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ABSTRACT 
 

 In recent years, the already idealized practice of families sitting down 
together to eat a homemade meal and enjoy each other’s company has been 
bolstered by academic research that suggests family meals are good for children. 
In response to these findings, several organizations have launched campaigns 
promoting family meals. In this dissertation, I compare the ways family meals 
are framed by the organizations that promote them to how parents frame them 
by conducting a qualitative content analysis of ten campaign websites and 
interviews with 46 parents. The sample of campaigns represents commercial and 
nonprofit organizations, and the sample of parents varies by income and marital 
status, allowing me to determine whether frames used by a certain type of 
organization are likely to resonate with certain demographics. 
 My findings suggest that while organizational framing of family meals is 
sometimes similar to way parents frame them, there are some important 
disjunctions that are likely to decrease the potential effectiveness of the 
campaigns. In general, campaigns frame family meals more in terms of 
conversation and what happens around the table, while parents frame them 
more in terms of food and labor. When campaign frames do match parents’ 
frames, they align more closely with higher-income and married parents, 
particularly in the case of commercial organizations, while nonprofit campaigns 
align more closely with lower-income and single parents.  
 This project contributes to the literatures on framing, social marketing, 
and consumption by using frame analysis to gauge the potential effectiveness of 
the promotion of a set of everyday consumption practices. It provides insight 
into how parents think about and perform the tasks involved in creating family 
meals within an organizational context and the creation of cultural discourse 
about them. A practical application is using this information to improve the 
promotion of family meals, particularly for lower-income and single parents. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

“Better grades, healthier eating habits, closer relationships to parents and 

siblings, ability to resist negative peer pressure, resilience in the face of life's 

problems — all these are outcomes of simply sharing dinner on a regular basis.” 

  ~The Power of Family Meals campaign 

 

“I would say this would be the perfect family meal. It looks like they’re eating 

healthy food, they’re happy, they’re talking, they’re all paying attention. But I 

don’t know how realistic that is.” 

~Elise, reacting to an image from a campaign 

 

 American consumers are bombarded with messages about what, why, 

and how to consume. Traditional advertising, social marketing, popular culture, 

and personal networks all shape the consumption environment. Many types of 

consumption are morally charged; people are expected to buy or do certain 

things because they are good for themselves, their children, and society as a 

whole. The realm of food preparation and eating is full of moral messages, and 

the concept of the family meal is no exception.  

 The family meal is a symbol of stability and wholesomeness. Cultural 

scripts from popular culture and political rhetoric present an image of the 

idealized family meal, where a nuclear family sits down at a table together, eats a 

well-balanced homemade meal, and enjoys sparkling conversation. While the 

average American family does not and has never achieved this every day, 

popular discourse on family meals centers upon a worry that they are 
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disappearing. Recent academic research suggests that children who have more 

frequent meals with their families have better health outcomes and do better in 

school. These findings give those advocating for the family meal further reason 

to do so. 

 Several commercial and nonprofit organizations have developed 

campaigns to promote the family meal. These campaigns have in common an 

assertion that families do not eat together frequently enough, and that the 

potential benefits for children should motivate parents to increase the practice. 

Previous research shows that both parents and children agree that family meals 

are important (Story and Neumark-Sztainer 2005). However, we know little 

about how parents interpret messages about meals or about how they navigate 

the process of getting a family meal on the table. In this dissertation, I compare 

cultural representations of family meals in campaigns that promote them to the 

ways parents understand and practice them. 

 This dissertation answers several questions about the organizations that 

promote family meals and the ways parents enact and understand them. First, 

how do organizations that promote family meals portray and frame them, and 

how do the campaigns of commercial and nonprofit organizations differ? 

Second, how do parents understand and carry out the tasks necessary to produce 

a family meal, and how do understandings and practices differ by income and 

marital status? And third, how do parents’ framings of family meals compare 

with the way they are framed by campaigns that promote them? 

 To answer these questions, I use a qualitative approach to examine the 

organizations that promote family meals as well as parents’ understandings and 

practices. I conducted a content analysis of ten campaign websites and semi-
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structured interviews with 46 parents. Working from a production of culture 

perspective and using a practice theoretical approach, I look at how a moral 

message is created and consumed, and how parents engage in feeding work 

practices. Throughout the dissertation, I argue that the presentation of family 

meals in campaigns that promote them, while sometimes congruent, often does 

not fit with parents’ experiences, particularly those of lower-income and single 

parents. Campaigns focus their messaging on interactions around the table, 

marginalizing the labor that goes into preparing a meal, and obscuring the work 

that parents, mainly mothers, do. Single parents, while sharing the goals of 

married parents, find it harder to achieve them, and are less likely to identify 

with the discourse organizations promoting family meals produce.  

This project contributes to the sociological literature by looking at how 

organizations shape consumption environments and how individuals operate 

within them. The qualitative approach lends a depth of understanding of feeding 

work beyond the scope of the predominantly quantitative work on family meals. 

It also provides policy recommendations for making the marketing of family 

meals more effective by better aligning public health discourse with parents’ 

experiences.  

 

Context 

The History of the Family Meal 

 The idealized family meal—wholesome, made from scratch, and shared at 

the table by all members of the household—has never actually been the norm for 

the majority of American families. Cinotto (2006) outlines the history of the 

family meal in the United States, starting in 1850. At this time, many families 
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worked at home and saw each other throughout the day. The main meal 

occurred at midday, and was not marked as a special occasion. As middle-class 

family members began to work outside the home, work and home became 

separate spheres, family organization changed, and the evening family meal 

became a mark of distinction (Tilly, Tilly, and Scott 1987). Women spent their 

days working in the home, and would have a meal ready for the family when 

their husbands came back from work. By this time, children were seen as special 

individuals requiring nurturing and attention from their families, something that 

could happen at mealtimes. In middle class homes, dining rooms emerged, 

clocks became common, and schedules were increasingly important. Mealtime as 

a ritual became a symbol of family unity, helping 19th century families to cope 

with increasing division between home and work (Coontz 1998). Manners are 

often a source of distinction for the upper classes. As lower classes imitate them, 

practices become widespread (Elias et al. 2000). Eventually, middle-class norms 

surrounding dining practices permeated society, and the idealized family meal 

was born (DeVault 1991; Cinotto 2006).  

In the early twentieth century, “proper meals” became a goal for poor and 

working class families, though their meal times rarely resembled the idealized 

image. During World War Two, the family meal became a symbol of patriotism 

and stability. The 1950s is when the most families came closest to having these 

types of meals, though they were still most common among the white middle-

class. Men came home from war and started families who moved to the suburbs 

where women’s roles became stricter. In following decades as women became 

more educated, entered the workforce in larger numbers, and divorce rates rose, 

the idealized family meal became less common. With the move toward dual-
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earner households and the increase in single-parent families, mothers had to 

redefine what acceptable involvement in family labor looks like, which likely 

involves straying from the idealized picture of the family meal (Hochschild 

1997). 

 Today, many worry that Americans do not have family meals as often as 

they used to. This may be due to nostalgia for simpler, more wholesome times; 

however, laments about the perceived decline of the family meal are not new. 

Participants in Lynd and Lynd’s (1929) Middletown study worried about it. A 

New York Times article from 1929 discusses the disappearance of Sunday dinner: 

“Who, any longer, eats such a Sunday dinner as did every self-respecting family 

a few decades ago—or less? The meal used to be a ritual. The ceremony began 

with the dropping in, after morning worship, of relatives in black coats and 

rustling silks…But the oncoming generation will cherish no such memories” 

(Anon 1929). The middle- to upper-class orientation of this piece is clear, as the 

decline of the Sunday meal is blamed on servants demanding Sundays off. The 

author of a 1985 Washington Post piece echoes the same cry: “The disappearance 

of the Sunday dinner in America is lamentable. It was the meal where the family 

once renewed its bonds over a roast, fresh vegetables, mashed potatoes and at 

least one home- made fruit pie. A meal to look forward to all week. A meal 

where life relaxed and food was savored” (Nathan 1985). In every decade, it 

seems we think that people in the past had family meals more often than they 

really did.  

This nostalgia for a past that never existed colors modern perceptions of 

many facets of family life. We long for the days before credit cards, when people 

lived within their means and resisted the temptation of instant gratification, even 
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though credit and debt have long been a fact of life (Calder 1999). We lament the 

decline of the traditional family, forgetting that the nuclear family is a relatively 

recent construction (Aries 1965; Jackson 1985). We focus on the romanticized 

aspects of an earlier decade like the 1950s, understanding it as a simpler time, but 

forget about the negative aspects of it, such as racism and the subjugation of 

women, although the subjugation of women may be exactly what some are 

nostalgic for (Coontz 1992). We tend to overestimate the frequency of family 

meals in the past and underestimate their frequency in the present, and modern 

people feel guilty about not living up to an imagined standard (Larson et al. 

2006). Romanticizing the past in this way creates cultural expectations that are 

difficult to live up to, as most people never really lived up to them in the first 

place.  

 

What Is Known about the Family Meal? 

 Most research on family meals is quantitative, and uses cross-sectional or 

longitudinal survey data to examine family meal frequency and its relationship 

to positive outcomes for children. It is most common in the literatures on public 

health, nutrition, and childhood. There is evidence that many families do not eat 

together very often. An analysis of dietary and time-use surveys between 1965 

and 2008 found that time spent in food preparation and eating at home has 

significantly declined, with the biggest decrease occurring between 1965 and 

1992 (Smith, Ng, and Popkin 2013). Several studies have found that around one-

third of modern American families have fewer than three meals together per 

week (Eisenberg et al. 2004; Fulkerson et al. 2006; Story and Neumark-Sztainer 

2005). Many factors inhibit family meals. Children who have after school 
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activities are less likely to be home at dinnertime. Teenagers often have a high 

level of autonomy and choose other activities over family time. Changes in 

family structure and living arrangements, such as higher rates of single-parent 

families and women’s increased workforce participation, have made it more 

difficult for all family members to be in the same place at the same time. 

Increased availability of convenience foods and increased eating outside the 

home also contribute to fewer instances of the ideal family meal (Fulkerson et al. 

2006). In America, food has been individualized and medicalized, which has also 

led to a decline in the understanding of meals as something to be shared (Fischler 

2011). 

For other families, having meals together is a common practice. Statistics 

vary, but one study found that over half of families with children eat dinner 

together five or more times per week. The same study found that 98% of parents 

and 64% of children say it is important for families to eat at least one meal per 

week together (Story and Neumark-Sztainer 2005). Another study found that 

25% of families report eating together seven or more times per week (Eisenberg 

et al. 2004). A study that asked adolescents about their meal patterns found that 

one-third of respondents reported eating with their families at least 7 times in the 

previous week (Fulkerson et al 2006). The veracity of statistics based on self-

reports is difficult to ascertain. Social desirability is an issue when surveying 

parents about family meal frequency, as having meals together is seen by most as 

something that families should do. 

 Modern concerns about the decline of the family meal are motivated in 

part by research that focuses on its potential benefits for children (see Hamilton 

and Wilson 2009; Larson, Branscomb, and Wiley 2006; Skeer and Ballard 2013; 



 18 

and Story and Neumark-Sztainer 2005 for reviews of this literature). The first of 

these benefits is health. Children who have frequent meals with their families eat 

more nutritional foods. Meals eaten at the table as a family are usually healthier 

than meals that are eaten outside of the home or meals that are cobbled together 

by individual family members. Children who eat with their families more often 

eat less fast food and more vegetables (Burgess-Champoux et al. 2009; Gillman et 

al. 2000; Videon and Manning 2003). In addition, children who are more 

involved in meal preparation generally have healthier diets (Larson et al. 2006). 

Family meal frequency is also associated with healthier weight. Children who eat 

with their families more often are less likely to abuse drugs and alcohol 

(Eisenberg et al. 2004; Hoffmann and Warnick 2013; Sen 2010). Spending time at 

the table with their children allows parents to talk to them, keep tabs on what is 

happening in their lives, and monitor any changes in their behavior or 

demeanor. 

 Frequent family meals are also associated with better emotional health 

and stronger family relationships (Franko et al. 2008; Fulkerson et al. 2006, 2008; 

R. W. Larson et al. 2006; Story and Neumark-Sztainer 2005). The family dinner 

table provides a space for communication that may not otherwise exist for busy 

families (Fulkerson et al. 2008). Families who have frequent meals together 

report stronger feelings of togetherness and emotional closeness. Children who 

have frequent meals with their families are better at coping with stress (Franko et 

al. 2008). Spending time together at the table each evening or at least several 

times a week gives the family an opportunity to stay involved in each other’s 

lives. Ideally, the dinner table is the site of important conversations as well as 

lighthearted fun. 
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 Finally, children who participate in family meals tend to do better in 

school (Eisenberg et al. 2004; Fulkerson et al. 2006; Story and Neumark-Sztainer 

2005). They have more opportunities for language development, spend more 

time reading for pleasure, and get better grades. Children who have more family 

meals show a stronger commitment to learning (Fulkerson et al. 2006). Again, 

having a regular time together lets parents talk to their children about what is 

going on in school. Health and family benefits contribute to the educational 

benefit, as children who are well nourished and happy at home perform better in 

school as well. 

 Family meal frequency is positively associated with parental income and 

education, which are also positively correlated with the desirable outcomes of 

family meals, making it difficult to determine the exact independent effect of 

family meals (Fulkerson et al. 2006; Ochs et al. 2010; Story and Neumark-Sztainer 

2005). Nevertheless, most of these positive outcomes hold when controlling for 

education and income, so the benefits of family meals should not be discounted.  

 Researchers point out that frequent family meals are not enough to reap 

benefits; the meal experiences must be high quality (Meier and Musick 2014; 

Skafida 2013). Some research suggests that the benefits of family meals are 

mediated by the quality of family relationships, and that benefits are minimal 

when parent-child relationships are weak (Meier and Musick 2014). Many of the 

benefits of family meals do not rely on food at all, but are incurred through time 

spent as a family. A quality family dinner involves conversation between parents 

and children, and is free of distractions. Televisions should be turned off and cell 

phones and other devices kept away from the table (Feldman et al. 2007; 

FitzPatrick, Edmunds, and Dennison 2007). Though scholars acknowledge that 
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the quality of family meals is as if not more important than the quantity, quality 

is much more difficult to measure.  

 The quantitative focus of family meal research has limitations. The social 

desirability of family meals likely leads to over-reporting by parents. Getting 

accurate information from children and teenagers about their eating habits can 

be challenging (Tilbury et al. 2008). More importantly, quantitative research on 

family meal frequency and benefits for children is no longer telling us anything 

new. Nearly all research in this vein agrees that family meals are good for 

children to some degree. I have only found one article where the authors found 

no relationship between family meal frequency and the variable of interest, 

behavioral and academic outcomes in this case (Miller, Waldfogel, and Han 

2012). Quantitative research on family meals also fails to capture the institutional 

context. Getting a meal on the table is not a single independent activity, but 

several practices that interact with each other as well as with institutions and 

organizations such as work, education, and media. These interactions are 

difficult for survey research to explore. Qualitative research is necessary to 

expand our understanding of the family meal. It can tell us things about parents’ 

and children’s attitudes and practices, and their interactions with other 

institutions, that quantitative research cannot. 

 Qualitative work on family meals is less common than quantitative 

research, but it does exist. Some of this research focuses on the labor of feeding 

work. A seminal book on the family meal, Feeding the Family: The Social 

Organization of Caring as Gendered Work, by Marjorie DeVault (1991), looks at the 

physical, mental, and emotional labor that mothers invest in the family meal. The 

theme of feeding work as gendered is common in the sociological literature. 
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Ochs et al. (2010) observed 30 families as they prepared and ate dinner over three 

days. They found that most families did eat together as long as everyone was 

home, that half of the meals were cooked either completely or mostly from 

scratch, and that mothers were much more involved in meal preparation than 

fathers were. While men engage in more housework than they used to, women 

do the majority of planning, shopping, cooking, and cleaning (Beagan et al. 2008; 

Cairns, Johnston, and Baumann 2010; Szabo 2013).  

 A segment of qualitative work on family meals looks at parents’ 

motivations for having, and challenges in achieving, family meals. Through 

focus groups with parents, researchers have identified improving family 

relationships as an important reason why parents want to have meals as a family. 

The same research finds that parents struggle with time management, multi-

tasking, and picky children (Fulkerson et al. 2011; Malhotra et al. 2013). In their 

interviews with parents, Devine et al. (2006) found that most parents manage 

feeding work challenges caused by work-family spillover by adjusting their food 

choices. Parents were not likely to adapt to these challenges by adjusting their 

work or family conditions. Based on his interviews with parents of picky 

children, Wilk (2010) argues that many families find meals together to be painful 

and difficult, and the cultural emphasis on pleasant family meals constructs these 

families as delinquent. 

 Other qualitative research focuses on what happens around the family 

dinner table. Through audio-recordings of meals, scholars have found that 

dinner conversation gives children opportunities for language development, 

acquiring general knowledge, and learning to act in culturally appropriate ways 

(Snow and Beals 2006). Others analyze recordings of meals to examine the 
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positive effects of mealtime routine and ritual, suggesting that quality 

communication at the dinner table is beneficial for children’s mental health 

(Fiese, Foley, and Spagnola 2006). In their interviews with Swedish parents, 

Anving and Sellerberg (2010) found that parents view mealtimes as a venue 

where children are socialized into their family’s and community’s eating habits. 

Another Swedish researcher conducted observations of families eating at 

McDonald’s and argues that family meals do not have to occur in the home 

(Brembeck 2005).   

 While some scholars do consider outside influences on family meals, most 

research examines them in isolation. This dissertation contributes to the literature 

on family meals by qualitatively examining the links between organizations and 

parents’ experiences. Because of findings that indicate that frequent family meals 

are good for children, scholars often recommend public promotion of family 

meals (FitzPatrick et al. 2007; Fulkerson et al. 2006, 2008; Sen 2010; Story and 

Neumark-Sztainer 2005). This has happened, but there has been little if any 

exploration of the effectiveness of that promotion. This dissertation addresses 

that gap in the literature by examining the organizations that promote family 

meals and the potential resonance of their messaging.  

This project also provides a qualitative look at what family meals mean to 

parents and how they navigate feeding work practices. Much of the work on 

family meals, both qualitative and quantitative, isolates a particular practice, 

such as grocery shopping, or considers the family meal to be a single task, and 

ignores the interactions between various practices. It also overlooks the 

relationship between feeding work and cultural messages about family meals. By 

integrating an analysis of messages about family meals produced by 
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organizations that promote them with an analysis of what parents think, this 

dissertation will provide a more holistic understanding of the family meal as a 

cultural and practical concept. 

 

Theoretical Approach 

 Three main literatures guide this research: social marketing, framing, and 

practice. These will help me to understand the creation of family meal 

campaigns, how their presentations of family meals align with parents’ thoughts, 

and how parents navigate and campaigns portray the consumption practices 

involved. 

 

Social Marketing 

 Family meal campaigns are examples of contemporary social marketing. 

Though specific target audiences and messages differ among campaigns, they all 

have the goal of influencing people to have more meals with their families. My 

analysis compares commercial and nonprofit campaigns. The moral messages 

found in these campaigns can be analyzed using the production of culture 

perspective, which asserts that cultural objects are affected by the organizational 

contexts in which they are produced (Peterson and Anand 2004). While the goals 

of the organizations in these two sectors are similar, they may deploy social 

marketing in different ways based on the goals, resources, and structure of the 

organizations.   

 Organizations have used marketing techniques to encourage social change 

for decades. Social marketing is defined as a strategy that applies commercial 

marketing concepts to promote voluntary change. It “facilitates the acceptance, 
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rejection, modification, abandonment, or maintenance of particular behaviors by 

groups of individuals, often referred to as the target audience” (Grier and Bryant 

2005:321). Early research on social marketing found that campaigns for personal 

or social change are most successful when they resemble product campaigns, but 

that there are limitations on the degree to which this is possible (Wiebe 1951). 

Several scholars have since outlined necessary aspects of a successful social 

marketing campaign (Grier and Bryant 2005; Kotler and Zaltman 1971; Lefebvre 

and Flora 1988). Generally, these include identifying and understanding the 

target audience, convincing the audience that the benefits of the desired 

behavioral change are greater than the costs, and making the social change seem 

more attractive than its alternatives. In their review of public health campaigns, 

Randolph and Viswanath (2004) identify three crucial attributes of successful 

campaigns. The campaign must maximize exposure, use creative messages and 

marketing techniques, and create a supportive environment to help its audience 

make changes. Social marketers must be careful not to reinforce stereotypes or 

stigmatize their target audience. A common criticism of social marketing is that it 

can be perceived as blaming individuals for structural problems, so marketers 

must take care to avoid victim-blaming (Grier and Bryant 2005).  

 Understanding campaigns as examples of social marketing will guide my 

analysis of how they frame the family meal. I will analyze the text and images on 

their websites with an eye to what makes a social marketing campaign 

successful. 
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Framing 

 Frames are interpretive structures through which actors make sense of 

issues and events (Goffman 1974). In the sociological literature, framing is most 

often studied in the context of social movements to see how organizations frame 

problems and solutions. In this dissertation, I apply Benford and Snow’s (2000) 

conception of core framing tasks to the campaign materials and parents’ 

interviews. They describe three types of frames: diagnostic frames, which 

identify a problem and its source; motivational frames, which say why people 

should care about an issue; and prognostic frames, which offer solutions to the 

problem. I also use their concept of frame resonance (Snow and Benford 1988) to 

evaluate the potential effectiveness of the campaigns. 

 Family meal campaigns take part in these framing processes as they 

define family meals, make claims about why not having family meals is a 

problem, where that problem comes from, ways it can be solved, and why people 

should care and make changes to eat together more often. These frames will 

differ in terms of flexibility, scope, and credibility. Some campaigns focus on a 

narrow aspect of family meals, such as their potential for reducing the risk of 

drug and alcohol use in children. Others use broader frames, claiming varied 

benefits of family meals. In order for the campaigns to resonate with parents, 

they must come across as credible and salient. They must offer realistic and 

practical solutions to the barriers parents face to having the kinds of meals they 

want. 
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A Practice Theory of Consumption 

 A practice is “a routinized type of behaviour which consists of several 

elements, interconnected to one another: forms of bodily activities, forms of 

mental activities, ‘things’ and their use, a background knowledge in the form of 

understanding, know-how, states of emotion and motivational knowledge” 

(Reckwitz 2002: 249). Family meals can be thought of as a series of interacting 

practices. A family dinner is not a single event; it involves planning, shopping, 

cooking, eating, and cleaning, and all of those activities are influenced by other 

activities such as work and school. Thinking of family meals as a set of practices 

leads me to ask questions about what types of family meal practices are 

prevalent, how meal practices vary, and how other practices, such as children’s 

extracurricular activities and parent’s work activities affect meal practices. 

 Sociological work on consumption often privileges individual actors or 

cultural structures, but using practice theory allows researchers to consider both 

(Halkier and Jensen 2011; Warde 2005). Practice theory is not one unified theory; 

rather it is a way of looking at how social action is carried out and understood. 

Practice theory as typically applied to the study of consumption has its origins in 

the works of authors including Bourdieu (1977), Giddens (1979), Foucault (1990), 

Garfinkel (1991), Butler (2006), Latour (1993), Taylor (1993), and Schatzki (1996). 

Consumption occurs within and for the sake of practices, and is part of our 

everyday routines (Warde 2005). Studying consumption through a practice lens 

bridges structure and agency, understanding that individuals make choices 

within a cultural and institutional framework and that different people will 

engage in practices in different ways.  
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Warde (2005) suggests that the study of a practice should include an 

analysis of the practical activity as well as its representations. By examining 

parents’ narratives about the practices involved in family meals as well as the 

representations of family meals in campaigns that promote them, I can gain a 

fuller understanding of those practices. 

 

Data and Methods 

 This dissertation relies on two types of data: content from websites 

promoting family meals, and interviews with parents. This allows me to analyze 

the messages about family meals created by organizations and compare them to 

parents’ understandings and practices. Looking at how both campaigns and their 

audience frame family meals will provide insight into the potential resonance of 

the campaigns. I cannot determine the direct effectiveness of the campaigns with 

this design, but applying concepts from the social marketing, framing, and 

practice literatures will help me argue about their strengths and weaknesses. 

 

Qualitative Content Analysis 

 My data on organizations come from the websites of family meal 

campaigns. I chose these campaigns to exemplify cultural representations of 

family meals because of their intensive focus, their presumption that family 

meals are important, and their accessibility. The purposive sample consists of 

campaigns promoting family meals that existed as of April 2012. I found 

campaigns by searching the Internet for “family meals” and “family dinner.” I 

primarily used the Google search engine, but performed the search using Yahoo 

and Bing as well to make sure no potential candidates for inclusion were 
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overlooked. From the search results, I determined which campaigns to include in 

my sample based on several criteria. First, the campaign needed to be associated 

with a national organization. While there are many small, regional organizations 

with family meal campaigns as well as individuals who run blogs about family 

meals, I wanted to focus on those organizations with the most resources and 

most extensive reach. Second, the campaign website needed to have a high 

number of visitors. I determined the number of monthly hits the websites got by 

using online tools such as trafficestimator.com and similarweb.com. The 

campaigns I chose ranged from an estimated 7,000 to 50,000 visitors per month1.  

Table	  1.1:	  Campaigns	  in	  Sample	  
Campaign	  Name	   Sector	   Parent	  Organization	   Images	  	   Text	  	  

The	  Power	  of	  Family	  Meals	   Corporate	   JM	  Smucker	   24	   24	  
Share	  the	  Table	   Corporate	   Barilla	   18	   11	  
Let's	  Fix	  Dinner	   Corporate	   Stouffer's	   12	   14	  
Round	  the	  Table	   Corporate	   Nestlé	   38	   12	  
Together	  Counts	   Corporate	   Healthy	  Weight	  Commitment	  Foundation	   53	   28	  
The	  Family	  Dinner	  Project	   Nonprofit	   N/A	   96	   52	  
Family	  Day	   Nonprofit	   CASA	  Columbia	   25	   31	  
LiveStrong	  Family	  Meals	   Nonprofit	   LiveStrong.org	   27	   29	  
Blog	  for	  Family	  Dinner	   Nonprofit	   N/A	   21	   18	  
The	  Kids	  Cook	  Monday	   Nonprofit	   N/A	   36	   35	  
 

After narrowing down possible campaigns based on size, I chose five 

campaigns associated with commercial organizations and five campaigns 

associated with nonprofit organizations, so I could examine possible differences 

in messaging based on sector. Campaigns from corporate organizations tend to 

be just a small part of what the organization does, while campaigns from 

nonprofits tend to be the main purpose of the organization. This is not meant to 

be a representative sample of all family meal campaigns, but I believe it includes 

                                                
1 It was difficult to determine traffic for campaigns connected to commercial organizations because the estimators count 
hits for www.stouffers.com, not http://www.stouffers.com/fix-dinner/for-family.aspx 
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the largest and most influential campaigns. Table 1.1 shows the included 

campaigns. Each will be discussed in more detail in chapter two. 

 My data consist of every image and block of text on the first three levels of 

each website. This is a common strategy for content analysis of online material 

(Govers and Go 2005; Kelly D. Williams 2010; Ó Dochartaigh 2002). I collected 

every picture, logo, video, and section of text off of the site’s home page, the 

pages linked to it, and the pages linked to those. I saved each image and block of 

text in its own file. I counted but did not otherwise include images or text from 

pages that were only recipes in my analysis, since the focus of this paper is how 

meals are depicted and framed. This analysis includes 350 images and 254 blocks 

of text. 

 Text and image files were uploaded to TAMS Analyzer, qualitative coding 

software that allows the user to assign thematic codes to highlighted text. I used 

a directed content analysis strategy to analyze the data. This approach begins 

with codes derived from the existing literature, and new codes are added in the 

course of analysis (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). Text and images were analyzed 

separately. For the text, I had several codes in mind to begin with based on 

research questions about core framing tasks. Stemming from previous research, 

initial motivational frame codes were family benefits and health benefits; initial 

diagnostic frame codes were time and cost; and initial prognostic frame codes 

were make cooking easier and rearrange schedules. During the coding process, 

text that appeared to be undertaking one of the core framing tasks but did not fit 

these initial codes was assigned a new code. These frames were not the only 

things in the data I was interested in, so codes in categories such as family 

structure, feeding work tasks, emotions, and definitions of family meals went 
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through the same process and were added to, modified, or removed as 

necessary. I determined whether each code was present or absent in each block 

of text, and applied codes at the level of the sentence. Once I was satisfied with 

the coding scheme, I went back and coded the data twice more to improve detail 

and accuracy.  

A similar strategy was employed in the image coding. I started with codes 

dealing with racial and gender composition, family structure, tasks being 

performed, and marketing images. New codes were developed as needed. I 

determined whether each code was present in each individual image. Coding 

images was relatively straightforward, since the image either contained the 

element or did not. See appendix A for complete list of codes used in the 

campaign analysis. 

 

Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews are the best method to address questions 

about feeding work and its meanings. If my aim were to capture an accurate 

picture of peoples’ consumption practices, ethnography or time-use diaries may 

have been more appropriate. However, these methods do not capture 

participants’ interpretations of what they are doing, which is an important 

element of the practice theory approach (Warde 2005). While I am interested in 

what people do, I am more interested in how they frame their practices. Several 

scholars have used interviews to explore everyday food consumption (Baumann 

2009; DeVault 1991; Koch 2012). 

Forty-six interviews were conducted between February and May 2013. I 

recruited parents to participate from two countywide school districts in the 
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metropolitan area of a large western city. These counties are similar in 

demographics, and their populations are diverse in socioeconomic status. The 

demographics of the counties I recruited from are comparable to those of the 

United States as a whole.  

Table	  1.2:	  County	  Demographics	  

	  
Median	  household	  

income	  
Families	  below	  
poverty	  line	  (%)	   White	  (%)	  

United	  States	   $52762.00	   5.8	   78.0	  
County	  A	   $53570.00	   4.2	   79.0	  
County	  B	   $53790.00	   6.5	   77.0	  
Source:	  US	  Census	  Bureau	  2013	  

 

Because I needed participants to have at least one child, I decided to 

recruit through schools. The first step was to receive permission from school 

districts to distribute flyers about my project, which involved submitting an 

application for review to the districts and obtaining consent from principals at 

the schools I hoped to recruit from. This was a difficult process that took several 

months, as school districts are very selective about granting access to their 

students, and administrators have more important things to worry about than 

my dissertation. I eventually received permission from two countywide school 

districts. My recruitment efforts began in County A, and I added County B when 

participants from County A dwindled. 

In order to get participants with a range of incomes, I chose schools to 

recruit from based on relative levels of affluence. I determined this by the 

number of students at each school who received free lunches during the 2011-

2012 school year. In County A, I chose two schools where a high percentage of 

students received free or reduced-price lunches (87.7% and 42.9%), and two 

schools where a low percentage did (8% and 5.6%). In this first round of 
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interviews I got a higher response from the higher-income schools, so I chose two 

lower-income schools (45.2% and 75.8% of students receiving free/reduced 

lunches) and just one higher-income school (9%) in County B.  

With the permission of the school district and the school principals, I 

dropped off recruitment flyers to be sent home with students (see appendix B). 

One school communicated with parents solely through email, so flyers were sent 

to them electronically. These flyers contained a brief description of my study and 

my phone number and email address for parents who wished to contact me. It 

indicated that participants would be compensated for their time, but did not say 

how, per IRB rules. Parents who received the flyers and were interested in 

participating then contacted me by phone or email and we set up an interview.  

I wanted participants to have children of about the same age so that they 

would be involved in similar activities, so I began by recruiting from middle 

schools, reasoning that children of that age are busier than elementary school 

students, but less autonomous than high school students. This means that while 

they are likely to have extracurricular activities to attend, they will probably not 

be outside the home without a parent at dinnertime. Disappointed by the low 

response rate at the middle schools, whose students I suspect rarely brought the 

flyer home, I added an elementary school in County B, where children bring 

home a folder every week for their parents to see. This strategy worked well, as 

many parents at the elementary school also had middle school aged children. See 

appendix C for a list of participants. 

I made appointments with participants at a time and location of their 

choosing. None of the participants failed to show up to our meeting, and I had to 

reschedule just two interviews. Most interviews took place in coffee shops, and 
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several were conducted in participants’ homes. Interviews done in homes tended 

to last a bit longer than those done in public, and participants often offered me a 

drink or food. Participants who invited me to their homes often showed me the 

cookbooks they like, recipe boxes, and kitchen organization techniques.  

Interviews ranged in length from 18 to 56 minutes, with an average length 

of 38 minutes. I first went through the consent form with them and assured 

participants of their anonymity. No one expressed any worry or reluctance to 

sign the consent form, likely because of the innocuous nature of the interview 

topic. All participants consented to having our conversation audio-recorded. I 

had a set interview schedule, but encouraged participants to talk about anything 

they thought of (see appendix D). Many participants were comfortable just 

talking, and answered my questions before I even asked them. I relied more on 

my interview schedule during interviews with less talkative participants.  

Many of my interview questions were based on my findings from my 

content analysis of family meal campaigns. I started by asking them what they 

thought of when they heard the words “family meal.” We talked about how they 

plan, shop for, prepare, and clean up after meals. I asked parents what they 

thought a perfect family meal would be like and what barriers they face in 

achieving it. I wanted to know what they hoped their children would gain from 

eating together as a family. Conversations focused on dinner, as that it the meal 

that families are most likely to have together, but we talked about other meals as 

well. 

I also asked participants for their reactions to six photos from family meal 

campaigns. I chose three pictures that featured apparent nuclear families. Shown 

in figure 1.1, one image depicts a nuclear family sitting and eating, in another the 
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woman in serving everyone, and in the third, the man is grilling. I included one 

image of a woman in a kitchen with a child on her hip and one of a man stirring 

a bowl with a child. The last picture featured two young girls baking. I asked 

them to say whether the pictures struck them as realistic or not, and which ones 

resonated with them the most. A discussion of parents’ reactions to these images 

appears in chapter 3. 

 
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

Figure	  1.1:	  Images	  discussed	  during	  interviews	  
	  
	  
At the end of the interview, I asked participants to fill out a short 

demographic questionnaire. It asked for their age, highest level of education, 

marital status, their occupation and partner’s occupation if applicable, 

approximate household income, and the age and sex of their children. Each 

participant was assigned a case number and pseudonym. 
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Most participants seemed to enjoy the interview. Several mentioned that it 

was nice to talk about something that takes up so much of their time but that 

they feel is often taken for granted. Many were relieved to hear that a lot of 

parents experience the same challenges they face or also have some negative 

feelings about feeding work. A handful of parents thought that I was a 

nutritionist, and asked for advice on packing healthy school lunches, cutting out 

sugar, or making their children be less picky. I explained that this was not my 

area of expertise, but relayed any tips I had come across in the course of my 

research. Few participants showed signs of emotional distress during the 

interviews, although two did cry. I paid participants $15 in cash for their time, an 

amount that seemed like adequate compensation without being coercive2. Several 

participants were pleasantly surprised, saying they did not expect to be paid. A 

few participants tried to decline the money, but they took it when I told them I 

had to repay anything I did not spend on subject payment. Only one participant 

was disappointed that the compensation amount was not higher. 

The main source of variation in my sample is household income. I 

separated the participants into higher-income ($60,000 and higher, N=27) and 

lower-income (up to $60,000, N=19) groups. There are higher concentrations of 

participants at the low and high ends of the income spectrum. Ten parents 

reported an annual household income of less than $30,000, and six reported an 

income over $150,000. Table 1.3 summarizes the characteristics of the sample.  

A second source of variation in the sample is marital status. I interviewed 

34 married parents and 12 single parents. There is an overrepresentation of 

married mothers who do not work outside the home (twelve participants), likely 
                                                
2 Funding provided by a dissertation grant from the Social and Behavioral Research Institute at the University of Arizona 
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because they had more time during the day to speak with me, and generally 

have more time to devote to feeding work. I did not interview as many men as I 

would have liked, though it became clear during my interviews that many men 

are just not very involved in feeding work. Because I only interviewed five men 

(four married, one single), gender is not a particularly useful point of comparison 

in this study, but I left the men in my analysis because their responses did not 

differ significantly from those of my female participants.  

Table	  1.3:	  Participant	  Characteristics	  
	   Complete	  

Sample	  
(n=46)	  

Higher-‐
Income	  
(n=27)	  

Lower-‐
Income	  
(n=19)	  

Married	  
(n=34)	  

Single	  (n=12)	  

Household	  Income	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	  
$15,001-‐30,000	  

	  
10	   21.7

%	  
0	   0	   10	   52.6

%	  
5	   14.7

%	  
5	   41.7

%	  $30,001-‐45,000	  
	  

2	   4.3	   0	   0	   2	   10.5
%	  

1	   2.9	   1	   8.3	  
$45,001-‐60,000	  

	  
7	   15.2

%	  
0	   0	   7	   36.8

%	  
4	   11.8

%	  
3	   25	  

$60,001-‐75,000	  
	  

4	   8.7	   4	   14.8
%	  

0	   0	   2	   5.9	   2	   16.7
%	  $75,001-‐90,000	  

	  
5	   10.9

%	  
5	   18.5

%	  
0	   0	   4	   11.8

%	  
1	   8.3	  

$90,001-‐105,000	   3	   6.5	  
	  

3	   11.1
%	  

0	   0	   3	   8.8	   0	   0	  
$105,001-‐120,000	  

	  
8	   17.4

%	  
8	   29.6

%	  
0	   0	   8	   23.5

%	  
0	   0	  

$120,001-‐135,000	  
	  

1	   2.2	   1	   3.7	   0	   0	   1	   2.9	   0	   0	  
$135,001-‐150,000	  

	  
0	   0	   0	   0	   0	   0	   0	   0	   0	   0	  

$150,001+	   6	   13	   6	   22.2
%	  

0	   0	   6	   17.6
%	  

0	   0	  
Number	  of	  Children	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	  

1	  
	  
	  
	  

8	   17.4
%	  

2	   7.4	   6	  
	  

31.6
%	  
	  

5	   14.7
%	  

3	   25	  
2	   21	   45.7

%	  
13	   48.1

%	  
8	   42.1

%	  
16	   47	   5	   41.7

%	  3	   11	   23.9
%	  

9	   33.3
%	  

2	   10.5
%	  

9	   26.5
%	  

2	   16.7
%	  4	   3	   6.5	   2	   7.4	   1	   5.3	   3	   8.8	   0	   0	  

5	   3	   6.5	   1	   3.7	   2	   10.5
%	  

1	   2.9	   2	   16.7
%	  Education	  Level	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	  

Some	  high	  school	  
	  

1	   2.2%	   0	   0	   1	   5.2	   1	   2.9	   0	  
3	  

0	  
	  High	  school	  

	  
9	   19.6

%	  
2	   7.4	   7	   36.8

%	  
6	   17.6

%	  
3	   25	  

Associate’s	  
	  

6	   13	   2	   7.4	   4	   21	   3	   8.8	   3	   25	  
BA	  

	  
22	   47.8

%	  
16	   59.3

%	  
6	   31.6

%	  
16	   47	   6	   50	  

Graduate/professional	  
	  

8	   17.4
%	  

7	   25.9
%	  

1	   5.3	   8	   23.5
%	  

0	   0	  
	   	   	   	   	   	  

Age	   Years	   Years	   Years	   Years	   Years	  
Median	   40	   41	   38	   40	   39	  
Range	   26-‐69	   32-‐49	   26-‐69	   32-‐49	   26-‐69	  
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Participants in my sample were more highly educated than the average 

American. Nearly half of my participants had a bachelor’s degree, compared 

with about thirty percent of Americans aged 25 or older, and eight (17.4%) had 

graduate or professional degrees. My sample is fairly homogenous in terms of 

race. All but five participants identified as white. Participants’ ages range from 

26 to 69, with a median age of 40. Number of children ranged from one to five. 

Twenty-one parents had two children, the modal number. All participants had at 

least one child between the ages of 8 and 14, but the range of all children’s ages 

was 19 months to 26 years old.  

My sample is biased toward parents whose families have meals together 

relatively frequently. Two-thirds said they had family meals almost every night, 

22% said the whole household ate together about half of the time, and 11% said 

they rarely did. The parents I talked to who did not have frequent family meals 

all expressed a wish to have them more often. This bias is likely a product of the 

recruitment techniques I used, as the flyers I sent out stated that the study was 

about family meals. Parents in families who do not eat dinner together often and 

do not see that as something they want to change were unlikely to want to do an 

interview about it. It would be interesting to investigate what meals look like for 

people who do not cook at home or eat with their families, but that is beyond the 

scope of this study.  

Digital audio files of the interviews were transferred the to my computer 

and all identifying information was erased. I then transcribed each interview 

myself, verbatim. I coded the transcribed interviews using TAMS Analyzer 

software. The directed coding strategy used to analyze campaign content was 

also used to analyze the interview data, starting with a set of codes derived from 
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the diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational frames I found in my content 

analysis of family meal campaigns. These focused on why participants think 

family meals are important, barriers to having them, and things that would make 

feeding work easier. I refined the coding scheme throughout a pilot round of 

coding ten interviews. I ended up with around 100 codes, many, but not all, of 

which were also used in the coding of the campaigns. In addition to those 

described above, major code families include frequency of family meals, 

emotions, considerations while planning and shopping, rules, rituals, enjoyment 

of tasks, and person responsible for tasks (see appendix E for a list of codes 

used). I applied these thematic codes at the level of the sentence or few sentences. 

One complete thought may fit into more than one code category. For example, 

the passage “I don’t know, I guess I feel a sense of accomplishment that I’m 

getting what my family needs. It’s kinda silly, but I do. And I like to just go and 

do it alone” was coded emotions>pride, enjoy>yes, responsibility>mother, and 

task>shopping. After all of the interviews were coded once, I went back and 

analyzed one code family (e.g. emotions, task, and responsibility) at a time, to 

increase the detail and accuracy of my coding. Coding was continually refined as 

I focused on particular codes of interest. Once coding was complete, I could 

search for instances of various code combinations, and see how participant 

characteristics correlated with different ways of talking about feeding work.  

 

Contributions 

 This project looks at how organizations relate to how parents think about 

family meals, and how parents engage in the various practices associated with 

them. It contributes to the understanding of the role of organizations in health 
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promotion, as well as the literatures on framing and a practice theory of 

consumption. Most scholarship on family meals focuses on the relationship 

between meal frequency and benefits for children. Sociological work on the 

cultural meanings of family meals is less common, and is more likely to come 

from European researchers. Research on feeding work often focuses on just one 

practice, such as grocery shopping or cooking. This dissertation looks at how 

each step--planning, shopping, cooking, and cleaning--interacts with the others. 

These sociological contributions can be translated into practical 

applications. We know that family meals are good for children’s health, and 

parents, academics, and pediatricians agree that they should be more common. 

This research contributes to this practical goal in two ways. First, it highlights 

what family meals mean to parents as well as the areas where they have 

difficulty in achieving the kinds of meals they want.  

Second, it provides suggestions for organizations that promote family 

meals to improve its social marketing resonance with consumers. Discourse 

around food often focuses on individual choices. Consumers are expected to 

make the “best” decisions about what they eat. This focus on individual agency 

obscures the structural difficulties of eating healthfully. Similarly, discourse 

around family meals tends to focus on the magic that happens around the dinner 

table, often ignoring the labor that happens before anyone sits down.  

 

 Chapter Outline 

Chapter two, on the organizations that promote family meals, explores the 

role of social marketing in consumption and public health, and explains my 
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rationale for comparing the strategies of commercial and nonprofit 

organizations.  

Chapter three looks at how family meals are defined in the literature, by 

organizations, and by parents. Findings suggest that the parameters of what a 

family meal is or is not are largely taken for granted, but that campaigns focus on 

conversation while parents focus on togetherness, food, and labor. 

Chapter four compares how family meals are presented by the campaigns 

that promote them to the frames parents use when discussing their motivations 

for having family meals and the barriers they face in achieving the kinds of meals 

they want. Parents and campaigns outline similar motivations for having meals 

as a family, but campaigns fall short when it comes to offering practical solutions 

for the difficulties parents face in doing so.  

Chapter five looks at how these campaigns portray the labor that goes into 

family meals in comparison to how parents talk about the work of creating a 

family meal. For parents, the work leading up to a meal consists of multiple 

practices that require a lot of time and energy. In many of the campaigns, work is 

glossed over in favor of a focus on conversations and the time spent at the table, 

which obscures the labor that parents, mainly mothers, perform. 

In the concluding chapter, I summarize my findings and arguments and 

outline the theoretical and practical implications of the research. 
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CHAPTER 2: MARKETING THE FAMILY MEAL 

 

 There is a general consensus in American society that family meals are 

desirable but declining. In response to this, several organizations have taken 

steps to promote family meals. This chapter has two goals. First, I characterize 

family meal campaigns as examples of contemporary social marketing. This will 

include a discussion of what social marketing campaigns are and what makes 

them successful, and descriptions of the campaign-producing organizations in 

my sample. Second, I discuss the rationale for comparing commercial and 

nonprofit organizations. I will provide an overview of the literature on the 

production of culture perspective, which says that organizational characteristics 

affect how culture is produced. Comparing the features of commercial and 

nonprofit campaigns allows for an exploration of this perspective and an 

evaluation of the potential effectiveness of campaigns in each sector. 

 

Social Marketing 

 Social marketing facilitates the acceptance, rejection, modification, 

abandonment, or maintenance of particular behaviors by groups of individuals, 

often referred to as the target audience (Grier and Bryant 2005). It uses 

commercial marketing concepts to promote voluntary attitude and behavior 

changes among individuals that contribute to the social good. Lazarsfeld and 

Merton (1948) were among the first scholars to examine the power of mass media 

as a tool for social change. They focused on three functions of mass media: status 

conferral, social norm enforcement, and the narcotizing dysfunction, wherein 

media desensitizes consumers into passive recipients (Marris and Thornham 
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2000). Wiebe was among the first scholars to describe mass media promotion in 

explicit marketing terms, as he asked, “Why can’t you sell brotherhood and 

rational thinking like you sell soap?” (1951).  

  Contemporary social marketing most often deals with health issues. 

Australia was the site of several campaigns in the 1980s such as the anti-tobacco 

campaign “Quit!” and the skin cancer awareness campaign “SunSmart” 

(Montague, Borland, and Sinclair 2001). Australia continues to be a dominant 

source of social marketing research. The 1980s and 1990s saw an explosion of 

social marketing campaigns around the world targeted at changing behaviors 

related to alcohol, seat belts, AIDS, nutrition, and exercise.  

Empirical research on social marketing campaigns often involves 

evaluations of effectiveness. Glasson et al. (2013) examined an Australian 

campaign meant to increase fruit and vegetable consumption and found that it 

was effective in increasing knowledge of benefits as well as consumption. 

Another study that evaluated a campaign in China was designed to increase 

women’s knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors regarding iron-fortified soy sauce 

also found it to be effective (Sun et al. 2007). Closely related to this dissertation is 

a study that evaluated the effectiveness of a campaign initiated by WIC to 

encourage families to have more meals together (Johnson et al. 2006). The 

researchers found that the campaign did have a significant effect on family meal 

frequency.  

Social marketing is not always found to be effective. A study with a 

design analogous to this dissertation compared a campaign to promote 

children’s play with its target audience—children--and found that campaigns 

frame play in a way that is inconsistent with how children think of it (Alexander, 
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Frohlich, and Fusco 2014). One study found that while people intended to 

change their behaviors after watching a film about climate change, this 

motivation did not persist (Howell 2014).  

 Other articles on social marketing include case studies of campaigns that 

have already been determined to be successful or not. In articles of this type, 

researchers are typically concerned with the characteristics of the campaign that 

led to its success or failure. One analyzed a successful water demand 

management program in Australia, finding that increased information about 

actual usage combined with support such as grants to install rainwater collection 

tanks and free installation of efficient appliances led to lower levels of water 

consumption (Lowe, Lynch, and Lowe 2014). Montague et al. (2001) trace one of 

the earliest social marketing campaigns, the “Slip! Slop! Slap!” program, which 

transitioned into the “SunSmart” skin cancer awareness campaign. These 

campaigns have been considered successful, which the authors attribute to two 

main factors: the integration of research and evaluation, and strong consistency 

and continuity. 

Table 2.1 provides an overview of the elements of successful social 

marketing outlined by various authors. The criteria established by this research 

that I will focus most strongly on are: 1) Understand the target audience. No 

campaign can or should reach an entire population. Organizations must 

determine which people are most important to reach and develop a deep 

understanding of how to best resonate with that audience. 2) Convince the 

audience the change is worth the costs. Campaigns must be credible and 

persuasive so the audience believes that the issue is one worth addressing and 

that the time, money, or effort required to make the change is a reasonable 
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sacrifice. 3) Create a supportive environment for changes to be made. People 

cannot make lifestyle changes if their environment hinders them. For example, a 

campaign encouraging people to eat more fresh fruits and vegetables will not be 

successful if the target audience lives in an area without access to them. 

Therefore, the most successful social marketing campaigns go beyond 

advertisements to facilitate structural changes as well. 

Table	  2.1:	  Elements	  of	  Successful	  Social	  Marketing	  
Authors	   Criteria	  

Lazarsfeld	  and	  
Merton	  (1948)	  

-‐	  Monopolization	  of	  the	  issue	  with	  no	  counterpropaganda	  
-‐	  Canalization,	  meaning	  that	  the	  propaganda	  must	  align	  with	  the	  existing	  feelings	  	  	  
of	  the	  audience	  
-‐	  Supplementation,	  an	  effort	  to	  follow	  up	  campaigns	  with	  face-‐to-‐face	  
interactions	  

(Wiebe	  1951)	   -‐	  Force:	  how	  motivated	  the	  person	  is	  to	  achieve	  the	  goal	  
-‐	  Direction:	  knowledge	  of	  how	  the	  person	  can	  begin	  the	  change	  
-‐	  Mechanism:	  existence	  of	  a	  mechanism	  that	  enables	  the	  person	  to	  translate	  
motivation	  to	  action	  
-‐	  Adequacy	  and	  compatibility:	  ability	  and	  efficacy	  of	  mechanism	  in	  achieving	  the	  
goal	  
-‐	  Distance:	  the	  person’s	  estimation	  of	  the	  amount	  of	  effort	  required	  to	  achieve	  
goal	  in	  relation	  to	  the	  reward	  

(Lefebvre	  and	  Flora	  
1988)	  

-‐	  Consumer	  orientation	  to	  develop	  and	  market	  intervention	  techniques	  	  
-‐	  Exchange	  theory	  as	  a	  model	  from	  which	  to	  conceptualize	  service	  delivery	  and	  
program	  participation	  
-‐	  Audience	  analysis	  and	  segmentation	  strategies	  
-‐	  Formative	  research	  in	  program	  design	  and	  pretesting	  of	  intervention	  materials	  
-‐	  Channel	  analysis	  for	  devising	  distribution	  systems	  and	  promotional	  campaigns	  
-‐	  Marketing	  mix	  (product,	  promotion,	  place,	  price)	  concept	  in	  intervention	  
planning	  and	  implementation	  
-‐	  Process	  tracking	  system	  
-‐	  Management	  process	  of	  problem	  analysis,	  planning,	  implementation,	  feedback	  
and	  control	  functions	  

(Grier	  and	  Bryant	  
2005)	  

-‐	  Exchange:	  must	  make	  benefits	  seem	  to	  outweigh	  costs	  
-‐	  Audience	  segmentation:	  can’t/don’t	  need	  to	  appeal	  to	  everyone	  
-‐	  Competition:	  behavioral	  options	  that	  compete	  with	  recommendations	  
-‐	  Marketing	  mix	  
-‐	  Consumer	  orientation	  and	  the	  importance	  of	  research	  
-‐	  Continuous	  monitoring	  and	  revision	  

(Helmig	  and	  Thaler	  
2010)	  

-‐	  General	  campaign	  characteristics	  and	  framing	  determinants	  (focus,	  direction,	  
tonality,	  time	  horizon,	  and	  content)	  
-‐	  Demographics	  and	  personal	  characteristics	  of	  the	  audience:	  moderate	  effects	  of	  
campaign	  characteristics	  
-‐Cognition,	  emotions,	  and	  interpersonal	  communication:	  mediate	  effects	  of	  
campaign	  characteristics	  
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Family Meal Campaigns as Social Marketing 

 Campaigns that promote family meals are an example of contemporary 

social marketing. Targeting an audience of parents, they seek to encourage the 

practice of families eating together by using commercial marketing strategies. 

They advertise family meals the same way they would advertise a product, by 

using images and text that make them seem essential and accessible.  

These campaigns are somewhat different from typical social marketing. 

While research suggests that having meals together is beneficial for children and 

families, the issue has lower stakes than drunk driving or heart disease, for 

example. Organizations tend to frame the family meal as a health issue, but we 

know that skipping dinner together is not going to kill anyone. Perhaps because 

of this, and because family meals are a more private issue, there has not been a 

campaign for the family meal on the same scale as a national anti-smoking 

campaign, for example. In the United States, the Centers for Disease Control 

(CDC) and the National Institutes of Health (NIH) have organized campaigns 

about a wide range of health issues including HIV/AIDS, oral hygiene, diabetes, 

and folic acid, but family meals have not made the list. There has been increased 

attention to children’s nutrition in general, however. Both the CDC and NIH 

have campaigns focusing on nutrition and physical activity, and First Lady 

Michelle Obama’s Let’s Move initiative is all about encouraging children to eat 

healthy foods and exercise. Though having family meals is always a suggestion 

in these campaigns, is not the main focus. 

 Despite the lack of attention from flagship governmental organizations, 

many nonprofit and commercial organizations have seen fit to create campaigns 

promoting family meals. While certainly not the only source of cultural 
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messaging about family meals, these campaigns represent an important site of 

inquiry as they create discourse that frames them as a social issue. 

 

The Production of Culture by Organizations 

 A sample of commercial and nonprofit campaigns was chosen in order to 

examine the ways that organizational features may be related to content and to 

determine whether the campaigns produced by one sector are likely to be more 

effective than the other. I work from a production of culture perspective, which 

“focuses on how the symbolic elements of culture are shaped by the systems 

within which they are created, distributed, evaluated, taught, and preserved” 

(Peterson and Anand 2004). The production of cultural objects, family meal 

campaigns in this case, is treated like the production of anything else. Rather 

than focusing on creativity or the artistic process, the production of culture 

perspective takes an institutional view that can be applied to almost any field. 

 Typical research using the production of culture perspective may focus on 

music, art, books, or film (see DiMaggio 2000; Mahon 2000; Peterson and Anand 

2004; and Santoro 2008 for reviews). The perspective has been expanded to 

analyze many types of material and nonmaterial culture, including marketing 

(Hirschman 1989; Vargha 2010; Wang 2003; Wenner and Jackson 2009).   

 Because organizations in the same sector tend to be similar (DiMaggio and 

Powell 1983), and similar organizations produce similar culture, I do not expect 

drastic differences between campaigns within the nonprofit and commercial 

groups, but I do expect to find differences between them. Commercial and 

nonprofit organizations have different resources, management and personnel 

structures, and goals (Boyne 2002; DiMaggio and Anheier 1990; Rainey, Backoff, 
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and Levine 1976). Commercial organizations are likely to have more resources, 

which could increase their reach and their potential for making creative and 

supportive campaigns. However, since the family meal campaign is not the main 

focus of the organization, they may actually be less likely to expend resources on 

it. The campaign is the main focus for nonprofit organizations, which may lead 

to them being more extensive. Content-wise, commercial organizations may use 

more traditional marketing techniques since they are used to selling products. I 

expect that commercial campaigns will incorporate advertising of their products 

into their text and images. Because the companies sell convenience foods that are 

often vilified by family meal advocates for being less healthy than from-scratch 

meals, commercial campaigns may focus less on food overall, while nonprofit 

campaigns will devote more space to a discussion of the preparation of healthy 

foods. 

 

Campaign Descriptions 

 In order to compare the strategies of organizations in different sectors I 

utilize a purposive sample of ten organizations with family meal campaign 

websites. My sample includes five nonprofit organizations and five commercial 

organizations. All but one of the commercial campaigns in my sample are 

primarily affiliated with a single brand. These companies are all selling a product 

in addition to a message. The exception is Together Counts, which is part of a 

coalition of many companies. Some of the nonprofit organizations in my sample 

do have corporate sponsors, but the campaigns are not promoting any products. 

The websites included in my sample were active in April 2012. They all still exist 

as of Spring 2015, although several are less active or have stopped updating. The 
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following section provides descriptions of each organization and the core themes 

of their campaigns.  In general, commercial campaigns focus more on what goes 

on at the table than the food on it. They promote their products as ways for 

parents to spend less time preparing food and more time enjoying conversation 

with their families around the dinner table. Nonprofit campaigns place a 

stronger emphasis on the food itself and on the labor involved in getting a meal 

on the table. 

 

Commercial Campaigns 

The Power of Family Meals 

 This campaign is sponsored by the JM Smucker Company. JM Smucker 

also partners with the nonprofit Family Day campaign and the corporate 

Together Counts campaign. Like most of the corporate campaigns, The Power of 

Family Meals promotes its many brands, such as Pillsbury, Jif, and Folgers, in its 

articles and recipes. The focus of the text on this campaign site is on what 

happens around the table. The site claims, “Sharing a meal with your family is a 

wonderful way to bond with the people who mean the most” (J.M. Smucker 

n.d.). A common theme is that the food served does not matter as much as the 

time spent together as a family.  

 

‘Round the Table 

 Nestlé sponsors this campaign. Nestlé is also a sponsor of Together 

Counts. The site’s main focus is on involving children in dinnertime. The home 

page of the site says, “Get some great tips to get the family together (and talking) 
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at meal time” (Nestlé n.d.). Conversation starters and kid-friendly recipes, often 

including Nestlé products, dominate the site. 

 

Let’s Fix Dinner 

 Sponsored by Stouffer’s, a brand known for its frozen foods, Let’s Fix 

Dinner focuses on saving time in food preparation so families have more time 

together at the table. Nestlé owns the Stouffer’s brand. The home page says, 

“How do on-the-go families rise above the chaos of everyday life? Studies show 

the secret is in dinner served at home” (Stouffer’s n.d.). The campaign includes 

many article-advertisement hybrids, as the text suggests that busy families buy 

frozen entrees to make dinnertime easier.  

 

Share the Table 

 Share the Table is sponsored by Barilla. An Italian brand known mostly 

for pastas, the company emphasizes the image of a traditional Italian family 

meal. The “About Us” section reads, “Families across the country are uniquely 

different, and yet we all experience the common need for greater connection. 

That’s why Barilla created Share The Table® – to help inspire, empower and 

support all families to enjoy more meaningful meals” (Barilla n.d.). This 

campaign focuses mostly on what happens at the table, and offers few practical 

tips. Its suggestions for increasing the number of meals a family has together and 

for improving their quality mainly have to do with persuasion.  
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Together Counts 

 Together Counts was somewhat difficult to classify because it is partnered 

with many organizations, both nonprofit and corporate. It is a branch of the 

Healthy Weight Commitment Foundation, which is in turn a coalition of over 

255 organizations. These organizations are divided into corporate members, 

which support the coalition financially, and associate members, which are mostly 

nonprofit organizations that extend the foundation’s mission. Because it 

describes itself as a “CEO-led organization,” and Together Counts is referred to 

as a brand, I classified this as a commercial campaign. Corporate members 

include Kellogg’s, Kraft, Coca-Cola, and PepsiCo. Nestlé and JM Smucker, whose 

own family meal campaigns are included in this study, are also sponsors of the 

Healthy Weight Commitment Foundation.  

 The main focus of Together Counts is combating childhood obesity by 

encouraging families to eat together and be active together. It relies on the 

concept of “energy balance,” that calories consumed in food should be equal to 

calories expended in exercise. The campaign goes beyond the home to discuss 

school and community initiatives, but emphasizes the importance of families 

eating together: “Discover how simple, everyday activities — like sharing a meal 

or taking a long walk — improve your family's Energy Balance” (Together 

Counts n.d.). This campaign is much more focused on the association of family 

meals with healthier weight than any other campaign.  
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Nonprofit Campaigns 

The Family Dinner Project 

 The Family Dinner Project focuses on overall benefits of family meals. 

This campaign is an initiative of the Public Conversations Project, which 

“prevents and transforms conflicts driven by deep differences in identity, beliefs, 

or values” (Public Conversations Project n.d.). Several foundations such as the 

Pew Charitable Trust and the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation support the 

Public Conversations Project. It is fairly comprehensive in that is talks about 

several preparation tasks as well as what goes on around the table. The 

campaign describes itself as “a start-up grassroots movement of food, fun and 

conversation about things that matter” (The Family Dinner Project n.d.). It 

emphasizes the power of family meals in fostering communication and closeness 

within families and throughout communities.  

 

Family Day 

 Family Day was started in 2001 by the Center on Addiction and Substance 

Abuse at Columbia University (CASA Columbia). The organization worked to 

have Family Day recognized as an event the last Monday in September. Starting 

in 2007, governors in all fifty states proclaimed Family Day, and in 2013, thirty 

first spouses served as honorary chairs. The organization gets funding from a 

variety of governmental sponsors such as the US Chamber of Commerce, 

corporate sponsors including JM Smucker and Coca-Cola, and nonprofit partners 

like the YMCA. Its focus is on how family meals are associated with lower rates 

of drug and alcohol abuse among children. It calls itself “a national movement to 

celebrate parental engagement as an effective tool to help keep America’s kids 
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substance free” (Family Day n.d.). The campaign has a narrow focus but is one of 

the oldest and best known in my sample.  

 

Blog for Family Dinner 

 The Blog for Family Dinner was created in 2011 as a nonprofit 

collaboration between bloggers who wrote about family and food issues. This 

site is unique in my sample in that it has no sponsors as far as I can tell. Three 

individuals who have their own family dinner blogs, which are also 

independent, run it. Its mission statement reads, “The Blog for Family Dinner 

Project (B4FD) is dedicated to creating a community of people who care about 

food, family, health and the environment and who believe that family dinner is a 

powerful force for good” (Blog for Family Dinner n.d.). The Blog for Family 

Dinner features posts from a variety of contributors about many aspects of 

family meal preparation and experience. While it does discuss planning, 

shopping, and cooking, the authors make it clear that time at the table is most 

important. They fight the idea that good cooking is necessary for good 

mothering. Nostalgia is the dominant emotion in this campaign, as many posts 

recall stories of grandmothers in the kitchen and happy childhoods.  

 

Kids Cook Monday 

 This campaign is a project of the Monday Campaigns organization, which 

has several websites that encourage people to engage in healthy activities on 

Mondays. Other campaigns include Meatless Monday, Move It Monday, and 

Healthy Monday. The Monday Campaigns are in association with the Columbia 
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Mailman School of Public Health, Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public 

Health, and the Syracuse Newhouse School of Public Communications. 

Kids Cook Monday has several categories of supporters, including brands and 

marketing associations, retailers, nutrition and family dining experts, meal 

planning tools, media, and associations. The campaign “encourages families to 

set aside the first night of every week for cooking and eating together as a 

family” (The Kids Cook Monday n.d.). The campaign is focused on getting 

children involved in meal preparation. The rationale is that children who are 

more involved with cooking will be more likely to eat healthy foods. The site 

includes tips for engaging children in the kitchen and lots of kid-friendly recipes.  

 

LiveStrong Family Meals 

 This site is affiliated with LiveStrong.com, the general health website 

connected with Lance Armstrong’s LiveStrong cancer foundation. Corporate 

partners and various endowments support LiveStrong. Support for the 

foundation has waned since 2012 due to Armstrong’s doping scandal. The site 

claims, “It may not seem significant, but eating together as a family can give your 

child an advantage in many areas. Before you head to the drive-thru or sit in 

front of the TV for your next meal, consider the impact of sharing a meal with 

your kids” (Frost 2014). The family meals site focuses on the importance of good 

planning. It emphasizes the importance of healthy foods, but often suggests 

using prepackaged products in order to save time. It includes healthy recipes 

built around various themes such as meatless, inexpensive, or make-ahead. 
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Relationships Between Organizations 

 Examining links between organizations can provide insight into the 

distribution of resources and power, as well as the creation of content. 

Organizations can be connected by board members, sponsors, trade associations, 

exchanges, or other types of alliances (Scott and Davis 2007). Organizations with 

high centrality--the degree to which they are connected to other organizations--

have more resources and power (Mizruchi and Galaskiewicz 1993). Strongly 

connected organizations also tend to be similar (Brass et al. 2004; Provan, Fish, 

and Sydow 2007). Networks that show connections between organizations in 

different sectors can illuminate similarities and differences in the content they 

produce.  

Figure 2.1 shows how organizations are connected by shared sponsors3. 

Together Counts is the most central campaign in this graph, sharing sponsors 

with every other organization except for Let’s Fix Dinner, LiveStrong, and Blog 

for Family Dinner. The latter two do not share sponsors with any other 

organization, likely due to LiveStrong’s fall from grace and Blog for Family 

Dinner’s nature as an independent blogging project. As isolates, these 

organizations’ campaigns may be dissimilar from the rest. JM Smucker is the 

most frequent connecting sponsor, as the primary sponsor of Power of Family 

Meals and a sponsor of Together Counts and Family Day. The graph of family 

meal promoting organizations shows a network that is highly centralized around 

Together Counts. Importantly, as a corporate campaign, it is connected by 

sponsors to three of the five nonprofit compaigns. Also, none of the nonprofit 

                                                
3 I also examined the boards of directors for each organization, but found no individuals serving 
on more than one. Some companies did have representatives in more than one organization, such 
as Coca-Cola, with different individuals associated with Together Counts and Family Day. 
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campaigns are connected directly to each other, but share connections to 

commercial organizations. These connections between commercial and nonprofit 

organizations may temper the differences I expect to find in content based on 

sector. Further analysis will help determine whether the differences between 

commercial and nonprofit organizations lead to different frames or if connections 

between organizations in the two sectors keep the campaigns from being 

drastically different. 

 

Figure	  2.2:	  Campaigns	  connected	  by	  sponsors	  	  (Red=commercial,	  blue=nonprofit,	  size	  of	  node	  is	  related	  
to	  degree	  centrality)	  
 

Conclusion 

 Throughout the dissertation I will be comparing commercial and 

nonprofit campaigns to each other and to parents’ thoughts about family meals. 

As I analyze their content I will evaluate campaigns based on the criteria for 

successful social marketing outlined above: identifying the target audience, 

convincing the audience the change is worth the cost, and creating a supportive 



 56 

environment. Comparing commercial and nonprofit organizations’ campaigns 

will also allow me to apply the production of culture perspective to social 

marketing and test whether its hypothesis that different types of organizations 

produce different kinds of cultural objects is true in this case. 
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CHAPTER 3: DEFINING THE FAMILY MEAL 
 

 

 What makes a family meal different from a regular meal? Are there 

requirements for who is present, where it takes place, or what kind of food is 

served? This chapter explores how family meals are defined in the literature, by 

organizations, and by parents, and asks whether the frames used by campaigns 

are likely to resonate with parents. Establishing what “family meal” means will 

help guide further explorations of how it is framed by organizations and parents. 

In the literature, the main criterion for a family meal is that the entire household 

is present. Campaigns largely take for granted that their audience will know 

what they mean by “family meal,” but they do focus on the importance of good 

conversation. Family meals are also framed as being important for children and 

as something middle-class families do. Parents do not emphasize conversation as 

much as campaigns do when defining family meals, but are likely to think of a 

family meal as one that involves everyone in the household. Campaigns and 

parents agree that being together is what makes a family meal, and that while 

healthy, homemade food is desirable, it is not necessary. Table 3.1 gives an 

overview of these dominant frames. Beyond comparing campaigns to parents, 

the analysis will also compare commercial and nonprofit campaigns, and parents 

of different incomes and marital statuses. I find that nonprofit campaign 

definitions align more closely with parents’, and present a more diverse vision of 

what a family meal is. Higher-income and married parents use definitions that 

focus more on togetherness and conversation, as campaigns do, while lower-

income and single parents focus more on food. 

 



 58 

Framing 

Social marketing campaigns create messages about practices, and parents 

also craft messages about practices as they discuss family meals. These messages 

can be classified as frames that portray practices and their significance. Framing 

is a process of reality construction that shapes how we understand events, 

organizations, and objects (Goffman, 1974). Benford and Snow (2000:614) say, 

“frames help to render events or occurrences meaningful and thereby function to 

organize experience and guide action.” Frames direct audience understanding, 

highlighting definitions, problems, and solutions. They help us answer the 

question, “What is it that’s going on here?” (Goffman 1974:25). Framing is most 

often studied in the contexts of social movements and political communication, 

but can be applied to all sorts of discourse. This chapter will examine the broad 

frames that capture how family meals are defined. 

The chapter will also begin to evaluate the potential resonance of 

campaign frames. Frame resonance is the degree to which a particular frame 

seems to be effective (Benford & Snow, 2000; Snow & Benford, 1988)4. The first 

component of frame resonance is credibility. Frames must appear internally 

consistent with the organization’s mission (frame consistency), they must seem 

to align with what is actually happening in the world (empirical credibility), and 

the producers of the frame must be seen as reliable experts (credibility of 

claimsmakers). The second component of frame resonance is salience. The issue 

must be important to the audience (centrality), the frames must be culturally 

                                                
4 Benford and Snow are not the only authors to outline criteria for the effectiveness of cultural 
frames. Schudson (1989), for example discusses the efficacy of cultural symbols in terms of 
retrievability, rhetorical force, resonance, institutional retention, and resolution. I choose to use 
Benford and Snow’s conception of frame resonance as I also use their conception of framing in 
general and core framing tasks in Chapter 4. 
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relevant (narrative fidelity), and the frames have to make sense compared with 

the audience’s experiences (experiential commensurability). If any of these 

elements is missing, frame resonance is diminished and the campaign may be 

unsuccessful. 

Research on frame resonance usually focuses on social movement 

organizations (see Snow, Benford, McCammon, Hewitt, & Fitzgerald, 2014 for a 

recent review). Work that evaluates organizational messages along with the 

reactions of the target audience to determine whether frames resonate is less 

common. Work along these lines has found that organizational frames must 

mesh with the emotional experiences of the audience in order to be effective 

(Dunn, 2004; Schrock, Holden, & Reid, 2004). Instead of examining frame 

resonance for social movement participants, this dissertation looks at social 

marketing frames, which are targeted at a wider audience. The people who read 

social marketing campaign materials are unlikely to identify themselves as 

members of a social movement, but frames still have to resonate in order for 

them to successfully encourage change. Comparing the ways campaigns define 

family meals with how parents define them will help evaluate the potential 

resonance of the campaigns. 

 

Table	  3.1:	  Dominant	  Frames	  Defining	  Family	  Meals	  
Literature	   Campaigns	   Parents	  

Togetherness	  
Takes	  place	  at	  table	  
Home-‐cooked	  
Contains	  meat	  and	  vegetables	  
Television	  is	  off	  

Conversation	  
Children	  
Middle-‐class	  

Togetherness	  
Conversation	  (higher-‐income)	  
Food	  (lower-‐income)	  
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Definitions in the Literature  

 Scholarly work often takes the definition of “family meal” or “family 

dinner” for granted, but some criteria are commonly cited. Gallegos et al. (2011) 

identify five common attributes of family meals frequently discussed in the 

literature. The first is the idea that everyone in the household should be together 

(Charles 1988; Ochs and Shohet 2006). Second, the meal should take place at a 

table, preferably in the dining room or kitchen (Douglas 1972; Fischler 1986; 

Valentine 1999). Third, the meal should be cooked at home using few pre-made 

ingredients, and fourth, the meal should contain meat and vegetables (Charles 

1988; Douglas 1972; Murcott 1982). And fifth, the television should be off 

(Boutelle et al. 2001; FitzPatrick, Edmunds, and Dennison 2007; Lowry et al. 

2002).  

 The physical co-presence of the entire household seems to be the most 

important criterion for a family meal. Survey questions used to measure family 

meal frequency are most often some variation of “During the past seven days, 

how many times did all, or most, of your family living in your house eat a meal 

together?” (Fulkerson, Neumark-Sztainer, and Story 2006); “On how many of the 

past 7 days was at least one of your parents in the room with you while you ate 

your evening meal?”; “In a typical week, how many days from 0 to 7 do you eat 

dinner with your family?” (Meier and Musick 2014); or “How often do you eat 

with your parent(s)?” (Franko et al. 2008). These questions, usually given to 

children, do not address other common characteristics of family meals such as 

eating at the table or having a home-cooked meal.  

 Further evidence that togetherness is the most important element defining 

family meals comes from scholars who argue that any meal counts as a family 
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meal as long as the family is together. While fast food is often seen as a detriment 

to family meals, the convenience that restaurants offer may make it easier for 

families to be together (Brembeck 2005; Pettersson and Fjellström 2007). If the 

benefits of family meals are derived more from togetherness than from the types 

of food consumed, then a meal eaten at a restaurant is no less a family meal than 

one eaten at home.  

 

Definitions in Campaigns 

 The definition of what a family meal is seems to be taken for granted by 

organizations that promote them. Only 18% of text blocks include some form of 

criteria for what a family meal should be (see table 3.2). When the text does 

outline what a family meal is or is not, the most important characteristic of 

family meals is that they involve good conversation. Conversation is valued even 

over the food. One article says, “The magic that happens over family dinners 

isn’t the food on the table, but the communication and conversations around it” 

(Family Day). The next most commonly referenced requirement for a family meal 

is that it does not involve distractions: “Remove distractions during mealtime, 

including television, phones, and toys” (‘Round the Table). The family meal is 

frequently referred to as a ritual: “Protect dinner time as a ritual and it will force 

you to bring your best self to the table and stay there” (Share the Table). 

Interestingly, the text rarely states explicitly that all members of the household 

should be present for meals to count as family meals. Instead, this idea seems to 

be taken for granted. An insistence on home-cooked meals appears in a just few 

text blocks, and none of them suggest that family meals may take place outside 

the home.  



 62 

 Corporate campaigns focus more on definitions of meals that involve what 

goes on around the table, particularly conversation (14.6% of commercial text 

blocks) and a lack of distractions (10.1%). Nonprofit campaigns are less likely 

overall to discuss criteria for what a family meal is or is not, being more likely to 

say a family meal should be home-cooked, but otherwise being less likely than 

commercial campaigns to discuss any defining characteristic. This suggests that 

what a family meal is is more open to interpretation according to the nonprofit 

organizations in my sample.  

Table	  3.2:	  Definitions	  in	  Campaign	  Text	  
	   All	  (n=254)	   Nonprofit	  (n=165)	   Commercial	  (n=89)	  
	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	  
Conversation	   21	   8.3	   8	   4.8	   13	   14.6	  
Everyone	  is	  together	   2	   .7	   0	   0	   2	   2.2	  
Home-‐cooked	   8	   3.1	   6	   3.6	   2	   2.2	  
No	  distractions	   15	   5.9	   6	   3.6	   9	   10.1	  
Ritual	   9	   3.5	   2	   1.2	   7	   7.9	  
 

What Does a Family Meal Look Like? 

Images in the campaigns define family meals by showing particular 

scenarios. To see how images define family meals, I focus on the 59% of all 

images that include people. Images that do not contain people usually are of 

food or are the organization’s logo. Children are the key focus in these 

campaigns. Family meals require children to be present, are for the benefit of 

children, and should incorporate children into the process. Of the images with 

people, 73.9% include children, and 32% of images with people feature children 

with no adults present. Children appear at nearly the same rate in commercial 

and nonprofit campaigns, but children are more likely to appear without adults 

on nonprofit sites, like in figure 3.1. Apparent traditional nuclear families, with a 
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man, woman, and one or more children, are shown in 25% of all images with 

people. They are nearly twice as common in commercial campaigns. One image 

on a nonprofit site shows a real family headed by a lesbian couple, but otherwise 

images with more than one adult usually contain a man and a woman. A man is 

shown alone with children in 6.8% of images with people, and a woman is alone 

with children in 9.7% of images with people. Adults on their own with children 

are more common in commercial campaigns. 

 
Figure	  3.1:	  Children	  Cooking	  (Kids	  Cook	  Monday)	  
 

 In 51.7% of the images containing people, everyone in the image is white. 

Everyone in the image is non-white in 38%, and people of two or more races 

appear in 10% of images. Racial composition is similar in commercial and 

nonprofit campaigns. Commercial sites have more images where everyone is 

white, but they show images where everyone is nonwhite and with multiple 

races at similar rates. Table 3.3 describes the content of images with people in 

them. 
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Table	  3.3:	  Images	  of	  People	  in	  Campaigns	  
	   All	  (n=207)	   Nonprofit	  (n=113)	   Commercial	  (n=94)	  
	  	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	  

Children	   153	   73.9	   83	   73.5	   70	   74.5	  
Children	  without	  adults	   67	   32.3	   48	   42.5	   19	   20.2	  
Nuclear	  family	   52	   25.1	   21	   18.6	   31	   33	  
Man	  alone	  with	  children	   14	   6.8	   5	   4.4	   9	   9.6	  
Woman	  alone	  with	  children	   20	   9.7	   9	   8	   11	   11.7	  
All	  white	   107	   51.7	   55	   48.7	   52	   55.3	  
All	  nonwhite	   78	   37.7	   44	   38.9	   34	   36.2	  
Two	  or	  more	  races	   21	   10.1	   12	   10.6	   9	   9.6	  
Middle-‐class	  markers	   60	   29.0	   20	   17.7	   40	   42.6	  
 

 While campaigns images are more racially diverse than I expected, there is 

not much diversity when it comes to representations of class. Images in family 

meal campaigns contain markers indicating depictions of middle- and upper-

middle class families. Kitchens are spacious, grills occupy grassy backyards, 

people are well dressed, and food is plentiful. The kitchens shown in figure 3.2  

are typical of the campaigns. Middle-class markers like these appeared in 29% of 

images containing people, and were more common in commercial campaigns 

than nonprofit campaigns. The remaining images usually did not have markers 

of low socioeconomic status; rather they lacked the context and detail necessary 

to make any inference about the social class being represented. Class is not 

always discernable in the campaigns, but when it is, middle- and upper-middle 

class families are the norm. 
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Figure	  3.2:	  Middle-‐Class	  Kitchens	  	  
(LiveStrong	  Family	  Meals)	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
(Power	  of	  Family	  Meals)	  

	  

	  
	  

The campaigns define family meals as meals where the entire household is 

together, and have a specific picture of what the household looks like. While 

there is a fair amount of diversity in terms of race, nuclear families are depicted 

more often than single-parent families, and a middle- to upper-middle class 

aesthetic dominates. The campaigns center on the benefits family meals have for 

children, so a family is defined as requiring children. Nonprofit campaigns 

portray more diverse families, depicting fewer nuclear families and fewer clearly 

middle-class families than commercial campaigns do, indicating that they 

perceive their audience as being more diverse, as well. 

 

Definitions by Parents 

 For the parents I interviewed, having everyone together at the table was 

the most important aspect of a family meal. The first question I asked during 

each interview was “What pops into your head when you hear the words ‘family 

meal’?”(see table 3.4)5. This question gets at how parents define family meals in 

                                                
5 Nearly all participants focused on dinner when talking about family meals. A few said they had 
breakfasts or lunches as a family, but for most, “family meal” means “family dinner.” 
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contrast to other kinds of meals. The responses to this question focused on family 

matters rather than on labor or food. Nineteen parents (41%) specified that 

everyone in the household had to be together for a family meal. Being in the 

same location was a common theme as well, and 12 parents (26%) said that they 

thought of the kitchen table or dining room table when they heard the words 

“family meal.” Amy, a married mother of two, said the words “family meal” 

made her think of “all of us sitting down together at the same time at the same 

spot.” Married mother of two Janice said, “We need to eat everything at the 

table.”  

 Only five parents (11%) said that a family meal should be completely 

homemade. For many parents, a family meal is defined not by what is eaten, but 

by what is going on around the table. Dana, a married mother of two, said that 

for her, family meals are about “sitting, not necessarily eating, but sitting and 

being together and talking, and listening and just, you know, being involved 

with each other, mentally, physically, emotionally, spiritually, all that.” Six 

parents (13%) said that they thought of talking when they thought of family 

meals. Olivia, a married mother of two, said, “Um, it’s the greatest place where 

we communicate, um, with our boys, um, to me it just brings everything together 

in the house.” 

 There are a few notable demographic differences in responses to this 

question (see table 3.4). Nineteen percent of higher-income parents said they 

think of conversation when they hear the words “family meal,” while only 5% of 

lower-income parents did. Twenty-one percent of lower-income parents said a 

family meal should be homemade, but only 4% of higher-income parents had 
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this requirement. In general, the higher-income parents in my sample were more 

likely to focus on matters other than food when defining family meals. 

Table	  3.4:	  What	  Do	  You	  Think	  of	  When	  You	  Hear	  the	  Words	  "Family	  Meal"?	  

	   All	  (n=46)	  

Higher-‐
income	  
(n=27)	  

Lower-‐
income	  
(n=19)	  

Married	  
(n=34)	   Single	  (n=12)	  

	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	  
Everyone	  is	  together	   19	  	   41.3	   12	   44.4	   7	  	   36.8	   13	  	   38.2	   6	  	   50.0	  
Being	  around	  the	  table	   12	  	   26.1	   7	  	   25.9	   5	  	   26.3	   9	  	   26.5	   3	  	   25.0	  
Conversation	   6	  	   13.0	   5	  	   18.5	   1	  	   5.3	   5	  	   14.7	   1	  	   8.3	  
From	  scratch	   5	  	   10.9	   1	  	   3.7	   4	  	   21.1	   3	  	   8.8	   2	  	   16.7	  
 

 Later in the interview I asked parents, “What would a perfect family meal 

look like?”(see table 3.5). This question also gets at defining the family meal, but 

participants’ responses to it were slightly more food and labor-oriented. 

Nineteen respondents (41%) talked about specific dishes that would make up 

their perfect family meal. Many parents described a traditional plate of a protein, 

a vegetable, and a starch: “Steak and taters. That’s what we’re having for dinner 

tonight! But steak and taters is always good. Um, a meat, vegetable, salad, um, 

you know, salad being a separate vegetable. You might see a potato or a 

broccoli” (Matt, married father of one). Lower-income and single parents were 

more likely than higher-income and married parents to describe specific dishes. 

Only six parents (13%) specified that a family meal should be healthy, 

with more higher-income and married parents having that requirement. A few 

suggested that the things they like to eat the most are probably not the things 

they should eat the most. Angela, a single mother with one daughter responded, 

“Perfectly good, or perfectly healthy? Because to me, a perfect meal is either 

steak or chicken fried steak with gravy and mashed potatoes and corn and sweet 

rolls. And then maybe some kind of like pumpkin pie or something after.” Seven 
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parents (15%) said that a perfect family meal is one where everyone likes the 

food they serve: “It would be just sitting and talking and nobody fussing about 

what they have to eat, and everybody eating it. And liking it” (Alicia, married 

mother of two). Twenty-two percent of higher-income parents said they wanted 

everyone to like the food compared to only 5% of lower-income parents, but 

there was little difference between married and single parents.  

 Though many parents talked about food when describing a perfect family 

meal, there was still a strong focus on what goes on around the table. Fifteen 

participants (33%) said that a perfect family meal requires good conversation. 

Married mother of two Lydia said, “We’d be laughing and you know, somebody 

might bring something up that we know that they wouldn’t bring up otherwise, 

um, and that we’d end up realizing that were there for two hours and sort of not 

realizing how time flies.” The idea of catching up and keeping updated on 

everyone’s schedules through conversation at the dinner table was a common 

one in all demographic groups, though it was more likely to be emphasized by 

higher-income parents.  

 Fourteen parents (30%) said that a perfect family meal is one in which 

everyone is well behaved. Children should stay in their seats, use their inside 

voices, be nice to each other, and eat properly. Single parents were most likely to 

include this in their description, at 42%. Wendy, a single mother of three, said 

that for her, a perfect meal is when “everybody eats well and is polite with each 

other”.  

 For several higher-income parents, a perfect family meal is one where the 

whole family pitches in. Seven higher-income parents (26%) expressed this, while 
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no lower-income parents did. These parents want help with the more unpleasant 

tasks like doing dishes, but also see helping with food preparation as an 

opportunity for their children to learn new things. Dana, a married mother of 

two, said, “I’ll get them seasonings and they do it, talk about what boiling is, we 

talk about, you know, measuring and stuff, and um, doing that and then serving 

it all up.”  

Table	  3.5:	  What	  Would	  a	  Perfect	  Family	  Meal	  Look	  Like?	  

	   All	  (n=46)	  

Higher-‐
income	  
(n=27)	  

Lower-‐
income	  
(n=19)	  

Married	  
(n=34)	   Single	  (n=12)	  

	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	  
Identifies	  a	  specific	  meal	   19	  	   41.3	   9	  	   33.3	   10	  	   52.6	   13	  	   38.2	   6	  	   50.0	  
There's	  good	  conversation	   15	  	   32.6	   10	  	   37.0	   5	  	   26.3	   11	  	   32.4	   4	  	   33.3	  
Everyone	  is	  well-‐behaved	   14	  	   30.4	   9	  	   33.3	   5	  	   26.3	   9	  	   26.5	   5	  	   41.7	  
Everyone	  likes	  the	  food	   7	  	   15.2	   6	  	   22.2	   1	  	   5.3	   5	  	   14.7	   2	  	   16.7	  
Everyone	  helps	   7	  	   15.2	   7	  	   25.9	   0	   0	   5	  	   154.7	   2	  	   16.7	  
The	  meal	  is	  healthy	   6	   13.0	   5	  	   18.5	   1	  	   5.3	   6	  	   17.6	   0	   0	  
 

 The differences in the ways they talk about family meals suggests that 

higher-income parents are more likely to approach the meal as an expression of 

creativity, love, and learning, while lower-income parents view it in a more 

utilitarian manner. These findings support arguments from scholars about 

differences in how people consume and parent differently based on 

socioeconomic status. Bourdieu suggests that people with more capital who are 

therefore removed from necessity appreciate objects for their aesthetic value 

rather than for their functional value (Bourdieu 1984). Higher-income parents are 

concerned with conversation and good behavior, care more about everyone 

liking the meal, and want the whole family to pitch in. For them, meals are much 

more than sustenance, they are an opportunity for the family to grow. This does 

not mean that lower-income parents never think of meals this way, but they are 
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less likely to deliberately use them as sites of development for their children. 

Lareau (2003) describes the parenting style of middle class parents as concerted 

cultivation, meaning that they make constant, conscious efforts to foster their 

children’s talents through organized activities. In contrast, working class parents 

are more likely to encourage natural growth, allowing children to develop on 

their own in an unstructured way. As applied to family meals, the higher-income 

parents in my sample were more likely than the lower-income parents to 

perceive the family meal as a structured event and an opportunity for children to 

develop skills. 

 

Parents Respond to Images of Family Meals 

 In order to get a better sense of how parents related to the campaigns I 

was studying, I showed them six pictures from them during our interviews. The 

images represented a range of family configurations and feeding work situations. 

I asked them to take a look at the selected images and talk about any reactions 

they had, including whether or not they found them to be realistic, if they 

reminded them of scenes from their own lives, and how they made them feel. In 

these discussions, parents frequently discussed labor as an element of the family 

meal. Their responses provided insight into how parents define family meals in 

relation to how campaigns present them. 
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Figure	  3.3:	  Nuclear	  Family,	  No	  Labor	  (Family	  Day)	   	  
 

I chose the first image (Figure 3.3) because it shows an idealized meal. It 

has a nuclear family, no one is doing any work, everyone is smiling, and there is 

a lot of colorful food. Parents were not likely to find this image realistic. While 

24% of parents did say this was a recognizable image, 37% said it was not 

realistic. Reactions to this image did not differ much according to income or 

family structure. According to participants, the family is too happy, they’re 

dressed too nicely, and there is way too much food. Lisa said, “Yeah right! 

Nobody really sits down and has a meal like that.” Elise, along with 24% of 

parents, thought that the image was something to aspire to, but said it was not 

easy: “I would say this would be the perfect family meal. It looks like they’re 

eating healthy food, they’re happy, they’re talking, they’re all paying attention. 

But I don’t know how realistic that is.” 

 

Figure	  3.4:	  Nuclear	  Family,	  Mother	  Serving	  (LiveStrong	  Family	  Meals) 
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 The next image (Figure 3.4) also features a nuclear family, but the woman 

is engaged in feeding work. Parents did not find this image particularly realistic, 

either. Twenty-eight percent said the image was realistic compared with 24% 

who said it was not. Single and lower-income parents were most likely to say the 

image was unrealistic. The outdoor setting was something that they did not 

relate to, as many of them lived in apartments and did not have much outdoor 

space. Single mother of one Rayna said, “I don’t quite know what this is. They’re, 

like, having an outdoor salad?” Several parents commented that the food being 

served was not enough, nor was it something children would want to eat. Geoff 

said, “That’s a lie! That’s a lot of salad on that little boy’s plate.” Comments on 

this image also centered on the fact that the mother does most of the feeding 

work. Dana said, “I don’t like this one because to me, it kinda shows that the 

woman is always serving the guy.” Higher-income and married parents were 

most likely to comment on the division of labor. 

  
Figure	  3.5:	  Children	  Without	  Adults	  (The	  Family	  Dinner	  Project)	  
 

The next image (Figure 3.5) shows children engaged in feeding work 

without adults present. Parents identified with this image more than the 

previous two. Thirty-five percent said it was realistic compared with 22% who 

said it was not. Some parents saw this as a happy scene, like Alicia, who said, 

“My favorite is probably that one with the kids ‘cause I’d say that happens at my 
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house.” Others said that their children would not do something like this: “Seeing 

two kids have fun together, that’s not normal. Siblings fight way too much” 

(Deborah). Several parents also commented on the mess being made, like Dana, 

who said, “That one kind of annoys me because I don’t like to make a mess. I 

don’t like things messy.”  

 
Figure	  3.6:	  Nuclear	  Family,	  Father	  Grilling	  (Family	  Day)	  
 

 This image (Figure 3.6) shows a nuclear family with a man engaged in 

feeding work. Nearly half of my participants (48%) said this image was familiar 

and realistic while 28% said it was not. Most of the campaign images of a man 

cooking show him grilling, and this is something the parents I interviewed 

related to. Margaret said, “This one looks relaxed, everybody’s enjoying 

themselves. The dad, he’s proud that he’s making barbeque. We just bought my 

husband a barbeque this year, so that makes him proud.” Elizabeth also saw her 

own family in this image: “Um, this is very common, like for us, we like to 

barbeque more like in the summer time, that’s one of our fun things to do.” The 

parents who found this image unrealistic usually commented on the division of 

labor. Maria said, “This one, she’s sitting down relaxing. I don’t know about 
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that!” Like several other parents, Maggie was concerned about the amount of 

food being prepared: “And there’s lots of meat. I mean when I look at the meat it 

makes me feel like gagging because there’s only like four people and there’s—I 

don’t know how many people they’re planning to feed!” 

 
Figure	  3.7:	  Child	  and	  Man	  Cooking	  (Nestle	  'Round	  the	  Table)	  
 

 I wanted to include an image of a man and child engaged in feeding work 

(Figure 3.7). This was one of only two images in my sample that showed a man 

working without a woman present (the other shows a man grilling with children, 

which was too similar to Figure 3.7), and his face is not even visible. Sixty-one 

percent of parents said this was a realistic image and only 11% said it was not. 

Single parents were most likely to identify with this image. Many of them talked 

about how they liked to get their children involved in feeding work. Cathy said, 

“We used to do this all the time. I mean, if you don’t cook together like this when 

they’re young, it’s not gonna carry over.” Debra had a similar thought: “You 

know what’d be great? Parents actually teaching their kids, you know. Parents 

just don’t do that.” It is interesting that so many parents identified with this 

image as well as with figure 3.7 considering that many of their husbands are not 

very involved in feeding work. Elise found the image unrealistic for that reason: 
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“But I think this, this seems, to me, a bit odd as well. Because this is a guy with 

his son. This seems unlikely to me.” 

 
Figure	  3.8:	  Woman	  Cooking,	  Holding	  Child	  (LiveStrong	  Family	  Meals)	  
 
 Finally, this image (Figure 3.8) shows a woman engaged in feeding work 

with a child. Parents were more likely to identify with this image than with any 

other, as 65% said it was realistic and 20% said it was unfamiliar to them. Among 

single parents, 83% said the image reminded them of their own lives. While the 

woman in the picture is not necessarily single, most participants assumed that 

she was, and expressed sympathy for her. Hope said, “I think this is the most 

realistic. She just looks tired.” Others expressed what sounded more like pity: 

“She looks like a haggard single mom” (Renee). Anastasia said, “That looks kind 

of sad. Something’s wrong with that picture. There’s baby, there’s mom, there’s 

like this white bread. It’s sad.” A few parents brought up issues of class, like 

Nina, who said,  

That’s the kind of thing I think that drives me crazy is we all live by these 
kind of middle class standards, um, and if you’re a single mom and you’re 
working, a lot of times it just doesn’t happen. It’s usually this. You haven’t 
done your hair, you know, and I think that’s why I have a problem with 
the images and the advertising and whatever, because it’s just not real life. 
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 Parents’ reactions to these pictures suggest that they identify more closely 

with images that depict work, and less closely with more idealized images of 

family meals. Single parents in particular were less likely to identify with the 

idealized images like figures 3.4 and 3.5, and more likely to find images featuring 

work realistic. The large amount of food being served in these images was a 

sticking point for many parents, as was the display of relative wealth. Many 

parents did not recognize their kitchens, their backyards, or their families in 

these images because they largely portray an idealized life.  

 

Conclusion 

 In the literature, family meals are usually defined by the co-presence of 

the entire family, gathering at a table, eating a home-cooked meal consisting of 

meat and vegetables, and having the television off. In campaigns, the definition 

of a family meal is largely taken for granted. When requirements are specified, 

the most important characteristic of a family meal is that it involves quality 

conversation. Images focus on children and depict meals involving happy, 

upper-middle class, nuclear families around abundant tables. Parents’ main 

focus is on togetherness. Beyond that, different demographic groups emphasize 

different characteristics of family meals. Lower-income and single parents have a 

more practical disposition toward family meals than higher-income and married 

parents do. They are more likely to define family meals using tangible aspects 

such as cooking meals from scratch and identifying specific foods. Higher-

income and married parents are more likely to focus on intangibles such as 

conversation and enjoyment. They are also more likely to see the family meal as 

an opportunity for children’s growth through participation in feeding work.  
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 A comparison of how organizations and parents define family meals 

suggests that while conversation and togetherness are important to both, parents 

do not always identify with campaigns’ depictions of idealized meals. Higher-

income and married parents’ definitions align more closely with campaigns, 

citing what goes on around the table as important characteristics of family meals. 

Higher-income and married parents are also more likely to recognize themselves 

in the campaigns, particularly on the commercial sites, which portray nuclear 

families and middle to upper-middle class families more often than nonprofit 

sites do. Lower-income and single parents are more likely to define family meals 

in terms of food and labor, further suggesting that campaign frames may be less 

likely to resonate with them. Campaigns appear to lack experiential 

commensurability, the element of frame resonance that requires frames to align 

with the lived experiences of the audience, especially for lower-income and 

single parents. In chapter 4, I will look more closely at specific frames and further 

evaluate the potential alignment between campaigns’ and parents’ ideas about 

family meals.  
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CHAPTER 4: FRAMING THE FAMILY MEAL 

 

This chapter further explores whether the frames used by family meal 

campaigns are likely to resonate with parents by focusing on particular types of 

frames. I compare the use of frames that explain why parents should care about 

family meals, what makes having family meals difficult, and what could make 

the easier in the text of family meal campaign websites to those that emerged in 

interviews with parents. I also look at how frames differ by organization sector 

and by parents’ income level and marital status to see if campaign frames may 

resonate more strongly with certain demographics. The analysis suggests that 

frames used by campaigns do not always match the experiences of their 

audience, particularly single parents, and that commercial frames are likely less 

resonant than nonprofit frames.  

 

Core Framing Tasks 

When framing an issue, claims are made about what caused it, what can 

be done about it, and why it is important. This paper will focus on the core 

framing tasks of diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational framing (Benford and 

Snow, 2000). Diagnostic frames identify the problem and its source. Since a lack 

of family meals is not something that everyone would necessarily see as 

problematic, these campaigns have to convince their audience that it is. 

Diagnostic frames also work to explain where the problem came from and what 

is to blame for it. Prognostic frames offer solutions to the problem. In family meal 

campaigns, these frames will consist of suggestions for how to have meals 

together more often. Finally, motivational frames give reasons for why people 
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should care about an issue. These campaigns will need to explain why parents 

should care enough about family meals to make an effort to change their habits. 

Most research on core framing activities focus just on the frame producers, 

but there is research that compares the motivational, diagnostic, and prognostic 

frames used by organizations to those used by the organizations’ audiences. One 

study analyzed the core framing activities of the Promise Keeper’s religious 

organization’s leaders and members and found that their motivational, 

prognostic, and diagnostic frames generally matched up (Allen 2000). Ladd  

(2011) compared the core framing activities of anti-salmon fishing organizations 

with the frames used by individual activists, and also found a high degree of 

resonance between the messaging of the organization and that of its members. By 

comparing the frames produced by organizations to the frames used by the 

audience, it is possible to make inferences about the potential resonance of the 

campaign frames. Table 4.1 provides a comparison of the frames used in 

campaigns to the frames used by parents. 

Table	  4.1:	  Comparison	  of	  Parental	  and	  Campaign	  Frames	  

	  	  
	  	  

Campaign	  text	  blocks	  
(n=253)	   Parents	  (n=46)	  

#	   %*	   #	   %*	  
Motivational	   82	   32.3	   43	   93.5	  

	  	  	  Health	   65	   79.3	  	   17	   39.5	  
	  	  	  Family	   57	   69.5	  	   34	   79.1	  
	  	  	  School	   17	   20.7	  	   0	   0	  	  

Diagnostic	   44	   17.3	   40	   87.0	  
	  	  	  Time	   30	   68.2	  	   35	   87.5	  
	  	  	  Food	   21	   47.7	  	   21	   52.5	  	  
	  	  	  Distractions	   8	   18.2	  	   0	   0	  	  

Prognostic	   62	   24.4	   13	   28.3	  
	  	  	  Cooking	  easier	   35	   56.4	  	   13	   100.0	  	  
	  	  	  Improve	  conversation	   28	   45.2	   0	   0	  
	  	  	  Persuasion	   8	   12.9	  	   0	   0	  
*	  Percentages	  do	  not	  add	  to	  100%	  because	  text/interview	  could	  include	  more	  than	  one	  subframe	  (applies	  to	  all	  
tables).	  	  
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Motivational Frames: Why Are Family Meals Important?  

 Motivational frames explain why an issue is important. For the 

campaigns, motivational framing involves convincing their audience that a lack 

of family meals, or low-quality family meals, is a problem. They have to show 

people evidence that family meals are something worth caring about. In the 

campaigns I analyzed, the most common motivational frames were children’s 

health, family benefits, and school performance. Parents use motivational frames 

when they talk about why they care about having meals as a family. They were 

most likely to use a family benefits frame, followed by a children’s health frame.  

 

Campaigns 

 Motivational frames are the most frequently used type of frame in 

campaigns, appearing in 82 text blocks (32%). Nonprofit and commercial 

organizations devote similar amounts of space to motivational frames, as they 

appear in 31.5% of nonprofit text blocks and 33.7% of commercial text blocks. 

Three types of motivational frame appeared. The first, and most common, is 

children’s health, appearing in 65 text blocks (79% of motivational frames). This 

frame suggests that family meals are important because they are associated with 

better nutrition, healthier weight, and lower risk of drug and alcohol abuse. 

Emotional health is also included in this frame, and is most often discussed in 

terms of self-confidence and resilience. One campaigns claims, “[The dinner 

table] is also a place to promote habits that will help young children become 

happy, resilient, responsible adults” (Family Dinner Project). The text often 

appeals to scientific authority by citing various studies, some from peer-

reviewed academic journals and others conducted by the organizations 
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themselves: “A medical study of children ages 9-14 found that children who have 

more regular dinners with their families have more healthful dietary patterns, 

including more fruits and vegetables, less saturated and trans fat, fewer fried 

foods and sodas, and more vitamins and other micronutrients” (Share the Table). 

Nonprofit campaigns are more likely to use the health frame than commercial 

campaigns are (84% of motivational frames vs. 70%).  

 The second most popular motivational frame, appearing in 57 text blocks 

(70% of motivational frames), is the family frame. This suggests that families who 

eat together more often have more and better communication, and feel closer to 

one another. An example is, “The real benefits of a family dinner depend on how 

the parents talk to the children and how they listen to them” (Blog for Family 

Dinner). The family frame often suggests that what happens around the table is 

more important than the food being served: “Although you should aim for meals 

that are appealing, tasty, balanced and healthful, family always trumps food” 

(The Power of Family Meals). The family frame appears in nearly all of the 

commercial text blocks that use a motivational frame (93%). Nonprofit 

campaigns use it less often, in 53% of text blocks with motivational frames. 

 Finally, the school frame suggests that children who eat with their families 

more often do better in school. I found this frame in 17 text blocks (21% of 

motivational frames). One claims, “Children who have higher quality dinners 

benefit from better grades, being more likely to report getting mostly A’s or 5’s” 

(Share the Table) Another campaign says, “More mealtime at home was the 

single strongest factor in better achievement scores and fewer behavioral 

problems in children all ages” (The Power of Family Meals). Commercial 

campaigns use the school frame more often than nonprofit campaigns (33% vs. 
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13%). Table 4.2 shows the percentage of text blocks that use each core framing 

task. 

Table	  4.2:	  Core	  Framing	  Tasks	  in	  Campaigns	  
	  	  
	  	  

All	  (n=254)	   Nonprofit	  (n=165)	   Commercial	  (n=89)	  
#	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	  

Motivational	   82	   32.3	   52	   31.5	   30	   33.7	  
	  	  	  Health	   65	   79.3	  	   44	   84.6	   21	   70.0	  
	  	  	  Family	   57	   69.5	  	   27	   51.9	   28	   93.3	  
	  	  	  School	   17	   20.7	  	   7	   13.5	   10	   33.3	  

Diagnostic	   44	   17.3	   27	   16.4	   17	   19.1	  
	  	  	  Time	   30	   68.2	  	   17	   62.9	   13	   76.5	  
	  	  	  Food	   21	   47.7	  	   17	   62.9	   4	   23.5	  
	  	  	  Distractions	   8	   18.2	  	   3	   11.1	   5	   29.4	  

Prognostic	   62	   24.4	   35	   21.2	   27	   30.3	  
	  	  	  Cooking	  easier	   35	   56.4	  	   20	   57.1	   10	   37.0	  
	  	  	  Improve	  conversation	   28	   45.2	   15	   42.8	   15	   55.5	  
	  	  	  Persuasion	   8	   12.9	  	   0	   0	   8	   29.6	  
 

Parents 

 Forty-three parents (93%) gave at least one reason for thinking family 

meals are important. Two dominant frames emerged: family benefits and health 

benefits. Most parents thought family meals were important because of their 

perceived family benefits. Of the 43 participants who used a motivational frame, 

34 (79%) talked about the ways they thought having meals together could 

improve their family relationships. Higher- and lower-income parents were 

equally likely to use the family frame, but married parents were more likely to 

use it than single parents were. The most commonly discussed benefits were 

communication and closeness. Twenty-nine parents (85% of family frame users) 

mentioned the idea that family meals are good for communication, both within 

the family and for their children in their lives outside the home. Geoff, a married 

father of two, said, “I just love giving them the opportunity to have the floor and 

just spin their own yarn, which is usually the case. Um, but yeah I like that. I like 
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getting that conversational opportunity.” Katrina, a married mother of two, said, 

“I want them to learn how to communicate face to face with people in a way that 

you’re not only talking about yourself but you’re also asking questions and 

learning about them as well. So that’s kind of a big deal for me.” In many busy 

families, dinnertime is the only part of the day where everyone is around to talk 

to each other, and it is used as a time to check in and make sure everyone knows 

what is happening. Olivia, a married mother of two, said that when her family 

skips meals together, “You just kinda can feel all that—I don’t wanna say 

slipping away, but you’re sorta catching on the fly, you know, maybe one of 

them said something to dad while they were driving somewhere and then maybe 

six days later, dad’s like, oh didn’t he tell you that? And I’m like, no! As a matter 

of fact, no!”  

 

 Related to communication is the idea that family meals bring a household 

closer together. Of the 34 participants who used the family frame, 21 (62%) said 

that they wanted their children to feel closer to their family members as a result 

of meals together. Daniel, a single father of two who wishes his family had meals 

together more often, said, “I want them to get a feeling of family, a feeling of-- 

that we can do something together, we’re sharing something together. That we’re 

Table	  4.3:	  Core	  Framing	  Tasks	  Used	  by	  Parents	  
	   All	  (n=46)	   Higher-‐income	  

(n=27)	  
Lower-‐income	  
(n=19)	  

Married	  (n=34)	   Single	  (n=12)	  

	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	  
Motivational	  frames	   43	   93.5	   25	   92.6	   18	   94.7	   33	   97.1	   10	   83.3	  
Family	  	   34	   39.5	   20	   80.0	   14	   77.8	   27	   81.8	   7	   70.0	  
Health	   17	   79.1	   9	   36.0	   8	   44.4	   11	   33.3	   6	   60.0	  
Diagnostic	  frames	   40	   86.9	   22	   81.5	   18	   94.7	   28	   82.4	   12	   100.0	  

Time	   35	   87.5	   21	   95.5	   14	   77.8	   27	   96.4	   8	   66.7	  
Food	   21	   52.5	   10	   45.5	   11	   61.1	   13	   46.4	   8	   66.7	  
Prognostic	  frame	   13	   28.3	   6	   22.2	   7	   36.8	   11	   32.4	   2	   16.7	  



 84 

being, you know, there’s something in common.” Parents like Renee, a married 

mother of two, see the family meal as the main time where everyone slows down 

and can enjoy just being together: “To just maintain that closeness, because we 

are busy and we are running in about a million different directions. It’s kind of 

like the touchstone where we all come together.” Many parents hoped that the 

feelings of family togetherness fostered by having meals together would 

encourage their children to continue doing so when they grow up. When I asked 

Lydia, a married mother of two, what she wanted her children to get out of 

family meals, she said, “I hope that…if they end up getting married and having 

kids, that they will at least try to have that special time together and be forgiving 

enough that when there are sports and things complicate things, that it’s okay 

but still there’s that sense of togetherness.” 

 Higher-income and married parents were more likely to emphasize 

communication, while lower-income and single parents talked about 

communication and closeness at similar rates. Lower-income and single parents 

were more likely to talk about closeness than higher-income and married parents 

were.  

Table	  4.4:	  Parents	  Who	  Use	  the	  Family	  Motivational	  Frame	  
Benefit	   All	  (n=34)	   Higher-‐income	  

(n=20)	  
Lower-‐income	  

(n=14)	  
Married	  (n=27)	   Single	  (n=7)	  

	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	  
Communication	   29	  	   85.3	   18	  	   90.0	   11	  	   78.6	   23	  	   85.2	   6	  	   85.7	  
Closeness	   21	  	   61.8	   11	  	   55.0	   10	  	   71.4	   15	  	   55.6	   6	  	   85.7	  
Other	   5	  	   14.7	   3	  	   15.0	   2	  	   14.3	   5	  	   18.5	   0	   0.0	  
 

 The second most common motivational frame is health. Many parents 

think family meals are important because they believe their children will be 

healthier if everyone eats together, and of the 43 parents who used any 
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motivational frame, 17 (40%) used this frame. Lower-income and single parents 

were slightly more likely than higher-income and married parents to use this 

frame, which is in line with their stronger focus on tangible aspects of meals. 

Several parents hoped that they would instill healthy eating habits in their 

children for life. Hope, a married mother of three, said, “You only get one body, 

you know what I mean. And it doesn’t matter how sharp your mind is, if your 

body doesn’t work, you can’t do the things you wanna do…I want them to know 

that there are a lot of different factors to taking care of yourself, but eating is a 

huge one.” Nutrition was the dominant focus of health-related motivations, and 

13 parents (76% of health frame users) said they thought having meals as a 

family would ensure their children ate healthier food. Dana, a married mother of 

two, said she wanted her kids to “appreciate and know different aspects of food, 

plus, you know, being able to have a clean diet. And appreciate the way that 

their body feels after eating healthy versus McDonald’s when I don’t feel so good 

after.” 

Only six parents (35% of health frame users) talked about health in terms 

of weight, and those who did were more likely to be single or lower-income 

parents. Melissa, a married mother of two, said, “[My husband] was an over-

portioner. And I’m trying to help my daughter lose weight before she hits 

puberty, because it’s very difficult after that to lose weight…So I’m like, he’s 

going for the seconds, I’m like ehhh, that’s enough of that.” Even fewer parents 

talked about family meals contributing to children’s emotional health (one 

parent) or discouraging them from substance abuse, which are both emphasized 
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in family meal campaigns. Only two parents mentioned that they had heard that 

children who eat more family meals are less likely to abuse drugs or alcohol. 

Table	  4.5:	  Parents	  Who	  Use	  the	  Health	  Motivational	  Frame	  
Benefit	   All	  (n=17)	   Higher-‐income	  

(n=9)	  
Lower-‐income	  
(n=8)	  

Married	  (n=11)	   Single	  (n=6)	  

	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	  
Nutrition	   13	  	   76.4	   8	  	   88.9	   5	  	   62.5	   10	  	   90.9	   3	  	   50.0	  
Weight	   6	  	   35.3	   2	  	   22.2	   4	  	   50.0	   2	  	   18.2	   4	  	   66.7	  
Other	   3	  	   17.6	   1	  	   11.1	   2	  	   25.0	   1	  	   9.1	   2	  	   33.3	  
 

  

Diagnostic Frames: Barriers to the Perfect Meal 

 Diagnostic frames explain why an issue is a problem and where it came 

from. In both the campaign text and the parents’ interviews, diagnostic framing 

explains why it is difficult to have family meals rather than why not having them 

is bad. Campaigns and parents agree that a lack of time is the biggest culprit 

behind a lack of family meals, followed by issues related to food such as 

restrictions and cost. Campaigns frame distractions as a problem but parents do 

not. 

 

Campaigns 

 Diagnostic frames appear in 44 text blocks (17%) about family meals on 

campaign websites. The diagnostic frames I found are concerned with explaining 

the causes of infrequent family meals rather than convincing the audience that 

this is a problem in the first place. The task of explaining why the issue is a 

problem seems to be taken up by the motivational framing; if family meals are 

good for children, not having family meals must be bad for children. The most 

common diagnostic frame is time. Text that uses this frame talks about children’s 
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busy schedules, parent’s work, and the difficulties in getting the whole family 

together at once. Examples of this frame include, “During the week, you may not 

have enough time to plan, shop and cook” (LiveStrong Family Meals) and 

“Soccer. Dance class. Working late. Errands. Yoga. Homework. Committee 

meetings.... Whoa. We know there are a million and one reasons why it's difficult 

to get your family together for a meal” (The Power of Family Meals). Thirty text 

blocks (68% of diagnostic frames) use this frame. Commercial campaigns use the 

time frame more often than nonprofit campaigns do (76% vs. 63%). 

The next most common diagnostic frame, appearing in 21 text blocks (48% 

of diagnostic frames) is the food frame. Here, difficulty in achieving frequent 

family meals is blamed on the cost of quality food, the availability of fast food, or 

picky eaters. One text block says, “Green vegetables contain the vitamins and 

nutrients your kids need to grow healthy and strong, but it’s not always easy to 

get them to eat foods that are not as appetizing as ice cream and French fries” 

(‘Round the Table) and another says, “Preparing healthy meals for a family may 

sound like a daunting task because convenient, fast, prepackaged and prepared 

foods are so much easier to use” (LiveStrong Family Meals). The campaigns do 

not insist that people make dinners completely from scratch. Packaged foods are 

acceptable to make cooking easier, and several of the campaigns are sponsored 

by companies that make convenience foods, but eating in restaurants, 

particularly fast food restaurants, and relying on highly processed foods is 

discouraged. The food frame is more common in nonprofit campaigns, 

appearing in 63% of text blocks with a diagnostic frame. In commercial 

campaigns, the food frame accounts for 24% of diagnostic frames.  
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Finally, a distraction frame is used to suggest that family meals suffer 

because of TV, cell phones, and other technology. One site claims, “Turning off 

technology is an easy way to start eliminating threats at the dinner table” (Share 

the Table). This is the least common frame, appearing in just eight text blocks 

(18% of text blocks with a diagnostic frame). It is more common in commercial 

campaigns (29% vs. 11%). 

 

Parents 

 While several parents said that they frequently achieved the kinds of 

meals they desired, most reported facing barriers to that experience. Forty 

parents (87%) talked about things that kept them from having the kinds of meals 

they wanted. Of the 6 participants who said they had no problems with 

achieving their desired meals, all are married, all but one has an annual 

household income over $90,000, and all but one either works from home, does 

not work outside the home, or has a wife who stays home. Two diagnostic 

frames emerged: one concerning time issues and one dealing with food issues. 

Overall, the most common barrier to having perfect family meals is not having 

enough time, and 35 out of the 40 parents who talked about barriers (88%) used 

this frame. There is little difference in the use of this frame by income or marital 

status. Of the 35 parents who used the time frame, 20 (57%) talked about a lack of 

time in a general sense. When I asked her what kept her from having the kinds of 

meals she wanted, Samantha, a married mother of two, responded, “Oh just our 

time constraints. That’s really it.”  

Some parents were more specific, and talked about time constraints in 

terms of their children’s schedules and work. Twenty-two of the time frame 
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users (63%) talked about how their children’s schedules negatively affected 

family meals. Many children’s activities, particularly sports practices, take place 

during dinner time: “I mean my son right now is playing basketball so he has 

practice every night of the week 5 to 7… And my daughter has softball every 

Wednesday from 5 to 7” (Jenny, divorced and remarried mother of two). 

Stephanie, a married mother of three has the same problem: “Wednesday night is 

our worst right now. My daughter has dance at 5:00, and so I guess we’re not 

technically all eating together, but her and I will sit down before we have to 

leave, and then the boys and [my husband] will eat. So that’s kind of probably 

our worst night right now.” Even when activities do not take place during 

dinnertime, parents with several extracurricular activities to juggle find that they 

cut into time they could use for planning, shopping, and cooking. I was 

surprised to find that parents with one or two children were no less likely to talk 

about their kids’ schedules as a barrier than parents with three or more children 

were. I expected that parents with several children would have a harder time 

managing their schedules, but this does not seem to be the case in my sample.  

Work schedules often cut into family time, and 13 parents (37% of the time 

frame users) talked about it as something that interfered with meal times. 

Married parents and higher-income parents were about twice as likely as single 

and lower-income parents to talk about work as a barrier, which I found 

surprising since people in high-paying professions often have more control over 

their schedules than hourly workers do. However, the lower-income workers in 

my sample tend to have jobs with set hours, so while they may not have much 

flexibility or control, they usually know what their hours will be and do not 

bring work home with them. Married mothers, particularly those who stayed 



 90 

home during the day, often complained about their husbands’ schedules. 

Theresa, a married mother of three, explains her frustration:  

I never know what time my husband’s gonna get home because of his job. 
So I want all five of us to eat at one time. I don’t want to make my kids’ 
meal, clean that up, and then when my husband gets home, make it again 
for he and I. So that’s stressful, waiting. Sometimes we don’t eat till 7:30 at 
night because he’s not home. 
 

Business travel, long commutes, and late nights at the office also can be barriers 

to having family meals. Nina, a married mother of two, said, “If [my husband] is 

out of town for an entire week, the kids kinda think, well dad’s not here so we 

don’t have to eat dinner at the table.” While many of the women I interviewed 

talked more about their husbands’ jobs being a barrier, several had difficult work 

schedules themselves. Lisa, a single mother of one, works five different jobs, and 

her schedule is unpredictable. Debbie, a single mother of three, said, “I don’t 

leave until after like 5, 5:10. I have to go get the kids from my parents’ who watch 

them on Mondays, and we don’t get home till like 5:30 ish, and then we still have 

to do homework, and then I gotta make dinner. That’s my biggest challenge is 

when I have those long days.” 

Table	  4.6:	  Parents	  Who	  Use	  the	  Time	  Diagnostic	  Frame	  
Barrier	   All	  (n=35)	   Higher-‐

income	  (n=21)	  
Lower-‐income	  

(n=14)	  
Married	  
(n=27)	  

Single	  (n=8)	  

	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	  
Time	  in	  general	   20	  	   57.1	   12	  	   57.1	   8	  	   57.1	   14	  	   51.9	   6	  	   75.0	  
Children’s	  schedules	   22	  	   62.9	   14	  	   66.7	   8	  	   57.1	   17	  	   63.0	   5	  	   62.5	  
Work	   13	  	   37.1	   10	  	   47.6	   3	  	   21.4	   11	  	   40.7	   2	  	   25.0	  
 

The other diagnostic frame I found has to do with food, and 21 of the 40 

parents who used a diagnostic frame (53%) talked about food-related barriers. 

Lower-income and single parents were more likely to use this frame than higher-

income and married parents were. Of the 21 parents who used the food frame, 13 
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(62%) talked about having a hard time with meals because they have picky 

children or family members with food restrictions. Nina, a married mother of 

twins, has a son with multiple food sensitivities: “He won’t eat. He doesn’t like 

the texture of this, he doesn’t like the taste of that. And so what do I do?”. 

Children are not the only family members with food restrictions. One husband 

refuses to eat any processed food, so his wife makes absolutely everything, 

including pasta and bread, from scratch. Married mother of three Caroline says, 

“Ugh. Where do I begin? My husband is allergic to salmon, pork, and broccoli, 

and—he has a whole list of like 25 things that he’s allergic to. Gluten, dairy, all 

that.” Several participants had specific food concerns beyond actual allergies. 

Seven parents said that they were going gluten-free, despite not having been 

diagnosed with a gluten intolerance such as Celiac Disease. Six parents spoke at 

length about concerns over genetically modified foods. Lori, a married mother of 

two, said, “Now with the GMOs being more out there and kind of in more 

products, that’s become a real challenge. It’s almost impossible to eliminate 

completely.”  

Eight parents (38% of food frame users) talked about having a hard time 

coming up with ideas for things to cook. They often described feeling like they 

made the same meals over and over: “I feel we get in a rut with the kinds of 

meals” (Sarah, single mother of two). Jenny said, “I don’t think outside the 

box…When I think of dinner I just think of the standard okay maybe I’ll just get 

ground beef and taco mix. Or—I think I feel so rushed that I don’t really get 

anything out of the norm, you know.” Higher-income parents were most likely 

to talk about a lack of ideas as a barrier. Perhaps this is because they are more 

concerned with serving a variety of different foods, and this makes it more 
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difficult to choose from a wide range of options. Lower-income and single 

parents are less likely to see repetitiveness as a problem. About 20% of higher-

income parents said that variety is an important consideration when planning 

meals compared with only 5% of lower-income parents. No single parents said 

variety was important to them.  

Five parents (24% of food frame users), all lower-income, talked about cost 

as a barrier. When I asked him what kept him from having the kinds of meals he 

wants, David, a married father of two who used to be in the restaurant business, 

said,  

Economy. I mean, um, it’s kinda interesting how you know, even with 
fish, you know, there was, there’s a number of different fish that…used to 
be called poor man’s lobster, you know. I remember being a dollar ninety-
nine a pound, even when I was in the restaurant business, you know, 
twenty years ago, twenty-five years ago. And now it’s as expensive or 
really close to as expensive as actual lobster, you know.  
 

Debra, a single mother of two, answered, “Just money, sometimes. I’m 

unemployed right now, so it’s really hard to have—spend that extra money on 

steaks and salmon and stuff that we like to have. But hopefully I won’t be 

unemployed too long.” I expected more parents to talk about cost as a barrier, 

but they found ways to make the most of their budgets. Jessica, a single mother 

of five, is used to stretching her dollars: “budget’s the main thing that I shop 

around. We do a lot of beans and um, rice, things that are cheaper to make large 

quantities of cuz we have to feed, you know, a lot. And then I pack lunches, too, 

so a lot of times I’ll try to make something that I can send in lunches too.” While 

many parents would like to have more money to spend on food, and cost is 

certainly a consideration, they do not consider having a tight budget to be a 

barrier to having good family meals. 
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Table	  4.7:	  Parents	  Who	  Use	  the	  Food	  Diagnostic	  Frame	  
Barrier	   All	  (n=21)	   Higher-‐

income	  (n=10)	  
Lower-‐income	  

(n=11)	  
Married	  
(n=13)	  

Single	  (n=8)	  

	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	  
Allergies/restrictions	   13	  	   61.9	   6	  	   60.0	   7	  	   63.6	   9	  	   69.2	   4	  	   50.0	  
Ideas	   8	  	   38.1	   6	  	   60.0	   2	  	   18.2	   6	  	   46.1	   2	  	   25.0	  
Cost	   5	  	   23.8	   0	   0.0	   5	  	   45.5	   2	  	   15.4	   3	  	   37.5	  
  

Prognostic Frames: Making Meals Easier 

 Prognostic frames concern how to fix the problem. In this case, they provide 

ways to have family meals more often or to make them easier and better. Parents 

do not use this frame often, and when they do they talk about ways to make 

feeding work more efficient. Campaigns use this frame as well, but also use 

frames about improving conversation and persuasion. 

 

Campaigns 

 Prognostic frames appear in 62 text blocks (24%). The most common 

prognostic frame is to make cooking easier. This frame appears in 35 text blocks 

(55% of prognostic frames) and includes suggestions on planning ahead, 

choosing simple recipes, and getting the whole family involved: “Using your 

recipes, write down all the things you will need to purchase to make the meal. 

Grouping these items by category or location at the store will simplify the 

shopping process” (LiveStrong Family Meals). Much of this frame focuses on the 

importance of planning, as it affects every other step of the meal process. 

Another campaign says, “Get everyone involved. Even the youngest members of 

the family can help out in the kitchen. Assign mealtime tasks to everyone in the 

family: someone sets the table, another person makes the salad dressing and 

someone else washes the salad greens while you put the finishing touches on the 
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main course” (The Family Dinner Project). This frame appears in 57% of the 

nonprofit text blocks containing a prognostic frame compared with 37% for 

commercial campaigns. 

 The next prognostic frame is improving conversation, which appears in 28 

text blocks (45% of prognostic frames). This frame does not give solutions for 

having family meals more frequently, but for having higher-quality meal 

experiences. Since good conversation is an important part of what family meals 

are according to these campaigns, it makes sense that they would focus on 

improving conversation as a way to improve mealtimes. This frame is usually 

seen in the form of suggestions for conversation starters. This example from Let’s 

Fix Dinner is typical of the frame: 

 Story Starters for Parents! 
 • Can you [the children] do anything better than us [the parents]? What is  
     it?! 

• If you could have any superhero power, what would it be?! 
• What is your favorite movie? Can you re-enact a scene from it?! 
• If you could take the family anywhere on vacation, where would it be?! 
• What's your favorite word? What's your least favorite word? 
 

Commercial campaigns use this frame slightly more often than nonprofit 

campaigns do (56% vs. 43%). 

 The other prognostic frame involves encouraging and persuading the 

family to eat together. This involves telling them about the benefits of family 

meals, and appears in just eight text blocks (13% of prognostic frames). This 

frame portrays family meals as something family members must be convinced to 

do: “Negotiate a trial run of the change. If there is resistance, it’s often best to 

negotiate an ‘experiment’ to see what happens if you increase the number of 

your family dinners or have a ‘no TV’ policy for a period of time” (Share the 

Table). This frame only appears in commercial campaigns. 



 95 

Parents 

 Parents were not very explicit when it came to prognostic frames. I think 

the main reason for this is that the diagnostic frames of time constraints and food 

issues imply the solutions to family meal barriers. In addition, reasons for not 

having perfect family meals outlined by the diagnostic frames do not have easy 

solutions.  If a child’s activities are a barrier to having a particular kind of meal, 

the solution would be to cut back on activities.  Many parents want more family 

time, but do not want their children to have to sacrifice their favorite activities to 

do so. Likewise, there is not much that can be done if a parent’s job has them 

traveling frequently. Family meals are important to people, but they are not 

willing to rearrange their entire lives for them. John, a married father of one 

whose family does not eat together as often as he would like, said that he 

regretted that his work schedule often kept him away from home at dinnertime, 

but, “When all is said and done, the fact that we weren’t perfect at having family 

meals isn’t going to be like, oh my gosh, I was the worst father ever.” 

 Parents are unable to change many of the things that make family meals 

difficult, so when they do talk about things that would make having family 

meals easier, they focus on streamlining the work that comes before dinnertime. 

Parents believe they can make the most improvements to their meals by 

changing the way they plan, shop for, and prepare them. Thirteen parents (28%) 

spoke explicitly about steps they have taken to make meal preparation simpler. 

Lower-income parents used the prognostic frame more often than higher-income 

parents, and married parents used it more than single parents. Here, parents 

talked about things they had already done rather than things they would like to 

do in the future. Chrissy, a married mother of one, proudly showed me a long 
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list of recipes her family liked. At the start of each week, the family would pick 

the meals they were going to eat off the list. She said, “Before I had that list, meal 

planning was a pain. I mean it was—I hated doing it. It was like, what do you 

want? I don’t know. What do you want? I don’t know. Well, we gotta come up 

with something. And then I just started writing stuff down.” Several parents 

talked about their strategies for making shopping easier. Katrina, a married 

mother of two, said, “When I write out my grocery list, I put it in the order of 

how it is in the store so that I’m not going back and forth…And if I have a 

coupon for it, I put a c with a circle around it so I know I need to get a specific 

brand or how many I have to get to redeem the coupon.”  

Some families have extra freezers so they can stock up on meats and other 

products when they are on sale. A popular strategy is to cook large batches of 

meals and freeze some to have later, saving both time and money. Slow cookers 

and grills are very popular for busy parents, as they cut down on prep time and 

clean up. Strategizing before starting to cook saves time in the kitchen: “I plan 

out the main course and sides and everything so when I look at that in the 

afternoon, okay, that’s when I need to start first and I need to do this and this 

and this and then I’ve got it in my head and I can just be watching the pot, okay, 

this needs to go in, this needs to go” (Christina, married mother of four).  

 

Evaluating Frame Resonance 

Several diagnostic, motivational, and prognostic frames emerged in my 

analysis. Nearly all participants (43, or 93%) used some sort of motivational 

frame that explained why they thought it was important to have family meals. 

Here, the dominant frame was family benefits, particularly related to 
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communication and closeness. The second most common motivational frame 

was health, with an emphasis on nutrition. Motivational frames were the most 

common type of frame in the campaigns, appearing in 32% of text blocks. These 

were similar to parents’ frames, although here the health frame was more 

prevalent than the family frame. Forty parents (87%) used diagnostic frames, 

outlining the things that prevented them from having the kinds of meals they 

want. The two main diagnostic frames were time constraints and food issues. 

Diagnostic frames were the least common type in campaigns, appearing in 17% 

of text blocks. The time and food frames aligned with parents, but the campaigns 

include a distraction frame that parents did not use. Finally, prognostic frames 

were not as common among parents, because the barriers to family meals are not 

easy to overcome. Those 13 parents who did use explicit prognostic frames 

talked about the strategies they used to make planning, shopping, and cooking 

simpler. Twenty-four percent of campaign text blocks used a prognostic frame. 

The most common was making cooking easier, closely followed by improving 

conversation. There was also a persuasion frame, which along with the 

improving conversation frame was not found among parents.   

The most commonly used frames in the campaigns matched the frames 

used most often by parents. Health and family are the main motivations, time 

and food issues are the biggest barriers, and making cooking easier is the most 

talked about way to improve meals. However, the campaigns did use some 

frames that parents did not. School performance as a motivational frame, 

distractions as a diagnostic frame, and improving conversation and persuasion 

as prognostic frames did not emerge in my analysis of the interviews.  
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Most of the participants in my sample were highly motivated to have 

family meals. Almost all of them gave reasons for why they thought they were 

important. This suggests that campaigns that promote family meals do not need 

to focus so strongly on motivating parents to engage in this practice. Instead, 

they should focus on offering concrete solutions to the biggest problem parents 

report—a lack of time. Because it is unlikely that parents will quit their jobs or 

pull their children out of all extracurricular activities, these strategies should 

focus on making the most of the time parents do have. I did find that family meal 

campaigns use a prognostic frame around making cooking easier, but it was 

used less often than the motivational frames. A prognostic frame of improving 

conversation was common, but the parents I spoke to did not indicate that a lack 

of good conversation was keeping them from having the kinds of meals they 

wanted. To better serve parents’ needs, these campaigns should focus most 

strongly on prognostic frames that provide practical solutions to feeding work 

and time management problems.  

My findings suggest the motivational and diagnostic frames used in 

campaigns are likely to resonate with parents, but the prognostic frames are not. 

Both campaigns and parents use children’s health and family benefits as 

motivational frames, though not in exactly the same ways. The campaigns devote 

more space to the health frame while parents are more likely to use the family 

frame. The campaigns also use a school frame that parents do not use. Previous 

research on parents’ perceptions of the benefits of family meals also suggests that 

family benefits are the most salient for parents, who are more likely to cite 

communication and togetherness as a motivation than they are nutrition 

(Fulkerson et al., 2011, 2008a; Malhotra et al., 2013).  
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Organizations that promote family meals devote more space to 

motivational frames than to diagnostic or prognostic frames. The parents I spoke 

to are already highly motivated to have family meals, which may suggest that 

the campaigns do not need to work as hard to convince parents that they are 

beneficial. However, it seems that parents know less about the health and 

educational benefits of family meals, so these campaign frames may increase 

parents’ motivation. The purpose of a motivational frame is to convince the 

target audience that they should care about an issue. If the motivational frames 

used by organizations were exactly the same as frames used by the audience, the 

audience would not learn anything new.  

 Diagnostic frames used by the organizations and parents are also similar. 

The campaigns do not use diagnostic frames to convince the audience that a lack 

of family meals is problem. This task is taken up by the motivational framing, 

which implies that not having family meals is bad because having them is good. 

Rather, the diagnostic framing outlines the causes of the problem. Parents and 

campaigns agree that a lack of time is the biggest barrier to having frequent and 

satisfying family meals, followed by problems related to food such as pickiness, 

restrictions, fast food, and cost. These frames are in line with previous research 

that finds that parents most often identify a lack of time for preparation and 

picky children as difficulties associated with family meals (Fulkerson et al., 2011, 

2008a). 

 The prognostic frames found in the campaigns are less likely to resonate 

with parents because they lack experiential commensurability. The only 

prognostic frame parents used is to make cooking easier, and only 28% of them 

used it. Parents’ main problems with family meals have to do with a lack of time, 
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but major contributors to that problem, parents’ work and children’s activities, 

are not easy to change. Because parents either have no control over the things 

that cut into family mealtimes, or because they are unwilling to sacrifice them, 

the only thing they can do to increase the quantity or quality of their meals is to 

make preparation easier. This is in line with other findings that suggest parents 

are more likely to adjust feeding work activities than family or work conditions 

(Devine et al., 2006). 

Campaigns use this frame as well, but do not offer suggestions beyond 

what parents said they were already doing. The suggestions organizations give 

for engaging in feeding work more efficiently could be useful to those many 

parents who did not use a prognostic frame at all, but others are unlikely to find 

innovative ideas. Campaigns also include frames about improving dinner 

conversation and persuading family members, which are solutions to problems 

parents do not have. These frames lack salience because they do not mesh with 

parents’ experiences. They obscure all of the labor that goes into getting a meal 

on the table in favor of what goes on around it. None of the parents I interviewed 

framed uncommunicative or uncooperative children as a problem that negatively 

affected the frequency or quality of family meals. Family meal campaigns waste 

space by advancing a prognostic frame that does not fit with a diagnostic frame 

parents use. The improving conversation and persuasion frames also diminish 

resonance by being inconsistent with the campaigns’ other frames, as poor 

conversation and resistance are not found in the diagnostic framing.   

To improve their prognostic framing, I suggest that organizations that 

promote family meals focus on finding new and creative ways to help parents 

get dinner on the table more easily. Tips should address parent’s main problems 
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of time and food restrictions. Effective social marketing also provides a 

supportive environment for change. One possible way to do this is to become 

more actively involved in communities. Organizations could classes where 

parents can work together to prepare several meals at once, facilitate the creation 

of cooperative neighborhood groups, or provide technology that helps parents 

plan and shop more effectively.  

 Organizations that promote family meals should also do more to target 

single parents. Most of the single parents in my sample are also in the lower-

income category, but I found greater differences between single and married 

parents than I did between higher-income and lower-income parents. Single 

parents use motivational frames less frequently than married parents do, 

suggesting that they perceive fewer benefits of family meals. They use diagnostic 

frames more often, showing that the barriers they face to having the kinds of 

meals they want are more salient than for married parents. Finally, single parents 

are least likely to use a prognostic frame. Despite having more problems, single 

parents have fewer ideas for solutions. Doing more to cater to single parents as a 

target audience would help family meal campaigns achieve their goal of 

increasing family meal frequency. 

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter compares the messages created by organizations that 

promote family meals to parents’ understandings, providing an opportunity to 

evaluate the promotion of family meals. I find that campaigns and parents use 

similar motivational and diagnostic frames, but that the prognostic frames in the 

campaigns are less likely to resonate with parents because they do not fit with 
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parents’ experiences. I also suggest that family meal campaigns do more to target 

single parents, who stand to benefit the most from learning strategies for 

improving their meal experiences. 
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CHAPTER 5: PRACTICING THE FAMILY MEAL 

 

 This chapter examines how parents and organizations frame the labor 

involved in producing a family meal. The family meal is conceptualized as 

consisting of several practices: planning, shopping, cooking, and cleaning, that 

interact with each other as well as with eating and with institutionally-related 

practices such as parent’s work and children’s school. An analysis of interviews 

with parents and campaign text suggests that parents frame the labor involved in 

family meals as being a primary concern, while campaigns frame labor as 

secondary to conversation, obscuring the work that parents, mainly mothers, do. 

 

Feeding Work as Practice 

Practice Theory and Family Meals 

Family meals are not just one practice but a set of consumption practices 

that are usually directed by women. Like Marjorie DeVault (1991), I refer to the 

practices that contribute to meals as “feeding work.” These practices include 

planning, shopping, cooking, and cleaning. Characterizing family meals in this 

way allows for an exploration of their many elements, both independently and in 

conjunction with each other, as parents experience them as a multi-faceted 

process. 

In recent years, scholars in sociology, anthropology, ecology, and 

consumer studies have begun to use practice theories to study consumption. 

Practice theory is not a unified theory, but a perspective that bridges structure 

and agency to examine how people carry out activities of daily life. Rooted in the 

works of Bourdieu (1977), Giddens (1979), and Foucault (1990), the practice 
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theoretical perspective looks at how action is influenced by culture and 

institutions. As defined by Reckwitz (2002: 249),  

A practice...is a routinised type of behaviour which consists of several 
elements, interconnected to one other: forms of bodily activities, forms of 
mental activities, things and their use, a background knowledge in the 
form of understanding, know- how, states of emotion and motivational 
knowledge.  

 

Scholarly work on consumption tends to favor individual choice or 

cultural structures, but using a practice theoretical approach incorporates both 

(Halkier, Katz-Gerro, and Martens 2011; Warde 2005). Important considerations 

when applying practice theories to the study of consumption are “people and the 

knowledge they embody, both physically and mentally; things or the objects and 

infrastructures that influence and are influenced by everyday life; and socially 

grounded contexts, a wide category that includes everything from social norms 

and values to institutions and legal frameworks” (Sahakian and Wilhite 2014). 

Practices are coordinated by understandings, the practical interpretations of why 

and how to do; procedures, the instructions, principles, and rules of how to do; 

and engagements, the emotional and normative orientations related to what and 

how to do (Halkier and Jensen 2011) . 

Particularly popular with European scholars, empirical research using 

practice theories of consumption generally uses qualitative methodologies such 

as interviews, focus groups, or case studies to examine a particular practice. An 

early article in this tradition looks at the diffusion of Nordic walking (Shove and 

Pantzar 2005). A common application considers sustainable consumption 

practices and the ways that individual choices about energy use are affected by 

other practices, cultural ideas, and family situations (Gram‐Hanssen 2010; Jaeger-
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Erben and Offenberger 2014; Sahakian and Wilhite 2014). Several authors tackle 

issues of food consumption, like Domaneschi (2012), who applies practice theory 

to study the complexity of food issues in Italy, Närvänen, Saarijärvi, and 

Simanainen (2013), who analyze online conversations about convenience foods, 

and Keller and Ruus (2014), who look at the practice of parents and children 

grocery shopping together.  

Warde (2005) gives several suggestions for lines of inquiry using practice 

theories of consumption. He says scholars should ask which types of practices 

are prevalent, what range of available practices different individuals engage in, 

and what the typical combinations of practices are. Other productive questions 

concern how homologous people’s positions are across the range of their 

practices, the level of commitment displayed to different practices, and how 

different practices affect one another. Following these suggestions and taking 

cues from the existing literature, in this chapter I consider feeding work and 

related practices involving parent’s work and children’s school. For the parents I 

spoke to, these practices manifest as labor in a way that is not apparent in family 

meal campaigns. 

 

Feeding Work in American Households 

Modern conveniences such as prepared foods, improved cooking 

technology, and more stores with a wider variety of foods has made procuring 

and preparing meals easier than it used to be. At the same time, women spend 

more hours working outside the home and children spend more time in 

organized activities, which cuts down on the time people have to spend doing 

feeding work. While people today spend less time engaged in feeding work than 
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they used to, it still takes up a substantial part of the week. This is a gendered 

process. Men are certainly more involved in food preparation and housework in 

general than they have been in the past, but the bulk of the feeding work in most 

families falls to the mother.  

According to data from the Pew Research Center, in 1965, fathers spent 6.5 

hours per week on housework and childcare compared with 42 hours per week 

for mothers. By 2011, the time fathers spent on childcare and housework rose to 

17 hours per week compared with 32 hours per week for mothers (Parker and 

Wang 2013). When the General Social Survey asked about the division of 

household labor among married heterosexual couples, 31.4% of respondents said 

the woman usually or always plans meals, 28.2% said she usually or always 

shops for food, and 56% said she usually or always cooks dinner. In comparison, 

3.3% of respondents said the man usually or always plans meals, 3.7% said he 

usually or always shops for food, and 14.3% said he usually or always cooks 

dinner (Smith 2013). Data from the American Time Use Survey 2007-2011 (see 

table 5.1) shows that in families consisting of married parents with children 

under the age of 18, mothers spend between around two and five times more 

hours on food preparation and cleanup than fathers do, and about twice as much 

time on grocery shopping (Hofferth 2013). Data on the amount of time single 

parents spend on feeding work is more difficult to come by, but we know that 

they spend less time doing housework than married parents do (Shelton 2006; 

South and Spitze 1994).  
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Table	  5.1:	  Time	  Spent	  in	  Feeding	  Work	  Activities	  by	  Married	  Parents	  

Activity	  

Average	  hours	  per	  day	  

Both	  work	  full	  time	  
Mother	  employed	  part	  
time,	  father	  full	  time	  

Mother	  not	  employed,	  
father	  full	  time	  

Mothers	   Fathers	   Mothers	   Fathers	   Mothers	   Fathers	  
Food	  preparation	  and	  cleanup	   0.79	   0.37	   1.00	   0.30	   1.45	   0.28	  
Grocery	  shopping	   0.13	   0.06	   0.15	   0.06	   0.19	   0.08	  

	   	   	   	   	   	   	  Source:	  American	  Time	  Use	  Survey	  2007-‐2011	  

 

 While women are responsible for the majority of housework and 

childcare, many do not see this as unfair. Acknowledging inequity in housework 

can put the relationship into question and can cause discord that everyone would 

rather avoid. Women often feel that they are better at feeding work than their 

husbands are, and that it is easier and better for everyone if they just do it. In 

many families, as long as the husband does “feminine” tasks every once in a 

while, his contribution is seen as fair (Beagan et al. 2008).  

 It is important to note that feeding work happens whether a family meal 

does or not. Parents presumably plan and shop for food regardless of who cooks 

it or if family members eat in the same place at the same time. The evening meal 

is the one most often eaten as a family, but breakfasts, lunches, and snacks need 

to be provided and prepared as well. Feeding work may look different if it is not 

done with an eye to a family meal. Plans may include fewer specific dishes and 

more family staples, convenience foods may play a bigger role, and more than 

one dish might be prepared by more than one family member in a night. Only 

five of the parents in my sample said they rarely had family meals, so the feeding 

work discussed in this chapter does usually happen in preparation for family 

meals.  
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Feeding Work According to Parents 

 I asked parents to talk about all of the steps involved in getting a meal on 

the table. Each of them agreed that it was a labor-intensive process. As we went 

through each step, I encouraged participants to talk about the strategies they 

used, who was responsible for each task, and how they felt about them. With a 

practice theoretical approach in mind, I was also interested in how culture and 

institutions affected the choices parents made. I found that parents put a lot of 

thought into feeding work, particularly planning. It is the step that determines 

the quality and ease of every other task. If a parent plans well, everything else 

tends to fall into place, while parents who do not spend as much time planning 

experience more stress. Shopping is a time-consuming task, as most parents shop 

at multiple stores. Cooking is parents’ favorite task, and cleaning is a necessary 

evil that does not require much thought. 

 

Time Allocation 

I asked parents which task they perceived as most time consuming. Seven 

parents (15%) said that planning is the feeding work task they spend the most 

time on. Lower-income parents were most likely to say that planning was the 

most time-consuming task, at 21%. Planning involves deciding what meals to 

make, taking stock of the food in the house and figuring out what is needed at 

the grocery store, and navigating children’s’ and adults’ schedules. Elizabeth, a 

married mother of four, said “That’s probably the hardest part just, you know, to 

get everything figured out and then coordinate it with [our] schedules.” Table 5.2 

shows which tasks parents said took the most time. 
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Fifteen parents (33%) said shopping was the most time consuming task. 

This contrasts with the time use survey data presented in table 5.1, where more 

time is spent in meal preparation and cleanup than cleaning. Shopping may seem 

more time consuming than it actually is since it requires a lot of coordination and 

happens less frequently. Daniel, a single father of two, said, “I spend a lot of time 

at the grocery store. I can spend an hour there getting 35 dollars worth of stuff. 

Sometimes I can’t find where it is, you know, or I have to spend time figuring out 

what’s the best deal or whatever, thinking out what I want.” Shopping takes 

parents even longer if they didn’t plan well first, as Jenny expressed: “When I 

think shopping takes up more time is when I’m going and I haven’t planned. 

And so it’s, you know, you’re shopping and you’re like, well shoot, I really don’t 

know what sounds good or what I should make tonight or later this week.” 

Lower-income parents were the most likely to say that shopping is the task that 

takes up most of their time.  

Thirteen parents (28%) said that cooking was the task they spent the most 

time on. Many noted that it takes the most time because it is something they do 

almost every day rather than once or twice a week. So while shopping trips take 

longer than preparing a meal does, cumulative time spent on cooking is higher. 

Parents also tend to enjoy cooking more than the other feeding work tasks, so 

they do not mind that it takes up more time. Single mother of one Angela said, 

“Probably the cooking [takes the most time], but I love to do it so it’s not so bad 

because when you think about, and you know, it’s probably 30 minutes every 

night to prepare and then you sit down and eat, that’s just the cooking part, then 

that is normally the biggest thing.” Lower-income and single parents were 

slightly more likely to say cooking took the most time. 
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Nine parents (20%) said that cleaning was the most time-consuming task 

in their household. When I asked her which task took the most time, Lydia said, 

“honestly the cleaning cause I hate it. And I don’t like it. And I’ll—not that I’ll 

put it off, but it just takes me longer cause it’s something I don’t enjoy.” Higher-

income and married parents were most likely to say that cleaning took the most 

time.  

Each task except for cleaning was reported to take more time by lower-

income and single parents. This suggests that planning, shopping, and cooking 

are more labor-intensive for them than they are for higher-income and married 

parents. Parents with fewer financial resources have more structural constraints 

on the consumption choices they make. Each step takes more time because it 

requires more consideration of budgetary issues. They also may have less 

flexibility in their jobs and fewer childcare options, which would affect the 

amount of time necessary to complete tasks. 

Table	  5.2:	  Which	  Feeding	  Work	  Task	  Takes	  the	  Most	  Time?	  

	  
All	  (n=46)	  

Higher-‐income	  
(n=27)	  

Lower-‐income	  
(n=19)	   Married	  (n=34)	   Single	  (n=12)	  

	  
#	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	  

Planning	   7	   15.2	   3	   11.1	   4	   21.1	   5	   14.7	   2	   16.7	  
Shopping	   15	   32.6	   8	   29.6	   7	   36.8	   11	   32.4	   4	   33.0	  
Cooking	   13	   28.3	   7	   25.9	   6	   31.6	   9	   26.5	   4	   33.0	  
Cleaning	   9	   19.6	   6	   22.2	   3	   15.8	   8	   23.5	   1	   8.3	  

 
 
The Division of Labor 

I asked participants about who in the family was responsible for the 

majority of each task (see table 5.3). Twenty of the 34 married parents (59%) said 

that the mother does most of the planning. The single parents in my sample (11 

mothers and 1 father) usually did not specify that they did most of the work for 

any task because that fact is taken for granted. It is safe to assume that single 
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parents do most of the feeding work tasks, except for when their children help. 

Planning is a highly gendered task, as only three married parents (9%) said that 

the father did most of the planning. Three parents also said that both parents 

handled the planning task equally, and three parents said their children helped 

to plan meals. Several mothers, like Stephanie, who is married with three 

children, ask their family for input but are the ones making the decisions: “I 

always ask, you guys have any great ideas? Something you’ve heard about? 

Because I get sick of the same things. But most of it is me.” Higher-income 

parents were most likely to say the mother does most of the planning, along with 

all the other feeding work tasks. The seven higher-income stay-at-home mothers 

and five lower-income stay-at-home mothers in my sample all said that they 

were responsible for nearly all of the planning, shopping, and cooking, while 

some of them said their husbands or children were responsible for cleaning.  

Nineteen married parents (56%) said the mother does most of the 

shopping. Perhaps because of the interconnectedness of the tasks, men are about 

as likely to shop as they are to plan, as only two married parents said the father 

does most of the shopping, and four said both parents share the job equally. 

Several women said that they do not like their husbands to go shopping because 

they are bad at it or spend too much money. Maria told a story about her 

husband: “I was like, where did all these groceries come from, and he goes, I’m 

making spaghetti. I didn’t wanna complain because he was helping, but I was 

like oh my gosh, how much did he spend? And he spent $89 to make spaghetti.” 

When men do shop, it is usually with some guidance from their wives. Michelle 

said, “Sometimes he’ll go on his own, but I usually make the list.” Four parents 

said their children do a significant amount of shopping with them, but most 



 112 

prefer to shop without their children, something that is more doable for married 

and higher-income parents. Nina, a married mother of two, stopped taking her 

children to the store: “I didn’t like the ‘I want, I want, gimme gimme.’ And so 

they don’t know it exists, then they don’t ask for it.” 

Nineteen married parents (56%) said that the mother does most of the 

cooking. While mothers do most of the work, they get more help than they do 

with planning and shopping, as five married parents (15%) said the father did a 

significant share of the cooking, and six (18%) said both parents shared the task 

equally. Children are more involved in this task as well, and 12 parents overall 

(26%) said that their children regularly help them prepare meals. Often, mothers 

are in charge of dinners during the week and fathers will cook a meal or two on 

the weekends. When I asked Amy if she did all the cooking, she said, “All of it. 

No, I have to give my husband credit. He cooks breakfast on Saturday morning.” 

Similarly, Jenny said, “My husband, like on the weekends he likes to cook 

breakfast, and sometimes Sunday dinner, I think he likes to cook when it’s 

everybody and he has time to do it on the weekend. Um, but generally during 

the week I do it.” In these families, cooking is a job for the mother and something 

fun for the father to do when there is time. Fathers also get a lot of credit for 

cooking once in a while, while mothers are expected to do it. 

The most notable thing about cleaning is that it is the task with the most 

equal division of labor. Cleaning is the least gendered feeding work task, and the 

one most likely to involve the whole family, perhaps because it requires the least 

amount of skill and organization. Ten married parents (29%) said the mother did 

most of the cleaning, while three (9%) said the father did most of it. Thirteen 

(38%) said that both parents clean up after dinner. Several participants described 
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an “I cooked, you clean” arrangement which usually means that husband in is 

charge of after dinner cleanup. Children are more involved in cleaning than in 

any other task, and 22 out of all the parents (48%) said that their children did a 

significant amount of it. While many parents plan meals that will make cleaning 

easier, cleaning itself requires little planning or skill, making it a good task for 

children to do. Except for a few picky parents, most welcomed the help of their 

children, and many had specific cleaning rituals in place. Married mother of 

three Theresa said, “My kids all have a certain part of the kitchen. They have to 

do the wipe-down, the removal of all the condiments and wiping down, 

vacuuming, and loading the dishwasher.”  

While most married mothers said they were responsible for most of the 

feeding work in their households, few expressed feelings of resentment. Gena, a 

higher-income mother of two, said, “You know, if I’m busy and I’ve had a busy 

day, sometimes—I don’t know. I can get resentful about it. I get resentful if 

everybody’s sitting on the couch watching TV and I’m running around, but a lot 

of that’s my doing.” Even as she expresses negative feelings toward her family 

for not helping as much as she would like, she takes responsibility for it. The 

most common rationalization mothers gave for why their husbands did not do 

more feeding work was ineptitude. As with the women who do not trust their 

husbands to go shopping, several also said that their husbands were bad at 

cooking and cleaning. Renee said, “My husband does not cook. It took him an 

hour and a half to make spaghetti one time. So, he is not allowed in the kitchen 

really.” Margaret also keeps her husband out of the kitchen: “I don’t let him 

cook. It just doesn’t work out. It only works out if he does exactly what I tell 

him.” Sarah told me that while she was glad when her husband wanted to help, 
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she did not always appreciate his efforts: “I’m territorial, so the way he loads the 

dishwasher is wrong. And I, you know, continue to try to be grateful and then 

when he’s not looking I rearrange it.” These women would rather do the work 

themselves than have their husbands do it in a way they perceive as incorrect. 

Whether they are being too picky or are succumbing to the cultural pressure put 

on mothers to provide perfect meals and keep a neat house is up for debate, 

although it is clear that mothers feel this stress more than fathers do.  

Table	  5.3:	  Who	  is	  Responsible	  for	  Each	  Task?	  

	  
All	  married	  parents	  (n=34)	  

	  
#	   %	  

Planning	  
	   	  Mother	   20	   58.8	  

Father	   3	   8.8	  
Both	  parents	   3	   8.8	  
Children	   3	   8.8	  

Shopping	  
	   	  Mother	   19	   55.9	  

Father	   2	   5.9	  
Both	  parents	   4	   11.8	  
Children	   4	   11.8	  

Cooking	  
	   	  Mother	   19	   55.9	  

Father	   5	   14.7	  
Both	  parents	   6	   17.6	  
Children	   12	   35.3	  

Cleaning	  
	   	  Mother	   10	   29.4	  

Father	   3	   8.8	  
Both	  parents	   13	   38.2	  
Children	   22	   64.7	  

 
 
Enjoyment of Feeding Work 

Eight parents (17%) said they enjoyed planning meals and six (13%) said 

they did not. Higher-income parents were most likely to give an opinion, which 

was the case for every task, indicating that higher-income parents are more likely 

to think about feeding work in terms of enjoyment. Many expressed ambivalence 
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about the task. Gena, a married mother of two said about whether she enjoyed 

planning, “Um, sometimes I do, sometimes I don’t. I get tired of it sometimes. 

Try to get them to tell me what they want but nobody ever does.” Cathy, a single 

mother of two, said, “I mean, it’s not my most favorite thing, but I don’t dread 

it.” Table 5.4 shows how many parents said they did or did not enjoy each task. 

Shopping is the task parents were most likely to say they did not enjoy 

(28%), although more said they did enjoy it (37%). This enjoyment usually comes 

with qualifications, however. Parents enjoy shopping when they’ve made a good 

list, when they can go alone, when the store isn’t crowded, and when they can 

get all the things they want. Lydia, a married mother of two, said, “I enjoy it 

when everything’s planned out, my coupons are clipped and I know what I’m 

doing and then, you know, I’m kind of like on a roll.” Elise said, “I do like 

shopping. Unless it’s too busy. I just don’t like the inconvenience of having to 

find a spot and avoid people doing dumb things like having a phone 

conversation.” Several parents also expressed that they liked shopping because 

they were grateful for being able to provide for their family. Married mother of 

three Beth said, “I’m grateful that I’m able to go grocery shopping and pay for 

things that we want because we’ve had some financial trouble before. So I love 

that I can do it.” Jessica said, “I try to have it be more of like a spiritual thing, um, 

you know, being thankful…I talked to the kids about people who don’t, 

obviously, have stuff.” Lower-income parents were least likely to say they 

enjoyed shopping, but were also the least likely to say they did not enjoy it. 

Parents said they enjoyed cooking more than the other feeding work tasks. 

Twenty-eight (61%) said they liked to cook, and twelve (26%) said they did not. 

Demographic differences in reported enjoyment were slight, though single 
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parents were most likely to say they did not enjoy cooking. Margaret, a married 

mother of three, said, “I enjoy it. It’s therapeutic. I think that when you cook, you 

get to be creative and then you’re proud of yourself.” Parents who do not like to 

cook often said they were not very good at it, or that they would enjoy it more if 

they had more time. Debbie a single mother of three, said, “I don’t think I’m very 

good at it, so I don’t really enjoy it.” Married mother of two Samantha said, “I 

think I would [like cooking] if I had a couple of hours…But no, I don’t, because I 

come home and it’s like prep prep prep, and then you sit down and eight 

minutes later everyone’s done eating. I’d rather just have nutrients fulfilled with 

a pill.” 

Parents were relatively unlikely to talk about cleaning in terms of 

enjoyment. No one said that they liked to clean, but only four specifically said 

they did not enjoy it. Elise said, “I like things to be clean. I do not like cleaning. 

Contrary to popular belief, most moms don’t like cleaning.” 

 
Table	  5.4:	  Enjoyment	  of	  Feeding	  Work	  Tasks	  

	   All	  (n=46)	  
Higher-‐income	  

(n=27)	  
Lower-‐income	  

(n=19)	   Married	  (n=34)	   Single	  (n=12)	  

	  
#	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	  

Planning	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  
Yes	   8	   17.4	   6	   22.2	   2	   10.5	   5	   14.7	   3	   25.0	  
No	   6	   13.0	   6	   22.2	   0	   0	   4	   11.8	   2	   16.7	  
Shopping	  

	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  Yes	   17	   37.0	   12	   44.4	   5	   26.3	   13	   38.2	   4	   33.3	  
No	   13	   28.3	   10	   37.0	   3	   15.8	   10	   29.4	   3	   25.0	  
Cooking	  

	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  Yes	   28	   60.9	   16	   59.3	   12	   63.2	   20	   58.8	   8	   66.7	  
No	   12	   26.1	   6	   22.2	   6	   31.6	   7	   20.6	   5	   41.7	  
Cleaning	  

	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  Yes	   0	   0	   0	   0	   0	   0	   0	   0	   0	   0	  
No	   4	   8.7	   4	   14.8	   0	   0	   4	   11.8	   0	   0	  
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Planning 

Planning meals sets the stage for all subsequent work, and takes a 

substantial amount of mental energy. When I asked parents what there 

considerations were when planning meals, their answers were more complex 

than simply deciding what to eat. Most (83%) talked about the importance of 

cost. Parents shared this concern at similar levels across income levels and family 

structure. Erica, a lower-income single mother of five, said, “Cost is a big 

thing…I do coupons like crazy—that’s how I save my money.” Saving money is 

also a benefit of planning ahead. Many parents suggested that if they did not 

plan and shop for several days at a time, they would end up spending a lot more 

money. Higher-income married mother of five Maria said, “I try to [plan] for at 

least three or four days straight because if I don’t then if I’m going to the store 

every day then you spend a lot more money, you’re just buying, you know, on 

the spur of the moment.”  

While all groups of parents were about equally likely to cite cost as a 

consideration when planning and shopping, they were not equally likely to stick 

to a set budget. Eighteen (40%) of the parents I talked said they do have a set 

grocery budget, and 23 (50%) said they did not. Single and lower-income parents 

were more likely to have a budget than married and higher-income parents 

were, and were also more likely to use sales flyers and coupons while planning 

and shopping. Thus, while cost is something most parents think about, it is more 

work for lower-income parents as they fully integrate this concern into their 

planning process. Married lower-income father Matthew explained that he and 

his wife started planning around his paycheck after their daughter was born: 

“We would make 14 days worth of plans ‘cause I got paid every two weeks. So 
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we’d plan two weeks at a time.” Higher-income parents are more likely to make 

cost-based decisions in the store rather than planning with budget in mind. 

Higher-income mother Sarah said “I tried the budget thing once and it just—I 

didn’t like the restrictions…But absolutely if I’m standing in front of the fish 

section and it’s 10 dollars, or a steak for 10 dollars, uh, we’re gonna do pork 

chops instead.” 

The next most common consideration was health. Twenty-six parents 

(57%) said that finding healthy recipes was an important part of their planning 

process. This was a uniform concern for each group. Anita, a single mother of 

two, was trying to incorporate more healthy dinners into her rotation. She said, 

“Now that everybody says eat fish two to three times a week, we try to put that 

in our menu a lot more. We sometimes occasionally try to do meatless meals, 

vegetarian meals.”  

Convenience was another commonly cited consideration, as 17 (37%) 

parents talked about wanting meals that could be made quickly and easily. 

Stephanie said, “I work so it’s gotta be something that either I can put in the 

crock pot or I can do in a short time when I get home.” Several parents also 

talked about buying time-saving, prepackaged foods, but said there was a trade-

off between convenience and health and cost: “That stuff is more expensive. I do 

the frozen chicken and sausage and things like that. I buy the veggie burgers I 

make from a mix, but pretty much anything I can make myself I try to. It’s 

cheaper. And it’s healthier” (Jessica). Lower-income and single parents were 

more likely to say that convenience was important to them.  



 119 

Twelve (26%) parents said that restrictions were an important 

consideration when planning meals. The most common kind of restriction was 

food allergies, followed by specific health issues like diabetes and lifestyle 

preferences such as vegetarianism. Michelle, a married mother of four, plans 

around several restrictions: “We have certain things in our house, my daughter 

has a lot of food allergies, and I’m a vegetarian the rest of the family moves that 

direction but they still like meat occasionally. So you know, there’s certain things 

that—stipulations we kind of have to follow a little bit.”  

Finally, variety was a consideration for just six (13%) parents. Olivia said, 

“I just try and make it exciting. You know, I’m not gonna fix chicken 7 nights a 

week.” Only one lower-income parent said variety was something they thought a 

lot about while planning meals, and no single parents did. 

With many requirements to consider, parents look to several sources to 

get ideas for things to cook. The most commonly cited source was the Internet, 

and 21 parents (46%) said they got ideas online. Pinterest, a site where people can 

“pin” links to other sites with things like recipes, clothes, childcare resources, 

and decorating ideas, was the most commonly named website. Seventeen 

parents (37%) said that they tend to rely on staples and cook the same meals 

frequently. Cookbooks (14/30%), friends (13/28%) and TV (7/13%) were the 

other places parents reported getting ideas from. Debra reported that she got 

ideas from several of these sources: “We watch a lot of cooking shows, and some 

of it is Googling on the Internet, some is Pinterest, um, various different things. 

Magazines…I usually get the ones that have recipes.” 
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Shopping 

 After meals are planned, and sometimes as they are planned, parents head 

to the grocery store. Shopping is a labor-intensive task that involves traveling, 

navigating stores, interacting with other shoppers and employees, and balancing 

the desires of family members, often at more than one location. 

The majority of parents I interviewed said they shopped at more than one 

grocery store. Thirty-four parents (74%) regularly went to two or more different 

stores. Generally, these include warehouse stores such as Costco and Sam’s Club, 

big-box stores like Target and Wal-Mart, large supermarkets, upscale stores such 

as Whole Foods, and smaller markets like Vitamin Cottage. It was most common 

for parents to do the majority of their shopping at the nearest supermarket, and 

supplement with occasional trips to a warehouse store and specialty shops. I 

found no demographic differences in how likely a parent was to shop at more 

than one store, though higher- and lower-income parents had different reasons 

for doing so. Lower-income parents shop around in order to save money, while 

higher-income parents go to different stores because they cannot get everything 

they want in one place. Lower-income married mother Alana regularly shops at 

four different stores to get the best deals:  

I shop at Sprouts because they have the best produce and meats…I go to 
the dollar store to buy the household products, you know. Non-food 
items, why pay 7 dollars when you can pay one dollar? And then we go to 
King Soopers to buy the things that they don’t sell in the other stores that 
are much cheaper. So I make my rounds and you save money that way. 

 

Higher-income mother Olivia shops at three different stores, but is less 

concerned with prices than she is with quality: “Most of the meat and dry goods 

I get at Costco. And then all the fresh produce I get at King Soopers. It’s so 
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convenient and they do have great produce. Um, I would say Wal-Mart’s 

produce is horrible, so I just get little necessities there.” 

 

Cooking 

Parents who said they liked to cook spoke in terms of enjoying the process 

of preparing meals and the pleasure they got from the completed product. 

Thirteen parents (28%) focused on the product. They felt proud to provide meals 

for their families and appreciated hearing that they liked the food. Alicia, a 

married mother of two, said, “If I make something that’s good and it comes out 

good then I enjoy it. If I think that it was successful then I enjoy it. Or if the kids 

say I like this, then I enjoy it.” In these cases, parents retroactively decide if they 

enjoyed cooked based on the reactions of their family. Nine parents (20%) talked 

about the process as most enjoyable. For them, cooking is relaxing and fun. 

Christina, a married mother of four, said, “the process, you know. I love 

wielding instruments. I like knives, I like, you know, I like gadgets. It’s just fun. 

It’s like my workstation you know. Some people like working with computers, I 

love pots and pans and knives.” A Bourdieusian analysis might expect to find 

that higher-income parents were more likely to speak in terms of process while 

lower-income parents focused more on the product, but I found no significant 

demographic differences in this orientation towards cooking.  

 

Cleaning 

 Parents had less to say about cleaning than the other tasks. Beyond the 

questions I asked about time allocation, enjoyment, and the division of labor, it 

seems parents do not spend much time thinking about cleaning up after dinner. 
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Several parents said that they cleaned as they cooked, like Elise, who said, “I try 

to clean as I go. I’m a neat cook.” Most preferred to have the kitchen clean at the 

end of each night. Married mother of two Nina said, “I can’t go to bed until my 

dishes are done. I’ll lay in bed and I’m like, you didn’t do the dishes, you didn’t 

do the dishes. And that drives me crazy.” For several smaller families, this was 

less of a priority. Single mother of one Lisa said, “To be honest, we um, don’t 

clean—like we don’t do dishes every night.” She seemed somewhat embarrassed 

about this but explained that since she and her daughter did not make much of a 

mess it made more sense to her to do the dishes every few days. 

 

Work at the Table? 

 While not all feeding work results in a family meal, that was the goal for 

most of the parents I spoke to, adding another potential element of labor. 

However, I did not get the sense from parents that the meal itself was hard work. 

No parent said that they had to persuade or fight with their children to get them 

to the table. Some mentioned that the conversation was not always everything 

they hoped for, and others did have strategies for keeping things lively. 

Elizabeth, a married mother of four, said, “We ask [the children] the best part of 

their day, the worst part of their day, and what they did to serve somebody or 

help somebody. And then that way it just like brings up a conversation with the 

family.” There seems to be some amount of emotional labor involved in time at 

the table, but it does not compare to the labor involved in feeding work practices. 

 Some work at the table comes in the form of enforcing rules. All but six of 

the parents I interviewed had some kind of rules for dinnertime. The most 

common rules have to do with eliminating distractions such as phones or 
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television. Elizabeth, a married mother of four, said, “We don’t watch TV or have 

any electronics on during meals at all. Like, we won’t answer the phone, we 

don’t watch TV, anything like that.” Many parents, particularly those with 

younger children, have rules about staying seated during the meal. Nina 

explained, “[I want] everybody eating at the table. Not in the living room, not 

some other random place, but at the actual table.” While most parents did not 

have a rule about how much their children eat, many did require their children 

to at least try everything on their plates. Olivia, a married mother of two teenage 

boys, said she and her husband love to eat adventurously, but their children are 

not as keen on it: “there’s a rule here that um, you have to at least try it. Try a 

bite, you know. You don’t have to love it, you don’t have to eat a fourth of a cup 

of it or whatever, but you have to at least try it. So, picky doesn’t eat here. That’s 

our little motto.” 

 

Interacting Practices 

 A hallmark of practice theories is the idea that practices interact with each 

other. To determine how feeding work practices interacted with each other and 

with parents’ work and children’s school, I coded the interviews for instances 

where parents spoke about a practice in conjunction with one or more others. 

Individual-level data were compiled into a matrix showing the total number of 

times each practice was discussed in connection with each other practice. For 

example, when Stephanie said, “I work so it’s gotta be something that either I can 

put in the crock pot or I can do in a short time when I get home,” she is talking 

about how her job affects how she cooks. If two practices were mentioned in 
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conjunction more than four times, I considered that a tie. Figure 5.1 shows the 

network graph created from this matrix. 

 
Figure	  5.1:	  Connections	  Between	  Practices	  in	  Parents'	  Narratives	  

 
Planning, cooking, and shopping are the most central feeding work 

practices. Planning and shopping are the practices that parents are most likely to 

talk about in conjunction with each other. Cleaning is tied to cooking, but not to 

the other types of feeding work, suggesting that it is less integrated into the 

feeding work process. Interestingly, eating is not connected to any of the feeding 

work practices. This supports my assertion that parents do not generally classify 

time at the table as labor. Children’s school and extracurricular activities are 

connected to cooking and eating, events that usually take place in the evening, 

with the relationship between extracurricular activities and eating being the 

strongest. Mom’s work and dad’s work are both tied to planning, shopping, and 

cooking, but mom’s work is more strongly tied to labor and dad’s work is much 

more strongly tied to eating. Women would frequently talk about not being able 
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to have dinner at a set time because of their husband’s unpredictable schedule. 

While mothers are responsible for the majority of feeding work, fathers’ 

schedules have a greater impact on when meals actually take place. 

 

Feeding Work in Family Meal Campaigns 

As parents told me, family meals do not simply happen. Parents need to 

make decisions about what to eat, go shopping for food, prepare meals, clean up 

afterwards, and coordinate all this work with the schedules of everyone in the 

household. Parents put varying amounts of effort into these tasks, but some 

amount of labor is always necessary. This labor is certainly acknowledged by the 

campaigns, but it is subordinate. The goal of family meal campaigns is to 

encourage parents to have more meals with their children. Because the benefits 

of family meals come from spending time together as a family, the campaigns 

focus more on what happens around the table than they do on the work that 

must come before anyone sits down to dinner. Tables 5.5 and 5.6 describe the 

presentation of feeding work in campaign images and text.  

Only 16% of all of the images on these campaign websites depict some 

form of feeding work. The rest show families at the table, close-ups of food, 

logos, and people engaged in non-food related activities. In their text, these 

campaigns devote about as much space to cooking as they do to the table, but do 

not spend much time on planning and shopping, and barely acknowledge 

cleaning. A typical piece from the Family Day campaign states: “Whether you're 

throwing together a quick soup, mixing pasta with sauce, or rolling out some 

frozen pizza dough, family dinner is not about the difficulty of the recipe, but 

the magic that happens around the dinner table” [emphasis theirs]. They are 
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saying that it does not matter what is for dinner as long as everyone is together, 

but this implicitly states that the work that goes into the food does not matter, 

either. Another piece gives a long list of ideas for conversation starters. At the 

end of the page, it says, “FOLLOW UP FUN: Make dinner out of everyone's 

favorite foods” (‘Round the Table). Here, the food and the labor associated with 

it is an afterthought. By focusing on what happens around the table, these 

campaigns obscure that work that goes into family meals. It perpetuates an 

image of family meals that are simple, which they rarely are. Family mealtime is 

presented as an important practice, but the connected practices that are necessary 

for it to occur are largely forgotten. By presenting family meals mainly as the 

time at the table, these campaigns take for granted and trivialize the work that 

parents, and mothers in particular, put into them.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Table	  5.6:	  Mentions	  of	  Meal	  Practices	  in	  Text	  

	   All	  (n=254)	   Nonprofit	  (n=165)	   Commercial	  (n=89)	  

	  	   #	  	   %	  	   #	  	   #	  	   #	  	   %	  	  

Planning	   41	   16.1	   31	   18.8	   10	   11.2	  
Shopping	   16	   6.3	   14	   8.5	   2	   2.2	  
Cooking	   61	   23.6	   45	   27.3	   16	   18.0	  
Cleaning	   9	   3.5	   3	   1.8	   6	   6.7	  
At	  the	  table	   67	   26.4	   38	   23.0	   29	   32.6	  
 

 

Table	  5.5:	  Images	  of	  Meal	  Practices	  
	   All	  images	  (n=350)	   Nonprofit	  images	  

(n=205)	  
Commercial	  images	  

(n=145)	  
	  	   #	   %	   #	   %	   #	   %	  

Planning	   8	   2.3	   5	   2.4	   3	   2.1	  
Shopping	   5	   1.4	   2	   .98	   3	   2.1	  
Cooking	   44	   12.6	   34	   16.7	   10	   6.9	  
Cleaning	   0	   0	   0	   0	   0	   0	  
At	  the	  table	   44	   12.6	   16	   7.8	   28	   19.3	  
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Planning and Shopping: Disembodied Presentations 

 Planning and shopping are crucial to getting a meal on the table, yet these 

campaigns pay little attention to them. They are shown in 2.3% and 1.4% of 

images, respectively. All but one of the eight planning images show a person, but 

in all of those, it is only what appears to be a woman’s hand holding a grocery 

list or writing on a calendar. Three of the five images of shopping include people, 

but two of those show only a woman’s hands pushing a shopping cart (table 5.7 

shows how many men and women are portrayed performing each task). Images 

of planning and shopping are disembodied. We see a task being performed, but 

very little of the person performing it. By only showing the hands of the people 

involved in the tasks, the images de-emphasize the labor that goes into them. See 

figure 5.2 for typical images of planning and shopping. 

Figure	  5.2:	  Typical	  Images	  of	  Planning	  and	  
Shopping	  (LiveStrong	  Family	  Meals)	  
	  

	  

 Sixteen percent of the total text blocks in my sample discussed planning. 

Articles about planning were more common on nonprofit organizations’ sites 

than on commercial organizations’ sites. Certain campaigns, particularly 

LiveStrong Family meals, focus heavily on planning, while others, like Kids 

Cook Monday, barely mention it, at least in the first three levels of their websites. 
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Those articles that do focus on planning highlight the importance of menu 

planning as a way to cut down on stress and save money. The idea is that if you 

plan meals ahead of time, you can shop more efficiently, and will save time later 

in the week because you aren’t planning and shopping every day:  

Planning your meals ensures that you make the best use of the food 
currently in your pantry. It also helps you manage your food budget more 
effectively by giving you the opportunity to build menus around items 
that your grocery store has on sale. Planning allows you to serve cheap 
family meals that are wholesome and nutritious (LiveStrong). 
 

 While planning is often portrayed as the first step in shopping, only six 

percent of all articles focus on shopping as a distinct task. Once again, articles 

about shopping are more common on nonprofit sites. This is somewhat 

surprising, as I expected that campaigns by companies like Stouffer’s and Barilla 

would include more material on shopping, but perhaps the advertising implicit 

in their campaigns is enough.  

 In general, the advice on shopping deals with the importance of lists and 

of shopping once a week or so instead of several times a week. These tips are 

almost all geared toward saving money. They encourage parents to buy in bulk, 

stock their pantries and freezers, choose generic brands over name brands, check 

unit prices, and use coupons: 

Purchase single ingredient foods rather than processed foods. Single-
ingredient foods, including meat, fruits and vegetables are usually less 
expensive than purchasing processed foods, and far more inexpensive 
than eating out. Take advantage of sales on fresh fruits and vegetables, 
and buy other staples canned or frozen, like stewed, canned tomatoes 
instead of tomato sauce and frozen meat instead of fresh meat 
(LiveStrong).  
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Cooking and Cleaning: Children and Efficiency 

Cooking is the most commonly depicted feeding work task in the 

campaign images, appearing in 12.6% of all images. Cooking images are more 

common in nonprofit campaigns than in commercial campaigns. Men and 

women are shown cooking at similar rates. In 27.3% of images of cooking, a 

woman is performing the task, and a man is doing the cooking in 20.5% of 

cooking images. When an image depicts a man cooking, he is usually grilling. 

Children are performing the task in the rest of the images depicting cooking. The 

most common image of cooking is children cooking without adults present. This 

emphasis on children is most evident in the Kids Cook Monday campaign, but is 

not restricted to it. All but two campaigns feature several images of children in 

the kitchen. 

Table	  5.7:	  Feeding	  Work	  by	  Gender	  in	  Campaign	  Images	  
	   All	  images	   Nonprofit	  images	   Commercial	  images	  
	  	   Woman	  (%)*	   Man	  (%)	   Woman	  (%)	   Man	  (%)	   Woman	  (%)	   Man	  (%)	  

Planning	   25.0	   0	   0	   0	   66.7	   0	  
Shopping	   60.0	   20.0	   0	   0	   100.0	   33.3	  
Cooking	   27.3	   20.5	   14.7	   11.8	   70.0	   50.0	  
Cleaning	   0	   0	   0	   0	   0	   0	  
*Numbers	  in	  columns	  indicate	  percent	  of	  images	  of	  each	  task	  that	  show	  that	  gender	  performing	  the	  task.	  Percentages	  do	  not	  add	  to	  
100%	  because	  children	  are	  performing	  many	  tasks,	  some	  images	  do	  not	  have	  people	  in	  them,	  and	  some	  have	  a	  man	  and	  a	  woman	  
working. 
 

 Most of the text blocks that focus on a feeding work task talk about 

cooking. Cooking appeared in 24% of all articles, and was more commonly 

featured in the nonprofit campaigns. Many articles give tips on how to make 

cooking easier and faster. Making large batches and freezing portions for quick 

leftovers later is a popular suggestion: “One good strategy is to cook a big batch 

of soup or a double batch of a casserole over the weekend, and then freeze some 

to make weekday dinners easier” (The Family Dinner Project). Another popular 
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theme is getting children involved in cooking. One campaign, The Kids Cook 

Monday, is explicitly about teaching children to be competent cooks and 

includes recipes that they can make together with their parents. The idea is that 

this will help children become more adventurous eaters and give them a better 

sense of good nutrition, while teaching them practical skills for when they are on 

their own. “Including kids in food preparation gives them a sense of ownership. 

When they help cook their food they are more likely to try something new for the 

first time” (The Kids Cook Monday). Other campaigns also encourage parents to 

get their children involved in meal preparation by having them chop vegetables, 

add spices, and stir pots. This seems to run counter to the tips for cooking more 

efficiently, as cooking with children is likely to take longer than if a parent does it 

alone, but the benefits are framed as being more important than the time loss. 

 Cleaning is practically invisible in the text of these campaigns. Only 3% of 

the articles discussed cleaning up after a meal. Commercial campaigns were 

more likely than nonprofit campaigns to talk about cleaning up. These articles 

assume the goal is to clean up as quickly as possible and offer two types of 

suggestions for doing so. The first is to involve the whole family, particularly 

children, in after-dinner cleanup: “Be sure your child participates in at least some 

of the clean-up” (‘Round the Table). The other way to cut down on cleaning time 

is to choose cooking methods that reduce the amount of dishes and utensils used. 

One article suggests, “Look for dishes that can be made in one pot or a slow 

cooker. These types of foods are normally quick to put together, and also save 

time cleaning up after dinner” (LiveStrong). This is an example of how planning 

affects every aspect of the meal. There are no images that show cleaning. This 
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task would be no more difficult to depict than planning or shopping, yet it is 

conspicuously absent from these campaigns. 

 
 
Conclusion 

Parents and family meal campaigns share the same goals but emphasize 

different aspects of achieving them. For the campaigns, what happens around 

the table is the main focus, and is the setting for most of the labor that occurs. 

Parents certainly care about what happens at the table, and a pleasant and 

enriching experience is their ultimate goal, but for them, the work that comes 

before everyone sits down is what they think most about. 

An analysis of parents’ discussions of feeding work using a practice-

theoretical approach shows that they are labor-intensive processes shaped by 

culture, institutions, and other practices. The decisions they make about what to 

buy, where to buy it, and how to cook it are all influenced by budgets, dietary 

restrictions, food trends, types of stores, jobs, and children’s activities. Single and 

lower-income parents invest more in planning than married and higher-income 

parents do. Beyond deciding what to have for dinner, parents with small budgets 

and less time also plan around sales and coupons, shop at several different stores 

to get the best deals, and think about ways to maximize value. Although married 

mothers tend to be in charge of most feeding work, they still have their husbands 

to help with other tasks. A single parent must do everything, from feeding work 

to transporting children, by themselves, which makes it that much more difficult 

to have the kinds of meals they want. 

While feeding work is not a main focus of the campaigns, nonprofit 

organizations do present it in a way that aligns more closely with parents’ 
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experiences than commercial organizations do. Nonprofit campaigns spend more 

time discussing feeding work in their text and present more images that include 

labor. 

Perhaps campaigns take feeding work for granted because it happens 

whether family meals do or not, but feeding work is certainly necessary for a 

family meal to occur. Rather than focusing on what it takes to get a meal on the 

table, organizations present family meals as events that begin at the table. This 

does not match the labor-intensive version of family meals that parents 

experience. Parents frame each feeding work task as work, and spend less energy 

worrying about what happens during the meal. By largely glossing over feeding 

work tasks, campaigns further harm their potential to resonate with their 

audience.  
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 
 

 
“Chock full of parental engagement, caring conversation, and a healthy dose of 

light-hearted banter, dinner brings family together without a whole lot of 

pressure or anxiety.” 

~Let’s Fix Dinner 

 

“It’s a lot of work, a lot to think about. I’m cleaning up from one night and I’m 

already thinking about tomorrow night’s dinner. Do I need to get something out? 

Do I need to get the crock pot ready? So I’d say that’s stressful.” 

~Stephanie 

 

Overview of Findings 

 This dissertation was directed by the following research questions: 1) How 

do organizations that promote family meals frame them, and how do those 

frames differ by organizational sector? 2) How do parents frame family meals, 

and how do those frames differ by income and marital status? 3) How do the 

frames organizations use compare with the frames parents use? To answer these 

questions I performed a qualitative content analysis of ten campaigns that 

promote family meals and conducted semi-structured interviews with 46 

parents. 

 In chapter 2, I provided an overview of the organizations involved in 

promoting family meals. First I discussed the literature on social marketing and 

the criteria for successful campaigns. I provided a brief overview of each 

organization and the main themes of their campaign websites. Working from a 
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production of culture perspective that suggests culture is shaped by the 

characteristics of the organizations that produce it, I then discussed the rationale 

for comparing commercial and nonprofit organizations. Hypotheses about the 

relationship between campaign sector and content were outlined. I expected that 

commercial and nonprofit campaigns would focus on different aspects of family 

meals. The commercial organizations in my sample sell convenience foods, so I 

expected their campaigns would focus less on healthy food preparation and 

more on convenience and conversation while nonprofit campaigns focused more 

on health and cooking. However, due to the relatively dense network of 

campaigns connected by sponsors, I did not expect that the differences would be 

extreme. In subsequent chapters I referred back to these expectations as well as 

the characteristics of effective social marketing campaigns. 

 Chapter 3 focused on how organizations and parents define family meals. 

In the literature, the main requirement for making a meal a family meal is that 

everyone in the household is together, although being together at a table, eating 

a well-rounded home-cooked meal, and having the television off are also 

elements of the definition. Campaigns largely take for granted that their 

audience will know what they mean when they say “family meal,” but when 

they do define it, the focus is on conversation, particularly for commercial 

organizations. Images portray family meals as something that is centered on 

children, and, again primarily in commercial campaigns, as something that 

middle and upper-middle class nuclear families do. Portraying meals in this way 

suggests that commercial organizations see families as more traditional and 

affluent than nonprofit organizations do. Parents largely define family meals in 

terms of togetherness. Higher-income parents talk more about conversation, 
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aligning more closely with the campaigns in general and commercial campaigns 

in particular, while lower-income parents talk more about food when defining 

family meals, aligning more closely with nonprofit organizations’ definitions. 

When I showed parents images from the campaigns, they identified more closely 

with images that depicted feeding work and less closely with more idealized 

images of family meals and affluent families. 

 In chapter 4, I performed an analysis of core framing tasks in campaigns 

and parents’ narratives. These are motivational frames, which outline why an 

issue is important; diagnostic frames, which identify the source of the problem; 

and prognostic frames, which suggest ways to address the problem. Findings 

indicate that campaign frames that outline the motivations for having family 

meals (health and family), and that present the barriers that keep parents from 

having the kinds of meals they want (time and food issues), are likely to resonate 

with parents. However, campaign frames that offer solutions that focus on 

improving conversation and persuasion are not likely to resonate with parents’ 

experiences. None of the parents I spoke to framed these things as potential 

solutions to their meal-related problems, nor did they frame poor conversation or 

reluctant children as a barrier. Parents believe they can make family meals easier 

or more frequent by making feeding work more efficient, because their 

institutional engagements with work and children’s activities are not things they 

are willing or able to change. Single parents are particularly unlikely to find that 

campaign frames speak to their experiences. Nonprofit campaigns align more 

closely than commercial campaigns with parents’ frames, particularly those used 

by single and lower-income parents. I suggested that campaigns focus more on 

practical solutions to feeding work problems, and do more to target single 
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parents, as they are more likely than married parents to discuss barriers to 

having the kinds of meals they want and less likely to have ideas for solutions. 

 Finally, chapter 5 used a practice-theoretical approach to examine the 

ways organizations and parents frame the labor involved in family meals. 

Practice theories of consumption consider the relationship between individual 

agency and social structure as people perform everyday tasks. For parents, 

getting a meal on the table involves intensive work. Each step—planning, 

shopping, cooking, and cleaning—requires coordination with the others and 

with practices relating to children’s and parent’s schedules. Single and lower-

income parents seem to expend more energy on feeding work as their resources 

and time are more constrained. While labor is highly salient for parents, 

campaigns focus more on what happens around the table. Their representations 

of labor are shallow and gloss over the reality of what families, and mother in 

particular, actually do to get a meal on the table. Again, single and lower-income 

parents’ frames were the most unlike campaign frames and nonprofit campaigns 

aligned more closely with parents’ experiences than commercial campaigns did. 

By framing family meals as a single event rather than as a series of interacting 

labor practices, the campaigns obscure the work that goes into family meals.  

 

Resonance of Social Marketing Frames 

Frame resonance and successful social marketing are themes throughout 

the chapters. The main elements of successful social marketing I focus on are: 

understanding the target audience, convincing the audience the change is worth 

the costs, and creating a supportive environment for changes to be made. 

Campaigns likely do a good job of convincing the audience the change of 
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increasing or improving family meals is worth the cost by focusing heavily on 

motivational frames that explain why family meals are important. They cite 

studies and credible experts that provide information on the benefits of family 

meals, and also appeal to emotions and nostalgia to convince parents of their 

importance.  

Several campaigns, all nonprofit, work toward creating a supportive 

environment for parents to make changes, though they could do more. Family 

Day created a free downloadable family dinner kit that includes placemats and 

menu cards that children can decorate, recipes, and conversation starter 

questions. The Family Dinner Project provides goal sheets where parents can rate 

their family’s current situation and plan to make changes where desired. They 

also have a family dinner log where parents can record the events of a family 

dinner and rate their satisfaction. The organization that does the most to create a 

supportive environment for parents to make changes to their meals, and whose 

efforts are the most focused on the actual labor of feeding work, is Kids Cook 

Monday. They have several cooking classes for children and families that meet 

either in person or online. They developed a mobile app to give parents ideas for 

meals to make with their children, and a game that lets parents and children set 

nutritional goals.  

The criterion where campaigns fall most short is in understanding the 

target audience, as evidenced by an evaluation of potential frame resonance. 

Frame resonance consists of credibility: frame consistency, empirical credibility, 

and credibility of claimsmakers; and salience: centrality, narrative fidelity, and 

experiential commensurability. My analyses suggest that credibility is not a 

problem for these campaigns. Their frames are internally consistent, they seem to 
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align with actual current concerns, and claims are backed up by research and 

experts. Salience is where frame resonance falters, particularly in regards to 

experiential commensurability. Family meals are an issue that is important for 

many parents, and one that is culturally relevant, fulfilling requirements for 

centrality and narrative fidelity. However, many of the frames used by these 

organizations do not align with parents’ experiences. Parents, particularly lower-

income and single parents, do not recognize themselves in the images on 

campaign websites. Framing the family meal as primarily a single event that 

takes place at the dinner table ignores all of the work that goes into getting there. 

. This is particularly true of commercial campaigns. Perhaps because they are 

trying to sell products, they emphasize the fun parts of family meals and 

overlook the difficult parts. While many parents do enjoy aspects of feeding 

work, the work is more salient for them than the time at the table is. This 

incongruence between campaign frames and the frames parents use negatively 

affect the potential resonance of the campaigns 

 

Contributions 

While resonance problems among the campaigns are widespread, 

nonprofit organizations do a better job than commercial organizations do of 

aligning with parents’ experiences. Commercial organizations are more likely to 

focus on conversation while ignoring food and labor, and present the family 

itself as middle class and nuclear. These differences provide support for the 

assertion of the production of culture approach that organizational 

characteristics affect cultural content. This dissertation provides insight into how 
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organizations in different sectors approach the same issue, contributing to the 

literatures on organizations, social marketing, and the production of culture. 

I also contribute to the literature on family meals and literature using 

practice theories of consumption. Authors working in this tradition emphasize 

the interactions between practices as well as the importance of studying not just 

action but the interpretation and understanding of action. This dissertation does 

both of those things. By examining not only what parents do and what they think 

about what they do, but also how those practices interact in an organizational 

context, I provide a fuller picture of what family meals are like in modern 

America. Using a qualitative approach provides more depth than typical 

quantitative research on family meals is able to provide. 

Applying frame analysis to social marketing and to the narratives of the 

audience of that marketing expands the uses of the literature. Frame analysis is 

most often used to study the messaging of social movements, but applying it to 

social marketing campaigns on family meals bridges the social movements and 

consumption literatures. Focusing both on the production and reception of 

frames in this context leads to potential practical applications. 

 Many scholars have recommended the public promotion of family meals 

based on their findings that they are associated with improved outcomes for 

children. This promotion has happened, but little research has been done on it. 

The findings of this dissertation provide insight into the strengths and 

weaknesses of the campaigns and provide recommendations for improvement. 

Lower-income and single parent families are less likely to have meals together, 

indicating that family meal campaigns should target these demographics. 

However, my findings suggest that campaigns are unlikely to resonate with 
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these groups. The way campaigns frame family meal suggests they see middle 

and upper-middle class families as their audience, which is problematic as lower-

income families care about family meals just as much, and may have even more 

to gain from their benefits, but have fewer resources for achieving the kinds of 

meals they want. Commercial campaigns are particularly unlikely to align with 

lower-income and single parents’ frames; perhaps they target a more affluent 

audience because their primary goal is selling products. If we agree, as most 

research indicates, that family meals are good for children, and organizations 

take up the task of promoting family meals, it is in their best interest to do so in a 

way that will resonate with their audience, and to target audiences that could 

most benefit from their efforts. This research can provide organizations with 

information on how to frame family meals more effectively for a more diverse 

audience.  

 The strategies used in this dissertation to evaluate potential frame 

resonance can be applied to many subjects to improve public health promotion 

and policy. The creators of a smoking cessation campaign, for example, could 

talk to smokers about the practices involved with smoking and how those 

practices interact with others like work, eating, and going out with friends. 

Knowing how smoking practices interact with other practices would show the 

campaign creators which practices to focus on. Having smokers evaluate 

previous anti-smoking campaigns and measuring how well the campaign frames 

resonated with them would let campaign creators know which frames are 

effective and which frames are not. 
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Limitations and Future Directions 

 There are several possible methodological and substantive extensions of 

this research, some which would improve upon weaknesses of the study, and 

others that would take the ideas presented here in new directions. First, while I 

make inferences about the probable resonance of family meal campaigns, I am 

not able to truly evaluate their effectiveness. In order to evaluate the actual 

resonance and effectiveness of social marketing campaigns, a longitudinal study 

with an experimental element would be necessary. After establishing a baseline 

for the frequency and characteristics of their family meals, an experimental 

group of parents would be instructed to visit family meal campaign websites 

while another group of parents would not visit the websites. After a certain 

period of time, researchers would determine whether the experimental group 

changed their habits compared with the control group. This design could also be 

used to compare the resonance of commercial and nonprofit campaigns. 

 This study would benefit from discussions with the people involved in 

organizations that promote family meals. My analysis of family meal campaigns 

is based solely on the content of their websites. Talking with the people involved 

in creating those messages would provide further insight into the motivations 

and strategies of those organizations that I cannot capture with the data I have. 

 Moving beyond the comparison with social marketing campaigns, there 

are other aspects of family meals that merit further study. My sample of parents 

is biased toward families who have meals together often, so it does not capture 

the full range of people’s experiences. Feeding work is necessary regardless of 

when, where, how, and with whom food is consumed. Feeding work in a family 

that rarely eats together may look different from the picture I saw in this 
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research, and is worth exploring. Work on feeding practices focuses mostly on 

families with children, but everyone needs to eat. Talking to single adults or 

childless couples about feeding work would be useful contributions to the 

consumption literature, as well. Most of the parents in my sample were white, 

with a few identifying as Hispanic. A study of family meals in other racial and 

ethnic groups would be useful. Examining family meal practices in 

multigenerational homes could also be a fruitful site of inquiry, as they become 

more common in the United States. The two parents in my sample who lived in 

multigenerational households hinted at tensions between the ways their parents 

handled meals when they were children and the way they prefer to feed their 

own children. Navigating the needs of three generations is likely to be much 

more difficult than navigating the needs of two. 

 Family meals are an idealized, culturally charged set of consumption 

practices that are influenced by organizations and institutions. This dissertation 

qualitatively examines organizational frames and parents’ understandings of the 

family meal, finding that they do not always align. This research sheds light on 

the complex practices of family meals and suggests ways for organizations that 

promote them to improve. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

Codes	  Used	  in	  Campaign	  Text	  Analysis	  
Category	   Code	   Description	  

Barriers	  to	  family	  
meals	  (diagnostic	  
frames)	  

Time	   Mentions	  difficulty	  in	  finding	  time	  to	  prepare	  family	  meals	  
Fast	  food	   Mentions	  fast	  food	  as	  a	  reason	  for	  fewer	  family	  meals	  
TV	   Mentions	  having	  TV	  on	  as	  negative	  
Family	  together	   Mentions	  difficulty	  in	  getting	  whole	  family	  together	  at	  once	  
Kid’s	  schedules	   Suggests	  that	  busy	  children	  make	  it	  difficult	  to	  have	  family	  meals	  
Work	   Suggests	  work	  schedules	  make	  it	  difficult	  to	  have	  family	  meals	  
Picky	   Family	  meals	  are	  difficult	  because	  children	  are	  picky	  eaters	  
Cost	   Family	  meals	  are	  expensive	  

Solutions	  
(prognostic	  
frames)	  

Cooking	  easier	   Facilitate	  family	  meals	  by	  making	  food	  prep	  easier	  
Persuasion	   Convince	  family	  to	  eat	  together	  
Education	  	   Educate	  on	  benefits	  of	  family	  meals	  

Health	  benefits	  for	  
children	  
(motivational	  
frame)	  

Nutrition	   Text	  mentions	  children’s	  nutrition	  
Weight	   Text	  mentions	  children’s	  weight	  
Substances	  	   Claims	  family	  meals	  reduce	  risk	  of	  drug/alcohol/tobacco	  use	  
Emotional	  health	   Claims	  family	  meals	  increase	  self	  esteem,	  happiness,	  empathy,	  etc.	  

Family	  benefits	  
(motivational	  
frame)	  

Together	  over	  
food	  

Having	  the	  whole	  family	  together	  is	  more	  important	  than	  what	  food	  is	  
served	  

Communication	   Family	  meals	  improve	  communication	  
Closeness	   Families	  who	  eat	  together	  feel	  closer	  to	  each	  other	  
School	   Claims	  the	  family	  meal	  leads	  to	  improved	  educational	  outcomes	  

Definitions	  of	  
family	  meals	  

Conversation	   Family	  meals	  involve	  conversation	  
Everyone	   The	  entire	  household	  should	  be	  present	  for	  a	  family	  meal	  
Home	  cooked	   A	  family	  meal	  should	  be	  home	  cooked	  
No	  distractions	   A	  family	  meal	  should	  be	  distraction-‐free	  
Ritual	   A	  family	  meal	  is	  a	  ritual	  

Emotions	   Frustration	   Associates	  family	  meals	  with	  feelings	  of	  frustration	  
Fun	   Associates	  family	  meals	  with	  feelings	  of	  fun	  
General	  negative	   Associates	  family	  meals	  with	  negative	  feelings	  	  
General	  positive	   Associates	  family	  meals	  with	  positive	  feelings	  	  
Guilt	   Associates	  family	  meals	  with	  feelings	  of	  guilt	  
Love	   Associates	  family	  meals	  with	  feelings	  of	  love	  
Nostalgia	   Associates	  family	  meals	  with	  feelings	  of	  nostalgia	  
Stress	   Associates	  family	  meals	  with	  feelings	  of	  stress	  

Responsibility	   Children	   Discusses	  children	  doing	  feeding	  work	  
Father	   Discusses	  father	  doing	  feeding	  work	  
Mother	   Discusses	  mother	  doing	  feeding	  work	  
Both	  parents	   Discusses	  both	  parents	  doing	  feeding	  work	  

Feeding	  work	  task	   Planning	   Discusses	  planning	  
Shopping	  	   Discusses	  shopping	  
Cooking	  	   Discusses	  cooking	  
Cleaning	   Discusses	  cleaning	  

Other	   Table	   Discusses	  what	  goes	  on	  around	  the	  table	  
Supportive	  
environment	  

Discusses	  campaign	  initiative	  beyond	  website	  
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Codes	  Used	  in	  Campaign	  Image	  Analysis	  
Category	  	   Code	   Description	  

Image	  type	   Cartoon	   The	  image	  is	  a	  cartoon	  or	  drawing	  	  
Photograph	  	   The	  image	  is	  a	  photograph	  

Food	   Food	   The	  image	  depicts	  food	  
People	   People	  	   The	  image	  contains	  one	  or	  more	  people	  
Family	  structure	   Children	   The	  image	  contains	  one	  or	  more	  children	  

Nuclear	  family	   The	  image	  contains	  what	  appears	  to	  be	  a	  complete	  nuclear	  family—
mother,	  father,	  and	  child/ren	  

Only	  mother	   The	  image	  has	  what	  appears	  to	  be	  a	  mother	  with	  child/ren,	  but	  no	  
father	  

Only	  father	   The	  image	  has	  what	  appears	  to	  be	  a	  father	  with	  child/ren,	  but	  no	  
mother	  

Woman	   A	  woman	  in	  the	  image	  appears	  to	  be	  in	  charge	  of	  some	  type	  of	  feeding	  
work	  (planning,	  shopping,	  cooking,	  serving,	  cleaning)	  

Woman	  absent	   An	  image	  containing	  people	  does	  not	  have	  a	  woman	  in	  it	  
Number	  of	  people	   1-‐6	  or	  more	   Indicates	  how	  many	  people	  are	  in	  image	  
Race	   White	   Everyone	  in	  the	  image	  is	  white	  

Nonwhite	   No	  one	  in	  the	  image	  is	  white	  
Multiracial	   The	  image	  contains	  people	  of	  more	  than	  one	  race	  

Marketing	   Logo	   The	  image	  contains	  the	  campaign	  logo	  
Selling	   The	  image	  is	  an	  advertisement	  that	  is	  selling	  a	  product	  (typically	  a	  food	  

product)	  
Feeding	  work	  task	   Planning	   Depicts	  planning	  

Shopping	   Depicts	  shopping	  
Cooking	   Depicts	  cooking	  
Cleaning	   Depicts	  cleaning	  

Eating	   Eating	   Depicts	  eating	  
Class	  
representation	  

Middle	  class	   Image	  contains	  markers	  of	  middle/upper-‐middle	  class	  family	  
Unclear	   Image	  does	  not	  contain	  enough	  context	  to	  infer	  class	  
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APPENDIX B 
 
 

Parents Needed to 
 Participate in Sociology Study! 

 
 
 
I am a Ph.D student in the sociology department at the University of Arizona. I am 
conducting interviews about family meals for my dissertation. I want to talk to single and 
married mothers and fathers who have at least one school-aged child. 
 
If you agree to participate, I will ask questions about what meal times look like at your 
house, how you handle planning, shopping, and cooking, and what family meals mean to 
you. I will also ask for your opinion about images from some advertising campaigns. 
 
Whether your family eats meals together frequently or rarely, I want to hear from you! 
 
Interviews should take about one hour, and will be conducted in a location of your choosing.  
 
You will be compensated for your time. 
 
To volunteer for this study, or for more information, please contact me: 
Tracy Bacon, Ph.D candidate  
Department of Sociology, University of Arizona 
Phone: (XXX) XXX-XXXX 
Email: tbacon@email.arizona.edu 
 
 
 
An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at The University of Arizona reviewed 
this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to applicable state and federal regulations and 
University policies designed to protect the rights and welfare of participants in research. 
 
This study has been reviewed by and has received approval from the XXXXXXX School District. 
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APPENDIX C 
 

Participant	  characteristics	  

Pseudonym	   Age	   Education	  
Marital	  
status	   Occupation	  

Income	  
level*	  

#	  of	  
children	  

Alana	   45	   Associate's	   Married	   Writer/nutritionist	   1	   1	  
Alicia	   37	   Grad/pro	   Married	   Teacher	   3	   2	  
Amy	   36	   BA	   Married	   Ticketing	  agent	   4	   2	  
Anastasia	   36	   Grad/pro	   Married	   Nurse	  practitioner	   3	   3	  
Angela	   32	   BA	   Single	   Financial	  service	  rep	   1	   1	  
Anita	   46	   Associate's	   Single	   Early	  childhood	  educator	   1	   2	  
Beth	   40	   Grad/pro	   Married	   SAHM	  (stay-‐at-‐home-‐mother)	   4	   3	  
Caroline	   41	   BA	   Married	   SAHM	   5	   3	  
Cathy	   48	   BA	   Single	   Prosthetist	  and	  orthotist	   3	   2	  
Chrissy	   38	   High	  school	   Married	   Lunch	  lady	   1	   1	  
Christina	   43	   BA	   Married	   SAHM	   4	   4	  
Dana	   32	   BA	   Married	   Insurance	   4	   2	  
Daniel	   69	   BA	   Single	  	   Sales	  (currently	  unemployed)	   2	   2	  
David	   49	   BA	   Married	   Chef	  (retired)	   1	   2	  
Debbie	   38	   BA	   Single	  	   Probation	  officer	   2	   3	  
Debra	   41	   High	  school	   Single	  	   Unemployed	   1	   2	  
Elise	   45	   Grad/pro	   Married	   SAHM	   5	   1	  
Elizabeth	   34	   BA	   Married	   SAHM	   2	   4	  
Erica	   39	   Associate's	   Single	   Student	   2	   5	  
Gena	   46	   BA	   Married	   Public	  relations	   3	   2	  
Geoff	   38	   Grad/pro	   Married	   Media	  marketing	   2	   2	  
Hope	   43	   Associate's	   Married	   SAHM	   3	   3	  
Janice	   40	   Associate's	   Married	   Educational	  assistant	   4	   2	  
Jenny	   46	   High	  school	   Married	   Medical	  billing	   4	   2	  
Jessica	   33	   High	  school	   Single	   SAHM	   2	   5	  
John	   49	   Grad/pro	   Married	   Attorney	   5	   1	  
Katrina	   41	   BA	   Married	   SAHM	   4	   2	  
Lisa	   26	   High	  school	   Single	   CNA,	  office	  manager	  (5	  jobs!)	   1	   1	  
Lori	   33	   BA	   Married	   Nurse	   3	   2	  
Lydia	   48	   BA	   Married	   Sales	   5	   2	  
Maggie	   35	   High	  school	   Married	   SAHM	   2	   3	  
Margaret	   44	   BA	   Married	   SAHM	   4	   3	  
Maria	   45	   Pro	   Married	   SAHM	   3	   5	  
Matthew	   38	   <high	  school	   Married	   Mechanic/supervisor	   1	   1	  
Melissa	   38	   High	  school	   Married	   SAHM	   1	   2	  
Michelle	   40	   BA	   Married	   Management	   4	   4	  
Nina	   42	   Grad	   Married	   It	  consultant	   5	   2	  
Olivia	   48	   High	  school	   Married	   Bookkeeper/HR	   5	   2	  
Patricia	   38	   BA	   Married	   SAHM	   5	   3	  
Rayna	   37	   Associate's	   Single	   Student	   1	   1	  
Renee	   37	   High	  school	   Married	   Business	  owner/bookkeeper	   2	   2	  
Samantha	   37	   BA	   Married	   Office	  manager	   2	   2	  
Sarah	   40	   BA	   Single	   Relationship	  coach	   3	   2	  
Stephanie	   43	   BA	   Married	   Human	  resources	  specialist	   4	   3	  
Theresa	   40	   BA	   Married	   Substitute	  teacher	   4	   3	  
Wendy	   39	   BA	   Single	   Provider	  support	  specialist	   3	   3	  

 
*Income	  Levels	  	   Lower-‐income	   Higher-‐Income	  
	   1	  ($0-‐$30,000)	   3	  ($60,001-‐$90,000)	  
	   2	  ($30,001-‐$60,000)	   4	  ($90,001-‐$120,000)	  
	   	   5	  ($120,000	  +)	  
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APPENDIX D 
 
Interview Schedule 
• First, tell me about your family. 
• What do you think of when you hear the words “family meal” or “family 

dinner”? 
• Tell me about last night’s dinner. 

o Who was there? 
o What did you eat? 
o Was the TV on? 
o What did you talk about? 

• Tell me about the last time your entire household ate a meal together (if last 
night’s dinner was not all together). 

• How many times in the last week did your entire household eat together? 
• Does your family have any rituals connected with meals? 
• Does your family have any rules about meals? 
• Tell me about planning meals. 

o Where do you get ideas from? 
o Who does most of the planning? 
o What do you like about planning meals? 
o What is challenging about planning meals? 
o Do you have any restrictions to work around? 

• Tell me about grocery shopping. 
o Who does most of the shopping? 
o Where do you buy most of your groceries? 
o Do you have a set budget for groceries? 
o What do you like about shopping? 
o What is challenging about shopping? 
o Do you buy many pre-prepared foods? 
o What are your priorities when planning and shopping? 

• Tell me about cooking. 
o Who does most of the cooking? 
o What do you like about cooking? 
o What is challenging about cooking? 

• Tell me about cleaning up. 
o Who does most of the cleaning? 
o What do you like about cleaning? 
o What is challenging about cleaning? 

• What takes up the most time? 
• How often does your family eat outside the home? 

o What kinds of places do you go to? 
• Describe the perfect family meal. 
• What makes it difficult to achieve the family meal you described? 
• What would make it easier for your family to have the kind of meals you 

want? 
• What do you want your children to get out of having meals together? 
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• What kind of activities is your child involved in? 
• What is your daily schedule like? 
• Are you aware of any commercials, ads, websites, etc. that promote family 

meals? 
• What do you think of these images? 
• Which of these images resonates most with you? 
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APPENDIX E 
Codes	  Used	  in	  Interview	  Analysis	  

Category	   Code	   Description	  
Barriers	  to	  family	  
meals	  (diagnostic	  
frames)	  

Time	   Mentions	  difficulty	  in	  finding	  time	  to	  prepare	  family	  meals	  
Fast	  food	   Mentions	  fast	  food	  as	  a	  reason	  for	  fewer	  family	  meals	  
TV	   Mentions	  having	  TV	  on	  as	  negative	  
Family	  together	   Mentions	  difficulty	  in	  getting	  whole	  family	  together	  at	  once	  
Kid’s	  schedules	   Suggests	  that	  busy	  children	  make	  it	  difficult	  to	  have	  family	  meals	  
Work	   Suggests	  work	  schedules	  make	  it	  difficult	  to	  have	  family	  meals	  
Picky	   Family	  meals	  are	  difficult	  because	  children	  are	  picky	  eaters	  
Cost	   Family	  meals	  are	  expensive	  

Solutions	  
(prognostic	  
frames)	  

Cooking	  easier	   Facilitate	  family	  meals	  by	  making	  food	  prep	  easier	  
Persuasion	   Convince	  family	  to	  eat	  together	  
Education	  	   Educate	  on	  benefits	  of	  family	  meals	  

Health	  benefits	  for	  
children	  
(motivational	  
frame)	  

Nutrition	   Text	  mentions	  children’s	  nutrition	  
Weight	   Text	  mentions	  children’s	  weight	  
Substances	  	   Claims	  family	  meals	  reduce	  risk	  of	  drug/alcohol/tobacco	  use	  
Emotional	  health	   Claims	  family	  meals	  increase	  self	  esteem,	  happiness,	  empathy,	  etc.	  

Family	  benefits	  
(motivational	  
frame)	  

Together	  over	  
food	  

Having	  the	  whole	  family	  together	  is	  more	  important	  than	  what	  food	  is	  
served	  

Communication	   Family	  meals	  improve	  communication	  
Closeness	   Families	  who	  eat	  together	  feel	  closer	  to	  each	  other	  
School	   Claims	  the	  family	  meal	  leads	  to	  improved	  educational	  outcomes	  

Definitions	  of	  
family	  meals	  

All	  together	   Everyone	  in	  household	  together	  for	  family	  meal	  
All	  like	   Everyone	  should	  like	  the	  food	  
Celebration	   Meal	  should	  feel	  like	  a	  celebration	  
Food	   Describes	  specific	  dish	  
Get	  along	   Family	  members	  should	  get	  along	  
Healthy	   Meal	  should	  be	  healthy	  
Help	   Family	  members	  should	  help	  with	  feeding	  work	  
Relaxing	   Meal	  should	  be	  relaxing	  
Talking	   Meal	  involves	  family	  talking	  to	  each	  other	  
Chaos	   Family	  meals	  are	  chaotic	  
Childhood	   Family	  meals	  remind	  of	  childhood	  
Cooking	   Family	  meals	  involve	  cooking	  
Family	  over	  food	   Family	  being	  together	  is	  more	  important	  than	  food	  eaten	  
Job	   Preparing	  meal	  seen	  as	  job	  
Location	   Meal	  should	  take	  place	  in	  a	  specific	  location	  

Budget	   Budget	  yes	   Does	  have	  a	  set	  budget	  for	  groceries	  
Budget	  no	   Does	  not	  have	  a	  set	  budget	  for	  groceries	  

Reactions	  to	  
campaigns	  

Familiar	   Has	  seen	  a	  campaign	  promoting	  family	  meals	  
Unfamiliar	   Has	  not	  seen	  a	  campaign	  promoting	  family	  meals	  
Image	  aspirational	   Thinks	  campaign	  image	  is	  something	  to	  aspire	  to	  
Image	  realistic	   Thinks	  campaign	  image	  is	  realistic	  
Image	  unrealistic	   Thinks	  campaign	  image	  is	  unrealistic	  
Image	  lots	  of	  food	   Comments	  that	  image	  has	  a	  lot	  of	  food	  

Feeding	  work	  task	   Planning	   Discusses	  planning	  
Shopping	  	   Discusses	  shopping	  
Cooking	   Discusses	  cooking	  
Cleaning	   Discusses	  cleaning	  
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Responsibility	   Both	  parents	   Both	  parents	  are	  responsible	  for	  task	  
Mother	   Mother	  is	  responsible	  for	  task	  
Father	   Father	  is	  responsible	  for	  task	  
Children	   Children	  are	  responsible	  for	  task	  

Rules	   TV	   No	  TV	  is	  allowed	  at	  dinner	  
Eating	   Rules	  about	  how	  much	  should	  be	  eaten	  by	  children	  
Phone	   No	  phone	  at	  the	  table	  
Seated	   Rules	  about	  children	  staying	  seated	  

Conversation	  
topics	  

Schedules	   Talk	  about	  family	  member’s	  schedules	  at	  dinner	  
School	   Talk	  about	  children’s	  school	  at	  dinner	  
Work	   Talk	  about	  parent’s	  work	  at	  dinner	  

Considerations	   Convenience	   Parent	  thinks	  about	  convenience	  when	  planning	  and/or	  shopping	  
Cost	   Parent	  thinks	  about	  cost	  when	  planning	  and/or	  shopping	  
Health	   Parent	  thinks	  about	  health	  when	  planning	  and/or	  shopping	  
Restrictions	   Parent	  thinks	  about	  restrictions	  when	  planning	  and/or	  shopping	  
Variety	   Parent	  thinks	  about	  variety	  when	  planning	  and/or	  shopping	  

Enjoyment	   Yes	   Enjoys	  performing	  feeding	  work	  task	  being	  discussed	  
No	   Does	  not	  enjoy	  performing	  feeding	  work	  task	  being	  discussed	  

Emotions	   Bored	   Expresses	  feelings	  of	  boredom	  
Frustrated	   Expresses	  feelings	  of	  frustration	  
Fun	   Expresses	  feelings	  of	  fun	  
Grateful	   Expresses	  feelings	  of	  gratitude	  
Guilty	   Expresses	  feelings	  of	  guilt	  
Happy	   Expresses	  feelings	  of	  happiness	  
Jealous	   Expresses	  feelings	  of	  jealousy	  
Love	   Expresses	  feelings	  of	  love	  
Proud	   Expresses	  feelings	  of	  pride	  
Sad	   Expresses	  feelings	  of	  sadness	  
Stress	   Expresses	  feelings	  of	  stress	  

Family	  meal	  
frequency	  

Most	  nights	   Has	  family	  meals	  most	  nights	  
Half	   Has	  family	  meals	  about	  half	  the	  time	  
Rarely	   Rarely	  has	  family	  meals	  

Ideas	   TV	   Gets	  ideas	  for	  things	  to	  cook	  from	  TV	  
Cookbooks	   Gets	  ideas	  for	  things	  to	  cook	  from	  cookbooks	  
Friends/Family	   Gets	  ideas	  for	  things	  to	  cook	  from	  friends	  or	  family	  
Online	   Gets	  ideas	  for	  things	  to	  cook	  online	  
Sales	   Gets	  ideas	  for	  things	  to	  cook	  from	  sale	  
Staples	   Cooks	  similar	  things	  over	  and	  over	  

Food	   Convenience	   Uses	  convenience	  foods	  
From	  scratch	   Cooks	  from	  scratch	  
Specific	  meal	   Discusses	  specific	  meal	  

Other	   Class	   Discusses	  issues	  of	  class	  
Gender	   Discusses	  issues	  of	  gender	  
Control	   Likes	  to	  be	  in	  charge	  
Eat	  out	   Talks	  about	  eating	  outside	  the	  home	  
Lists	   Describes	  grocery	  lists	  
Most	  time	   Talk	  about	  which	  task	  takes	  the	  most	  time	  
Rituals	   Discusses	  family	  meal	  rituals	  
Should	   Talks	  about	  something	  they	  feel	  they	  should	  do	  
Unusual	   Thinks	  their	  family’s	  way	  of	  doing	  meals	  is	  different	  from	  other	  families	  
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