
Time Needed 
45 to 60 minutes depending on discussions

Learner Objectives
As a result of participation in this program, participants 
will be able to:

l Identify benefits that can occur through sharing 
family meals

l Learn practical ideas for making memories at 
mealtimes

l Plan activities and strengthen relationships through 
sharing family meals

Materials 
l Making Memories With Family Meals PowerPoint

l Making Memories With Family Meals Facilitators 
Guide (for individual providing instruction)

l What Do We Know About Family Meals? short quiz 
(optional)

l Making Memories With Family Meals participant 
handout (one per participant)

l Family Meal Times Publication
– Pick one or two of the publications to hand out 

to each participant 

Lesson Preparation
l Study and learn the information and ideas 

presented in the organizational materials.

l Decide what you wish to present to your intended 
audience.

l Plan a lesson introduction, which may include a 
suggested activity or your own ideas.

l Make copies of the presentation materials or 
handouts that you will need.

Presentation of Key Concepts and Lesson 
(five to 10 minutes each)
l Family Meal Quiz

l Benefits of Sharing Family Meals

l Five Approaches to Creating Family Meal Memories

l A Menu of Family Meal Tips

Activity (five to 10 minutes)
Goal setting

Lesson Review and Program Evaluation 
(five to 10 minutes)

Facilitators Guide
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Slide 1 
Introduction – Making Memories With Family Meals
Introduce yourself and welcome the participants. Briefly identify the lesson 
topic. Ask participants to introduce themselves. Distribute the participant 
handouts and refer to them during the lesson.

Welcome to the topic of “Making Memories With Family Meals.”  
Ask participants to respond to the following questions (raise hands, etc.): 

l How many of you eat together with family members?

l How many of you have regular family meals? 
– One to five meals a week?
– Five to 10 meals a week?
– Ten to 15 meals a week? 
– More? 

l What have you heard are some of the benefits associated with shared 
meals?

Slide 2 
Lesson Objectives
Go through the lesson objectives so participants can form some 
expectations. 

In this lesson, we will do the following:

l Discuss the variety of benefits of sharing family meals

l Learn practical ideas for making memories through sharing family meals

l Explore a menu of “meal tips” to help with enhancing your family meals

l Share ideas as a group regarding family meals throughout the 
presentation and plan specific efforts 

During the discussions ahead, encourage participants to write down their 
thoughts and ideas on the participant handout provided.

Slide 3 
Questions to Discuss
Begin the lesson by exploring a couple of discussion questions: 

l What is a favorite memory associated with a family meal?

l How have family meals been important in your family celebrations?

Give time for participants to think about and share responses to the 
discussion questions. If participants are seated at tables, have each group 
use a spoon or other item as a “talking piece” so each person answers the 
first question and then passes on the item. Discuss some of the memories 
associated with previous family meals, such as a favorite memory or how 
meals fit into a family celebration (birthday, wedding, graduation, etc.).

Recalling your favorite family experiences usually leads to thinking of such 
times as the weekly Sunday meal, family mealtimes during Thanksgiving 
or other holidays, or a Saturday morning breakfast with Mom or Dad. Why 
are family meals so powerful?
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Family meals are among the most lasting and powerful traditions in family 
life, and they have more influence than almost any other tradition. Sharing 
a family meal provides an experience that touches all of our senses – 
sight, touch, taste, smell and listening to laughter or conversation. Also, 
family meals can provide a regular, consistent opportunity to create a 
shared experience that is meaningful and offers a sense of belonging to all 
members.

Slide 4 
Short Family Meal Quiz
We are going to go through a short quiz regarding family meals. 

Give participants sufficient time to respond and answer the questions. 

Slide 5  
Short Quiz Question 1 – How often are families eating 
together?
Quiz question – Most studies show that _____________ of families with 
children eat dinner together at least five times a week: 

o A – 10 percent

o B – A quarter (25 percent)

o C – One-third (33 percent)

o D – More than half (50 percent or more)

o E – 100 percent

Slide 6 
Quiz Answer – D
The answer is D, more than half of families with children eat dinner 
together at least five times a week. A concern, however, is that 30 to 35 
percent of families share a meal three or fewer times a week. That includes 
those who do not share any meals each week.

Shared meals do not always have to be an extravagant sit-down dinner. 
Instead, the most important aspect of family meals is to make them 
frequent, fun and family-centered. 

Frequent meals together can be a challenge because family members 
may struggle with work conflicts, busyness or just being tired, all of which 
make eating together often more difficult for families. However, family 
members should try to set aside regular and consistent family meal 
opportunities to eat together as often as possible. 

Fun is also part of the recipe for a happy family mealtime. Parents 
and other adults should try to avoid making mealtime a disciplinary 
occasion when children are reprimanded or given lectures. Instead, 
avoid conversation topics that lead to conflict, and focus instead on being 
together in a positive way.
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A family-centered mealtime means limiting the distractions, especially 
the TV or computer. Turn such things off at mealtime and use strategies to 
engage each family member in conversation. Keep the meal setting fun, 
relaxed and enjoyable.

Slide 7 
Short Quiz Question 2 – What do people think of  
family meals?
Quiz question – What percentage of teenagers say they enjoy eating 
meals with their family? 

o A – 36 percent

o B – 45 percent

o C – 57 percent

o D – 68 percent

o E – 70 percent

Slide 8 
Quiz Answer – E
The answer is E, 70 percent. More individuals think family meals are highly 
important than you might expect. While some people think the family meal 
is dying away, that does not seem to be true. 

Also, 64 percent of teens say sharing at least one meal together a day is 
very important. Further, 98 percent of parents agreed that eating at least 
one meal together a day was important for their family. 

Question to Ask: 

l So why aren’t more families reporting having family meals?

Slide 9 
Short Quiz Question 3 – What do teens see as major  
obstacles to family meals?
Quiz question – What do teens list as the five major obstacles to  
family meals? 

Slide 10 
Quiz Answers
The top five answers teenagers shared are: 

l Conflicting schedules of parents and children

l Child’s desire for autonomy or other activities (desire to watch TV, 
hang out with friends, etc.)

l Family conflict or arguments (“dinner time is no fun”)

l Indifference to family meals (“nobody really cares”)

l Dislike of the food served (child preference for less healthy foods, etc.)
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These items listed as obstacles to family meals come from focus group 
research with teenagers. When interviewed, the most common obstacle 
these teens noted was conflicting schedules of parents and children. 
Such schedule conflicts could be due to a parent’s work or community 
commitments that required a parent to be absent from home, or to 
activities of children, such as work, sports practice, extracurricular 
activities or being with friends. They also noted other common obstacles to 
family meals. 

Changes in family life that increase busyness may make eating together 
more frequently more difficult. Parents and other adults should work 
with family members to identify such potential obstacles and brainstorm 
strategies to overcome them so everyone can share meaningful family 
meals.

Questions for Discussion: 

l What are your family’s barriers to sharing meals together? 

l What are some ways you can get your busy family together 
around the dinner table?

Give time for participants to think about and share responses to the 
discussion questions.

Slide 11 
Key Concept – Benefits of Sharing Family Meals
We are going to discuss the benefits associated with sharing family meals.

Question to Ask: 

l Can you think about and list four benefits that occur for 
individuals or families through sharing family meals?

Encourage participants to “pair off” and have them come up with a short 
list as pairs. Allow time for participants to answer.

We will discuss the benefits in three categories. The categories are 
benefits for families, benefits for children and health benefits.

Slide 12 
Benefits of Sharing Family Meals – For Families
First, we’d like to briefly explore the benefits of family meals for families. 
Few family experiences offer such a wide range of benefits through such a 
simple activity. Research has documented that such benefits include:

l Family meals provide a sense of family unity and identity. Family 
meals become a vehicle for carrying on valued family traditions, such as 
a particular favorite dish on someone’s birthday or a favorite place to eat 
together on special occasions.

l Family meals give the opportunity to transmit the values and attitudes 
of a family from one generation to the next. Children can learn from 
parents and grandparents about what values are important to the family. 
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In addition, family meals are a wonderful way to link family members 
with their cultural and ethnic heritage because differing foods may 
reflect the unique cultural traditions or ethnic tastes of a particular 
family’s background.

l Family meals also furnish a means for daily communication and 
strengthening family connections. Conversation around the dinner 
table allows give-and-take among family members and the chance to 
cultivate attitudes of patience and respect in communication.

l Family meals give a meaningful opportunity for family members to 
spend time together and enjoy one another’s company in a relaxed 
setting. Families should consider how to maximize the time they have 
together by encouraging positive comments, adjusting meal experiences 
to the family’s needs, and creating a caring and relaxed setting.

Slide 13 
Benefits of Sharing Family Meals – For Children
Not only do families benefit, but children also are helped in a variety of 
specific ways when families share regular meals together. In fact, the 
range of areas in which research has found that sharing family meals 
positively influences a child’s life is remarkable. Who would have thought 
that family meals affect everything from childhood obesity to suicidal 
thinking to development of language abilities? A few of the many benefits 
that occur for children through sharing family meals are:

l Family meals allow parents an opportunity to be aware of and monitor 
their children’s moods, behaviors and activities with friends. This 
kind of parental monitoring is important for parents to be able to know 
what their kids are doing, who they are with, and where and when their 
activities are taking place.

l Family meals give regular structure and routine to a child’s day. If a 
child knows he or she can expect a reliable schedule, it increases his or 
her sense of security and improves well-being.

l Family meals make a positive impact on young children’s language 
acquisition and literacy development. Family meals furnish a daily 
opportunity for a parent or sibling to speak to an infant or toddler 
and help him or her learn words, understand language and build 
conversation.

l Family meals are an important “protective factor” in the lives 
of children and teenagers. Sharing family meals is associated 
with improved child well-being, decreased risk of substance use or 
delinquency, heightened personal and social well-being, and better 
academic performance.

Slide 14 
Benefits of Sharing Family Meals – For Health
Family health is another great benefit of sharing family meals. Families 
who regularly eat together tend to be more healthful in their eating habits 
and health outcomes. For example, some of the benefits that affect family 
health through sharing family meals are:
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l Family meals furnish a meaningful opportunity to provide a role model 
for healthful eating. Parents and other adults can demonstrate eating 
moderate portion sizes, tasting new foods or stopping eating when full. 
Additionally, they can use family mealtimes to encourage courtesy and 
other social manners valued in society.

l Family meals are associated with improved dietary intake among 
family members. For example, several large studies have shown regular 
family meals are strongly associated with increased consumption of 
fruits, vegetables, grains and other healthful food choices. Fried or fatty 
foods, soft drinks or other less healthy food choices are linked with a 
reduced consumption due to family meals.

l Recent research suggests family meals are associated with a reduced 
risk of obesity in children and adolescents.

Slide 15 
Make Family Meals a Priority
Mary Story and Dianne Neumark-Sztainer, two well-known researchers on 
family meals, make the case that family meals really do matter and bestow 
a whole range of benefits on family members. They advocate the following:

“Families should be encouraged to make the family meal more of a 
priority and to try to have at least four family meals per week. It is often 
easiest for families to eat dinner together but other mealtimes work as 
well. Meals can be simple with shared mealtime responsibility among 
family members. Teaching children the enjoyment of cooking and having 
them involved in mealtime preparation develops skills they can use for a 
lifetime. Shared meals can also be extended to friends and neighbors to 
build a stronger sense of community and help with meal preparation … . 
Regular family meals are key components of family life that may make a 
difference in the lives of children and parents.” (Story, M., and Neumark-
Sztainer, D. A perspective on family meals: Do they matter? Nutrition 
Today, 40(6), 261-266; 2005.)

Slide 16 
Key Concept – Five Approaches to Creating Family Meal 
Memories
Question for Discussion: 

l If you could create a “menu of family memories” connected to 
family meals, what would you do? 

Give time for participants to think and answer the question.

The idea of making family meals memorable is about adding “a little bit 
extra” to the family meal experience, “spicing it up” so memories are 
created among family members. The remainder of this lesson suggests 
a few creative approaches to making family meals more memorable for 
every family member. 
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Slide 17 
Approach 1 – Focus on the Special Holiday Meal
Holidays are a special time to gather as a family. Holidays are strongly 
linked with family, food and traditions. One way to make memories is to 
focus on the holiday(s) special to your family. 

Questions for Discussion: 

l What holidays are important to your family? 

l What traditional meals do you prepare? 

l What would you like to start? 

Give time for participants to think and answer the questions.

l First, identify some holidays or special days that are important or unique 
to your family. An example might be a special day that you remember 
the passing of a loved one, or other meaningful holidays (Thanksgiving, 
Easter, Kwanzaa, Hanukkah, Cinco de Mayo, etc.). Be open to different 
cultural traditions. 

l Think about a special, traditional meal or dish that might be prepared 
regularly as part of this holiday celebration in your family. Some 
traditional meals are unleavened bread at Passover, making treats for 
others or preparing a holiday turkey. It can be any traditional or special 
dish that fits with the meal and your family’s celebration of the holiday. 
Be creative! 

l Explore some questions that can help you “make a tradition” with 
your meal: Who plans and prepares the meal? When and how is the 
meal served? Who is present? What kind of food is served? What 
is discussed? How is everyone seated? Planning the “little touches” 
such as this as part of a meal can help make it feel more special and 
memorable, although families should be flexible in their expectations.

Slide 18 
Approach 2 – Create a Regular “Meal Tradition”
Creating a regular “meal tradition” that is meaningful and works for your 
family can help create memories. A regular meal tradition can be a simple 
meal at a regular time, a specific activity at special meals or a specific 
theme for the meal. The key to a regular “meal tradition” is to have it at 
the same time and place (regular), done consistently (reliable), and have 
the same food or activity at the meal (routine). Consider the following 
examples:

l For your family or others, have a taco bar on Tuesday each week for 
“Taco Tuesday.” Turn dinner into breakfast and make pancakes on 
Sunday night once or twice a month – quick, easy and memorable. You 
can experiment with different recipes, toppings or ingredients to keep it 
fun and varied.

l Get together at the home of grandparents or other family members on 
a specific night for potatoes and roast beef or another meal that has 
become a “family favorite.” 
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l Establishing a regular “meal tradition” and sticking to it is perhaps the 
most consistent way to create lasting memories associated with your 
family meals. 

Question for Discussion: 

l What are some meal ideas that would work in your family?

Slide 19 
Approach 3 – Make a Family Dinner Unique
Another way to create memories is to focus on making your family meal 
experience unique. We often remember things that are new or unusual, 
and we have heard that “variety is the spice of life.” So why not create a 
unique meal for your family? You can use the following ideas to make a 
unique meal:

l Vary the place of the meal – get everything ready and then eat in a tree 
house or your backyard, or take it to a local park. Bring a blanket with 
you to the park to sit on and enjoy your meal. Varying the scenery every 
now and then is a good way to “spice up” your meal.

l Vary the type of food – have everyone “think small” and bring hors 
d’oeuvres to share for dinner, or try making some new ethnic dishes 
(Thai food, Mexican food or all seafood). You could have a “soup and 
salad night” or a pie-tasting contest with several kinds of pies. The point 
is to vary the experience and have fun in the process.

l Change roles with meal preparation – if one person usually cooks, have 
other family members take that role for a meal.

l Recognize a particular family member – celebrate someone’s birthday 
and have each person around the table share one positive thing 
about that individual. Put a “special plate” out for the person you are 
recognizing due to a birthday, graduation or just for the fun of it.

Slide 20 
Approach 4 – Get Everyone Involved at the Family Table
Family meals become more memorable when you get everybody involved 
at the family table. Our memories are associated with our experiences. 
Thus, the more you can get individuals involved with a family meal, 
the more likely the family will be to create a specific memory for family 
members. This can be accomplished in a variety of ways, such as playing 
games or talking about how each person’s day went.

Question to Ask: 

l Has anyone played a certain game or shared in a particular 
way at the dinner table? If so, how did this go and what did 
you do? 

Consider the following ideas: 

l Have every person share the favorite thing that happened to him or her 
that day. Do this once or twice a week. Allow individuals to take turns 
and encourage questions. 
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l Come up with a “question of the night” for everyone to share ideas 
about, such as: “Where would be a great place to go on a family 
vacation?”

l Play a game that all can participate in and enjoy. It might be a “20 
questions” game where one person thinks of a place, animal or person 
and others try to guess the answer with 20 “yes/no” questions. It might 
be a game of charades or a word game. 

Whether it is word games or other activities, playing games or doing other 
things that allow you to interact in a fun and engaging manner at the family 
table offers a great opportunity for creating family memories. 

Slide 21 
Approach 5 – Share a Family Memory Night
Sometimes we hurry meals with each other, but you can plan ahead to 
have a night that is focused on sharing a family memory or story. 

Question for Discussion: 

l Do you have any ideas for specific stories or memories that 
could be shared at the family meal? 

Give time for participants to think and answer the question.

l Create a family memory night! If you are trying to create memories, start 
with the ones that you already have. For example: 

l Plan a family dinner that is focused on sharing a family memory or story. 

l Ask a grandparent or other family member to share three or four specific 
stories from his or her life experience. If possible, record the stories told 
and begin putting together a book of family memories. Continue this as 
a way to start a family member’s history. 

l Ask all family members to share one story or memory about a specific 
subject: working with grandpa, learning to swim, a favorite food, going 
to school for the first time, etc. Again, record the experiences and use 
them to put together a memory book. 

l We can use the natural time available to us as family members during 
meals together to share experiences from our lives. Slow down, savor 
time together and spend 20 or 30 minutes sharing family stories. Doing 
this once or twice a week can quickly begin a family memory project. 

Slide 22 
A Menu of Family Meal Tips
In addition to creative ideas for making family meals memorable, numerous 
other practical tips can be useful in enhancing your family meals. Consider 
the following tips as you share family meals:

l Try to make family meals a priority.

l Aim for at least four to five shared meals a week if possible in your 
situation.

l Strive to make mealtimes pleasurable, enjoyable and engaging.

l Keep meal preparation simple, easy and nutritious.
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A Menu of Family Meal Tips
l Consider these other practical tips for enhancing family meals:

l Be flexible with the time or place of meals.

l Teach children to cook and be involved with meal preparation.

l Create a relaxed setting for meals (clear nonfood items from the area, 
turn off the TV, don’t answer the phone).

l Socialize and avoid topics likely to lead to conflict.

l Refrain from correcting children constantly at the table. Instead, have a 
special meal once a month where everyone brings his/her best manners 
and new manners are introduced. Make the learning fun. 

Slide 24 
Goal Setting Activity – Family Mealtime Goal
Space is available on each participant’s handout to write down family goals 
related to mealtime. 

Question to Ask: 

l What are one to two goals that you can pursue to increase the 
amount of shared meals in your home each week?

Encourage each participant to think about and list at least one to two goals 
for his/her family to increase the amount of shared family meals each 
week. 

Remember that each family is different, so pick attainable goals that will 
work for your family. Write down today’s date by each of the goals. Check 
your goal progress in a month to see how your family is doing. As you 
reach your family goals, then set some new goals! 

Slide 25 
Question and Answer Time
Allow time for participants to ask any questions they may have and also 
share responses or ideas with each other. 

Slide 26 
Lesson Evaluation
Have participants fill out and turn in the lesson evaluation. 

The NDSU Extension Service does not endorse commercial products or companies even though reference may be made to tradenames, trademarks or service names. NDSU encourages you to use 
and share this content, but please do so under the conditions of our Creative Commons license. You may copy, distribute, transmit and adapt this work as long as you give full attribution, don’t use the 
work for commercial purposes and share your resulting work similarly. For more information, visit www.ag.ndsu.edu/agcomm/creative-commons.

County commissions, North Dakota State University and U.S. Department of Agriculture cooperating. NDSU does not discriminate in its programs and activities on the basis of age, color, gender ex-
pression/identity, genetic information, marital status, national origin, participation in lawful off-campus activity, physical or mental disability, pregnancy, public assistance status, race, religion, sex, sexual 
orientation, spousal relationship to current employee, or veteran status, as applicable. Direct inquiries to Vice Provost for Title IX/ADA Coordinator, Old Main 201, NDSU Main Campus, 701-231-7708, 
ndsu.eoaa@ndsu.edu. This publication will be made available in alternative formats for people with disabilities upon request, 701-231-7881.

Making Memories With Family Meals      •      11      •      www.ag.ndsu.edu


