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This edition of NuNews™ brought to you by: 
 
 
 
 

In the Know with Family Mealtime 
University studies support the value of family meals. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

This is a serious concern. More research on young children and teens now 
supports the value of the family meal as a tool parents can use to help them 
raise healthy, well-adjusted children.  To emphasize the value of mealtime, 
President Bush, along with the governors of 35 states have proclaimed the fourth 
Monday in September “Family Day—A Day to Eat Dinner With Your Children”. 

The National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse (CASA®) at Columbia University recently polled 1,987 teenagers 
and 304 parents of teens throughout the USA on the value of mealtime.3  Key findings from this survey and other studies 
highlight why family meals matter, and support the need for parents to bring back this time-honored tradition. 
 

Eating together with the family is related to better school performance. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Eating a family meal together is 
becoming a lost art.1 Although 
parents consider the family meal 
an important activity,2 the number 
of children eating dinner with their 
families decreases by more than 
50% as they move from middle 
school to high school.3 
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Teens who have dinner with their 
families five or more times a week are 
almost twice as likely to earn A’s in 
school than teens who have family 
dinner two or fewer times per week.3 

In a Harvard study of 5-year-old children, mealtime and playtime provided them with many rich opportunities to 
learn words and expand their vocabulary.4 

 
Parents also recognize the importance of family meals as learning opportunities.5 According to one parent, “It’s 
at the family dinner table that people first learn to talk.  Parents are role models on how to behave, how to take 
turns, be polite, patient and hold a spoon.  Kids learn not to interrupt, how to pass food, and when guests are 
present, how to entertain.” 
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Eating dinner together can help keep open 
communication between parents and their 
children.  This helps parents find out more 
about their child’s likes, dislikes and daily life.  
Having this information can help them direct 
their children toward more positive behaviors. 

Parents need to set examples when it comes to 
practicing good eating habits.10,11  Studies show that 
when young children observe their mothers eating an 
unfamiliar food, they are more likely to try new foods.  
Also, if mothers are unwilling to try new foods, children 
may copy their parents’ same unwillingness.   
Furthermore, the “do as I say approach” can backfire.12

Parents who insisted that their daughters eat fruits and 
vegetables ate fewer servings than their peers, who 
were not pressured.  The researchers concluded that 
in order to increase children’s intake of fruits and 
vegetables, parents need to increase their own intake.  
Also, encourage children to “try” rather than to “finish” 
their vegetables. 

Teens who have frequent family dinners are less likely to 
smoke, drink, or use illegal drugs.3 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Family meals are important memories in a child’s life. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Eating the family dinner helps to keep teens eating right. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Children copy their parents’ eating habits. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Family Dinners and Teen 
Substance-Abuse Risk
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Adolescents with depression and other mental health problems practice fewer 
unifying family traditions, such as sharing daily meals and special events, when 
compared with their peers without these problems.6 These researchers note that 
these traditions provide a time to talk about family history. Parents can also model 
how to handle conflict.  This information is important for the development of a 
child’s emotional growth. 

Recent studies7, 8 have observed the nutritional effect of eating family dinner among older children and 
adolescents, which includes: 

• Eating more fruits and vegetables 
• Improved overall dietary quality with higher intake of several nutrients including calcium, fiber, iron, folate, 

vitamin C and B vitamins 
• Lower intake of fried foods and soft drinks 

Similar findings were observed in the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health.9  In addition, adolescents 
who ate more than three evening meals per week with their family were significantly less likely to skip 
breakfast than those who ate fewer family meals. 
Findings from these studies 7, 8, 9 provide clear evidence of a strong, positive association between frequency of 
family meals and quality of dietary intake.    

The family meal is an excellent opportunity for 
parents to model appropriate food behaviors, 
provide positive food-related parenting style, 

and give children access to a variety of foods.
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TV is eating up family mealtime.  
 
 
 
 
 
Parents need to know that making mealtime part of their family routine may not be as difficult as they may think.  
Even though parents and teens cite their hectic schedules as reasons to be absent from home during mealtime15.  79% of 
teens consider eating dinner at home as one of their top rated activities with their families.15  

 
Make mealtime, family time for young children and teens. 
 
 
 
Ways to help “jump-start” mealtime conversation: 17  

• If family dinners are not common, begin by scheduling just one family dinner per week, choosing a night when 
everyone can be present. Once family members begin connecting over dinner, increase the frequency. 
   

• Keep conversations interesting. Talking about work-woes or reviewing chore lists does little to build family ties or 
expand a child's view of the world. 
   

• Create conversation-starting rituals. For example, have each family member plan to share a statement, perhaps 
about something interesting they recently did, or learned. For teens, ask them about current events of the day and 
seek their opinions.  To help younger children feel more comfortable expressing feelings and thoughts, parents 
can offer their statements first. 
   

• Keep comments positive and supportive. If children bring up difficult issues, suggest an after dinner talk to work 
out a solution together. This keeps the dinner table a pleasant place, instead a time for conflict. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
A website created for parents by the US Dept. of Health & Human Services, Centers for Disease Control (CDC). 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
  
  
  
  

Children decide: 
• How much to eat 
• What foods to eat 
• Whether or not to eat 

Parents decide: 
• What food is served 
• When food is served 
• To make mealtime a priority 

Survey data shows that 42% of the time that Houston-area, middle-school children ate dinner at home, they 
were watching TV.13  Nearly 300 fourth- through sixth-graders took part in this one-week survey which included 
food records of 1775 dinners from a diverse ethnic group of families.  Of particular concern, overweight children 
reported eating nearly 50% of their dinners while watching TV compared to just 35% of their normal-weigh 
peers. 
  
The researchers emphasize, “Families meals are key to helping children learn healthy eating and life skills. 
Families need to turn off the television during meals and engage their children.”14  

Start with good conversation. 

Be an example of healthy eating and turn off the TV during family meals!  

With young children, know and practice the “division of responsibility”. 18 
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FFoorr  mmoorree  iinnffoorrmmaattiioonn,,  ggoo  ttoo  tthheessee  wweebbssiitteess…… 
 

 
      
           
              

http://www.bcm.tmc.edu/cnrc/  
              

 
Adolescent 
& School Health    

  http://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dash/index.htm  
 
This newsletter was written by Frances A. Coletta, Ph.D., R.D., Nutrition Consultant for The Schwan Food Company, and 
designed by Lori Muraski. An external review has been conducted by Mary Story, Ph.D., R.D., Professor, Division of 
Epidemiology and Associate Dean of Student Affairs, School of Public Health, University of Minnesota.  Dr. Story is 
recognized for her research and numerous publications on the value of family mealtime. 
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