of friends.  
 
Cooking skills: what hope for the future? 
 
While questioning the past distribution of good cooking skills, we can acknowledge 
changed skill acquisition and application in recent years. The interaction of social and 
technological factors has meant that modern products demand less in response to the 
reduced consumer time allocation for food preparation and cooking. Does this mean – 
as we might expect – that there is clear differentiation between older and younger 
households in terms of the application of cooking skills? 
 
Institute for Grocery Distribution data indicated that in 1999… ‘two-thirds of 
consumers over 55 years of age prefer to cook their meals from scratch compared to 
just over one-third of consumers under 34 years old’ 33. However, as Table 1 shows, 
responses to the question - ‘Which of the following statements best describes how you 
eat?’ – tell a more complex story. 
 
Table 1: Types of meal eaten by age 34  
 
Age Meals Meals cooked Meals that Mainly cold Eat meals Eat Totals 



Group cooked 
from 
scratch 

from scratch 
using ready-
made sauces 

have been 
heated up 

meals/food 
eaten at 
home 

out more 
than prepare 
at home 

takeaways 
more than 
I cook 

15-24 37% 34% 17%   3%   3%   4%   98% 
25-34 37% 42% 13%   3%   3%   2% 100% 
35-44 47% 36%   9%   3%   2%   1%   98% 
45-54 61% 30%   6%   1%   1%   0%   99% 
55-64 67% 25%   3%   3%   1%   0%   99% 
65+ 68% 20%   2%   8%   1%   1% 100% 
  
Apart from people aged 25-34, ‘meals cooked from scratch’ was the modal response 
for each age group. When combined with those who used ready-made sauces to 
augment meals cooked from scratch, all other meal options were quite minor by 
comparison - even allowing for the impact of ready made meals and microwaves in 
the younger age groups.  
 
What does this say about cooking skills today? Clearly, at one level, many people – in 
all age groups - are willing to accept shortcuts in the form of ready-made sauces. 
However, this is arguably not that significant. Manufactured gravies and other sauces 
have been on the professional and domestic market for decades, so they do not 
constitute a new threat to culinary craft. Cooking meals from scratch might mean 
different things to different age groups but … ‘it is important not to over-estimate the 
pace of change. There is still a considerable proportion of the population who do eat 
three meals a day, prepared ‘from scratch’ or at least from a combination of primary 
and convenient or processed ingredients’ 35. This would seem to suggest that – to 
some extent at least - cooking skills have survived the social and technological 
changes. 
 
Furthermore, making meals remains a creative process, not in the same sense as the 
ingenuity needed to contend with food shortages and technological limitations in the 
past, but serving the same function. Then as now, meals may be produced by the 
routine application of basic skills but they also provide an opportunity to demonstrate 
creativity. Often, this is in stark contrast to work and other domestic activities. In this 
there is something to be leant from an older study of housework. 
 

‘No doubt this perception - of cooking’s creative potential - is also influenced by 
advertising and by the attention devoted to cooking in women’s magazines and 
similar literature. The object of the exercise as presented in such channels of 
communication is not to get the most nutritious meals prepared in the shortest 
possible time but rather how to go beyond the usual range of meals with time-
consuming inventiveness and culinary skill. The aim is not simple efficiency. 
Instead it is an elaboration of the task, designed to subtract it from the category of 
work and add it to the creative pleasure dimension’ 36.  

 
Creativity was constrained by expense and the encroachment of other tasks on their 
time. In everyday life, ‘thinking what to eat’ and cooking were necessarily routinized 
because of competing demands in the inherently fragmented role of housewife. 
Creativity itself was often deferred for special occasions. 
 

‘I feel I’ve got to cook something interesting, and the effort that goes into that 
every night is a bit much really...Perhaps it would be better just to have ordinary 
food’ 37. 



 
When thinking about the current state of cooking skills we should exercise caution. 
There are basic procedures and basic facts to know. In this, there has undoubtedly 
been atrophy. Changed working lives have compressed the time available for both 
cooking and the transmission of skills to children. Commodities are increasingly 
mediated through food processing factories, and convenience meals transfer skill 
requirements from the domestic kitchen to the industrial estate. Along with that goes 
the routine practice of commodity selection skills – different cuts or varieties for 
different purposes - because such decisions are made elsewhere by food technologists. 
In this context of skill transference, the domestic environment generally demands less 
of people now. Some, especially those with special dietary requirements, will 
routinely operate at higher skill levels because they need to, others – cooking 
aficionados – because they want to. For most, however, routine skill requirements are 
reduced. 
  
Beyond that there is the creative dimension. It is clear that the creativity of cooking 
continues to fascinate. Cookery programmes on television, and the associated books 
that normally head best seller lists, are a testament to cooking as a leisure pursuit. 
Routine cooking is just routine - even if those routines are now much simpler than 
those demanded of our parents’ and grandparents’ generations - but cooking for 
weekends and special occasions can be seen as creative work. While people may also 
eat out regularly, dinner parties at home remain a popular way to socialise 38. Even if 
many who watch cookery programmes seldom specifically cook what they have seen 
prepared, the attraction itself is significant. It is more than vicarious entertainment if 
we consider the sales of associated cookery books.     
 
In addition to an uneven distribution of cooking skills, we should not forget that 
several years ago domestic cooking also had a greater capacity for drudgery. Larger 
households, the limited availability of materials, traditional gender expectations and 
restricted acceptability of dietary change 39 would have made cooking a tedious and 
repetitive experience for many.  
 
Commentary on lost cooking skills implicitly follows the wider debate on deskilling – 
new technological processes have all but destroyed traditional skills. Braverman, for 
example, saw traditional craft mastery as ... ‘a combination of knowledge of materials 
and processes with the practiced manual dexterities required to carry on a specific 
branch of production’ 40. Workplace technological change meant traditional skills 
were eclipsed by... ‘a reinterpreted and woefully inadequate concept of skill: a 
specific dexterity, a limited and repetitious operation, speed as skill’... 41.  Braverman 
himself only mentioned the changed technological circumstances of professional 
cooks and chefs. With reference to the freezing and thawing of pre-cooked meals, he 
lamented ... ‘the manner in which a precious craft is destroyed’... [by] ... ‘the 
simplification and rationalization of skills’ 42.  Although this was written about a 
different context, there are important parallels with what has happened to domestic 
culinary skills.  
 
Foremost, are the unacknowledged benefits of technological development. Domestic 
cooking has, for example, survived the transition from coal fires to microwaves, and 
the widespread availability of canned or frozen food. Work and time involved in food 
preparation are substantially reduced. Some skills are used less often, or not at all. 
The real tragedy would be loss of interest in cooking, and there is evidence to suggest 
that is not the case.  



 
While it is appropriate to press for basic skill acquisition in schools to further the 
health agenda, 43 it is important to ensure that this is directed towards creativity 44. 
This is not a distraction; it is the link that will hold future practitioners to the craft in 
spite of, and in conjunction with, social and technological change. In a society where 
we do not have to acquire cooking skills is order to survive, and where we can easily 
convince ourselves that our health will not be affected by the menu we have in front 
of us, emphasising creative possibilities is more important than ever.        
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