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Abstract: Globally, mealtimes provide key insights into cultural and social values and practices. We examine mealtime
environments and eating practices in two different African settings using quantitative observational and questionnaire data.
Participating families (N = 80) were recruited from two rural locations in Zambia and Kenya. Results following descriptive
analysis showed that meals are typically taken as a family in a sociable context, providing opportunities to nurture children’s
positive behaviours. In both communities, mothers (71.25%) were most likely to be present and typically prepared meals
and provided the food. We observed a few distractions being used during mealtimes, and children finished their food with
little to no conflict. Plate sharing varied across the two sites and was more common in Zambia, where we also observed
more traditional practices such as eating with hands (as opposed to cutlery) and sitting on mats on the ground (as opposed
to seated on chairs or sofas). Overall, our findings suggest more similarities in the cultural and social values across the
two African contexts despite slight differences in mealtime practices. In particular, positive mealtime behaviours (little
food refusal, lack of conflict) were common across all contexts, regardless of the extent to which traditional practices
(such as plate-sharing and sitting on the floor) were used. Findings align with Family Systems theory, which states that the
family is understood best by conceptualizing it as a complex, dynamic, and changing collection of parts, subsystems, and

family members.
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Introduction

The food we choose to eat, and the way mealtimes are
conducted, are shaped by our cultural and social values.
These values can influence mealtime environments and
eating practices over and above socio-economic factors
such as income and level of education (Johnstone &
Longhurst, 2012; Rozin, 2007; Sproesser et al., 2022).
From shaping food preferences and perceptions of which
foods are healthy, cultural dynamics dictate what food is
eaten, when it is eaten, and how it is prepared (Larson &
Story, 2009; Evans et al., 2011; Ayala et al., 2008; Evans
& Rodger, 2008; Mingay et al., 2021). The current study
aimed to characterise mealtime experiences and explore
parent and child feeding and eating behaviours, guided by
the Family Systems theory (Herrera-Pastor et al., 2019),
which states that the family is understood best by concep-
tualizing it as a complex, dynamic, and changing collection
of parts, subsystems, and family members. One of the core
principles of Family Systems Theory is the building and
strengthening of informal support networks and the pro-
vision of supports and resources in a flexible, responsive,
and individualised manner to meet the changing needs
of families.

Parenting and meals
Parents and other caregivers are typically responsible
for providing, preparing, and serving food in the family

(Dahl et al., 2023; Studer-Perez, & Musher-Eizenman,
2022; McHale et al., 1995). They also create rules about
food and encourage children to eat (Rhee, 2008), and
their own eating behaviours and parenting practices further
influence the development of children’s eating behaviours
(Scaglioni et al., 2008). Mothers play a major role in
these contexts, since they tend to spend significantly more
time in direct interactions with their children compared to
fathers (McHale et al., 1995). Caregivers not only encour-
age healthy eating but also act as role models and are key
to the development of children’s eating behaviours. Indeed,
eating meals as a family has been linked to improved
dietary quality in children (Larson et al., 2007; Smith
et al.,, 2019). Family mealtimes are often occasions for
fostering togetherness, sharing personal experiences, and
nurturing bonding amongst family members (Larson et al.,
2006; Smith et al., 2019; Fischler, 2011; Tubbs et al.,
2005).

However, as with many other aspects of everyday life,
family mealtimes have been affected by social, cultural,
and lifestyle changes, including the increasing availability
of TVs, smartphones, and other media devices (Hiniker
et al., 2016). Their presence and usage at mealtimes have
been linked to greater distractions and reduced time spent
conversing and communicating during mealtimes (Ferdous
et al., 2017; Hiniker et al., 2016; Wenhold & Harrison,
2018; Feldman et al., 2007). In contrast, the absence of
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such distractions is believed to foster a more positive
mealtime experience and promote stronger social bonds.

Mealtime environment and context

Across the world, eating behaviours are also influenced by
the physical environment (Ball et al., 2006). In addition
to geographical conditions which influence the types of
food available, local infrastructures and family social and
economic resources shape the type and quality of food
purchased (Molina-Garcia et al., 2017). For instance, the
quality of foods available in the home is influenced by
individual shopping behaviours, reliance on non-home
sources for family meals, and food preparation methods
(Kegler et al., 2014). While Latina mothers in the US
indicated that food choices were often driven by economic
factors (Evans et al., 2011), the same study also found
that certain items, such as frozen pizza and noodles, were
chosen for their convenience despite often being more
expensive. This tension between economic constraints and
the value of convenience is likely to be reflected in diverse
global contexts, including rural Africa.

Despite our increasingly global food culture (Adzakor,
2024), local eating behaviours tend to endure because
food has important psychological associations with family
and community. Migrant communities, for example, often
retain food practices from their home culture. A study car-
ried out in the US with Somali migrant parents found that
their current food choices and behaviours were strongly
influenced by their childhood experiences (Trofholz et al.,
2018), a finding supported in other work (e.g., Kelder
et al., 1994). Although food habits are slow to change,
a study in Nigeria indicated that, despite the comforting
and reassuring nature of familiar traditional foods from
childhood, significant changes in food supplies have led
households in many African countries to change their diets
over recent generations (Oluwole et al., 2022).

The sub-Saharan African context

Turning to African contexts, research on eating practices
remains relatively sparse. However, available literature
highlights the cultural importance of food and nutrition.
The use of hands and fingers is known to be more
pronounced in Africa and India (Hegde et al., 2018
Nov). Eating is a social act, and traditions around food
reflect deep cultural and communal values (Osseo-Asare,
2005). Oniang’o et al. (2003) emphasized that African
food habits are deeply embedded in cultural routines,
and any nutrition-based intervention must take into
account these entrenched traditions. Garcia-Navarro et al.
(2022) further highlighted the distinct food traditions
between regions such as Morocco and Senegal, underlining
the diversity within African food culture. Addition-
ally, Wooten (2022) discusses women’s alimentary agency
in rural Mali, underscoring their pivotal role in sustaining
social life through food-related work.

In many low- and middle-income countries (LMICs)
such as Kenya and Zambia, families are increasingly fac-
ing the double burden of malnutrition where undernutrition
and rising rates of overweight and obesity coexist within
the same populations (Mukanu et al., 2023; Popkin et al.,
2020). This shift is driven by a combination of persistent

poverty, food insecurity, and the growing availability of
low-cost, highly processed foods with limited nutritional
value (Barth-Jaeggi et al., 2023; Mbogori et al., 2020). In
Zambia, for example, traditional diets centred on staples
like nshima and locally sourced vegetables and proteins
are increasingly being replaced by cheaper processed alter-
natives, contributing to nutritional shifts that compromise
health outcomes (Mukanu et al., 2022). Similarly, in urban
Kenya, food insecurity remains widespread, with only
19.5% of Nairobi households reported to be food secure,
largely due to reliance on inexpensive, nutrient-poor foods
(Macharia et al., 2018).

While Kenya and Zambia are both LMICs, they rep-
resent diverse cultural and geographic contexts. Kenya,
for instance, is home to a wide range of ethnic groups,
each with its own food-related practices. Studies such
as that by (Mutoro et al., 2020) have begun to explore
the specific feeding behaviours of children in Nairobi’s
low-income areas, highlighting both enduring traditional
practices and new patterns shaped by shifting food envi-
ronments. In contrast, Zambia’s Southern Province (where
Kazungula is located) remains characterised by strong
communal food customs that continue to endure despite
gradual urban influences and economic changes (Kitsuki
& Sakurai, 2023). Nonetheless, both countries are experi-
encing nutritional transitions with significant public health
implications. In Zambia, for example, approximately 25%
of adults are now classified as having overweight or obesity
(Mukanu et al., 2022; Mukanu et al., 2023).

Vulnerabilities

Vulnerable populations, particularly women and children,
are disproportionately affected by these changes. In Kenya,
rising obesity rates are observed alongside persistent
undernutrition, particularly in arid and semi-arid regions
and informal urban settlements (Codjia et al., 2022; Mbo-
gori et al., 2020). Integrated interventions, such as the
Maternal and Child Nutrition Programme (MCNP II),
have been implemented to address these inequalities by
targeting maternal nutrition and food security (Alvarez
etal., 2021; Codjia et al., 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic
further exacerbated these challenges: lockdowns disrupted
supply chains, drove up food prices, and disproportion-
ately affected low-income and female-headed households
(Kunyanga et al., 2023; Tabe-Ojong et al., 2022). Taken
together, these findings highlight the need for context-
specific, culturally grounded strategies that account for
geographic disparities, local food customs, and the socio-
economic pressures that shape eating practices in Kenya,
Zambia, and other LMICs.

Goal of the study

The current study examines mealtime environments and
eating practices in two African settings in order to char-
acterise mealtime experiences in rural African contexts
and provide insights into cultural and social values and
practices. We address six research questions, to examine
the extent to which the following physical, social and
behavioural factors influence the character of mealtimes:
(i) Infrastructure and technology access; (ii) Purchasing
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and preparation practices; (iii) Social makeup (main care-
givers and people present during mealtimes); (iv) Physical
makeup (seating arrangements, utensils used, and plate
sharing); (v) The extent of Mealtime distractions (i.e.,
practices that distract from eating or having mealtime
conversations); (vi) Mealtime behaviours (e.g., the extent
to which caregivers encouraged children to eat, and the
nature of interactions between people).

Methods

Design, participants, and setting

We use mixed methods to explore mealtimes through
questionnaire-based interviews and video observations.
These data were collected as part of a larger study inves-
tigating eating behaviour and language development in
rural Zambia and Kenya (Zeidler et al., 2022). Fami-
lies were recruited from rural areas in Laikipia County,
Kenya, and Kazungula in Livingstone, Zambia’s Southern
Province. Recruitment in both regions followed approvals
by the responsible authorities and committees. In total, 80
families participated in the study: 40 from each location
(see Table | for participant characteristics).

Table 1. Demographic data

Country Ethnic Male Female Mean Total
group age

Kenya  Kikuyu 20 20 5.5 40

Zambia  Tonga 20 20 6 40

In Kenya, participants were drawn from rural commu-
nities with low socioeconomic status located near Nanyuki
in Laikipia County. All children were preschoolers attend-
ing one of two local primary schools and were selected
using purposive sampling. Although some of the children
had mixed ethnic heritage, most were native speakers of
Kikuyu. The Kikuyu represent the largest ethnic group
in Kenya, numbering approximately 8.15 million people,
or about 17% of the national population, according to
the 2019 census Kenya National Bureau of Statistics,
2019 (http://www.knbs.or,ke). Historically, the Kikuyu
have practiced small-scale agriculture, growing crops such
as maize and beans and keeping livestock for their liveli-
hood. Over time, increasing engagement in trade and wage
work has led many Kikuyu to move into Kenya’s middle
and upper socioeconomic classes, often accompanied by
a decline in family size due to economic considerations.
Nevertheless, children are typically raised in socially rich
environments that include siblings, cousins, and peers of
various ages. Preschool education generally begins around
age four, followed by a transition to primary school after
about two years. Outside of school, children frequently
assist with household chores, care for younger siblings,
and help look after domestic animals.

In Zambia, the study involved families with children
aged between 4 and 8 years enrolled in Early Childhood
Development and Education (ECDE) programs. A total of
40 families were selected across four different commu-
nities in Livingstone, Zambia, each representing distinct
demographic and socio-economic settings. The sites were

purposively selected to capture variation in income lev-
els, access to education, and cultural practices, thereby
ensuring diversity and representativeness of the sample.
Within each community, families were chosen in collabo-
ration with local ECDE teachers and community leaders
to include both male- and female-headed households. This
enabled the research team to explore how language use,
child participation during mealtimes, and food allocation
patterns varied across different household structures and
economic conditions. The purposive sampling technique
ensured that the data reflected a broad range of linguistic
and social realities in rural Zambian households.

Data collection
Data was collected through questionnaire-based interviews
and video observations, as described below:

Questionnaires. We used a comprehensive sociodemo-
graphic questionnaire based on the Kenyan Demographics
and Health Survey Tool (https://dhsprogram.com) to col-
lect data about the home infrastructure, including access
to water, the presence of home electricity, TV, radio, and
mobile phones. To contextualize our observations, our
survey also included questions about food-related activ-
ities (e.g., who purchases food, who cooks food in the
home). Research assistants fluent in the local languages
administered the questionnaires during personal visits and
noted all answers.

Video observations. With the families’ permission, the
research team observed three lunch-time meals wherever
they would naturally happen. The first session served to
familiarize participants with the presence of a camera and
was not included in our analyses. The two subsequent
sessions were scheduled for a weekday and a weekend day
to capture a wider range of possible mealtime settings.
On each recording day, local research assistants visited the
families at home and set up the recording equipment in an
unobtrusive place to avoid distractions (e.g., in a corner
of the room). Recordings took place inside the house or
in open spaces, depending on where participants would
typically eat.

In the two settings (Kenya and Zambia), data were
collected for a total of 80 mealtimes (40 families x 2
observations).

Coding

All mealtime conversations and behaviours were tran-
scribed and coded by local assistants who were familiar
with the relevant languages and cultural backgrounds.
Based on (Mutoro et al., 2020) coding scheme for obser-
vations of low-income families in Nairobi, our research
team worked with local teachers and assistants to develop
a culture-sensitive coding scheme for our settings. Our
coding scheme included more general items such as meal-
time setup and seating arrangements (who eats with the
child, are bowls shared), location of the child (e.g., sitting
at table or on floor), and the presence of any distractions
(e.g., radio, TV, animals) as well as specific mealtime
behaviours. Behavioural codes included both children
and caregivers, such as caregivers’ encouragement to eat
(smiling, praising, chatting, singing), prompting to eat,
negativity or use of force, and distraction. Child behaviours
included interest in food, interactions with other children,



http://www.knbs.or,ke
https://dhsprogram.com

56 Mtemeri et al.

child mood, distractibility, and any food refusal. In addi-
tion, the coding scheme also measured overall mealtime
tone and child food intake from foods offered (more
information on our behavioural coding scheme is available
from Zeidler et al., (2022)).

Materials

Data collection was conducted using a combination of
Sony video cameras and Zoom audio recorders. The
video recordings captured mealtime interactions within
families, allowing researchers to observe verbal and
non-verbal communication, food distribution practices,
and child engagement. The Zoom audio recorders were
used to ensure high-quality sound capture, particularly
where background noise could interfere with the video
audio. These recordings were later transcribed and trans-
lated into English to facilitate further linguistic analysis.
The credibility and reliability of the tools were ensured
through pre-testing, including dummy recordings, to find
the best camera positioning and participants’ comfort.
Additionally, research assistants were trained to han-
dle the equipment consistently, maintain confidentiality,
and ensure the natural behaviour of participants during
recording sessions. This careful calibration enhanced the
dependability and validity of the data collected.

Procedure

Ethical considerations and consent

The children in this study were participants in a broader
research project examining how mealtime experiences
influence children’s language development and nutritional
outcomes in Kenya and Zambia (Zeidler et al., 2022).
The study was approved by: the Research Ethics Com-
mittee of the University of the Eastern Africa Baraton
No. UEAB/REC/11/07/2019, Aston University REC/REF
#1547 and University of Zambia No. 2017-July-117, and
a research license was granted by the Kenyan National
Commission for Science, Technology, and Innovation
(NACOSTI/P/21/14376). Given the personal nature of the
study, establishing trust with participating families was
essential. For this reason, data collection in Kenya and
Zambia was conducted in villages where the research team
had previously worked. Early Childhood Development and
Education (ECDE) teachers from schools within the catch-
ment areas contacted families with children aged between
four and seven years and introduced them to the study’s
overall purpose and procedures. Families that expressed
interest were included in a preliminary participant pool,
from which 40 households were randomly selected to
join the project. A local research assistant then reached
out to each of the selected families to explain the study
methods in greater detail and to address any questions.
Written information sheets were provided, and the assis-
tant also read them out in the local language to ensure
comprehension did not depend on participants’ literacy
levels. If families agreed to take part, the assistant then
scheduled convenient times for data collection. For each
part of data collection, participants were provided with
the relevant consent forms, which the assistants read out
in the local language. All participating adults (including
one parent or caregiver per child participant) consented by

either providing initials or a fingerprint on the forms. The
study was also explained to children, and what they would
be asked to do, and they were then invited to give verbal
assent to participate.

During each data collection session, families were
observed in their natural home environments while sharing
a meal. The process was designed to be as unobtrusive as
possible to minimize participant discomfort or behavioural
changes due to observation. Respect for privacy and cul-
tural sensitivity were prioritized throughout the process.
All recordings and transcripts were anonymized to protect
participant identities, and participants were assured that
the data would be used solely for research and educa-
tional purposes.

Data analysis

A separate descriptive analysis was conducted for each
setting to examine mealtime infrastructure and facilities,
food purchasing and preparation practices, social compo-
sition, physical arrangements, potential distractions, and
mealtime behaviours. This approach provides a compre-
hensive overview of the variables and allows assessment
of whether the research design is balanced and sufficiently
robust (Shreffler & Huecker, 2023)

Results

Each of our research questions is addressed below by
examining the extent to which each of these six physical,
social, and behavioural factors influences the character
of mealtimes.

Infrastructure and technology access

All families indicated they had access to drinking water via
a communal bore hole. In Laikipia, more homes had access
to electricity compared to homes in Kazungula, which is
also reflected in the larger number of families owning a
television or radio (see Table 2).

Table 2. Number of homes with access to electric-
ity and communicative technology in Laikipia and
Kazungula

Type of Laikipia  Kazungula
infrastructure (N =40) (N =40)
Electricity 30 19
(mains/private solar)
Television 29 16
Radio 34 21
Mobile Phone 19 17

Purchasing and preparation practices

In Laikipia, the mother (13) was most commonly identified
as the food provider, then fathers (11) and great grand-
mothers, grandmothers, and grandfathers (10). There were
also occasions where food provision was described as a
shared responsibility between caregivers (6).

In Kazungula, food provision was mostly associated
with the father (21), then the mother (10), and great-
grandmothers, grandmothers, and grandfathers (6). Food
provision as shared responsibility was identified in 3 cases.
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In both settings, mothers were predominantly respon-
sible for preparing or cooking food (32 of 40 families in
Laikipia and 24 of 40 families in Kazungula). Grandmoth-
ers were the second most common group to be responsible
for food preparation (8 in Laikipia and 6 in Kazungula).
Fathers were never listed as the person to prepare or cook
food in either area, suggesting that this responsibility is not
typically assigned to males. Food preparation or cooking
as a shared responsibility among multiple female family
members was seen in 9 instances in Kazungula but not
observed at all in Laikipia.

Social makeup: main caregivers and people present
during mealtimes

In both locations, mothers were most frequently described
as the main caregiver (in 30 of 40 families in Laikipia,
and 27 of 40 families in Kazungula), followed by grand-
mothers or great-grandmothers (8 families in Laikipia, and
7 families in Kazungula). Fathers were only identified as
the main caregiver in 2 families in Laikipia and 4 families
in Kazungula.

During mealtimes, between 1-6 people in Laikipia and
0-6 people in Kazungula were present alongside the target
child during mealtimes. In both communities, the modal
number of other people present during mealtimes was 2.

A total of 132 different children were present within
the 80 recordings in Laikipia (2 recordings for each fam-
ily), and 143 different children were present within the 80
recordings in Kazungula.

Apart from other children, adult females (including
mothers, grandmothers, sisters, aunts, cousins, and neigh-
bours) were the most common group to sit with the target
child at mealtimes. Across 80 recordings per country, a
total of 88 adult females sat with children in Laikipia and
51 sat with children in Kazungula. Comparatively, adult
males (including fathers, grandfathers, brothers, cousins,
uncles, and neighbours) were much less likely to sit with
the target child, with only 8 cases observed in Laikipia and
23 in Kazungula.

Physical makeup: seating arrangements, utensils used,
and plate sharing

Table 3 shows that children and their caregivers in Laikipia
were most likely to be seated on a sofa or chair with a low
table during mealtimes. In Kazungula, children were more
likely to sit on the floor, whilst caregivers were most likely
to sit on a sofa or chair with a low table. In Kazungula,
caregiver presence during mealtime observations was less
frequent (see Table 3).

As indicated in Table 4 below, the most common
utensil used in Laikipia was the spoon. In Kazungula,
children were observed using their hands to eat meals.
There were a few cases in Laikipia where children used
a combination of spoon and hands, but there were no
instances of combined utensil use observed in Kazungula.

Plate sharing was rarely observed in Laikipia; plate
sharing was observed a total of 29 times in Kazungula
(Table 5).

Distractions during mealtimes

In both communities, distractions during mealtimes were
not frequent (occurring in approximately 1 in 4 meal-
times). Distractors were coded as: TV, radio, and other;
and the most prevalent distractor in both communities
was ‘other activities’, including playing, singing, dancing,
mobile phone calls, reading, and animals passing by. These
types of distractions were observed 15 times in Laikipia
and 6 times in Kazungula. The most frequent example of
‘other activities’ in Laikipia was singing, and in Kazun-
gula, it was playing football or listening to the radio. There
were no instances of radios as a potential distraction in
Laikipia. TVs were running on 5 occasions when children
were eating in both Laikipia and Kazungula.

Mealtime behaviours

As shown in Table 6, interactions during mealtimes were
generally neutral and calm in both locations, with children
most often rarely or never being distracted or refusing
food. Caregiver encouragement to eat was average to
high across the two sites, and caregiver negativity and
distraction were low (modal response = not at all). Rates
of food refusal were very low in both communities, with
only 4 children sometimes displaying any instances of
food refusal.

Discussion

The aim of the current study was to gain insight into the
mealtime environment and behaviours of two rural African
communities using questionnaire-based interviews and
observations of mealtimes with children. In line with
previous findings (Hatch & Posel, 2018), our data indicate
that the mother was the main (but often not the only)
caregiver in both communities. Previous research has
underlined the unique role of females in preparing food
(Wooten, 2022; McHale et al., 1995). In our study, many
mothers in Laikipia were also responsible for providing
it. In Kazungula, whilst the mother was most commonly
in charge of preparing the food, it was the father who
most commonly purchased the food. Interestingly, fathers
and grandfathers were identified as the people who bought
food for the children in both communities. However, they
were never identified as preparing the food, which was
typically done by mothers, grandmothers, and other female
family members. These findings are consistent with the
Family Systems theory, in which family cohesion and
interconnectedness, with every member playing their role,
are central to the healthy functionality of the family.

In both communities, adult females were also more
often present during mealtimes compared to their male
counterparts, and were more often responsible for provid-
ing, preparing, or supervising meals. In both locations, it
was women who tended to have the leading role in shaping
mealtime dynamics and fostering social connections at
mealtimes. While this resonates with previous findings
about cultural norms within our respective societies, our
data also shows that gender roles are perhaps starting to
change (Bray & Dawes, 2016). In Kazungula, fathers were
in charge of providing (although not preparing) food, and
in both settings, they sometimes assumed caregiving roles
during meals.
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Table 3. Summary of observed locations of child and caregiver during

mealtimes in Laikipia and Kazungula

Location Number of observations
Laikipia (V= 80) Kazungula (N = 80)
Child Caregiver Child Caregiver
Floor/Ground/Mat 4 2 60 24
Sofa/Chair (no table) 7 15 0 3
Sofa/Chair with low table 69 62 16 30
Chair at high table 0 0 3 0
Other 0 ] ** 1* 23k

Note. *child sitting on a stone, **no caregiver present.

Table 4. Utensils used by children in Laikipia and
Kazungula during mealtime observations

Frequency

Laikipia (V= 80) Kazungula (N = 80)

Utensils

Hands 23

Spoon 54
Both 3

75
5
0

Table 5. Frequency of people sharing a plate with the target child in Laikipia and Kazungula

No. of other people sharing plate Frequency (N = 80 observations per site)

Laikipia Kazungula
0 79 51
1 0 7
2 0 10
3 0 3
4 0 4
5 1 3
6 0 2

Table 6. Behaviours shown during mealtimes in Laikipia and Kazungula

Behaviour Modal response
Laikipia Kazungula
Child interested in food Moderately interested Neutral
Mood of interactions involving children Neutral interactions ~ Neutral interactions
Child’s mood Neutral/Calm Neutral/Calm
Child distracted Rarely Not at all
Child refusing food Rarely Not at all
Caregiver encouragement (smiling, praising, chatting, singing) Most of the time Sometimes
Caregiver prompting child to eat Rarely Sometimes
Caregiver negativity (threats, use of force) Not at all Not at all
Caregiver distracted Rarely Not at all

Given the importance of family mealtimes as a pro-
tective barrier against obesity and a wide range of eating
disorders in Western countries (Rhee, 2008; Fischler,
2011; Neumark-Sztainer et al., 2008), more research on
local eating behaviours in Low-and Middle-Income Coun-
tries (LMIC) seems crucial to counter the recent surge

in metabolic disorders (Ford et al., 2017; Noubiap et al.,
2022). If findings from LMICs confirm that a higher
frequency of family meals is related to eating more nutri-
tious food (Larson & Story, 2009), this could provide an
important starting point for future interventions. Whilst
further research is needed to pinpoint the effects of family



EATING HABITS 59

meals on children in rural African contexts, it is promising
to see that family mealtimes are commonplace in these
communities. In Kazungula, a larger proportion of adult
caregivers were absent from mealtimes, and those who
were present often sat in a different location from their
child. While research from Western countries has under-
lined the important role of adult caregivers for modelling
and shaping future dietary habits (Larson & Story, 2009)
and influencing children’s recollections of meals and the
food they were served (Trofholz et al., 2018), very little
is known about their impact in Zambian and Kenyan
communities. Given the frequent presence of older siblings
and other relatives in children’s lives, future research
should pay close attention to the role of other caregivers to
understand how family mealtimes shape children’s eating
behaviours in these communities.

Overall, our observations highlight striking similari-
ties in mealtime behaviour across the two rural African
communities. However, there were differences in some
mealtime practices. For instance, children in Laikipia were
most likely found sitting on a sofa or chair with a low
table, and children in Kazungula were most likely sitting
on the floor. While these differences could be explained
by local temperatures, which make sitting on the floor
less comfortable in Laikipia (with an annual average of
17°C, Laikipia is slightly cooler than Kazungula with an
annual average of 22°C), they could also point to the
impact of globalization. Along the same lines, children in
Laikipia also preferred to use spoons or a combination of
spoons and hands, whilst children in Kazungula preferred
the use of their hands, and we found a striking difference
in plate-sharing habits between the two communities. In
Laikipia, there was only 1 instance of children sharing
their plates. In contrast, 29 children from Kazungula (36%)
were observed to share their plates or bowls, suggesting
a more communal eating experience and emphasizing
the importance of shared meals and social connections.
Traditionally, using hands and sharing bowls was very
common across Laikipia as well—and still is in several
other communities (Osseo-Asare, 2005). Our observation
might therefore indeed point to changes introduced during
colonization and—more recently—the effects of globaliza-
tion. Capturing these changes and mapping their effects
would be another important area for future work.

Implications for research and practice

Despite these visible differences, most behaviours dis-
played by children and caregivers were strikingly similar
across the two communities. Distractions during meal-
times were rare, and the television or radio were hardly
ever diverting attention from food. This is a stark differ-
ence to the global North, and the US in particular, where
over 60% of families and adolescents reported watching
television during mealtimes (Feldman et al., 2007; Ferdous
et al., 2017). Given that the presence of technology during
mealtimes has been linked with poorer diet quality, obesity,
and less family bonding (Feldman et al., 2007; Kegler
et al., 2014; Ferdous et al., 2017; Wenhold & Harri-
son, 2018; Trotholz et al., 2018), the reported lack of
media distractors in our communities is a positive finding,

facilitating the development of social bonds and commu-
nication at mealtimes. Raising awareness of the benefits of
mealtimes that focus on family interaction without tech-
nological distractions is important, so communities can
work together to maintain these advantages as technology
becomes more accessible in rural communities.

In both communities, mealtimes were characterized by
high levels of parental encouragement and low levels of
negativity (i.e., little to no threats/use of force), and the
overall mood was generally neutral. Previous research has
found that a negative atmosphere is predictive of fussy
eating (Powell et al., 2017; Finnane et al., 2017), childhood
obesity (Ramasubramanian et al., 2013), and consumption
of calorically-dense foods (Renzaho et al., 2014). Positive
mealtime experiences, on the other hand, seem to support
the intake of nutritious food and less reliance on unhealthy
weight control behaviours (Furness et al., 2023; Knobl
et al., 2022). Similarly, supportive and responsive par-
enting behaviours during mealtimes have been linked to
healthier child eating behaviours and social connections
(Powell et al., 2011; Powell et al., 2017). Food refusal was
a rare occurrence in both locations. Unlike their Western
peers (Dovey et al., 2008), children in our communities
rarely complained or refused to eat food they had been
given. This was likely due to both Kenya and Zambia
having many regions which are regularly experience food
insecurity (Kitsuki & Sakurai, 2023; Korir et al., 2021).
Ensuring that children eat whatever—and whenever—food
is available is therefore much more important. Indeed,
force-feeding has been reported to remain a common prac-
tice in many parts of sub-Saharan Africa (Mutoro et al.,
2020), but was not observed at all in our study. Higher
levels of food insecurity may explain why food refusal was
rarely observed. These findings underscore the importance
of recognising and supporting culturally grounded meal-
time practices that foster healthy eating behaviours and
positive developmental outcomes, especially in the context
of shifting food environments.

Limitations and future research

Strengths of this study include the ability to capture
mealtimes in their natural setting and the provision of
rich, contextual data. We recruited a large sample size for
an observational study, and this reduced the risk of bias
from questionnaire studies. While the project was carried
out in collaboration with local researchers, expectations
typical of the Global North may have shaped the original
coding schemes available to utilise from published work.
To mitigate these effects, our team includes a majority of
African academics familiar with the settings who worked
closely with local research assistants who guided the
development of our coding schemes and played a crucial
role in interpreting our data.

Despite our best efforts to capture typical mealtimes,
the presence of video cameras may have caused families
to behave differently. We opted for lunchtime recordings
in order to minimize our impact on families’ privacy and
ensure the safety of our local assistants by avoiding night-
time travels. However, dinnertimes may yield much richer,
and perhaps even entirely different, data. Methods that
capture a variety of mealtimes throughout the day without
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compromising participants’ privacy or safety would be an
important asset for future research and help to paint a more
holistic picture of mealtimes in these communities.

Conclusions

Overall, this study highlights the important role of meal-
times in these African communities as an opportunity to
bring the family together for a positive and sociable expe-
rience. We found that females, especially mothers, played
a central role during the mealtime itself, and fathers’
main contribution was usually as the food provider. It
was striking that there were very few distractions during
mealtimes as compared to mealtimes in the Global North,
where technology often shapes mealtime interactions and
limits communication. It was notable that cultural practices
differed between the communities, and less-traditional
practices such as using cutlery or chairs were observed
in the community closer to an urban centre. Nevertheless,
these practices did not detract from the overall social
nature of mealtime interactions, and children in both
contexts ate and finished their food with very little con-
flict. As the availability of mass-produced foods extends
beyond urban centres into rural communities, our char-
acterisation of mealtimes in these two communities will
form part of the vital groundwork needed for developing
culturally-sensitive mitigations against the double-burden
of malnutrition and obesity.
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