Family Mealtime About More than Food
Source: Sandra Bastin
On the surface it doesn’t look like much – a family eating a meal together. How important could that be? But if that shared mealtime occurs on a regular basis, the benefits can touch many facets of a child’s development.


Studies have shown that children from families who eat together more than three times a week are less prone to obesity, and drug, alcohol and tobacco use. Teenagers who participate in family meals do better in school, and aren’t as liable to get into fights or have sex at a young age.

How can a simple mealtime routine accomplish all this? It seems that gathering together to share food also means that ideas are shared. It’s a good way for parents to become more involved in their children’s lives, as well as an ideal time for parents to lead by example. Also, a regular routine of shared family meals makes it more likely that everyone will eat a healthier, more balanced diet.

Too often in our fast-paced, over-scheduled lives, food is relegated to the end of a long to-do list. We cram our meals into our busy schedules by rushing through drive-throughs or eating in shifts as we sit before a computer or television. And yet the communal feeling that the sharing of food imparts is a major component of the human culture.

Family meals can be fun. This is the opportunity for family members to share the news of their day, trade stories and jokes, and practice the art of polite conversation. A television can be a distraction, so turn it off to keep the focus on each other.


Aside from manners, conversation and bonding, the dinner table is also the place to hone good nutrition habits that will follow children throughout their lifetimes. Encourage children to try new foods, realizing that a child may have to be exposed to a food eight or more times before it is accepted. If hamburgers and fries are all that children are used to, they will grow up without appreciating the wide variety of wholesome food that is available.

Some children are naturally picky eaters. If your child refuses a particular food, offer a substitute that is of equal nutritional value. If he doesn’t like green vegetables, carrots, corn or peas can be a healthy alternative. If she pushes away her milk, yogurt or cheese can be a good replacement that provides the calcium she needs.

Encourage your children to help in the kitchen. If they feel they are part of the meal planning and preparation process, they will be more inclined to eat the food that’s on their plate. On the other hand, don’t require them to finish every morsel on their plates. That will only encourage the development of poor eating behaviors in years to come. Food should never be used as a reward or a punishment.


Take time to connect with your family at mealtime. Your children will take much more than full stomach away from the table.


For more information about family activities such as mealtime, contact the (COUNTY NAME) Extension office.


Educational programs of the Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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