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Abstract 

  There is little research examining the impact of divorce on children’s experiences of food 

and eating. This is surprising considering the high rates of divorce in Canada, 50% of which 

involve children, and current concerns about children’s health and weight. The purpose of this 

project was to explore how divorce and spending time in two households affects teenagers’ eating 

practices, the social and cultural meanings they associate with food and eating, and their 

identities. Situated in the childhood studies literature, this study acknowledged teenagers’ agency 

and competence by engaging them in photo-elicited, open-ended interviews. Nine teenagers 

between the ages of 11-17 were recruited and participated in individual interviews that ranged 

from 55 to 120 minutes in duration. I used inductive qualitative techniques to code and analyze 

the data. The findings show that teenagers from divorced families who split their time between 

two homes must negotiate and adapt to new food cultures in each of their homes. Rules around 

the types of, and access to certain foods changed between homes as did the expectations around 

dinnertime, eating together, and food preparation responsibilities. The rules and expectations of 

the teenagers changed as parents re-married and as new stepsiblings and half-siblings joined the 

family. The participants were active agents in each home, often deciding to comply with the rules 

and expectations but also exerting power and control, for example, by withholding mealtime 

conversation. The participants were aware of hegemonic ideals of the family and the family meal 

and worked to protect the image of their parents and families. This study shows that divorce 

influences social and cultural aspects of food and eating for teenagers. The findings can help 

inform public health strategies and best practice of clinicians, such as dietitians, counsellors, and 

doctors. It can also add to the limited body of research on the topic in childhood studies and food 

studies. 
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Prologue 

 

When I first came to graduate school, I never imagined that divorce would be the topic of my 

master’s thesis, especially food in the context of divorce. This changed during the first semester 

of my graduate degree in a Sociology of Food course. As the students were talking about 

influences on food choice, one described how she had two very different experiences at each of 

her homes as a result of divorce. She spoke about the different food cultures in each home and her 

use of power to influence what was purchased. I first contemplated researching the role of divorce 

in teens’ food experiences and eating practices while listening to this student. 

 As a child of divorce, I experienced very different food environments after my parents 

split up when I was 8 years old. I had not given the topic much thought since my teenage and 

early adult years, and was surprised at the intensity of my emotional reaction when I thought back 

to my own experiences. I had vivid recollections of the food practices in my homes and decided 

that if I am still affected by these memories at 35 years of age, then there must be a place for 

understanding food in relation to divorce. As I discuss throughout my thesis, food is strongly 

linked to family, our identities, and our emotions, and it is for these reasons that I decided to 

embark on a project that aims to better understand how divorce influences teenagers’ food and 

eating practices. 

When I started my thesis, I was not sure if I would intertwine my story with those of my 

participants. When I finished the data collection, I realized that my participants’ stories were rich 

and insightful and I did not want to overshadow them with my own experience. However, as my 

thesis writing draws to an end, I recognize that this thesis is also my story. While the anecdotes 

are not my own, some of the chapters I chose to write about are a direct reflection of my 

experience and I recognize that each one of my participant’s stories represents a piece of me. 
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My intention for this prologue was to write about my own story of food and divorce. And 

while I have written my story of how divorce impacted my food experiences, now that I am in the 

final stages of my thesis writing, I have decided not to include it here. I feel it is sufficient to let 

my readers know that this thesis comes from a very deep and emotional place for me, and I have 

taken a reflexive stance that recognizes that this study is a result of both my own and my 

participants’ experiences.  

While the teenagers I interviewed are not likely aware of the impact they had on me 

personally, I would like to thank them for giving me the courage and the opportunity to reflect 

and understand my own experience. Throughout the interviews, memories of my own experiences 

surfaced, ones that I had buried or had not been able to explain. Although my thesis is coming to 

an end, my journey is far from complete. Hearing my participants’ stories has not only provided 

me with the chance to work through my own past, but also they have given me comfort in 

knowing that I am not alone in my experience. 

In closing, I hope that my thesis will open the doors to further research on a topic that is 

almost invisible in the academic food studies literature and that it may help parents, children, 

teens, and professionals understand that food is much more than a commodity to be consumed. It 

is a part of our identities, it is a powerful symbol of family and inclusion, and it is a means of 

power and control in a situation where teenagers may feel powerless.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Problem Statement 

Divorce is a time of change; regardless of its impact on children, it is a time when new 

relationships must be formed and old ones may need to be revised (Smart, Neale, & Wade, 2001). 

According to Smart and Neale (1999), “the experience of living in post-divorce families forms a 

fluid backdrop against which parents are continually evaluating (and then negotiating, adjusting 

or changing) their parenting practices, identities and relationships” (p. 85). Children must also 

negotiate and adjust their practices and identities to the changing circumstances of divorce. For 

some children, divorce can be an emotional, stressful, and tumultuous experience; the impact of 

divorce on children may be short-lived or may persist throughout their lives, depending on a 

number of variables (Amato, 2000; Moxnes, 2003). While divorce can be a challenging 

experience for some children, others consider it a positive experience (Robinson, Butler, Scalan, 

Douglas, & Murch, 2003; Smart et al., 2001). However, the complexity and fluidity of post-

divorce families defies a simple dichotomization of divorce as a “good” or “bad” experience for 

children (Smart et al., 2001). 

In Canada, the structure of the family is changing and divorce and separation are key 

variables that influence this change (The Vanier Institute of the Family, 2010). Canadian statistics 

show that 50% of divorces and 60% of separations involve children and this number may increase 

with the projected increase in divorce rates (The Vanier Institute of the Family, 2010). While 

psychological and sociological research has started to investigate the impacts of divorce from 

young people’s perspectives, no studies have addressed how living in two families can impact 

teenagers’ eating practices. 
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It is important to explore the connection between divorce and teenagers’ food practices 

because food practices are inextricably linked to the family and to individual identities. The 

family is a key site where children and teenagers learn and practice healthy eating habits 

(Chapman & MacLean, 1993; Harrison & Jackson, 2009; Story, Neumark-Szainer, & French, 

2002), and from a very young age, children are taught about their family’s culture, values, beliefs, 

and attitudes through food (Lupton, 1996; Parraga, 1990). Food becomes a means for being a 

member of the family, it can represent love and care, and it is often seen as central to upholding 

the hegemonic family (Charles & Kerr, 1988; DeVault, 1991; James, Curtis, & Ellis, 2009; 

Lupton, 1996). The image of the “family meal” – with two heterosexual parents and their children 

sitting around a table eating homemade food – has gained iconic status in its representation of “an 

ideal form of social behaviour” (Wilk, 2010, p. 434). However, these images are not accurate 

representations of contemporary family life as they ignore the multiple and varied structures of 

families and their eating practices as well as the tension and conflict that can arise from creating 

and participating in family meals. 

While food and eating can represent love, care, and family, they are also important to the 

expression and formation of individual identities (Valentine, 1999), and teenagers may use food 

as a form of control or power, or as a way of participating in, or rebelling against, family 

(Brannen, Dodd, Oakley, & Storey, 1994; James et al., 2009; Lupton, 1996). Despite research 

highlighting the connection between food, family, and identities, and considering the fluid nature 

of divorce, no research exists that explores how divorce, and the resulting changes in family 

context, affects the meanings and experiences of teenagers’ food practices. 

Food choice and eating practices are multidimensional and cannot be studied in isolation 

from each other (Raine, 2005). Eating practices are influenced by individual factors such as 

biology, psychology, preference, and knowledge as well as collective factors such as family, 
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peers, food availability, media, policy, economics, and the social and cultural context (Raine, 

2005; Story et al., 2002). While I recognize the influence and the interrelationship between the 

aforementioned factors, for the purpose of my study I will be paying particular focus to the social 

and cultural influences. These influences are often “invisible to us” but are important for 

understanding everyday lives (Raine, 2005, p. S11). It is my hope that a focus on the sociocultural 

factors will provide rich insights into the food and eating experiences of teenagers living in split 

families.   

Purpose 

This study seeks to understand teenagers’ food and eating experiences when splitting 

their time between two households as a result of divorce. It also aims to explore whether, or how, 

the social and cultural meanings teenagers associate with food and food practices are affected by 

divorce.  

Research Question 

What are the food-related experiences of teenagers who move between two homes post-

divorce?  

Significance of the Study 

This study comes at a time when concern about rising rates of childhood overweight and 

obesity has called public health attention to the health of children and teenagers, particularly their 

eating and physical activity patterns. This concern is supported by statistics which show that 

teenagers are eating higher quantities of “other foods” that are high in fat, sugar, and sodium; they 

are not meeting the minimum recommendation for fruit and vegetables; and they are skipping 

breakfast (Statistics Canada, 2004). However, despite Canada’s stated commitment to improving 
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the health of teenagers (Public Health Agency of Canada, 1999), it is surprising that there is so 

little research examining how a frequent occurrence such as divorce impacts eating practices. 

This study will not only give teenagers the opportunity to discuss their eating practices as a result 

of living in two households, but also to analyze the deeper social and cultural meanings that teens 

attribute to food and eating experiences. The information gained from this study could help guide 

best practice for individual nutrition needs, medical and psychological counselling, as well as for 

health promotion strategies. It can also add to the limited literature on divorce and food practices 

in childhood studies and food studies.   

Structure of the Thesis 

In chapter 2, I review the existing literature on childhood studies, families, divorce, and 

food, and on the symbolic meanings of food and how these influence identities and eating 

practices. In chapter 3, I review my methodology and methods. The next chapters, chapters 4-7, 

address the results, discussion, and relevant literature for four key themes. I have divided these 

chapters into two sections: the first section on family food culture includes chapter 4 on family 

food rules and chapter 5 on “family meals”. The second section, on “doing family”, includes 

chapter 6 on teenagers’ visible food-work in the household and chapter 7 on teenagers’ invisible 

food-work. Although I have created two sections in my thesis, these categories are not mutually 

exclusive and overlap in many areas. The final chapter, chapter 8, is the conclusion where I will 

review my findings and discuss limitations of my study and implications for practice and future 

research. 

Summary 

 Despite the high prevalence of divorce in Canada and the concern with children and 

teenagers’ health, particularly with respect to overweight and obesity, no qualitative research 



 

 7 

explores the impact of divorce on teenagers’ eating practices. It is important to understand how 

food and family intersect for teenagers in the context of divorce because the changes in family 

structure and teenagers’ identities may be accompanied by changes in food values and practices, 

with implications for teenagers’ nutritional health.  
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

 

 This research project will draw on theory and knowledge from both childhood studies 

and food studies. In this chapter, first I will discuss how the concept of childhood is constructed 

using the paradigmatic approach of childhood studies, which acknowledges children’s agency and 

the importance of including young people as active research participants. Then I will address 

children’s agency within the context of the family, explaining my use of the term “family”. To 

give the reader some background on divorce, I will give a brief overview of children’s 

experiences when the family structure changes and then present the limited research on the 

impact of divorce on children’s and teenagers’ eating practices. The chapter ends with a 

discussion of the deeper meanings associated with food and how these meanings contribute to 

identities. 

Constructions of Childhood 

 Research and policy about young people, as well as medical and education practice, is 

most often guided by a developmental approach (Hogan, 2005; Mayall, 1999). This approach is 

also the dominant paradigm in nutrition research and practice. The developmental approach, or 

what some researchers term “developmentalism”, is based on Piaget’s theory of cognitive 

development, a biological model that describes child development as age-specific tasks that the 

child moves through in a progressive fashion (Hogan, 2005). Hogan (2005) describes 

developmental research as a way of “discovering factors most likely to predict a passage to 

competency and positive functioning in adulthood” (p. 24). This notion of childhood as being 

incomplete and simply a precursor to adulthood has been criticized for not considering the 
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context in which children live and for assuming that children have less to offer than adults 

(Hogan, 2005). Some researchers assume that young children are unreliable narrators because 

they live in a fantasy world, which elevates adults to a position of supremacy (Hogan, 2005; 

James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998). As a result, children are treated as passive and dependent 

individuals and their agency and the meaning they give their lived experience are ignored 

(Hogan, 2005). This approach is not consistent with my research goals, so instead, I will draw on 

sociological theories of childhood as outlined in the following paragraphs. 

In response to the developmental framework, child-oriented social science researchers 

recognized the need to include children’s voices in research and sought to develop new 

approaches to replace the existing adult-centered methodologies (Best, 2007; Hogan, 2005; 

Morrow & Richards, 1996). James et al. (1998) pioneered the development of a new paradigm 

that called “for children to be understood as social actors shaping as well as shaped by their 

circumstances” (p. 6). Originally termed the “new sociology of childhood”, and now known as 

“childhood studies”, this new paradigm conceptualizes childhood as a social construction as 

opposed to a universal category, and it acknowledges children’s agency in the construction of 

their social worlds (Prout & James, 1997). Within this general definition of childhood studies, 

there are divergences in how researchers view young people and in turn, the methodologies they 

use to conduct their research. 

For the purpose of my research, I draw from the overarching theory of childhood studies; 

I also borrow from Scott’s (1988) approach to feminist studies. A central issue in feminist studies 

is an argument about whether women are equal to men or different from them; a similar parallel 

exists in childhood studies with regards to adults and children. Scott (1988) argues against the 

oppositional positioning of binary groups, stating that these categories are socially constructed, 

are not mutually exclusive, and do not recognize difference within the groups. Using the 
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aforementioned theoretical paradigms, my aim when conducting research with teenagers was not 

to resolve the issue of difference between children and adults, but to acknowledge that it exists; to 

be cognizant of the current normative constructions of teenagers and not to reproduce stereotypes 

or “Othering” of teenagers; and to minimize the power imbalance between the participants and 

me. I recognize that teenagers enter the research relationship with less power than adults (Raby, 

2007) because of their subordinate position in society (Best, 2007; Mayall, 1999). In society, 

teenagers are seen as “incomplete” in comparison to adults (Raby, 2007), and as a result, social 

structures limit their decision-making, political, and economic power (Lansdown, 1994; Mayall, 

1999). Like Mayall (1999), I suggest that although children need to be seen as social actors 

influencing their own lives, the influence of adults, power structures, and “the political tensions 

between children, parents and the state” (p. 12) cannot be ignored.  

Children in the Context of the Family 

 To fully understand children’s agency, it is important to recognize the social structures in 

which they operate (James & Prout, 1996). The family as a social structure is a key site where 

children’s identities and sense of self are formed (Smart et al., 2001), and children describe the 

family as a significant part of their lives and well-being (Smart et al., 2001). Children’s agency in 

the family context is influenced by their subject position as “child” in relation to that of their 

parents’ position as “adult” (Alanen, 2001; James & Prout, 1996). As Mayall (2001) explains, 

“individual children and adults must interrelate across age divisions, power inequalities and (in 

families) household norms and needs” (p. 2).  

Generational Analysis – Parent-Child Relationships 

In addition to individual relationships, children and adults belong to separate social 

groups that are part of different historical periods with unique generational differences (Mayall, 
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2001). To explore the relationship between children and adults, Alanen (2001) suggests the use of 

generational analysis, which recognizes that the different social positions adults and children hold 

are defined between the individuals, and within the larger social structures (Mayall, 2001). Within 

the family context, the relationships between children and their parents depend on how the social 

groups of parent and child are understood and constructed in a particular social and historical 

context (Mayall, 2001).  

Alanen (2001) describes generation as a macro-structure that is an important part of 

defining children’s social worlds, with the family being a central place where generational 

relationships exist. Within the family context, generational positions are not simply based on 

categories of age; they are constructed through internal negotiations between children and parents 

who are both essential in the process of defining their generational positions (Alanen, 2001). The 

agency of a child depends on how generational relationships between the parent and child are 

organized.  

James et al. (2009) use a generational analysis in their study with 120 11-12 year olds and 

their parents in the UK. Their analysis of the relationship between food and family practices 

found that the food served mirrors the child’s status and identities within the family. For example, 

feeding children and the family “child-friendly” foods such as burgers and fries reinforces and 

prolongs the child’s status as a dependent “child” in the family. On the other hand, parents who 

allow children some choice and input into meals and give them some food preparation 

responsibilities decrease the hierarchy of the parent-child relationship.  

Bassett, Chapman, and Beagan (2008) also describe parent-child interdependence and 

family negotiations in their study exploring teenagers’ increasing desire for autonomy over their 

food choices. The researchers described teenagers’ food choice autonomy as a co-construction 

between the teenager and their parent, with each influencing the other. However, as Curtis, 
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James, and Ellis (2009) show, parent-child generation relationships are fluid and are not a “fixed 

marker of familial identity” (p. 95). They found that the child and father often adopt the same 

subject position with respect to food provisioning, thereby diminishing the hierarchical 

generational divide in the parent-child relationship.  

Throughout my thesis I use the terms parent-child or parent-teenager relationships; I do 

not mean these to be dichotomous terms with the parent as the dominant authority and the child 

or teenager as a passive recipient. I recognize that the relationship is co-constructed; however, 

this construction depends on how the parent and teenager understand their social group and 

subject position within the family. This understanding, in turn, influences the agency of the 

teenager within the context of the family.  

“The Family” 

 Similar to the concept of childhood, families are also socially constructed. The term 

“family” most often conjures images of the white, heterosexual, nuclear family, with two parents 

and two children who all live together (Morgan, 2011; Smart et al., 2001). The reification of this 

family type is problematic because it assumes a specific membership and structure and does not 

address the different compositions and the changing nature of the family (Morgan, 2011; Smart et 

al., 2001). Any family structure that does not fit this hegemonic image comes to be implicitly 

constructed as a deviation from the norm.  

 Morgan (1996, 2011) proposes the term “family practices” instead of family. He states 

that when family is used as a noun, it does not acknowledge the different ways in which family 

life is lived and interpreted. Instead the term family practices acknowledges the fluidity of both 

the activities of everyday life and the boundaries of who belongs. He also recognizes that internal 
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practices, such as “gendered practices” and “generational practices”, are fluid and influence 

“family practices” (Morgan, 2011).  

 Similar to Morgan (1996, 2011) and Smart and Neale (1999), I recognize the family as a 

social construct that is not a naturally-occurring, static institution, but instead takes many forms 

and is in flux. I also understand that the family is not simply based on biological and kinship ties 

but, as stated by the children in Smart et al.’s (2001) study of divorce, is about mutual 

relationships of care, love, trust, and communication. Although I use the term “family” in my 

thesis for simplicity, I recognize that the term is problematic and contested and in no way do I 

wish to propagate the stereotypical image of the nuclear family. Because I did not ask the 

participants in my study to define their families, during the interviews with my participants I 

refrained from using the term family and instead used “at your mom’s” or “at your dad’s”. 

Divorce and Childhood 

 The purpose of this section is not to provide a comprehensive overview of divorce and 

childhood, but instead to provide some insight into children’s experiences of divorce. As with all 

families, post-divorce families do not all take the same structural form and the membership and 

understandings of family are fluid. As such, children’s experiences of divorce are varied and 

changing.  

In Smart et al.’s (2001) study with 117 children and youth from 4-22 years of age, they 

explore the influence of divorce on children’s lives as well as children’s agency in shaping their 

lives and families. They found a wide variation in children’s experiences even when factors such 

as family composition, time division between parents, and socio-economic status are similar. 

Their findings indicate that children have to navigate new relationships with both their biological 

parents and with new family members, and sometimes old relationships have to be revised. For 
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some of the participants, the addition of a parent’s new partner is welcomed and the new member 

is perceived to be a parental figure or friend. But for others, the partner is seen as taking attention 

away from the child or youth, resulting in some participants feeling a moral obligation to 

withhold feelings from the new partner out of loyalty to their other parent. The children describe 

themselves as being more independent and mature, but also as more prone to stress as a result of 

the divorce. The authors argue that children are active agents in contributing to the shape and 

formation of new family relationships, however, there are “challenges that the children face in 

this renegotiation and in sustaining relationships with parents across separate households” (Smart 

et al., 2001, p. 68). Children’s identities are influenced through the creation and negotiation of 

new relationships and some of the children describe taking on more of a caring role and more 

domestic tasks as a result (Smart et al., 2001). Smart et al. (2001) suggest that it is not very useful 

to compare the family structure of a divorced family to that of a “nuclear” family. 

Other qualitative research with 8-15 year old children from divorced or separated families 

also found that children are active agents in the process of their parents’ divorce (Robinson et al., 

2003). Participants in this study describe a range of experiences. Some describe emotions of 

anger, sadness, loss, and shame of being different while others see benefits, such as an increase in 

their self-awareness and improvements in their relationships with parents. Similar to Smart et al. 

(2001), there is a range of experiences when new partners join the family. 

The message from existing literature that most centrally informs this research is that post-

divorce families are fluid in structure and membership, and children must negotiate new 

relationships and situations, which may require them to adapt and change their identities. 

Children are active members in post-divorce families; however, their agency is constrained by 

parent-child relationships. 
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Influence of Divorce on Children’s Eating Practices 

 There is a paucity of knowledge on the influence of divorce on children and teenagers’ 

eating practices. Only two quantitative studies show correlations between children’s and 

teenagers’ eating practices and divorced families. The first is a study by Stewart and Menning 

(2009) that uses US data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health to explore 

how “non-traditional” family structures influence children’s eating patterns. Information from 

wave 1 teenagers (over 15,000 respondents) and wave 2 teenagers (over 11,000 respondents) 

from grades 7-12 was used to analyze family structure and eating patterns. Their overall findings 

show that teenagers in non-traditional families, with the exception of father-stepmother homes, 

have poorer eating habits and less parental presence at mealtimes. The authors conclude that 

teenagers do not eat healthier at their mothers’ than their fathers’ when using fast food 

consumption as their measure of healthiness. They also state that their research does not support 

their hypothesis that non-resident fathers are “fast food dads”. This hypothesis is based on earlier 

research that showed a correlation of higher rates of obesity in children with non-resident father 

involvement, particularly those fathers who had not graduated from high school and were obese 

themselves (Menning & Stewart, 2008). 

More specifically, Stewart and Menning’s (2009) results show a decrease in consumption 

of vegetables in single-mother and single-father homes compared to two-biological/adoptive-

parent homes. They also found that teenagers in single-mother homes consume fewer sugar-

sweetened foods than those in two-biological/adoptive-parent households. In single-mother and 

mother-stepfather homes, teenagers are also more likely to skip breakfast. In all non-traditional 

family structures except father-stepmother, the teenagers are less likely to have a parent present at 

dinnertime. These findings are similar in both the wave 1 and wave 2 studies. However, wave 2 
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results also show that teenagers in single-mother homes eat fast food more often and those in 

single-mother or mother-stepfather and father-stepmother homes eat lunch less often. 

Stewart and Menning’s (2009) study results indicate that contact with participants’ non-

resident father is correlated with healthier eating practices such as eating breakfast and lunch 

more often. There is no association between increased fast food and sugar-sweetened food 

consumption with non-resident father involvement. Child support payments are associated with 

teenagers’ increased consumption of dinner. However, father involvement does not increase the 

likelihood of having a parent present at mealtimes. While this study found that non-traditional 

family structures and father involvement have a statistically significant impact on teenagers’ 

eating practices, a cause and effect relationship cannot be made because of the cross-sectional 

nature of the research. 

The second study, by Yannakoulia et al. (2008), used data from a school-based cross-

sectional study developed to better understand influences on children’s weight in the Attica 

region of Greece. The questionnaire was administered to over 1,000 grade 5 and 6 children who 

answered questions on their eating patterns and behaviours while their parents answered 

demographic questions on marital status and occupation. Anthropometric measures of the 

children were taken to determine their body mass index (BMI). The results show a significant 

relationship between childhood obesity and divorced parents.  

Yannokoulia et al. (2008) found that overweight children are more likely to have 

divorced parents and have significantly higher BMI’s than children from married parents; this 

trend is not seen in children of unmarried or widowed parents. Children from divorced families 

are more likely to engage in dieting and are less likely to sit down to eat or to sit in the dining 

room for meals. The authors hypothesize a number of reasons for their findings based on studies 

on divorce and influences on overweight. These influences include emotional upheaval, 



 

 17 

depression, anxiety, and lower self-esteem in teenagers, parental neglect, and a decrease in 

household income, all of which have been associated with increased incidences of overweight in 

children. They also discuss the links between authoritarian (strict) and neglectful parenting styles, 

which have also been linked to overweight children. Similar to the previous study, the results of 

this research are correlations and their hypotheses about the causes are assumptions. Their 

research did not ask the children about their experiences and as described earlier in the literature 

review, the effects of divorce are broad and in flux. 

Two additional studies note the impact of divorce on teenagers’ eating practices in the 

context of research on other topics. In their US-based study with 141 grade 7 and 10 students, 

Neumark-Sztainer, Story, Ackard, Moe, and Perry (2000) used focus groups to ask teenagers 

about their “family meal” patterns and experiences. Participants who live in two households 

report significant differences between the eating patterns at each of their homes. In the United 

Kingdom, Brannen et al. (1994) investigated teenagers’ health and family life through interviews 

with parents and teenagers and report one example of the impact of divorce on a participant’s 

food practices. This teenager did not feel accepted by her mother’s new partner, who moved in 

with them. For ethical reasons, this participant was a vegetarian, but she used her different diet as 

a way of rejecting the “family meal” and the family at large. The teenager states: “There’s 

nothing we eat as a family, cos we’re not really a family as far as I’m concerned” (Brannen et al., 

1994, p. 153). The authors argue that the participant recognizes the symbolic nature of sharing 

food as a representation of the family and uses food as a way to express her dissatisfaction with 

the current living situation.  

These two qualitative studies show that divorce can influence teenagers’ food practices 

and that further investigation into their food and eating experiences is warranted. The latter 

example of the vegetarian teenager provides important clues into the powerful nature of food as a 
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means of creating individual identities (as seen with the teenagers’ vegetarian eating style); 

creating or denying collective family identities (the sharing/refusing of meals); and using food as 

a means of agency. Only one qualitative study specifically explores teenagers’ food practices 

when living with divorced families. James et al. (2009) address the relationship between food and 

family type and found that family “type” and composition do not predict how family, including 

children’s involvement, and food practices intersect. They conclude that parents’ ideas of 

childhood have a greater influence on food practices than family type. 

Food and Meaning 

As Caplan (1997) states, “food is never just food” (p. 3). This concept is important for 

understanding how changes in family structure as a result of divorce influence teenagers’ eating 

practices, their relationship to food, the meanings they associate with food, and their overall 

identities. Food choices represent values, beliefs, attitudes, and life experience, and vary 

depending on the context in which individuals find themselves (Lupton, 1996; Parraga, 1990).  

The meanings given to food depend on numerous factors including gender, race/ethnicity, age, 

class, income, and education. The family is an important site where values and meanings 

associated with food are taught (Lupton, 1996), and where identities are formed (Smart et al., 

2001). 

Because food and eating practices are potent symbols that carry meaning within specific 

cultural and social contexts (Fischler, 1988; Lupton, 1996), they are important avenues for 

understanding teenagers’ identities. For example, family meals are not simply a time of eating 

food; the preparation of the meal and the act of eating together represent love and care and 

represent key times when social constructions of family are reproduced (DeVault, 1991; Lupton, 
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1996). In addition to love and care, food can also be a symbol of independence, health, and 

masculinity or femininity, and it can be used to project a certain image (Parraga, 1990).  

Memories and emotions are also closely associated with food. In her research on food 

memories, Lupton (1994) found that adults’ food memories are closely linked to family, and 

many of the memories originate in childhood family meals. These events and feelings remain as 

memories because they are significant and/or problematic, which demonstrates the lasting impact 

of childhood food experiences (Lupton, 1994; Lupton, 1996). The feelings and emotions 

associated with memories are key influences on food choices and are also central to an 

individual’s different identities (Lupton, 1996).  

Identities 

For the purpose of this project, I have chosen to use the term “identities” to describe an 

individual’s thoughts, expressions, and senses of self in relation to the world. However, in using 

this term, I am not ascribing to a developmental, positivist understanding of identity but rather I 

will use the term identities to mean social identity as described by Jenkins (1996). While some 

theorists define identity in distinct and dichotomous terms of individual identity and collective 

identity, I subscribe to Jenkins’ (1996) use of the term; he argues that individual identity cannot 

be seen as separate from society because it is socially constructed. As such, he uses the term 

“social identity” which he describes as neither fixed, nor singular; identities are a process of being 

or becoming. Identities are continually negotiated and influenced by social and cultural forces 

through which individuals “define and redefine themselves and others throughout their lives” 

(Jenkins, 1996, p. 20). Through ongoing social interactions, individuals gain an understanding of 

who they are and who others are. Identities describe and signify how individuals or groups are 

similar to or different from one another (Jenkins, 1996). For example in my study some of the 
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participants described their identities as “the guest,” or “not one of the kids” in one of their two 

homes. 

Food and Identities 

There is also a similar individual/social dichotomy with regards to food and eating. 

Biological and psychological perspectives on food and identities tend to look at individual forces 

on eating behaviours, whereas sociology is more concerned with social and cultural influences. 

Fischler (1988) recommends an integrative approach to studying food and identities, which 

recognizes the complex relationships that exist among food, individuals, and society. He states 

that it is essential to recognize that “individuals are immersed in, and constructed by, social 

forces,” but to also recognize that “groups and societies are made up of individuals endowed with 

a biological organism” (Fischler, 1988, p. 276). Therefore, when studying food behaviours it is 

important to recognize that the meanings individuals give to food are socially and culturally 

constructed, however, an individual’s perception of themselves, their identities, and life history 

are also important influences (Caplan, 1997). For the purpose of my study, I will follow Caplan’s 

(1997) suggestion of seeing my participants as both agents with intention as well as social beings 

whose food practices are influenced by, and expressed through, relationships.  

What individuals choose to eat is an expression of themselves, their culture, and social 

surroundings, and these food choices play an important role in creating and maintaining their 

identities (Caplan, 1997; Lupton, 1996; Willetts, 1997). At the most basic and biological level, 

ingesting food, which then becomes incorporated into the body, is part of an individual’s 

identities (Fischler, 1988). However, the decision of what to eat is complex and multidimensional 

(Fischler, 1988); for the purpose of my study, I will concentrate on the social and cultural 

influences. 
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A key sociocultural influence on food practices, and in turn identities, is the family. 

According to James et al. (2009), “family food is core to the doing of family and integral to 

children’s identities as family members” (p. 46). From a very young age, the family is the site 

where children learn food behaviours and the family’s food beliefs (Lupton, 1996). Because food 

is central to belonging to a social group, family meals are considered a time to foster social ties 

and emotional relationships (Lupton, 1996) and can also symbolize children’s participation in the 

family (James et al., 2009). When children eat the same food as the family, they are seen to be 

active participants and committed to the family; in turn, they identify as a family member through 

the food they eat. If children refuse to eat with the family, it can symbolize their refusal to be part 

of the family (James et al., 2009).  

Teenagers may choose to exert their agency through food. Food is associated with 

emotions and may elicit feelings; it may also be a means of self-expression. Choosing unhealthy 

foods, refusing to eat, and preparing their own meals are ways that teenagers’ exert agency and 

resist parental control (Bassett, Chapman et al., 2008; Chapman & MacLean, 1993; Harris & 

Jackson, 2009). If children or teenagers feel powerless, angry, or resentful, they may choose to 

act on these feelings through an emotional response or by physically not participating in family 

food practices (Lupton, 1996). Brannen et al.’s (1994) qualitative research with teenagers found 

that conflict around food and family meals is often a result of teenagers’ sense of powerlessness 

in the family, and that refusing to eat the family meal is a means through which they can exert 

their dissatisfaction. 

Control over food and eating, and adherence to specific dietary rules and restrictions, can 

be sources of stability when life is uncertain (Parraga, 1990). I will explore both how teenagers 

respond to rules around eating practices and whether and how they use food as a means of control 
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in their life. However, extreme control over food can result in eating disorders, which are strongly 

correlated with divorce (Steinhausen, Boyadjieva, Griogoroiu-Serbanescu, & Neumärker, 2003).1 

Summary 

Food and eating practices are central to family life and are also an important means 

through which identities are influenced and expressed. Food can be used as a form of power, 

control, and resistance and can also signify inclusion or exclusion as a member of the family. 

Despite the interconnectedness of family and food, and the correlation between poorer eating 

practices in children living in divorced families evidenced in some quantitative research, little is 

known about teenagers’ experience with food and food practices when living in two homes.  

The following chapters aim to understand how teenagers negotiate and are affected by the 

different food practices in each of their homes. I approach the topic acknowledging the complex 

and fluid nature of post-divorce families and the reality that teenagers are social actors who 

actively participate in influencing their family food practices.   

                                                        
1 I excluded teenagers diagnosed with an eating disorder because I was interested in the more 
“typical” impact of divorce on eating habits and was not interested in the pathological 
manifestations of divorce.  
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Chapter 3 

Methods and Methodologies 

 

Kvale and Brinkmann’s (2009) metaphor of the researcher as a traveller has guided my 

approach to interviewing and data analysis. This analogy compares the qualitative researcher to a 

traveller who encounters local people on her travels and spends time asking questions and 

learning their stories. Together with the locals she clarifies and interprets their stories and then 

returns home to share these interpretations with others. This analogy recognizes that research 

involves a co-construction of knowledge between the researcher and the participant. It also 

describes the research process as a journey that can lead to greater insight and self-understanding. 

This project has guided me down an unexpected path that has given me new insight into both the 

research topic and my own life.  

In the following chapter I will elaborate on my research approach in the sections on 

epistemology and methodology. I will then discuss the methods I used in my study including 

recruitment, data collection through semi-structured interviews and photo-elicitation, data 

management and analysis. Throughout the chapter I will discuss the ethical implications and 

issues of trustworthiness where appropriate and I will conclude the chapter with further reflection 

on these topics.  

Epistemological Approach 

 I take a social constructionist approach, recognizing that there is no single objective truth; 

rather, knowledge and meaning are constructions based on our interaction with, and interpretation 

of the world (Bourgeault, 2006; Crotty, 2003). A social constructionist perspective acknowledges 

the influence of culture, history, and society on how we produce meaning and act in the world 
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(Crotty, 2003). It emphasizes the need to obtain multiple perspectives and is unconcerned with 

making generalizations (Patton, 2002). Social constructionism aligns with my theoretical 

approach to this study, allowing me to consider teenagers as individuals with different 

experiences that result from how they see and experience their social world, including their 

family lives. I recognize that while some of my participants are siblings and share similar family 

lives, their stories will be different based on their experience and interpretations of these 

experiences. Taking a social constructionist approach, I do not seek to find “the truth” of 

teenagers’ experience but to recognize, understand, analyze, and theorize their individual 

perspectives.  

Social constructionism also recognizes that knowledge is created collectively (Schwandt, 

2000); therefore, in the research setting, both the participant and researcher influence each other 

and together co-construct knowledge and meaning (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2009). I am not required to “suspend” my beliefs in my interactions with my research 

participants, but rather be reflexive about how my history, biography, views, and understanding 

of the world influence what I am able to interpret and know about the participants’ experiences. I 

also acknowledge that the research methods I chose influence knowledge production, as well as 

the power imbalance between participant and researcher (Patton, 2002). 

Methodology 

My methodological approach aims to recognize and minimize the power imbalance 

present in the research process. While inequitable power relationships exist in almost all research 

between participant and researcher (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Patton, 2002), this asymmetry in 

power is especially significant when an adult is conducting research with teenagers.  
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In the literature review, I discussed the structural limitations teenagers face in society 

because they are perceived as subordinate to adults, and these limitations are also present in the 

research process. For example, teenagers do not have formal rights or resources to contest their 

representation in research results (Mayall, 1999). In Canada, the legislation around children and 

teenagers’ right to provide consent is unclear; however, in some countries and in the province of 

Quebec, teenagers under a certain age do not have the authority to provide informed consent and 

must rely on a parent or guardian to grant them permission to participate (Lind, Anderson, & 

Oberle, 2003). This ethical requirement reinforces the social construction that children and 

teenagers are vulnerable and incompetent and thereby increases the power differential between 

researcher and participant (Coyne, 2010; Harden, Scott, Brackett-Milburn & Jackson, 2000; 

Leonard, 2007). To help diminish these power inequalities in my study, I used strategies such as 

teenager assent forms (it was not until after the completion of my data collection that I learned 

only Quebec requires parental consent for teenagers in research) and photo-elicitation, which will 

be discussed in the methods section.  

Methods 

Study Sites 

 The study was conducted in two locations in Canada. The first site was in the city of 

Kingston Ontario and the surrounding areas. Kingston is located between Toronto and Montreal 

and has a population of approximately 117,000 people.  Small cities, towns and rural agricultural 

areas surround the city. Areas within 75km of Kingston were included in the study. 

The second location was the city of Vancouver and its surrounding suburbs. The city of 

Vancouver is the third largest city in Canada and is located in south western British Columbia. 

Suburbs within 45km of the city of Vancouver were included in the study. 
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The two sites were selected for their convenience. I live in Kingston and was travelling 

home to Vancouver for the winter holidays, which was when data collection was due to begin. I 

also had more connections in Vancouver, which facilitated the recruitment process. 

Recruitment 

 Nine participants were recruited for this study. To be eligible for the study participants 

had to speak English, be between 11-19 years of age, and come from separated or divorced 

families where they spent time at both parents’ homes. I chose this age range because teenagers 

are at an age where they are gaining more autonomy and control over their eating practices and I 

was interested in how the participants negotiated and influenced the food practices at each of their 

homes in light of their greater independence. Teenagers may also have a greater capacity to 

reflect and verbalize their experience of food practices in relation to divorce compared to younger 

children. Because eating disorders are strongly correlated with divorce (Steinhausen et al., 2003), 

teenagers who suffered from a diagnosed eating disorder were excluded from this study. This 

exclusion was because the aim of my study was to understand more “typical” eating practices. 

The participants I recruited for the study all met the criteria to participate. 

Recruitment occurred from November 2010 until March 2011. I intended to recruit using 

snowball sampling, which is a data collection method that starts with a few key informants who 

recommend other participants who meet the study criteria (Patton, 2002). However, because my 

personal contacts produced enough participants, I did not need to ask my participants to 

recommend further contacts.  

I started the recruitment by emailing six personal contacts (see Appendices H and I for 

the email recruitment letter). These contacts were all adults and were either friends, friends of 

friends, or colleagues. Five contacts shared the information with their teenage children, and eight 
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teenagers agreed to participate. One participant was recruited through an impromptu encounter 

with the participant’s mother who took an interest in my study. After the initial contact with the 

parents I contacted the teenagers on their home phone, by email, or by texting to arrange the 

interviews. Texting was an effective means of communicating with the teenage participants who 

had their own cellular telephone. 

Seven female and two male teenagers were recruited from six families and of the nine 

participants, six of them were siblings (three sets of two siblings). The teenagers were between 

the ages of 11 and 17. Three of the participants were from Kingston and the surrounding areas 

and six were from the greater Vancouver area.  

Five of the six fathers involved in the study were either remarried or living with a partner 

and four of them had either step or half-children living with them full-time. Two of the six 

mothers were remarried or living with a partner at the time of the interviews and one of the 

mothers had stepchildren living with her almost full-time. 

I did not measure class in a formal way but most of the parents were professionals with 

university degrees in professions such as nursing, social work, nutrition, engineering, scientific 

research, and teaching. Three of the parents were college educated with diplomas in massage 

therapy, corrections and bookkeeping. 

Ethical considerations 

As a result of my recruitment strategy, I had met or had a relationship with all the parents 

prior to meeting the participants. I knew one participant well and another teenager was aware of 

my professional background, as I had worked as the public health nutritionist in his school. 

Because of my connection to the families, I was vigilant about confidentiality and ensuring the 
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teenagers felt their privacy was protected. In no instances did the teenagers voice concerns about 

confidentiality and during the interviews they spoke candidly about their experiences.   

Data Collection 

Data collection occurred at two separate meetings. The first was an informal meeting at 

the participant’s home. The goal for this first meeting was to meet the teenager and establish 

some rapport and comfort before the interview (Bassett, Beagan, Ristovski-Slijepcevic & 

Chapman, 2008). At the first meeting I ensured the participant’s eligibility. To maintain 

confidentiality, I did not screen for eating disorders at this first meeting, as parents were often 

present. I contacted the teenager either by email, telephone, or in cases where this was not 

possible, the topic was addressed at the interview session.  

At the first meeting I explained the project to the participant and her/his parent and 

reviewed the letter of intent (LOI) (see Appendices A and B). Because the topics of divorce and 

eating can be emotional, I provided both the teenager and parent with a copy of free counselling 

resources in their area (see Appendix J). We discussed the process of taking photos (see 

Appendix G) and I provided a camera when necessary. At the end of the meeting once I had 

answered their questions, the participant and parent signed the assent and consent forms 

(respectively) (see Appendices C, D and E). As stated previously, I was under the impression that 

in Ontario, teenagers 16 and older have the legal right to sign their own consent forms and do not 

need parental consent whereas teenagers under the age of 16 require their parent to sign. I 

therefore developed assent forms for the teenagers under 16 to give them some agency and 

authority over their participation in the research process. 

The participants had between one week and one month to take photos. The details of the 

use of photos will be discussed more fully in the section on photo-elicitation. Six participants 
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used a personal digital camera or cell phone and either emailed me the photos or brought the 

camera to the interview session. Two of the participants did not have a camera in which case I 

collected the film and had the photos developed prior to the interview. I explained to the 

participant and the parents that the photos are confidential and it is up to the participant whether 

or not they choose to share the photos.   

The second meeting was an individual semi-structured interview, which took place at a 

time, date, and location convenient for the participant. The interviews took place at either the 

participant’s home or at a public building such a public library or community health centre. 

The Interview 

Interviewer’s approach 

 My epistemological position and my methodology informed my approach to the 

interview process. I approached my interviews as a social interaction where my goal was not to 

uncover objective “truths” but to co-construct knowledge with the participant (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 1997; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Rapley, 2004). In this respect, I acknowledged that 

my participants were not simply vessels from whom I extracted pre-existing information (Kvale 

& Brinkmann, 2009), but individuals who were creating their stories in the moment of the 

interview, adding to them and changing them throughout the conversation. The following quote 

demonstrates how one participant’s story evolved from a simple “no” response to an elaborate 

answer:  

I: and does it [when family members comment on her eating] 
affect how you feel about your body? Do you feel they’re 
making a judgement on your body? 

P: no 
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I: no, ok. And on that topic have you ever done 

P: actually wait, yes now that I think about it kind of, okay, over 
at my dad’s the girls [stepsiblings] are like “oh you’re really 
tiny” or whatever and “compared to me you’re really tiny and 
that’s not normal” and I’ll be like “whatever, I just have small 
bones” and I don’t like… with me I love food right so I’ll eat as 
much as I can eat and plus I have a fast metabolism so it just 
goes right through me so I have to keep on eating, and like I’ve 
tried explaining that to them but they still: “oh, you’re so tiny, 
you should eat more, blah, blah, blah, blah” 

While this quote exemplifies how a participant constructed her story as she remembered 

relevant details, it is also important to recognize how other factors influence the co-construction 

of knowledge. Such factors include the power differential between the participant and the 

researcher (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009); the participant’s perception of the interviewer and how 

she wants to present herself to the interviewer; and how the researcher asks questions and 

interprets the responses. The social context beyond the interview experience and dominant 

paradigms will also influence what is said during the interview (e.g., gender roles) (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 1997; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Rapley, 2004). 

The interview guide 

As no specific rules or procedures exist for designing and conducting an interview, I 

drew from advice given by Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) and Patton (2002). I chose to use semi-

structured, open-ended interviews. I developed an interview guide that helped lead the interview 

in the direction most relevant to my research question (Patton, 2002). The use of open-ended 

questions encourages participants to express themselves and share their experiences in their own 

words (Patton, 2002). While I relied on my interview questions during the interviews, I did not 

strictly adhere to the order or wording. I used a flexible, conversational strategy that allowed me 

to ask the questions as they related to the conversation and to include questions not originally part 
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of the interview guide (Patton, 2002). This approach was especially useful for the photo-

elicitation component of the interview, as it made the interview more of a conversation than an 

interrogation and the questions seemed more relevant as they were asked in the context of the 

participant’s life. 

I developed my interview guide (see Appendix K) based on the purpose of the study, my 

research questions, what I learned through the literature review, and literature on interviewing 

(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). I followed Patton’s (2002) recommendation to include a number of 

types of interview questions that explore experience, feelings, opinions and values. Using these 

categories helped ensure that my questions addressed a range of situations. As questions about 

feelings are more personal, I asked these towards the end of the interview with the hope that the 

participant would be more at ease. I also included illustrative examples, which are sample 

situations that came from the literature, my experience and/or the experience of other participants. 

The use of illustrative examples helps to show participants that I have heard a variety of 

responses and can help decrease any sense of judgement they may feel (Patton, 2002). Also, 

according to Holstein and Gubrium (1997), providing different situations or possibilities can help 

the interviewer gain insight and activate different perspectives from the participants. Because 

“why” questions can invoke a sense of judgement or inadequacy, I used “how” rather than “why” 

questions (Patton, 2002; Becker, 1998).  

Prior to the commencement of the study, the interview guide was focus-tested on two 

teenagers who were known to me and who fit the study participant criteria. I adapted the guide 

based on my observations and experience with the questions as well as on the teenagers’ 

feedback. I made further additions and changes to the guide throughout the interview process. 
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Photo-elicitation 

Photo-elicitation is the use of photos in research (Harper, 2002). It involves having the 

participants take photos of meaningful objects, places, events, or people (Harper, 2002) usually 

within parameters outlined by the researcher. I asked my participants to take photos that they felt 

represented their food and eating experiences. I also provided a list of examples, such as food at 

their parents’ homes, places they ate, and comfort foods, to help guide the participants who were 

unsure of what to photograph (see Appendix G for more information).  

I chose to include this data collection technique in my study because it can help engage 

participants in the research process. With the authority to decide on the content of their photos, 

participants can choose how to represent themselves or objects that are meaningful to them. 

Photo-elicitation also recognizes that participants are experts of their own lives (Morrow & 

Richards, 1996; Wang & Burris, 1997). This inclusion of participants in the research process can 

decrease the power imbalance between researcher and participant and is also a good way of 

establishing rapport, especially for marginalized groups such as teenagers (Harden et al., 2000; 

Harper, 2002; Morrow & Richards, 1996).  

Another reason I asked participants to take photographs is because the creation of and 

discussion about these images can provide new and different knowledge and experiences than 

that gathered solely through interviews (Croghan, Griffin, Hunter & Phoenix, 2008; Harper, 

2002). Photography can offer deeper insight into teenagers’ experiences, values, and identities. 

Croghan et al. (2008) use photo-elicitation to explore youth identities and argue that photos allow 

teenagers to bring up issues that otherwise may not be addressed.  

While it is difficult to determine whether discussion topics elicited by the photos used in 

my study would have come up in an interview without the use of photo-elicitation, the photos did 

stimulate rich discussion around issues important to the participants. For example, one participant 
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started her interview with a picture of mushroom soup (see Figure 1), which she took as a 

symbolic representation of the food rules at her mom’s house. The theme of food rules and the 

issues that emerged from having differing rules at each of her homes was a central topic to the 

rest of the interview. This example demonstrates how the use of photos allowed the participant to 

guide the conversation in a direction that was important and meaningful to her. It is difficult to 

know if this central theme would have emerged or would have been so central to the interview if I 

had not used the photo-elicitation method. While I did not analyze the photos or include them in 

the results and discussion chapters of my thesis, I did analyze the dialogue around the photos and 

found that the photos generated important insights into the participants eating experiences and 

were important for opening up candid discussions. 

 

 

Figure 1 Participant photo of mushroom soup that represents food rules 

In keeping with a constructionist approach, I recognize that while photos can serve as 

powerful means of data collection, they do not represent a single identity, nor can they be taken 

as an objective truth (Croghan et al., 2008; Harper, 2000; Power, 2003). Photos are constructed 
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representations between researcher and participant and they cannot be viewed independently of 

the context in which they were taken or analyzed (Power, 2003). While it is important to be 

cognizant of the social, cultural, and political context, Croghan et al. (2008) remind the researcher 

that photos are taken during a specific time frame so are only representative of the events that 

occur during this time. Finally, while photos provide a different and complementary technique to 

engaging teenagers, young people are not a homogeneous group. While some techniques might 

work well for some, these techniques also have the potential to create a sense of discomfort or 

“Otherness” for others (Harden et al., 2000). As such, I did not exclude any teenagers that chose 

not to participate in the photo portion of the interview. Only one participant chose not to take 

photos; she stated she forgot her camera at one of her homes and was then away for the rest of the 

photography period. 

The interviews 

 It was important that my research occurred in a location where the teenagers felt 

comfortable to speak freely about their experiences. At the first meeting, I gave the teens several 

options for locations to conduct the interviews and allowed them to choose where they felt most 

comfortable. The interviews took place at either the participant’s home, a quiet place in the public 

library, or a private room in a community health centre. When the interviews occurred at the 

participant’s home, no other family members were present except in one case where both siblings 

were being interviewed. In this case the one sibling stayed downstairs while I conducted the 

interview with the other sibling upstairs.  

As mentioned in the data collection section, an initial meeting was held where I discussed 

the study with the participants and their parents and obtained consent. Because of the time that 

passed between the first meeting and the interviews, I again reviewed the study and reminded the 
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participants that they had the right to withdraw from the study or skip questions at any time at the 

beginning of each interview.  

All the participants signed the consent to be audio recorded at the first meeting. Before 

starting the interview, I asked participants for permission to turn on the digital recorder to ensure 

they still felt comfortable with being recorded. One participant stated that she felt nervous with 

the recorder and warned me that there may be a lot of silences. Despite her apprehensions, this 

participant was very articulate and spoke freely throughout the interview. The interviews ranged 

in duration from 55 minutes to 120 minutes.  

I started each interview with the photo-elicitation component, which helped put the 

participants at ease and also gave them some control over the interview. One participant did not 

take photos in which case I asked her what she might have taken photos of if she had remembered 

her camera. While I included a series of photo-related questions based on those used by Johnson, 

Sharkey, McIntosh, and Dean (2010) in the interview guide, I did not use these to the extent I had 

anticipated. Instead, I used the photos as a tool for integrating the interview guide questions into 

the discussion. This approach created a relaxed and natural interaction between the participant 

and me. After the discussions around the photos, I asked any questions from the interview guide 

that had not been addressed. Throughout the interview, I provided my interpretation of 

participants’ responses, which provided them the opportunity to confirm, disagree, or clarify their 

explanations. Similar to previous studies on children, families, and divorce (Brannen, Heptinstall 

& Bhopal, 2000; Smart, 2006), I found that many participants were hesitant or had difficulties 

speaking about questions regarding emotions and feelings. In these instances, I asked the 

participants to elaborate but did not push too hard as I did not want to force the teenagers to 

discuss a topic they were uncomfortable addressing (Brannen et al., 2000; Smart, 2006).  



 

 36 

At the end of each interview I reminded participants of the list of counselling resources 

available in their area. I asked the participants for consent to use their photos in my research and 

whether there were any photos they did not want me to include (see Appendix F for the consent 

form). I then thanked them for their time and for sharing their stories and each participant was 

given a $10 gift card of their choice from either Chapter’s, Shopper’s Drug Mart, or the movie 

theatre. 

After each interview, I wrote field notes about my observations and reflections. I also 

included the conversations that occurred prior to, or after, turning the audio recorder on or off. I 

also made adjustments, additions, and/or eliminations to the interview guide at this time. 

Transcription 

 The audio recordings were transcribed verbatim. Non-verbal cues such as pauses, 

laughter, changes in speech volume and paraphrasing were noted. All identifying factors such as 

proper names of individuals and places were removed to preserve the confidentiality of the 

participants and their families.  

Transcription quality 

 The conversion of interviews into text form is a transformative process whereby key 

information such as body language, tone of voice, facial expressions, and length of pauses are lost 

(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Poland, 1995). It is important to recognize my role in constructing 

these texts (Lapadat & Lindsay, 1999; Poland, 1995); I interpret what is said and make 

judgements about which details to include and where to insert punctuation (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2009).  
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Trustworthiness 

 Despite high quality digital recordings, there were instances when I was either unsure of 

what was said or it was impossible for me to understand. As recommended by Lapadat and 

Lindsay (1999), I listened and re-listened to these sections and then marked them with 

parentheses to alert me during the data analysis phase. As many participants spoke in long 

sentences, I had to decide where to insert punctuation, which has the potential to change the 

meaning of the text (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Poland, 1995). However, as the sole interviewer 

and transcriber, I was familiar with the interviews, which helped ensure consistency and 

minimize transcription errors (Poland, 1995). While I attempted to capture non-verbal cues and 

utterances in the transcripts, I used my field notes to help give greater context to the written 

transcripts (Poland, 1995).  

Ethics 

 Six of the nine participants in my study requested a copy of their interview transcripts. 

The written text can often appear inarticulate and it has the potential to offend (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009). As such, I included a note explaining that I transcribed the audio recordings 

verbatim, which is why some sections may seem less coherent or articulate.  

 Because written text may appear inarticulate, it is important that the quotes I used in my 

research did not further marginalize the teens in my study (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). As such, 

in some instances I have altered the quotes slightly.  

Data Analysis and Coding 

 Data analysis is an ongoing process that begins before the interview (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009; Patton, 2002; Rapley, 2004). I began documenting my analysis of the research 

in field notes written immediately after each interview. The field notes captured my initial 



 

 38 

understanding and interpretations of the participant, the context in which the interview occurred, 

and the interview conversation. I expanded these reflections during the transcription process 

where I continued documenting re-emerging themes and meaningful passages from the 

interviews. Prior to coding the transcripts, I wrote short profiles on each of the participants 

summarizing my perceptions of who they were and what was most important to them. Because 

coding can fragment the data and remove the information from the larger context (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009), these profiles served as a reference to help relate the coded data back to the 

larger context.  

 Coding is the process in which words, sentences, or paragraphs are assigned a key word 

or code (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Coding fragments and simplifies the data, facilitating the 

comparison of information and the development of new connections and concepts (Coffey & 

Atkinson, 1996). The codes can then be connected to form larger categories and concepts, which 

give a richer description of the experience (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996; Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2009). The computer programme Atlas Ti version 5.2 was used to code the data. 

Determining the codes was an inductive and iterative process. I used Coffey and 

Atkinson’s (1996) approach of developing broader categories from the interview questions and 

literature review and then creating more specific subcategories directly from the transcripts. Both 

the categories and subcategories were included in the coding list; however, the majority of the 

codes used were those from the subcategories. For example, the code “doing family” was a 

category that was seldom used in the coding process, whereas the subcategories “upholding 

family image” and “food related responsibilities”, which are part of “doing family”, occurred 

more frequently. The initial code list had 71 codes; however because this was an inductive 

process, codes were added throughout the process in order to capture the participant’s experience. 

As such, at the end of the coding process there were 127 codes. 
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 Atlas Ti allowed me to compare data within a single participant and across participants. I 

used the co-occur option to refine my search and analyze data specific to two codes. For example, 

I was interested in the location where mealtimes occurred so I used the co-occur option with 

“eating places” and “dining room” or “living room”. I also used the scope option to narrow my 

scope to single participants if I was interested in understanding more about a particular teenager. 

 While the focus of my data analysis was on understanding and creating meaning from 

what was said the interviews, using codes and categories to facilitate the process, I also paid 

attention to what Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) term “language analysis”. For example, I applied 

elements of narrative analysis by paying attention to segments of text that I originally understood 

as uninformative “tangents”, because they did not pertain to food experiences. However, using 

narrative analysis, which sees these “tangents” as important insight into the participant’s life 

story, gave me a greater understanding of my participants’ identities (Riessman, 2003). I made 

use of the memo function in Atlas Ti to mark these “tangents” during the coding process.  

I also applied aspects of discursive analysis by paying attention to inconsistent statements 

and the influence of dominant paradigms on participants’ responses. Because I took a social 

constructionist approach, I was not looking for one objective truth; therefore, to understand 

inconsistent statements, I looked beyond what was spoken to see how the participant’s social 

conditions and circumstances influenced their responses (Power, 2004). At times I interpreted the 

dissonant data as a result of the participant trying to make their response “fit” within dominant 

cultural discourse and social ideologies. I also interpreted these contradictions as an indication 

that the interview is a site where the participant is constructing their story for the first time and 

with further thought or consideration, their story may change. Smart (2006) describes interviews 

with teenagers from divorced families as a site where teenagers take multiple subject positions 
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and weave together their multi-layered experience that can sometimes be contradictory. Other 

non-verbal aspects that I noted included silences, changes in voice tone, and ease of discussion.   

Trustworthiness 

 There are numerous approaches and terms to assessing the quality of research. 

Reliability, validity, and generalization are terms often associated with a positivist approach but 

can be reconceptualised to address the needs of a social constructionist approach (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009). In alignment with my epistemological approach, this section will not be 

validating the objectivity of the knowledge produced, but will demonstrate how trustworthiness is 

addressed from a social constructionist perspective.  

 Validation is part of trustworthiness and is an ongoing process that occurs throughout the 

research process (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). It comes from continually questioning, checking 

and theorizing the data, interpretations, and methods (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The researcher 

must be critical of the findings and methods and ask questions from different perspectives, which 

may, or may not, support the researcher’s understanding (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).   

I have addressed many issues of trustworthiness throughout this chapter as they pertained 

to the different steps in the research process. For example, during the interviews I repeated my 

understanding of the teenager’s explanation to gain confirmation or clarification; I drew on theory 

to understand inconsistent statements rather than interpreting them as invalid or unreliable; I 

addressed data that did not “fit” with the overall theme of my research; and I was reflexive about 

how my history, biography, and experience could influence the research process. As suggested by 

Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), I questioned my interpretations of the data and consulted with the 

transcripts and my notes to recontextualise the coded information. Because I take a social 
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constructionist approach, I do not aim to generalize my findings, but rather trust that the reader 

will assess whether my findings can be transferred to other individuals or situations. 

Ethical Considerations 

Informed Consent 

As previously mentioned, at the first meeting the teenagers and parents were asked to 

give consent to participate in the study by signing consent forms or assent forms for the case of 

teenagers under the age of 16. At this time they were asked if they agreed to be audio-recorded. 

At the second meeting, the teenagers were given a consent form with regards to the photos. They 

were asked if they agreed to have their pictures used in different venues and whether there were 

any photos they wished to exclude from the research dissemination. 

Confidentiality 

I have been diligent in ensuring the confidentiality of my research participants is 

maintained throughout the research process. The interviews took place in a private or semi-

private setting; transcripts were given an identifying code, and names and places were removed 

from the transcribed data; data was kept in a secure location; and the results used only 

pseudonyms and did not include age since age is a key identifying factor with only nine 

participants. I also chose not to attach the participant’s name to every quote; at times I called 

her/him the “participant” or “teenager”. This was because some quotes made the participant 

identifiable and I did not want readers, specifically the parents or siblings, to be able to identify 

the participant throughout the chapters. The vastness of the geographic locations of the interviews 

also helps to maintain confidentiality since, to my knowledge, none of my participants know one 

another. I only included two photos in my thesis and did not use any photos with individuals’ 
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faces. I did not identify the photographer of the photo because many of the photos contain 

identifying characteristics. The omission of the participant’s pseudonym from the photos prevents 

cross-comparison of names from the photos to the rest of the data and further protects the 

confidentiality of the participants 

Community Resources  

This study did not intend to create any psychological effects from participation; however, 

because the topic of divorce is a sensitive issue for many individuals and the topic of food and 

eating may or may not carry emotional attachment, information on local, free counselling and 

support services were provided to both the parent and the teenager. This resource was given at the 

first meeting and I reminded the participants about the resources at the end of the interview 

session. While no eating disorders were disclosed, I had information on local eating disorder 

services. 

Ethics Approval 

This study has been granted clearance according to the recommended principles of 

Canadian ethics guidelines by the Queen’s University General Research Ethics Board (see 

Appendix L). 

Reflexivity 

Taking a social constructionist approach to my research acknowledges that I brought my 

own biography to this study and that together with the participant we co-created knowledge. This 

means that I need to understand the knowledge, views, beliefs, and experiences I bring to the 

process and how these may have influenced all phases of my research. 
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 As a child of divorce, I have gone through the process of dealing with the stress and the 

challenges of having to create and negotiate two “homes”. As such, I brought my own feelings 

about divorce to this project and I recognized that my participants may have had very different 

experiences. I was careful not to guide their answers based on what I expected to hear. However, 

my experience also gave us a commonality, a place to start from and from which we could form 

rapport. Being a child of divorce also gave me insight to help me probe a little deeper, or in 

different areas.  

 A topic often discussed in the literature about studying youth is negotiating the fact that I 

was once a teenager. Taft (2007) and Biklen (2007) both caution against acting young or 

pretending I understand teenagers’ experience because I was once young. I took Biklen’s (2007) 

advice that while we may have both experienced the teen years, my participants are historically 

located at a different time in which their experiences may be quite unlike my own. I was 

reassured by Taft (2007) who states that as an outsider, you can use your ignorance to your 

advantage and ask questions that might otherwise be assumed: “The more we admit ignorance 

and ask questions, the more youth explain their thoughts and actions” (p. 208). While giving up 

the goal of trying to “be hip” was helpful, Taft (2007) cautions that there is a fine balance, you do 

not want to appear to be an adult who does not understand. 

 I have experienced both divorce and being a teenager and I think Taft’s (2007) advice 

pertains to both situations. Becker (1998) also recommends taking an approach of unknowing so 

that you ask questions that you might think you know the answer to.  

In addition to my personal biography is my professional history. I am a dietitian and my 

profession is one that conforms to a more positivist, developmental approach that sees itself as 

“expert” and “all knowing”. While I have worked collaboratively with teenagers in my jobs and I 

had the utmost respect for the teenagers that I worked with, I was always seen as the expert. In 
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my research, my participants were the experts. Already my position as the researcher creates a 

power differential so I chose not to disclose my professional background unless asked. I felt if I 

disclosed my profession as a dietitian, there was more potential for the participants to feel judged, 

or to feel they should be giving me more information about nutrition, or that I was the expert so 

they defer any uncertainties back to me. One participant knew me from my role as the nutritionist 

in his school and I feel that this interview included more discussion around nutrition than the rest. 

 I came to the interviews with extensive knowledge in nutrition and eating and some of 

the participants’ lives were familiar to me through my connections to their families. I took a 

stance of being open to what I heard and did not presume that I knew what the participants were 

talking about. I was diligent about probing, particularly when I thought I knew what they were 

trying to say. 

 I did not want to give nutrition advice. Most of the time, I enjoyed listening without 

thinking about what kind of advice I might give. However, there were a few times when the 

participants spoke about eating habits, parental food rules, or body image that I wanted to share 

some wisdom and advice but did not because it was not my role in this encounter. Nor did I want 

to share too much about my experience as a child of divorce. I knew that sharing could help make 

the participant feel more at ease but I was also aware that a short anecdote or a simple “I 

understand” could turn into advice. This was something I reflected on after each interview and in 

retrospect, I feel that my understanding and acknowledgement of their experiences did encourage 

further discussion. 

 Throughout the study I kept a journal where I documented my feelings and 

interpretations. In my writings I recognized the unease and fear I felt of misrepresenting the 

participants’ meanings in their interview, however, this made me revisit the transcripts 

continually throughout the writing process. There was a time where I was frustrated with the 
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tangents that my participants took in the interviews but this is when I did some reading and 

recognized that these tangents were meaningful and were important for understanding the 

participants’ identities. At times the unease I was feeling was because a topic or quote would 

bring back my own memories and I would reflect on this experience to better understand how my 

feelings might affect my interpretations and writing. At one point in the process I had to 

physically step away from the chapter I was writing for a few days because it was extremely 

emotional for me. I recognized that for my own well-being as well as to ensure that the chapter 

reflected the participants’ experiences and not my own, I needed to take a break. I was then able 

to come back to the chapter with new insight and perspective. 

Summary 

 This research project was based on interviews with nine teenagers between the ages of 

11-17 from divorced families. My epistemological approach was that of social constructionism. 

This approach recognizes that there is no single truth and that knowledge in research is a co-

construction between the researcher and the participant. To minimize the marginalization of the 

teenagers in my study I took a methodological approach that aimed to minimize the power 

imbalances between the participants and myself. I used techniques such as photo-elicitation and 

open-ended interviews to give the participants the room to express and explain their experiences. 

The photos were used at the beginning of each interview, except one case where the participant 

did not take photos, which allowed the participants to decide what they wanted to talk about. The 

interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, and coded using qualitative software. Throughout 

the data collection, analysis, and writing, I referred to the transcripts continually and kept a 

reflexive diary to help ensure the trustworthiness of my study. 
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Section I 

Family Food Culture 

 

The aim of my research was to explore how divorce and splitting time between two 

homes affected teenagers’ food practices. While I asked the participants about the foods they ate 

at each of their homes, I was more interested in understanding the larger cultural forces that 

influenced their eating practices in each of their homes. I discovered that teenagers living in two 

households as a result of divorce had to work to negotiate two different household food cultures 

regardless of the amount of time they spent in each home. Many of the teenagers had to adapt and 

adjust their identities from one home to the next in order to “fit in”.  

I will draw on Parraga’s (1990) discussion of food culture in her paper, Determinants of 

food consumption, to define food culture. She describes some of the cultural influences on food 

choice in terms of the values, beliefs, customs, and symbolism that individuals and collective 

units associate with food and eating practices. The food that is bought, served, and consumed in a 

household is a reflection of the food culture and it becomes a means of distinguishing between 

and defining households (Morgan, 1996). Food is also a key site for the formation of individual 

and collective identities (James et al., 2009; Valentine, 1999). The food culture of a family is 

taught to children at a young age and reflects both family and societal values and norms (Charles 

& Kerr, 1988; Lupton, 1996). Family food culture and the ensuing practices are always in flux: 

values, beliefs, and eating practices need to be negotiated within the family unit and may require 

adjustments over time (Valentine, 1999). To better understand the food cultures that my 

participants experienced, I asked them about the foods available in each of their homes; the rules 

around food and eating; cultural and traditional practices; and overall parental and individual 

philosophies around food. 
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It is not surprising that all of my participants described a change in the food culture at 

each of their homes after divorce. On first analysis, I saw the effect of divorce as creating two 

distinct household food cultures, one at the mother’s home and one at the father’s home; 

however, I realized this dichotomy was too simple. Similar to Valentine (1999), I found that each 

of these food cultures was in flux, and was influenced by the participants, their parents and the 

addition of new members to the family such as stepparents, stepsiblings, and half-siblings. 

Changes in living location and parents’ work schedules also affected family food cultures. As a 

result, the teenagers in my study were continually adapting to, and influencing, the new food 

cultures including different rules, responsibilities, and traditions. While some teenagers 

experienced similar food cultures in each of their homes, others had to negotiate considerably 

different ones. Also, some of the food cultures were similar in some areas but different in others. 

For example, one of the participants described both her mom and dad as offering similar 

foods to try to cater to her food preferences. As part of the photo-elicitation, this participant took 

a photo of hot chocolate, which represented her comfort food (see Figure 2). She stated that both 

her parents made it for her but they made it slightly differently:  

[This is] hot chocolate with ice cream, I like it especially when 
I’m like sick or in the mornings; my mom always makes it with 
ice cream, my dad [it’s] usually just like hot chocolate but my 
mom, she grew up with it and her mom used to always put ice 
cream in it. 

In this example the participant described her mother’s tradition of hot chocolate with ice cream 

and her dad continued this tradition (although he eliminated the ice cream for health reasons), 

knowing it was a comfort food for the participant. While there were many similarities between 

the food cultures at her two homes, there were also significant differences, which will be 

discussed in later chapters. 
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Figure 2 Participant’s photo of her comfort food – hot chocolate 

A number of other participants discussed traditions and a few spoke about cultural foods 

including Asian, Armenian, and German foods. All the participants who spoke of cultural foods 

described the foods as an important part of the food culture at their dads’ homes. These cultural 

foods were a distinguishing feature between their two homes because their moms did not cook 

these foods as they were only part of their dads’ heritages. The dad’s home was also often 

described as healthier than the mom’s either because a salad was part of the main meal every 

night or because the dads were more likely to enforce vegetable consumption.  

Other teenagers used the types of food to distinguish between their homes, such as a 

focus on local or organic and homemade foods versus pre-prepared foods. Many of the teenagers 

described grandparents or close family friends as an important influence on the food culture at 

one of their homes. One teenager described their family friends, with whom they shared meals 
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with on a regular basis, in terms of familial categories: she stated that the adults, who were also 

her friends’ parents, were “like my parents too.” This teenager’s comment fits with the 

observation by James and Curtis (2010) and Nelson (2006) that divorce is a time when the family 

may be reconstructed beyond the nuclear norm to include friends and extended family.  

 These few examples are meant to elucidate the meaning I am attaching to the term “food 

cultures” and to demonstrate how they vary across households. I will continue to explore the topic 

of food cultures throughout the following four chapters, as it is central to the analysis of the 

participants’ food practices and eating experiences. In chapters 4 and 5 I will use the topics of 

food rules and the “family meal” to explore teenagers’ negotiations of the different food cultures 

in each of their homes and to examine the influence of these differing food cultures on 

participants’ identities. I will also show that within the parameters of different parent-teenager 

relationships, the participants chose to be both compliant and resistant towards their parents’ rules 

and expectations.  
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Chapter 4 

Parental Food Rules 

 

 People’s culture and the rules they ascribe to food and eating practices “govern the whole 

set of practices and representations connected with the production, gathering, preparation, 

attribution and consumptions of food” (Fischler, 1988, p. 286). Food rules can be based on 

religious beliefs, age, status, gender, family traditions and values, and the larger societal and 

cultural practices. They play a large role in dictating how individuals, families, and societies eat, 

which in turn influence both individual and collective identities (Fischler, 1988). Food rules 

provide some insight into the family food cultures that the teenage participants in my study had to 

negotiate. 

The rules parents create around food and mealtimes are an important aspect of the overall 

food culture in the home and also reflect larger cultural values. Food rules are a way for parents 

to teach children about the family values, beliefs, and traditions around food practices, which help 

to create collective and individual identities (James et al., 2009; Parraga, 1990). From a young 

age, parents develop and enforce rules around food to ensure their children will grow properly 

and be taught behaviours that are deemed socially acceptable (Charles & Kerr, 1988; Lupton, 

1996). For example, the value of healthy eating may be taught by requiring children to eat certain 

foods, often their vegetables, and by restricting other foods that are deemed less healthy (Charles 

& Kerr, 1988). Teaching and enforcing food rules becomes a site of power and control for parents 

and can result in parent-child power struggles and conflict (Charles & Kerr, 1988; Grieshaber, 

1997; James et al., 2009). Depending on the type of relationship that already exists, the parent-

child divide in authority is a way of reinforcing identities (Grieshaber, 1997; James et al., 2009; 
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Zeiher, 2001). Teenagers usually become more independent than younger children and gain 

autonomy in their food choices particularly at breakfast, lunch, and snack time; however, food 

rules and parental control tend to persist around dinnertime (Bassett, Chapman et al., 2008; De 

Bourdeaudhuij & Van Oost, 1998; Hart, Bishop & Truby, 2002).  

Food rules can be both explicit and implicit; they may be implicit in that rules may 

become cultural norms or expectations rather than explicitly stated rules (Brannen et al., 1994). 

While most of the examples I draw on in this chapter address explicit rules, some of the teenagers 

stated that the “rules” were more expectations. I will also only be addressing the rules created and 

enforced by parents and not the self-prescribed food rules that some of the participants described.    

 This first results chapter is an “appetizer” for the rest of my thesis. It is a means to 

introduce the reader to some common themes that emerged from my research. I chose to use food 

rules as the introductory chapter because the rules parents enforce around food help to create the 

larger food culture of the home. It is also a topic that demonstrates the symbolic nature of food as 

not simply a vessel of nutrients but as a source of agency, conflict, love, identities, and 

negotiation of relationships. This chapter and those that follow will explore: how the participants 

negotiate the rules and expectations around food in each of their homes; how some of the 

teenagers’ identities shift in light of these different expectations; and how the participants exert 

agency through food.  

Research on Food Rules and Agency 

Research on food rules beyond mealtime rules, which will be addressed in the following 

chapter, is sparse. Some researchers have looked at how childhood food rules impact eating 

behaviours and healthy eating later in life, including in adolescence and adulthood (De 

Bourdeaudhuij, 1997; Puhl & Shwartz, 2003). One of the few publications examining food rules 
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is part of a larger study of how to most effectively target nutrition messages and programs in 

schools. Hart and colleagues (2002) asked 7-11 year olds about the food rules in their homes. The 

children identify seven common rules such as: requiring children to eat certain foods; restricting 

certain foods; restricting the times that certain foods are consumed; and manners. While this 

study and the others investigate food rules, they do not explore teenagers’ accounts of their 

experiences of household food rules and, therefore, add little to help me interpret my research 

findings.  

An important area to address with regards to food rules is the power relationship that 

results from parental implementation of food rules. Parents will use their position of authority to 

enforce food rules in order to ensure their children eat well and are socialized according to 

familial and cultural norms (Charles & Kerr, 1988; James et al., 2009). As such, food rules 

become a site of power and resistance (Charles & Kerr, 1988; Grieshaber, 1997; James et al., 

2009). In her four case studies with Australian families, Grieshaber (1997) draws on Foucauldian 

theory of power, knowledge, and resistance to explain the power relationships between parents 

and children that occur at mealtimes. She argues that children exert resistance to mealtime rules 

and rituals because of the different subject positions parents and children assume. Food is a 

medium through which parents can control and regulate their children and Grieshaber (1997) 

argues that children’s resistance to this control is a significant part of parent-child interactions and 

should be seen as a part of daily household life. The power and resistance over food rules is also a 

means through which researchers can understand the greater parent-child power relationships that 

exist (Grieshaber, 1997).    

 The negotiation of food rules is an important influence on teenagers’ identities because 

not only do food rules teach larger cultural values and beliefs but also they are a means through 

which the teenagers’ identities as household members are reinforced. However, in the context of 
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divorce, new members with new values and beliefs may enter the family and the food rules and 

identities may require renegotiating (Beck-Gernsheim, 2002).  

To explain children’s roles in influencing family food practices, James and colleagues. 

(2009) used Alanen’s (2001) concept of generation. Alanen’s (2001) approach requires the 

researcher to look at parent-child relations beyond age-based categories, which assume that 

because parents are in an adult subject position, they are in a position of power and authority. 

James and colleagues (2009) argue that because food is a source of power for both children and 

parents, it is central to understanding “the relational identities of parents and children” (p. 37). 

For example, one mother in their study accommodates her children’s food preferences but only 

within the limitations of what she deems appropriate. The hierarchical concept of generation, 

however, does not always apply. As discussed in the literature review, Curtis et al. (2009) found 

that fathers often assume a similar subject position to that of the child. Curtis et al. (2009) point 

out that in many households, the child and father assume the same role as helpers in food 

provisioning rather than being responsible for the entire task, which is often left to the mother. 

Bassett, Chapman et al. (2008) also investigate the parent-teenager relationship in their 

study that explores the negotiations involved in providing teenagers with more food decision-

making autonomy. They found that teenagers’ autonomy around food choices in the home is co-

constructed: teenagers provide some input into the meals and food purchases and parents 

incorporate teenagers’ suggestions while maintaining a healthy food environment. In my study, in 

order to understand the degree of agency the teenagers exert in each of their homes, it was 

important to look beyond their subject position as teenagers and to the larger influencing factors, 

including the parent-teenager relationship. In the following example, I will demonstrate how one 

of the participant’s identities shifted between her two homes in response to the different food 

rules and parent-teenager relationships in each home. 
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One participant acknowledged that her mom and dad had different parenting styles, but 

she found it hard to negotiate their different philosophies around mealtime food consumption. At 

her mom’s, she and her mom would negotiate and agree on a specific amount of food that they 

both deemed acceptable for her to eat. The following example shows that while the participant 

did not like broccoli, based on earlier negotiations she knew the amount she was expected to eat: 

“Like when we have broccoli, I can’t just have one broccoli even though I‘d like to, I have to 

have about five or so.” She contrasted this rule to her dad’s home where she was allowed to take 

as much or as little as she liked, although her dad monitored her portion sizes. This participant 

preferred the rule at her mom’s because there were clear expectations of how much she “should” 

eat. At her dad’s, she was unsure of how much she was expected to eat, a position which she felt 

left her more vulnerable to criticism. If she did not feel like eating much at her dad’s, she would 

only take a small amount but then her dad might comment on her small portion. This participant 

aimed to please her dad through food and found it challenging when she was unsure of how much 

she was expected to eat. She preferred the more prescriptive rules at her mom’s because the 

expectations were clear. The participant would abide by the rules, thereby minimizing the chance 

of any conflict around her eating practices.  

The purpose of this chapter is to explore how the teenagers in my study negotiated the 

food rules and their access to different foods at each of their homes. I will also discuss how these 

food rules and their enforcement influenced the participants’ identities. For some of the teenagers, 

food rules symbolized inclusion in, and exclusion from, the home and the family, and for others 

they were a site for agency, conflict, and guilt.   
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Negotiating Food Rules in Two Homes 

 Most of the participants described differences in the food rules at each of their parent’s 

homes; however, the participants’ interpretations and responses to the food rules varied 

considerably. Some of the teenagers accepted the food rules and considered them inherent aspects 

of the home environment, but for others the food rules were a source of emotional upset as they 

were a place for conflict, tension, and inequality.   

 The participants in my study described rules for mealtimes, for food restrictions, and for 

expectations around jobs to help prepare and clear up from meals. Some of these topics, such as 

food provisioning and mealtimes, will be discussed in later chapters and for the purpose of this 

chapter I will limit my discussion to snack foods. As children get older, they gain more autonomy 

in choosing and helping themselves to snack foods (Bassett, Chapman et al., 2008; De 

Bourdeaudhuij & Van Oost, 1998); in my research, I was curious to see how the rules around 

snack foods and the teenagers’ responses to these rules differed both between their homes and 

amongst each other. 

Adjusting to the Rules at Each Home 

 Food rules can be a way of instilling family values, beliefs, and traditions around food. 

While food rules may reflect greater social norms to some degree, each home has distinct rules 

around food practices that reflect their values and traditions. In this section, I will explore the 

food rules and how the teenagers negotiate these rules in each of their homes. For example, a few 

of the participants described some of the available snack foods as specifically designated for their 

half-siblings’ consumption. The rule around these foods was the same for all three participants 

and one participant described the rule as follows: “Well I can have a little bit of it [snack food] 

but, I can’t eat the whole bag.” One participant said that she did not eat the snacks and was not 
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too bothered by the rule, whereas another participant felt the rule was unfair. This participant 

stated that at her mom’s, where she did not have any younger siblings, everyone had equal access 

to the food in the house; however, at her dad’s she felt her younger half-siblings had privileged 

access to special snack foods. The participant interpreted this rule at her dad’s as a challenge to 

her identity as a child and his daughter. She stated that: 

P: there’s like [snack foods] that I’d like to have but he says it’s 
like for the kids [younger half-siblings] and we can’t, we can’t 
eat that so 

I: so you’re not allowed to eat the [snack foods]? 

P: we do but he says, “it’s for the kids why do you always want 
so much?” And like whenever they like pull out the [snack] and I 
say, “oh can I have some?” he says “well it’s for the kids” but, 
and then I think like “well last time I checked I was your kid 
too” 

She then continued to describe the situation at her dad’s and stated that because there are foods 

that were not meant for her, she felt like a “stranger” there: “I remember sort of faintly that like 

um my dad said to make it like our second home but whenever we’re there it doesn’t feel like it’s 

our second home, it feels like [I’m] a stranger there.” This is a powerful example that 

demonstrates that food is a strong signifier of family and belonging, and is also a part of forming 

identities. As I will discuss further in the following chapter, sharing similar food can signify 

inclusion within the family (Fischler, 1988; James et al., 2009), and in the previous example, the 

participant’s limited access to certain snack foods led her to question her place in the family. I 

also argue that similar to Greishaber’s (1997) study, this participant used food as a means of 

describing the larger power struggles at work between her and the other family members, as the 

theme of inequality continued to emerge throughout the interview. 

 Other participants also discussed foods that were limited in their homes, such as foods 
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restricted for school lunches; however, unlike the previous participant, they showed little 

emotional attachment to these rules. A number of the participants described having the autonomy 

to help themselves to snack foods at both of their homes with some feeling more comfortable in 

one home than the other. A few of the participants’ dads had recently moved into homes with new 

partners and the teenagers all said they were welcome to help themselves to food but were 

sometimes unsure where certain foods were kept or if some foods were meant to be saved. Lauren 

stated that it was not the rules, per se, that were different between her parents’ homes, but the 

expectations: her mom always prepared food for her, while at her dad’s, Lauren would have to 

ask her dad where certain foods were kept and if he could prepare something for her to eat.  

One participant stated that she did not feel comfortable helping herself at her dad’s 

because she was worried she might eat something that was meant for a recipe that her stepmom 

was going to prepare:  

Like my dad always makes fun of me because, I guess I do ask 
but my dad is always like “why are you asking?” You know 
what I mean? I’m not supposed to ask but sometimes I’m like 
“can I have this cheese?” because I’m always afraid that they’re 
going to use it for something.  

She contrasted this to her experience at her mom’s where she spent more time and felt more 

aware if there were rules around the foods she was not supposed to eat: 

But here [at her mom’s] I’m like, if there’s cheese in the fridge 
[implies that she would just eat it] … 

Because we always unload [the groceries], so I guess when my 
mom brings home groceries we’ll unload the groceries because 
she likes us to know what’s in the house and if say there’s cheese 
and she’s making something specific with it she’ll be like “don’t 
eat the cheese because…” you know? But at my dad’s we’re not 
there for that [unpacking the groceries] so I’m always, I don’t 
want to [help herself]. 

While the rules for helping herself are similar at both her homes, because this participant spent 
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less time at her dad’s she was unsure whether some of the foods were off limits and showed 

concern for her stepmom as she did not want to eat something that her stepmom planned to use 

for something else.  

 The examples provided in this section demonstrate the differences in food rules that exist 

among the participants and also between each teenager’s two homes. Regardless if both their 

homes had similar rules, all the participants described adjusting to the food environment at each 

of their homes. This demonstrates that food rules are only one aspect of the overall food culture 

and suggests the complex and sometimes difficult negotiations the teenagers must undertake to 

adapt to the addition of stepparents into their lives. Step or half-siblings can also influence the 

food rules, and as illustrated with one participant, she had to learn to negotiate and manage the 

inequality she felt between the rules for herself and those for her younger half-sibling. The 

negotiation of these relationships with new stepparents and siblings requires the teenagers to 

construct their identities in relation to these new family members.  

Tension and Conflict 

Similar to Bassett, Chapman et al.’s (2008) study that explores how parents and teenagers 

work together to increase teenagers’ autonomy to make their own food choices in the home, I 

found that my participants responded to the food rules with both compliance and resistance. The 

researchers’ study reveals that parents “stocked the house with food they wished their children to 

eat; thus teens were able to avoid conflicting food choices at home” (Bassett, Chapman et al., 

2008, p. 330). While many of the teenagers in my study described the healthy options at their 

homes, a number of the participants described one of their two homes as having more “junk food” 

available. In the following examples I will demonstrate how both the food environments and the 

food rules created internal and external conflict for some of the teenagers in my study. With 
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access to less healthy food at one home and not the other, the teenagers saw one parent’s home as 

a chance to indulge in their food preferences that were more restricted at their other home. While 

the following examples depict the dad’s house as having less healthy food available, this was not 

the case for all the participants; a few of them described their mom’s home as having more pre-

prepared and snack-type foods.  

One participant described herself as having a sweet tooth, but did not have access to 

dessert or sweets very often at her mom’s. She stated her dad would have treats in the home more 

often, but when she would ask for them she felt her request often ended in an argument. She 

explained that: “If I wanted a treat or something um, my dad would argue and say ‘you always 

want sweet things and you don’t eat enough dinner,’ that just doesn’t feel very good.” The 

participant felt guilty in response to her dad’s resistance to her requests for sweets and did not 

like the conflict. This participant stated that she rarely asked for sweets anymore in order to avoid 

the tension and guilt. Parental control of children’s intake of sweets is not new; for example, 

Charles and Kerr (1988) describe the conflict parents feel between trying to ensure their children 

eat well and allowing them the pleasure of treats. However, the example above shows the 

teenager’s sense of guilt for not eating more dinner as well as her disappointment for being 

denied a treat. Another older participant also described limited access to some of the less healthy 

foods at his dad’s, but he was not bothered by the restriction because he felt he had the 

independence to purchase the foods himself if he wanted them.  

Another participant also described her mom’s house as healthier and her dad’s home as 

having more “junk food”. This teenager enjoyed having access to less healthy foods at her dad’s 

and stated that, “usually if I’m at my dad’s they have unhealthy food so I’ll eat it there while I can 

because when I come home [to her mom’s] it’s all healthy food right?” This participant would 

“stock up” on unhealthy food at her dad’s and did not discuss any limitations placed on these 
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foods. However, at her mom’s, if she ate as much as she wanted and finished a bag of snacks, her 

mom might make a comment, and then the participant felt a sense of guilt. She stated: “then I feel 

bad for eating it and then I’ll be like ‘oh, maybe I shouldn’t have eaten that’ or whatever.”  

The tension and the guilt that two of the participants described in the previous examples 

are not a direct result of divorce and are a common area of teenager-parent conflict; however, 

having some foods available only sometimes in one of their homes, and the differing rules around 

these foods, may create additional challenges. Teenagers must learn to negotiate the different 

food availability, the rules, and the expectations in each of their homes. It can also create 

opportunities for the teens to be able to indulge.  

Agency 

Children and teenagers use food as a means of exerting their agency and influencing 

family food practices (Bassett, Chapman et al., 2008; Valentine, 1999). In this section I will 

explore how the teenagers in my study exerted their agency by disregarding or resisting the 

family food rules. Resistance is only one form of agency that the teenagers exerted and I will 

explore other ways in which teenagers exerted their agency in subsequent chapters.  

A few of the participants discussed rules around the timing and types of snacks that were 

allowed near dinnertime. For example, Nicole stated that at her dad’s she was only allowed to 

have fruit if it was near dinnertime, but she stated, “[it’s] nothing really that I would want to 

snack on anyways,” so she would forego having a snack if she was hungry.  

Another participant who described the rules at her dad’s as stricter than at her mom’s, 

discussed countering the rules only when she wanted her comfort food. This participant stated 

that if she had a bad day and was feeling stressed or was feeling sad, she would prepare her 

comfort food and she would feel better after eating it. I asked if her parents said anything if it was 
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close to dinner and she said her dad or his partner might say something but she would eat it 

regardless. She stated, “well sometimes they’ll [dad or his partner] be like ‘oh you’re not going to 

eat dinner’ and I’m like ‘well I won’t eat dinner’ ‘I’m eating now so.’” For this participant, it was 

important to exert her agency because she knew she would feel better if she ate her comfort food 

and she was willing to resist her dad and stepmom in order to do so. 

 One of the teenagers exerted her agency while trying not to deviate too much from the set 

rules. This participant spoke about the cookie dough her mom would have in the fridge and the 

participant and her stepsister enjoyed dabbling into the cookie dough that they were not supposed 

to eat. However, the participant contrasted her behaviour to that of her stepsisters: 

P: my stepsister sometimes eats the cookie dough and it really 
pisses off my mom because she like can’t make it and um 

I: oh, so like [she will] eat all the cookie dough? 

P: yeah 

I: ok, ok. But you wouldn’t do that? 

P: no. Just a little bit. 

This participant is conscious of her mom’s feelings, so will satisfy her own desire for the cookie 

dough, but will do so in such a way that it will not upset her mom. 

 Resisting rules is often explained solely as teenagers’ defiance of parental control; 

however, my research demonstrates that at least some teenagers resist food rules to satisfy their 

own needs. Other teenagers take their parents’ feelings into account even while they resist food 

rules, which shows a measured approach to resistance rather than all out defiance. 
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Summary 

 The participants’ stories demonstrate that teenagers who live in two homes must learn to 

negotiate the accompanying differences in food environments, including food rules. The 

teenagers must learn this negotiation no matter how often they move between homes. The food 

rules that their parents impose influence the teenagers’ identities. In one instance, the 

inconsistency in the food rules for the participant and her younger half-siblings made the teenager 

question her place as a child in the family. For others, the rules led to a sense of guilt when 

participants wanted to take pleasure in eating less healthy foods. And finally, some of the 

participants resisted the rules to satisfy their own needs. My participants’ descriptions do not 

support Curtis et al.’s (2009) finding that fathers and children in two-parent heterosexual families 

occupy the same (dependent) subject position with respect to food. Both this chapter and the 

following one on “family meals” show that divorced fathers also create and enforce food rules 

and expectations for their children.  

Much of the research around the reasons for food rules comes from the parents’ 

perspective. In contrast, this chapter provides insight into how teenagers interpret and respond to 

the rules at each of their homes. If their homes have food rules, all children and teenagers must 

negotiate these rules; however, divorce and living in two homes can increase the complexity of 

this negotiation as teenagers must engage with new rules, different food environments, and new 

relationships with stepparents and step or half-siblings. In the following chapter, I will continue to 

explore how teenagers negotiate the household food cultures and food rules by exploring the rules 

and values around the “family meal”.    
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Chapter 5 

“Family Meals” 

 

 The “family meal” is a key site where the family food culture and food rules are 

expressed. I have bracketed the term “family meal” because it is often associated with images of 

white, heteronormative, two-parent, nuclear families sitting around a table chatting and enjoying 

homemade food (Brembeck, 2005; Wilk, 2010). Although this epitome is rarely obtained and its 

existence in the stereotypical form in which it is presented is contested, it remains a powerful 

ideal (Coontz, 2000; Wilk, 2010). I recognize that this term is problematic and so use the words 

“family meal” to describe a time when family members eat together but with an understanding 

that: there are variations in family forms, membership, and cultural practices; food originates 

from multiple sources including homemade, pre-packaged, and restaurant food or any 

combination of these sources; and that consumption can take place in many locations.  

The family meal has reached iconic status because eating together is not simply a time 

that brings family or household members together to share food and conversation, but as stated by 

DeVault (1991), it is a key time for “making family” (p. 78). The family meal carries emotional 

significance as it is a chance for family values, customs, traditions, and healthy eating practices to 

be shared. Teaching and sharing these values and customs can reinforce collective family 

identities. Charles and Kerr (1988) argue that: 

Food is important to the social reproduction of the family in both 
its nuclear and extended forms, and that food practices help to 
maintain and reinforce a coherent ideology of the family 
throughout the social structure (p. 17). 

However, as stated by Julier (2005), “the idea of family as a cohesive and supportive group is an 

ahistorical cultural construct, not necessarily reflective of people’s real and changing experiences 
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of family life” (p. 171). The same is true for the family meal: although it can be a site to share 

love, show care, and establish a collective identity, it can also be a setting where power 

inequalities based on gender and hierarchical relationships are reinforced (James et al., 2009; 

Julier, 2005; Wilk, 2010). For example, the family meal can be a source of conflict as children 

and teenagers use food as a form of power and control or to express their individual identities 

(Brannen et al., 1994; James et al., 2009). Teenagers may express themselves through the food 

they choose to eat and their decisions concerning whether or how to participate in mealtimes.  

 Research on women’s work in food provisioning and creating a family meal highlights 

the pressure that women feel to provide the “ideal family meal”, which is home cooked, healthy, 

and provided in a setting that is calm and elicits conversation (Beagan et al., 2008; Charles & 

Kerr, 1988; DeVault, 1991). Because women are held responsible for cooking and caring work, 

both of which are meant to uphold the family, they are also held responsible for social and health 

problems (such as rates of divorce and childhood obesity) when they appear to be failing their 

duty to provide the ideal family meal (Beagan et al., 2008; Julier, 2005). However, Brembeck’s 

(2005) research with families eating at McDonald’s shows that the family meal and family life 

can be upheld without the idealized epitome. In fact, her study uncovers that eating out can help 

level the gendered and hierarchical divisions that often occur at mealtimes.  

My research reveals that the image of the family meal is strong. Wilk (2010) explains that 

the strength and pervasiveness of the ideal family meal is a result of neoliberal political work, 

which, as he states, “has been so effective that the goodness of family meals is truly hegemonic, 

in the sense that alternatives are unthinkable” (p. 429). As a result, the ideal family meal has 

reached mythical status. As popular sources and public health campaigns emphasize the 

importance of family meals for children’s health and well-being, they propagate the iconic status 
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of the family meal, which reinforces the idea of the nuclear family and the gendered division of 

food-work. 

With the knowledge that family meals are a site where family ideologies and individual 

identities can be expressed, and with such emphasis on the renewal of the family meal in both 

popular sources and public health initiatives, I was interested in understanding teenagers’ 

experience and views of mealtimes in the context of divorce. In the following chapter I will 

explore the participants’ experiences of family meals in both their homes. I will address two 

broad themes: the characteristics of the family meal, such as the location where it was consumed, 

and the relationships that exist among family members, including teenagers’ agency. Throughout 

these themes I will address the topic of identities and discuss how the teenage participants must 

negotiate their identities in their separate homes. My goal with this chapter is not to reinforce the 

hegemonic ideal of the family meal, but to share perspectives of those who are excluded from this 

ideal because they are not from “intact families”. 

Research on Family Meals 

“Family Meal” = “Family” 

As discussed in the introduction, family meals often symbolize the family. Two important 

sociological studies that explore the relationships between food, families, and women’s work 

found that the family meal, or a “proper meal”, is a significant way of defining family (Charles & 

Kerr, 1988; DeVault, 1991). In their qualitative study of 200 British women with young children, 

Charles and Kerr (1988) found food to be central to family life: it is a way of reinforcing family 

ideologies and sharing values and culture. Eating together helps to “define a family as a family” 

(Charles & Kerr, 1988, p. 18). The women in their study used the term “proper meal” to describe 

the main meal of the day that is a cooked meal made up of a meat, vegetable, and potato. This 
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proper meal is a way of unifying family members and under ideal circumstances, it has all family 

members present, sitting around a table, enjoying and participating in the conversation.  

Similar to Charles and Kerr’s (1988) study, DeVault’s (1991) research with 27 American 

women and three men, all with children, also found that “part of the intention behind producing 

the meal is to produce ‘home’ and ‘family’” (p. 79). Orchestrating the family meal is a complex 

process of bringing together individual family members into a cohesive group, which involves 

paying attention to different schedules and preferences. The individualized attention given at 

meals becomes expected and is part of creating family (DeVault, 1991). The creation of family 

life involves activities that are repeated on a regular basis and the repetition that occurs with 

family meals helps to “sustain the reality of a family” (DeVault, 1991, p. 54). One difference in 

DeVault’s (1991) study when compared with Charles and Kerr’s (1988) work is that the women 

did not all describe the proper meal in terms of meat, vegetable, and potato, but used some form 

of a cultural standard to describe the food served at a proper meal.  

These studies provide important insight into the connection between eating a main meal 

together and the production of family; however, all the perspectives are  those of parents (mostly 

mothers). As such, these studies do not provide an understanding of children and teenagers’ 

experience of family meals.   

Teenagers’ Experiences of Family Meals 

 Research on teenagers’ perspectives of the family meal has only started to emerge in the 

last decade. Neumark-Sztainer et al.’s (2000) study is one of the first to ask teenagers about their 

family meal patterns and experiences. Their qualitative study involved focus groups with 141 

grade 7 and 10 students in Minnesota who were from multicultural and mixed socio-economic 

backgrounds. The results from their study show variations in the frequency, the location, and the 
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reasons for not participating in family meals. Theses variations occurred between participants as 

well as within participants who split their time between two homes or whose circumstances 

changed due to a change in family structure or their parents’ employment. The reasons most 

frequently cited by their participants for not participating in family meals are: family members are 

not home due to parents’ work or teenagers’ activity schedules; teenagers’ want increased 

autonomy so eat on their own or with friends; participants are unhappy with the family relations; 

and (least frequently) the participants did not like the food. 

 Hunt, Fazio, MacKenzie and Moloney (2011) sought to understand the mealtime beliefs 

and eating practices of young women living in different types of households. Their research with 

30 gang-involved, ethnic minority, young women between the ages of 15-26 living in San 

Francisco found that while a significant number of participants eat at home, more than fifty 

percent eat alone. Those who eat alone provide similar reasons to those stated by Neumark-

Sztainer et al. (2000); however, avoiding conflict is the primary reason for not having family 

meals. When participants eat with others, often all family members are not present. Despite the 

lack of more traditional family meals, many of the participants still describe the family meal as 

important.   

 In a recent Australian study, Gallegos, Dziurawiec, Fozdar and Abernethie (2010) 

administered a questionnaire to 625 15-year-old students to gain a better understanding of their 

experiences and perceptions of family meals; the researchers employed five criteria used in 

previous studies to describe the ideal family meal. These elements are similar to those expressed 

by Charles and Kerr’s (1988) participants, which include: eating at the table; having a homemade 

meal; having all family members are present; ensuring the meal includes meat and vegetables; 

and turning the television off (the last criteria being a recent addition to the ideal, not described in 

Charles and Kerr’s 1988 study). Only 7% of the teenagers in their study think all five criteria are 
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necessary to define a family meal, and the majority thinks the most important element is to have 

everyone present. However, everyone being present did not mean that everyone had to eat 

together. Overall the study found that the participants describe the family meal in terms of the 

dominant nuclear family image of all family members being present, sitting around a table, and 

eating a home cooked meal. However, a significant number of teenagers’ adopted a less 

traditional view of what constitutes a family meal. When asked if they feel family meals are 

important, 55% agreed; of those agreeing, most tended to be those who describe their meals as 

family meals. The researchers did not find that gender or socioeconomic status affects the 

participants’ responses, but those living in single-parent-headed homes tended to deem family 

meals as less important. 

 All three of the studies mentioned in this section include single-parent households in their 

research; however, the meal experience of teenagers’ living in two homes is not explored beyond 

Neumark-Sztainer et al.’s (2000) single reference to a teenager’s meal experience when living in 

two homes. The participant in their study describes always eating dinner together at her mom’s 

but not at her dad’s. While research has looked at single-parent households and family meals, 

little research exists that explores the influence of divorce on the family meal. 

Divorce and the Family Meal 

 As stated in the literature review, Yannakoulia et al.’s (2008) quantitative study with 

grade 5 and 6 students in Greece found a correlation between children from divorced families and 

decreased frequency of sitting down to eat and of sitting around a table for meals. Another study 

by Stewart and Menning (2009) used US national data from teenagers in grades 7-12 to 

investigate the relationship between eating behaviours and family structure. Their findings show 

that compared to living with two parents, there is less parental presence at mealtimes in single-
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mother or mother-stepfather households, but this trend is not seen in father-stepmother 

households.  

Neither Brannen et al.’s (1994) or Kauffman’s (2010) qualitative research looked 

specifically at divorce, however, some of their participants did discuss the impact of divorce on 

family meals. From their interviews with divorced fathers and stepmothers, Brannen et al. (1994) 

conclude that eating together is a way of including stepparents into the family. Two of the women 

Kauffman (2010) interviewed were divorced and acknowledged the family meal as a way of 

“keep[ing] the family together” (p. 139). To provide these meals, one of the women decided to 

start cooking once her marriage ended and the other renegotiated the timing of the main meal. 

DeVault (1991) also quotes a divorced mother who states that without her husband present, she 

no longer had to prepare such elaborate meals. 

The studies cited here demonstrate that divorce influences family meals; however, they 

do not illustrate how teenagers experience family meals when their parents are divorced. In the 

rest of this chapter, I will present how the teenagers in my study experienced and negotiated 

family meals at each of their two homes. 

Findings from my Research 

The Family Meal Experience  

My goal for the following section is to illuminate how divorce influences teenagers’ 

experiences of the family meal. In the interviews, I asked the participants about their eating 

patterns for breakfast, lunch, and dinner; for the purpose of this section, I will only address the 

main meal, which was the evening meal for all of the participants, and the one for which there 

were the most cultural expectations of eating together. 
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Location of the meal 

Gallegos et al. (2010) and Neumark-Sztainer et al.’s (2000) studies show considerable 

diversity in the location of family meals from the kitchen/dining room table, to the living room, to 

teenagers’ bedrooms. The participants in my study described a variety of eating locations for their 

dinners as well, but most ate either at the table or in the living room, with only one participant 

eating in her room occasionally. Similar to Neumark-Sztainer et al. (2000), I also found 

differences in eating locations between a participant’s two homes. For four of the nine teenagers, 

representing two families, their eating experiences were similar at each home: they ate around the 

table with other family members and with the television off. The other five participants, 

representing four families, described more variance in their eating locations between their two 

homes, with the general trend of eating at the table more often at their dad’s home and eating in 

the living/family room more often at their mom’s.  

Abby, Chelsea, and Nicole all described similar situations: at their moms’ they would eat 

most often in the living/family room in front of the television but would eat at the table some 

days, whereas at their dad’s they almost always ate at the table. After describing the eating 

routines at each of her homes, Abby stated that there were benefits to the structures at each of her 

homes: “and each [home] is ok because it’s nice to eat together and talk as a family [at her dad’s] 

but sometimes it’s nice to just sort of relax and eat dinner [at her mom’s].” Abby described 

mealtimes as a time to “be a family” at her dad’s but found her mom’s more relaxing. She did not 

expand on how it was more relaxing to eat in the TV room at her mom’s, but later in the 

interview she stated there was more monitoring of what and how much she ate at her dad’s, which 

she found emotionally trying. The table as a place for monitoring children’s food intake and 

behaviours is consistent with the research (Charles & Kerr, 1988; DeVault, 1991), so it is possible 

that there was less discussion of her eating habits when sitting in the TV room at her mom’s.  
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Another participant expressed her preference for eating at her dad’s: “I like it at my 

dad’s, I like the food better and there’s like sitting down [at the table].” This participant preferred 

the more traditional meal of sitting with the family at the table and eating homemade food at her 

dad’s, compared to sitting with the family in front of the television with more pre-prepared foods 

at her mom’s. Olivia also enjoyed eating together at the table and exerted her agency by enforcing 

this tradition at her mom’s. In contrast, another participant preferred to eat at her mom’s where 

she liked the autonomy of deciding where to eat:  

I kind of like the comfort at my mom’s where I can just like go 
into my room and eat and just sit in the living room and watch 
TV when I eat so I don’t know, I guess I kind of like, like eating 
at my mom’s house where I’m more comfortable and stuff. 

For this participant the traditional family meal did not signify “family”. At her dad’s, the routine 

was to eat around the dinner table with her stepmother and stepsibling; however, she stated that 

she felt like “a guest for dinner” at his place. She described a close relationship with her mom and 

regardless if the television was on, they still talked during dinner: “when we eat we usually talk 

even during dinner like if we eat dinner at mom’s watching TV it’s not like just like silence 

watching TV we usually like talk all the time during commercials and stuff.”  

One participant described the switch from eating at the table at her mom’s to eating in the 

living room when her dad moved out. She stated that when her parents were together “supper 

time was always, always at the same time every night and we always had it at the dinner table,” 

and she described moving to the living room to eat as a way “to get more comfort” once her 

parents split up. The dinner table can be “a symbol of the institutionalized family” (Kauffman, 

2010, p. 120), so it is possible that for this participant, when her family decreased from three to 

two, the empty place at the table became a reminder of the change in family structure.  
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There are many reasons why the traditional family meal occurred more often at the 

fathers’ homes, and in the following paragraph I will suggest a few possibilities. Charles and 

Kerr’s (1988) study found that the presence of the father provides justification for the proper 

meal, and when he is away, both the type of food and the location of the meal often changed 

(Charles & Kerr, 1988). In a more recent Australian study, Gallegos et al. (2010) found that the 

most defining feature of a family meal, described by the teenagers, is the presence of all family 

members. Perhaps with a family member absent, there was less incentive for some of the families 

in my study to sit at the table. Or if all members of the single-mother-headed family were present, 

perhaps the location of the meal was of less significance.  

Another possibility is that the living room and television may decrease the pressure to 

engage in conversation, which requires work (Charles & Kerr, 1988; DeVault, 1991; Kauffman, 

2010). DeVault’s (1991) findings indicate that single mothers are less likely to eat with their 

children because they need a break and there is no one else to help sustain the conversation. One 

of the participants in my study who ate meals at the dinner table at both parents’ homes stated that 

she talked more at her mom’s because there were more family members present, including two 

stepsiblings. With a family of six, there was more to talk about compared to at her dad’s, where it 

was only her dad, her sibling, and her. In all the families where meals were eaten in the living 

room or in front of the television, there were only two or three family members present at the 

mom’s (the mom and one or two teenagers), which may make it more work to elicit and 

participate in conversation for both the mothers and participants. The living room and the 

television may offer a more “relaxing” or “comfortable” atmosphere, as described by the 

participants, by minimizing the pressure to elicit and participate in conversation. The family meal 

requires a considerable amount of work beyond cooking (Beagan et al., 2008; Charles & Kerr, 
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1988; DeVault, 1991) so for these single mothers and teenagers, the living room and television 

may eliminate some of the pressure to have a cohesive conversation at the meal.  

In the previous paragraphs, I discussed the sometimes contrasting family values around 

eating location in each of the participants’ homes. In addition to negotiating different expectations 

at each of their homes, the participants had to also negotiate new routines and expectations when 

household living arrangements changed as a result of their fathers remarrying or moving in with a 

partner. For four of the participants, the routine of the family meal at the dinner table was adopted 

when their dad remarried or moved in with a partner. Three of the participants, two of whom 

were siblings, described their dads as good cooks, but when their dads were living on their own, 

they usually ate out at restaurants. However, when the fathers moved in with partners, the meals 

were home cooked by both parents and served at the table. For the sibling pair, their father moved 

from an urban setting to a rural one, so the opportunity to eat out diminished considerably. One of 

the siblings stated that proper meals at her dad’s were an important time to socialize because she 

did not see him on a regular basis: “and you know we will all sit down because you know we’re 

only there once per month so when we’re there it’s always like a meal.” 

For Chelsea, when her dad moved in with his partner, his partner and her children had the 

tradition of sitting down together for meals and Chelsea and her dad became part of this routine:  

“That’s where I actually started having to sit down at the table; like normally I would just go sit 

off wherever but they had their own little like thing to do – they sat at the table so that’s where I 

started to sit at the table.” Another participant had a similar experience to Chelsea and said that 

when her dad moved in with her stepmom, the evening meal became a set routine. When I asked 

her to describe how things were before her dad remarried, she said it was “confusing”: 

It’s not like every day we ate at the table, it wasn’t like that, I 
don’t know, I’m trying to like remember, but it was kind of like 
a bit of both like some days we’d sit at the table and have a nice 
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dinner, like the three of us [the participant, her dad and her 
sibling] but a lot of the time too we also just sat in front of the 
TV. But sometimes, like we’d sit in the living room but the TV 
wouldn’t even be on.  

The preceding examples demonstrate that when family composition changes as a result of 

divorce, so to do the values and beliefs about family meals. The participants in my study had to 

negotiate these different expectations at each of their homes, which changed when new members 

joined, in order to adjust and fit in with the new family values. 

The family meal as the ideal 

 As discussed earlier in this chapter, some researchers argue that the image of the proper 

meal is pervasive and continues to be an ideal that families, especially women, try to meet. 

Researchers who are trying to include families that do not fit what Dorothy Smith (1993) calls the 

“Standard North American Family” (or SNAF) into their studies are finding that despite the non-

SNAF composition of the families they research, the women still strive for the more traditional 

aspects associated with family (Hunt et al., 2011; Nelson, 2006). In Hunt et al.’s (2011) study 

with gang-involved young women, they found that despite the young women’s not growing up 

with the traditional family meal, many of them “tried to recreate the ideal notion of a family 

meal,” (p. 400) which is the case for one of their respondents who has a young child of her own, 

and for others who stated their intentions to create family meals when they have children of their 

own. In their study with Australian 15 year olds, Gallegos et al. (2010) also found that while it 

was not universal across their participants, the majority of the teenagers they interviewed 

“described the family meal in terms of the idealized image, that is, everybody present around the 

table eating food cooked at home by mother” (p. 12).  

 I did not ask my participants to describe their views of an ideal family meal; however, 

some of their comments show that they are aware of the messaging that promotes the 
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revitalization of the family meal. For example, as described earlier, one of the participants 

preferred to eat at her mom’s, where she was free to eat in the living room or in her bedroom; at 

her dad’s the proper family meal was enforced and she stated: “I get why my dad likes doing that 

[eating at the table] and I get the point of like of the whole family like you should sit and eat 

together.” Luke made a similar comment that while there were times he would rather eat 

elsewhere than the table, he stated he did not contest the rule because he thought it was a good 

thing to do: “I know it’s good for me.” Neither of the participants discussed why it was something 

they “should be” doing but it is clear that they are receiving the message that sitting around the 

table with the family is the standard that families should try to meet.  

This idealized image of the family meal can be problematic for teenagers from divorced 

families, especially when one family meets the hegemonic ideal of what a family meal “should 

be” and when the other does not. When I asked Chelsea if she thought it was important to have 

meals together, she stated: “well, kind of but not really like, if it’s, it’s still kind of meal time 

when you’re together and you’re eating like I don’t really feel it’s too important to eat at the table 

because you can still talk wherever.” In her response Chelsea interpreted the meaning of “meals 

together” as sitting around a table; this is something she did at her dad’s and less often at her 

mom’s. In her explanation, Chelsea had to clarify her expectations of a family meal in order to 

recognize dinnertime at her mom’s as eating together. Chelsea explained that a table was not 

necessary and similar to Gallegos et al.’s (2010) participants, the most important element was 

having all members of the family present and able to converse.  

Similar to Chelsea, another participant had a more traditional meal at his dad’s and ate 

more often on the couch at his mom’s. After he described the two different mealtime experiences 

at his mom and dad’s, I moved on to the next question and the participant brought the 

conversation back to further explain that while they may not eat in the living room, they still sat 
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together: “we still sit together, we’re just not at the table.” These examples demonstrate that 

teenagers are aware of the ideal their dinnertime routines are suppose to meet and I argue that 

these images may become more powerful when one home meets the “ideal” and the other one 

“deviates” from the expected norm.  

 Only one participant stated that he felt less compelled to participate in the family meal 

because of the divorce and splitting his time between two homes. This participant felt that his 

friends, whose parents were together, felt more obliged to be home for dinner than he did: 

I’m more likely to be off with someone and then like grab dinner 
myself. So I think they’re [his friends with two-parent families] 
more family oriented just because with divorced parents, if 
you’re moving [from house to house] it doesn’t bother you if 
you’re not eating, like a nice prepared dinner. 

Participants from Smart et al.’s (2001) research, which explored children’s family life after 

divorce, also describe being more independent after the divorce and being less dependent on 

either one of their parents.  

The dialogue I had with my participants demonstrates that divorce and living in two 

homes affected the family meal and the teenagers had to negotiate not only the expectations of 

their two homes, but also the larger society’s social and cultural norms. In the following section I 

will address the topic of identities and describe how the family meal can be a place of agency for 

my participants. 

The family meal as a site for identities  

The family meal, which can include the food, the conversation, and the sharing of family 

values, is a key site for identities to develop and be expressed (DeVault, 1991; Kauffman, 21010; 

Valentine, 1999). As stated earlier, the family meal, including sharing of food, is a significant 

way to create family and is also “integral to children’s identities as family members” (James et 
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al., 2009, p. 46). From a very young age, the family is the site where children learn food 

behaviours and the family’s food beliefs (Lupton, 1996). While the family’s collective identities 

may be taught and assumed, the family meal is also a place where individual identities are 

expressed and agency is exerted (DeVault, 1991; James et al., 2009; Valentine; 1999). A common 

example of self-expression through food is the adoption of a vegetarian diet (Brannen et al., 1994; 

Valentine, 1999; Willetts, 1997).  

One of the participants in my study identified herself as a vegetarian. She originally 

became vegetarian because of her dad’s vegetarianism, and although her mom was not 

vegetarian, she often cooked meatless meals both out of her own preference and to accommodate 

her daughter’s eating style. In this situation the participant’s identity as a vegetarian eater 

influenced the collective identities of the family by changing the types of meals served at her 

mom’s. In contrast, this participant’s brother who identified more as a meat eater had more 

influence on the food at his dad’s vegetarian home, where he requested meat whenever he visited. 

He stated that he did not “rely on meat but [appreciated] it.” These are two examples of how food 

is part of teenagers’ identities and teenagers may exert their agency to influence the food served 

at the family meal in order to express their identities. 

Another participant identified herself as being more the “dependent daughter” at her 

mom’s where she depended on her mom to make her meals and was not responsible for many 

food related tasks. Despite this dependence, she was also given the autonomy to choose where 

she ate her meals. In contrast, at her dad’s she assumed different identities – those of the “helpful 

daughter” and a “member of the family through shared meals”. She was expected to help with 

mealtime tasks and while her food preferences were taken into consideration, she was required to 

assume the collective identity of the family by joining meals at the table and by eating what was 
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served. While the participant preferred her mom’s home, she negotiated her identities at her dad’s 

in order to fit in and be part of his family. 

For this participant, eating different foods in the location of her choice at her mom’s was 

not a means of rejecting the family; in fact, she felt more attached to her mom than she did her 

dad. As described earlier in this chapter, food was not important to this teenager so sharing food 

was not a key way of creating family. As stated by James et al. (2009), in families where sharing 

food is not an important part of the main culture, families may use other mediums through which 

to create their family identities.  

Conflict at the dinner table: different expectations between parents and 

teenagers  

The family meal is not always a pleasant and harmonious experience (Charles & Kerr, 

1988; DeVault, 1991; Power, 2006; Wilk, 2010). The key reason the young women in Hunt et 

al.’s study (2011) do not participate in family meals is to avoid conflict. As discussed in the 

previous chapter, food can be a means through which generational differences between parent and 

child are exerted (James et al., 2009). The example I provided earlier of the teenager who felt 

judged by her father at meal times because she did not eat enough, was an example of the power 

relations that were displayed at the table. Parents often exert their authority by providing rules 

around meals that ensure children behave a specific way and obtain sufficient food and nutrients 

(Charles & Kerr, 1988; DeVault, 1991; Grieshaber, 1997). Also, the food children or teenagers 

consume can symbolize their participation in, or rejection of, the family (James et al., 2009). 

When children eat the same food as the family, they are seen to be active participants and 

committed to the family; they identify as family members through the food they eat. If children 

refuse to eat with the family, it can symbolize their refusal to be part of the family (James et al., 
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2009) or can be a way of contesting or altering the parent-child power relationship (Charles & 

Kerr, 1988). Conflict around the family meal was not a key theme discussed by my participants; 

however, when the topic did emerge it was often in relation to their food preferences and dislikes. 

For the participants in my study, the refusal to eat certain foods had multiple meanings: most 

often it was because the teenagers did not like the food or were not hungry and, therefore, was not 

a conscious refusal to participate in the family. Yet at times it was as a means of power to exert 

their independence or their feelings.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, the rules surrounding food and mealtimes can be a 

site that emphasizes the power relationship between parent and child, which may elicit conflict as 

the child or teenager resists the rules (Grieshaber, 1997). The refusal of food is commonly cited 

for the reason behind parent-child or parent-teenager conflict at mealtimes (Charles & Kerr, 1988; 

Wilk, 2010) and this was true in my study as well. A few of the teenagers described themselves as 

“picky eaters”, as having little interest in food, or as having small appetites. These were the 

participants who addressed conflict at the table as a result of arguing with parents over the 

amount and types of food they chose to eat at dinnertime.  

When asked to think about a negative memory around food, Ally described the “fighting” 

that happened between her and her parents when she did not like a particular food. Luke also used 

this word to describe his experience and stated he no longer “fights” with his dad about eating 

vegetables because he knows he should eat them. He stated that “my dad’s more enforcing, he’s 

always been about healthy food ever since I was little so he’ll like, I actually make myself take 

veggies at his house.” Ally and Lauren both stated that the conflict had decreased over the years 

as they have learned to like new foods or as their parents’ accommodated their preferences. One 

of the participants described little conflict at her mom’s where there were clear expectations of 

what and how much she was required to eat and where she felt her preferences were taken into 
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consideration: “[at] mom’s we get to choose what we want to eat sometimes and sometimes um 

dad will just like make something and we’ll just have to eat it.” At her dad’s, where they sat 

around the table at dinnertime, she felt that her eating habits were being monitored and judged. 

The participant aimed to please her dad but often felt that only her “negative” eating practices 

received attention: “what I don’t like is when I eat a lot of something and um, and um he doesn’t 

really seem to notice and when I don’t eat a lot because I don’t like it, he notices and says, ‘you 

don’t eat enough.’” Because the participant lived in two homes, she stated that her dad did not 

have a full picture of what she ate: “I argued and I said I do [eat enough] because he doesn’t see 

what I eat [at her mom’s].” In this situation, food is a powerful symbol of the teenager’s identities 

and she interprets her dad’s comments as an affront to her selfhood.  

A couple of the teenagers described being judged about the quantity of food they ate 

because they were “skinny”. In both instances the comments around their food and body occurred 

at their dad’s house but for one participant it was her stepsiblings that made the comments:   

P: at my dad’s I’ll be like I don’t know getting harassed I guess, 
I don’t know if that’s the proper word but they’d [stepsiblings] 
be like “oh you’re not eating a lot” or “you don’t have a lot of 
food on your plate, you’re eating like a bird” or whatever 

I: ok and is that common at your dad’s that they make those 
comments? 

P: usually if I don’t have a lot of food on my plate then yes, they 
will say something. And sometimes if I do have a lot on my plate 
then they’ll be like “oh, that’s a lot of food” or whatever 

I: so how do you feel about those comments? 

P: um, well I usually get my guard up, I’ll be like well, if it’s not 
a lot of I’ll be like “well I’m just not that hungry” or if it’s a lot 
of food “yeah I’m hungry so what” [with more enthusiasm] 
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Another participant thought that his mom’s dislike for cooking and greater reliance on 

pre-prepared food was a result of his sibling’s “picky” eating: “I think it’s cause my [sibling’s] 

really picky so um… every time she [his mom] made it [dinner] my sister wouldn’t eat it so I 

think she got frustrated with that so didn’t cook all that many different things.” He used his 

sibling’s “picky” eating as one way to justify the difference between the meals served at his 

mom’s and his dad’s. He felt his sibling complained less at his dad’s where his stepmom did the 

cooking, which is one of the reasons they ate more home cooked meals. He described his 

rationale as:  

I think at my dad’s cause [name of sibling] didn’t know 
[stepmom] as well so she wasn’t going to say like “no I’m not 
going to eat this” and with my mom she was more familiar so 
she was fine saying, “I don’t like this.” 

A few other participants also described feeling more comfortable stating their dislike for a food at 

their mom’s than their dad’s. For example, one participant said her mom tended to cook healthier 

food that she did not always like: “I guess like I said my mom likes more healthy stuff and I’m 

kind of more non-healthy but still healthy so like, for an example: brown rice, she’ll make that 

sometimes and I’ll be like ‘I can’t eat this.’” The participant stated that while she is less likely to 

be served something she did not like at her dad’s, she would not refuse the food like she did at her 

mom’s. Feeling a sense of obligation towards her dad and his partner, she would “take a couple of 

bites and then say ‘I’m full.’” 

In these examples, divorce itself is not necessarily the reason for the conflict at the family 

meal, however, it does provide unique circumstances that may alter the food culture and affect 

teenagers’ identities.  
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Conflict at the dinner table: a means of power 

Eating practices and the family meal are also places where power can be exerted 

(Brannen et al., 1994; James et al., 2009). Teenagers may exert agency and resist parental control 

by refusing to eat or by preparing their own meals (Bassett, Chapman et al., 2008; Chapman & 

MacLean, 1993; Harris & Jackson, 2009). Deciding what and whether to eat is one area over 

which teenagers have some control and it is a means through which teenagers can exert their 

agency if they are unhappy or feel a sense of powerlessness in the home (Brannen et al., 1994). 

They may also choose to act on these feelings of powerlessness or discontent through an 

emotional response or by physically not participating in family food practices (Lupton, 1996). In 

the qualitative portion of their study looking at family health practices, Brannen et al. (1994) 

interviewed a teenage girl whose parents were divorced and she was living with her mother and 

her mother’s partner. The participant did not feel accepted by her mother’s partner and used her 

vegetarianism as a way of rejecting the family food, and hence the family meal, because she did 

not feel they were a “family”. None of my participants described the feeling of not being accepted 

by a stepparent; however, they did refuse to fully participate in the family meal as a way of 

expressing their agency.   

Chelsea exerted her agency differently at each of her homes. If she had a bad day or was 

angry with her mom, she would go to her room and refuse to eat dinner initially. She stated that: 

I’ll usually be having like a really bad day and then I’ll come 
home and then something just won’t go right with us [her and 
her mom] and we might argue about something and I’ll just be 
like “I’m not eating supper tonight so”. 

While Chelsea refused to eat dinner initially, she said she was usually hungry and her mom would 

convince her to eat. In contrast, if Chelsea was upset or angry at her dad’s, she exerted her 

frustration by refusing the meal that was meant to be shared as a family: “if I’m just angry I just 
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won’t eat. When I’m angry it’s probably because something that happened or whatever or I’m 

angry at my dad or his girlfriend or [stepsiblings] or whatever so I just won’t eat that much…” At 

her dad’s, Chelsea had to exert her power within the confines of the teenager-parent relationship 

with her dad. She would always go to the table and sit for the duration of the meal to avoid the 

negative repercussions if she refused. However, she would exert her discontent with being there 

by not eating much food despite being hungry: 

Well I, I can’t really leave the table because if I leave then 
they’ll think that’s rude and I’ll get in trouble later on so I’ll eat a 
couple of bites and push it away so they know that I’m done and 
they’ll be like “oh are you not hungry?” and I’ll be like “no”.  

 Similar to Chelsea, a number of participants said they would join the family meal but 

exerted their power by withholding conversation. When I asked one of the participants if he ever 

refused to join the table as a statement of anger or frustration, he felt it was “pathetic” not to join 

the family meal as it would “not solve anything”; however, he then stated that he would not speak 

as much “I mean if I am angry I’ll just eat dinner more in silence.” But he also said he was not 

“petty” enough not to speak to others. I am not certain what he meant by these contradictory 

statements; perhaps he would not initiate conversation but if he was addressed he would respond. 

Meghan also said she would join the table and eat if she was angry or frustrated with the family 

or because she had a bad day, but would not talk to anyone: “well if I’m really angry, sometimes I 

just like ignore everyone at the meal or like, yeah, not really talk or whatever, or just sit there.” A 

couple of the participants did not use the family meal as a place to exert their power. One 

teenager stated: 

My parents wouldn’t really be that surprised or care that much if 
I didn’t eat a meal like they’re not surprised because I’m always 
“I don’t really want any, I don’t really want any”, I do that a lot 
so it’s not really like surprising for them.  



 

 84 

Because the family meal was not a daily routine for this teenager, her refusal would not have the 

intended consequences of showing her rejection of the family. A couple of participants stated that 

they did not refuse to eat or to join the table because they had a good relationship with their 

parents. One of the teenagers explained: “I’ve probably used that once or twice in my life 

[refusing to talk], but it’s really not a constant thing – me and my mom don’t really get into fights 

that much – we’re a really peaceful family.” 

 Many of the teenagers in my study used the family meal as a site of power; however, they 

exerted this power differently depending on whose home they were in. Similar to my findings in 

the previous chapter, the examples provided by the participants in this section do not demonstrate 

that the teenagers occupy the same subject position as their fathers as Curtis et al. (2009) found. 

And in many of the situations, the teenagers described their dads as being more firm about the 

rules than their moms. It is possible that when the fathers become the main caregivers, they must 

adopt a more “adult” role. 

Summary 

This chapter provides some insight into the changes in food culture that occur around the 

family meal when parents divorce and remarry. The teenagers in my study had to change their 

identities and ideologies in order to negotiate the sometimes differing practices and expectations 

around eating together at each of their homes. For some of the participants, the meal was an 

enjoyable time regardless of the location, but at times it was a site of conflict or a place where 

they could exert their agency. Some of the teenagers felt the divorce provided circumstances that 

precipitated the conflict: one teenager felt her father judged her eating unnecessarily because he 

did not have a complete picture of her eating practices; another felt the food was better at his 
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dad’s because his sibling was uncomfortable complaining to their stepmom; and yet another felt 

judged by her stepsiblings.  

Some of the teenagers’ statements make it clear that they are conscious of the public 

messages around eating together as a family. These messages may elicit a sense of shame for 

teenagers who eat in a non-traditional style, such as in the living room or in front of the 

television. It is important that public health campaigns promoting the family meal take into 

consideration the circumstances that may follow divorce. The family meal continues to be a key 

site for creating family life in many of the families despite divorce; however, the meals may be 

executed in different forms. In the following chapters, I will look at how teenagers contribute to 

the family through their work in food provisioning.  
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Section II 

“Doing Family” 

 

As discussed in chapter 5, eating together with other family members is an integral part 

of creating family life or “doing family”, a concept that emerged from the idea of “doing gender” 

(Nelson, 2006). Food provisioning and mealtimes provide numerous opportunities to both “do 

gender” and “do family”. In the following section, I will first explain West and Zimmerman’s 

(1987) original concept of doing gender; I will then elaborate on the concept of doing family 

before showing how the teenagers in my study make important contributions to doing family. 

“Doing gender” 

 West and Zimmerman (1987; 2002) describe the concept of doing gender as the 

differentiation between men and women based on differences that are neither natural nor 

biological. Once constructed, these differences “are used to reinforce the ‘essentialness’ of 

gender” (p. 13). Doing gender involves everyday activities performed by individuals; however, 

doing gender is not only individual but also interactional, influenced by larger social structures 

(West & Zimmerman, 2002). As described by Beagan et al. (2008), in relation to the pressure 

women feel to care for the family’s health through food work, “gender expectations are operating 

just beneath what appears as an individual inclination” (p. 668). In doing gender to meet external 

standards, which women internalize and ultimately cognitively reconstruct as individual choice, 

women reproduce and legitimate the division imposed by societal institutions.  

The household in general (Morgan, 1999), and food provisioning in particular, are key 

arenas in which women do gender (Beagan et al, 2008; DeVault, 1991). While the women in her 
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study performed different degrees of feeding work, DeVault (1991) suggests that if women 

resisted their roles as caretakers through food work, they would risk losing their “womanly” 

identity. As such, women more than men continue to contribute more to food work even when 

both parents work full time (Beagan et al., 2008) and much of women’s caring work is seen as 

“‘natural’ expressions of gender” (DeVault, 1991, p. 118). The assumption that feeding and 

caring work are “natural” parts of being a woman devalues the work that women do and often 

renders it invisible.2 DeVault (1991) reveals the complicated nature of feeding a family and 

shows that provisioning is not just a key site for doing gender but also for doing family.  

“Doing family” 

 Similar to doing gender, many aspects of doing family involve “routine, regular actions 

and interactions, which are embedded in daily life” (Finch, 2007, p. 79). Together, these tasks and 

activities create “family” or become “family life” (Morgan, 2011; James et al., 2009). Or as 

James et al. (2009) explain, through these daily tasks, actions, and interactions the family 

members are continually constructing the family and reinforcing roles. In the context of 

household food work, tasks such as cooking, cleaning up from meals, shopping, talking at meals, 

and organizing meals are all part of doing family.  

While doing family most often occurs in the private sphere, it is also influenced by 

external social and cultural structures of what the family ought to be. Despite the increasing 

heterogeneity of what constitutes a family, researchers such as DeVault (1999) and Nelson (2006) 

continue to find that the traditional idea of a heterosexual nuclear family (or what Dorothy Smith 

(1993) calls SNAF) remains a powerful image and ideal.  

                                                        
2 It also does not account for the unequal distribution of household work in same-sex relationships. See 
Carrington (2008) for more on this. (Carrington, C. (2008). Feeding Lesbigay Families. In C. Counihan & 
P. van Esterik (Eds.), Food and Culture: A Reader (2nd ed., pp. 259-286). New York, NY: Routledge.) 
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 Such ideals are often associated with the family meal and eating together becomes an 

important time for doing family in many households. However, eating together is only one aspect 

of food work and much of the work that goes into food provisioning is part of doing family. In 

the previous chapters I discussed my participants’ involvement in family meals and their response 

to food rules, but I did not explore the food-related work that the teenagers did to contribute to 

family. The following chapters will explore the work teenagers carry out to do family when 

negotiating two homes that sometimes have very different expectations around food, food work, 

and meals. In chapter 6 I will discuss the participants’ involvement in the visible work, such as 

cooking and clearing dishes, and then in chapter 7 I will move into the less visible work, such as 

the emotion work done by the teenagers to protect their parents’ feelings or public image.  

“Doing Divorced Families” 

 Before moving into the next two chapters that will look at food work specifically, I want 

to discuss the participants’ division of time between two homes, which is an important means 

through which the participants do family within the context of divorce. All of the participants in 

my study spent time at both parents’ homes, and in many cases, they distributed their time 

equally. When they discussed how they shared their time through the week, and specifically over 

holidays such as Christmas, it became clear that the participants felt a strong moral obligation to 

be fair with the division of their time to each parent. 

Wade and Smart (2003), who asked children and teenagers about their experience 

splitting their time between parents after divorce, also found that their research participants feel 

an obligation to be fair to each parent especially with their time. The researchers assert that 

“divorce or separation alters the taken-for-grantedness of everyday family life” (Wade & Smart, 



 

 89 

2003, p. 117), and some of the implicit tasks and activities in doing family may become more 

explicit, as I will demonstrate in the following chapters.   

 The following examples of how the teenagers in my study “do divorced families” set the 

context for the upcoming chapters. The examples show that teenagers play a significant role in 

doing family and are reflexive, moral agents who take into account the needs of others (Wade & 

Smart, 2003).  

In each interview I asked the participants to describe how they split their time between 

their homes. Their responses were diverse and ranged from one weekend a month to alternating 

weeks to alternating days during the week. I asked a couple of the participants to explain their 

situation more than once in order to grasp the complexity of the arrangement. When I asked the 

participants how they found the set-up, some, like Ally, described it as being “really even” or fair 

while others described the situation without attaching a feeling to their narrative. One participant 

stated she wanted more autonomy in determining how to split her time. This participant had not 

told her dad about her preference to spend more time at her mom’s place because of her concern 

for her dad’s feelings. She told me “I don’t want to hurt him [her dad].”  

 Most of the interviews occurred around Christmas time so I asked the participants how 

they divided their time around the holidays. Again there was variation in how time was divided. 

Even when the teenagers had to switch between three or more homes on Christmas day, they 

stated it was fine because they got to see both their parents. One participant described all the 

travelling back and forth as “messed-up,” however, this was in retrospect and at the time she was 

happy with the situation. In the holiday narratives there was also more description of change in 

the time-division pattern due to the accommodation of new stepparents and their families. For 

example, the traditions changed for one participant in the year of the interview. She was initially 

unhappy with the proposed change of having dinner with her dad and stepmom on Christmas Eve, 
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rather than the past arrangement of having both families coming together on Christmas; however, 

she recognized the importance of this new tradition to her dad and stepmom so did not contest it. 

The following quote shows the participant’s positive reflection on the situation: 

I liked it, cause I don’t think it was that important that we were 
at the family friend’s Christmas Eve. I think it’s more important 
that I spend some time with my dad for a dinner and I don’t think 
he really liked us going for boxing day dinner because it was 
kind of like Christmas was over and he wanted to celebrate 
before. So in the end it all worked out good I thought. 

In this quote the participant not only recognized her dad’s needs, but also she had to decide who 

constituted family (Nelson, 2006), recognizing her father and stepmom as family over family 

friends. She also acknowledged that Christmas dinner at her mom’s involved her mom’s family 

and friends so may not have been a comfortable setting for her stepmom. 

 These examples show the participants’ concern for their parents and the effort they put 

into accommodating their parents’ new living circumstances. Within these changing relationships, 

the participants must negotiate different household expectations, which require the teenagers to 

negotiate their own identities in order to do family and fit in with the new household 

relationships. The following chapters will demonstrate that the participants’ negotiations and 

adaptations to their two households in order to do family are also present in the visible and 

invisible food work they do.   
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Chapter 6 

Teenagers’ Visible Food-Work in the Household 

 

One aspect of doing family is contributing to the home and family through housework. 

Teenagers’ participation in housework was not a key aspect of my investigation; I asked only one 

general question, “can you tell me a bit more about meals at your mom’s and dad’s houses?” with 

sub questions around cooking and grocery shopping. However, during the transcription and 

analysis phases of my research, it became clear that not only do teenagers contribute to household 

work to varying degrees, but also that this is a site where teenagers must negotiate different 

household expectations, which influence their identities in each of their homes.  

Research on Housework 

The academic study of housework did not emerge until the 1970’s when second wave 

feminist scholars set out to acknowledge and investigate this unpaid work which is carried out in 

the private sphere of the home and mostly by women (Morgan, 1999; Warren, 2011). As Erickson 

(2005) explains, because “women perform more family work than men, failing to characterize 

these activities as work serves to invalidate women’s essential contributions to social and 

community life and, in this way, contributes to the reproduction of gender inequality” (p. 338). 

From the outset, feminist scholarship that explores household work has examined how gender 

affects the type of work done and the resulting inequalities between genders (Morgan, 1999). As 

research in this area evolved, so did the definition of housework, which is now generally 

understood to include caring and emotion work (Erickson, 2005; Hochschild, 1983; Warren, 

2011). While scholars of unpaid domestic labour have considered factors such as class, race, age, 
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men’s and children’s perspectives, and family composition, the analysis of gender dominates the 

research. As Morgan (1999) states, “generally speaking, household analysis is gendered analysis” 

(p. 24). 

Similar to women’s unpaid domestic work, children’s contributions to household work 

were largely unacknowledged until the 1990’s. At this time, sociologists studying childhood 

recognized that children’s household work had been “overshadowed by that of their parents” 

(Brannen, 1995, p. 317) and they sought to challenge the prevalent conception that children were 

simply passive, dependent members of the household (Brannen, 1995; Morrow, 1996).  

Brannen’s (1995) British study with 16 year olds and their parents used both a survey of 

the teenagers’ involvement in housework and individual qualitative interviews with the parents 

and teenagers. In addition to asking about specific household jobs, the researcher categorized the 

tasks into self-care or family-care work and looked at how gender, age, birth order, culture, and 

values influence the teenagers’ involvement in domestic work. She found that those who do the 

most housework are “young women, those of non-UK origins especially Asian-origin young 

women, eldest children, [and] those whose mothers work full-time” (Brannen, 1995, p. 334). A 

similar demographic also did the most family-care work, which is defined as the work done for 

the good of multiple family members.  

 Morrow (1996) had participants write essays in her British study investigating 11-16 

years olds’ contributions to work outside of school. She found that participants help with 

housework, and some to a considerable degree. She also accounted for gender differences and 

found that overall, girls do more domestic labour than boys. These teenagers perform gender-

stereotyped jobs, with the girls doing more housework and the boys doing more outdoor chores 

(Morrow, 1996).  
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Zeiher (2001) suggests that research on childhood housework is similar to the research on 

the domestic labour of adults in that it is dominated by gender analysis. She argues that the 

emphasis on gender analysis is inappropriate when considering children’s contribution to 

household work because gender analyses of household labour compares the housework of adult 

women to the workforce and therefore is not relevant to children. Similar to Alanen (2001), she 

contends that a generational approach is more relevant. She suggests that the parent-child 

relationship and the amount of dependency or independence of the child plays an important role 

in the division of labour between parents and children and, in turn, the degree to which children 

do family. Zeiher’s explanation of gendered work is simplistic because it only addresses gender 

in relation to the workforce. However, her generational approach is important because it 

recognizes the family context in which children and teenagers live (Zeiher, 2001).  

Zeiher (2001), Morrow (1996) and Brannen (1995) all discuss the importance of moving 

away from the dichotomous independent-dependent parent-child relationship to recognizing that 

in many households there is also an interdependent and reciprocal relationship where children 

help to meet the needs of the entire family. Leonard’s (2009) 14 -15 year old Irish participants 

qualify these researchers’ observations in their responses to an open-ended questionnaire where 

they describe the family as an interdependent relationship in which they feel a moral 

responsibility to help with housework.  

Because of the small sample size of my research and because it is difficult to compare 

boys and girls when there were only two male participants in my study, I will not be addressing 

gender despite the important role it plays in identities and housework. While the parent-teenager 

relationship is not central to the analysis of my research, I address it in cases where it is apparent 

that the teenagers must negotiate their different relationships with each parent and adjust to their 

dissimilar expectations.  
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In the following chapter I will show how the teenage participants in my study do family 

through their contribution to food-related work in the home. While at one time all domestic work 

was deemed invisible because it was not acknowledged as work (Daniels, 1987), like DeVault 

(1991), I distinguish between the more visible and invisible aspects of food work. The term 

“visible work” describes the more obvious and material household duties related to food 

(Brannen, et al., 2000; DeVault, 1991), such as food preparation, grocery shopping, and setting 

and clearing the table. This contrasts with the less visible or “invisible work” such as planning 

and caring (DeVault, 1991), which will be addressed in chapter 7. DeVault (1991) uses the 

analogy of cooking versus feeding to demonstrate the difference between visible and invisible 

work: cooking, she states, “is work that can be done alone” (p. 39) but feeding implies a 

connection to others and involves, for example, incorporating family members’ preferences. 

Research on Food-Related Responsibilities 

 It is important to address the visible work of food provisioning because as DeVault 

(1991) states, “food sustains social and emotional life as well as physiological being, through 

cultural rituals of serving and eating” (p. 35). Food plays a significant role in bringing family 

members together, and in turn, for doing family.  Ensuring there is food in the house and meals 

on the table requires a considerable amount of visible work in shopping, preparing, cooking, and 

cleaning-up. This process can be enjoyable for some, but others find the work to be tedious and 

repetitive, or extremely difficult when constrained by financial resources (DeVault, 1991). Food 

preparation can contribute to one’s identity (Morgan, 1996) and can also be a means of self-

worth. Women who prepare a successful meal, one that is enjoyed and acknowledged, may feel a 

sense of accomplishment as a “feeder” and thus as a wife, partner, or mother. Conversely, they 

may feel a sense of failure if their cooking is unappreciated or unacknowledged (DeVault, 1991).  
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As the focus of my research was on teenagers, I will now discuss the research specific to 

this population. Quantitative data from Statistics Canada (2005) reveals that young people (15-25 

years of age) contribute to cooking and washing up at a rate of 0.2 hours/day for males and 0.3 

hours/day for females. These numbers are not significantly different from the overall male 

population (including adult men) who contribute 0.4 hours/day to these same tasks. While these 

numbers show that teenagers do contribute to food-related activities in the home, they do not 

provide any insight into who the teenagers are cooking for, the type of food they are cooking, or 

how these responsibilities may change in light of divorce and living in two homes.  

Research exploring teenagers’ involvement in food-related work is limited (Larson, 

Story, Eisenberg & Neumark-Sztainer, 2006) and is generally a component and not the focus of 

studies that investigate a range of domestic work (Brannen, 1995; Brannen et al., 2000; Leonard, 

2009; Morrow, 1996). Larson et al. (2006) use data from a larger study investigating influences 

on teenagers’ food choices to look specifically at teenagers’ participation in preparing and 

shopping for food. The questionnaire was administered and completed by almost 5,000 11-18 

year olds from a school district in the United States and asked the number of times respondents 

helped shop or cook. The researchers state that close to 70% of the teenagers participate in 

cooking at least once a week but most do not help more than two times a week. This study found 

a correlation between cooking and shopping and gender, culture, and age; however, it does not 

provide insight into how teenagers are involved in these practices or how their involvement may 

change as a result of divorce. 

Brannen et al. (2000) used questionnaires, focus groups, and interviews to understand 

how 10-12 year olds in South London contribute to family life, with a specific interest in the care 

children give. The questionnaire phase was administered to 941 students and asks questions about 

children’s reasons for helping at home and the types of household tasks they help with, including 
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food-provisioning tasks. Similar to Larson et al.’s (2006) study, Brannen et al. (2000) also 

examine how a number of variables such as gender, ethnicity, and class affect household work 

while exploring the effect of household composition, including single mother homes as well as 

those with stepdads present. The questionnaire results reveal no difference in household work 

between children living in single-mother, stepfamily, foster care, or two-parent homes. However, 

in an earlier study Brannen (1995) found that teenage girls from single-mother homes are most 

likely to do tasks directed at helping the family as a collective. While Brannen et al. (2000) 

address multiple household compositions, no study has looked at inter-household differences in 

food-related responsibilities that teenagers must negotiate when living in two homes as a result of 

divorce. 

In this chapter, I will describe the range of food-related household work in which the 

teenage participants in my study were involved. I will distinguish between the work they did for 

themselves and the work they did for other family members using the terms self-care and family-

care work respectively (Brannen, 1995; Leonard, 2009). Similar to Kaplan (2000), I argue that 

self-care work contributes to the family by decreasing the work of others, usually the parents, and 

is therefore part of doing family.  

As previously mentioned, I will also use Zeiher’s (2001) generational approach to 

understand my participants’ involvement in household work. Zeiher asserts that children’s 

household roles and responsibilities must be negotiated between parent and child within the 

existing power imbalance of the relationship. She describes four positions of the child in the 

family: the dependent child who depends on parents for care; the independent child who takes an 

active role in caring for him/herself; the interdependent child whose work helps meet the needs of 

the family; and the reciprocal role where the child cares for others. As children grow older, there 

tends to be a move from dependence to independence due to the larger social construction of age 
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and development. In my research, I did not find this trend with age but instead found the 

household culture and parent-teenager relationship in each of the teenagers’ homes was a key site 

where the participants negotiated their identities to fit in. The participants did not speak of 

resisting their food-related responsibilities but instead they exerted agency through their domestic 

food work within the confines of the generational power relationships that exist between parent 

and child. 

My Research Findings 

Like Morrow’s (1996) exploration of teenagers’ involvement in household work more 

generally, my research revealed a continuum for participants’ involvement in food-related duties. 

On one end of the continuum are those teenagers who do little to contribute to the household and 

at the other are those upon whom the household depends (Morrow, 1996). None of the teenagers 

in my study fell at the extreme where they were responsible for ensuring the functioning of the 

home through their domestic work, and only one participant had close to no responsibility at one 

of her homes. Two participants had set tasks that they had to complete each day at one of their 

two homes. The rest were asked to do tasks on an as-needed basis and most often it was either to 

set or clear the table.  

The teenagers who spent only weekends at their fathers’ homes tended to assume a more 

dependent role with fewer responsibilities compared to at their mothers’ homes. They also had 

fewer responsibilities at their fathers’ homes than the teenagers who spent equal time at each 

parent’s home. While some participants had similar responsibilities at each of their homes, others 

had to negotiate different teenager-parent relationships and expectations. For example, one of the 

older teenagers had a dependent relationship on her mother and had little food-related 
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responsibilities at her mother’s home. In contrast, her father had more expectations and she had to 

assume more of an interdependent role at her father’s.  

The following section provides greater insight into my participants’ experiences within 

the categories of cooking and food preparation, grocery shopping, and setting or clearing the table 

and doing dishes.  

Cooking and Food Preparation 

As mentioned previously, Larson et al.’s (2006) large US study that reviewed 

questionnaires from 5000 students found that close to 70% of teenagers help with dinner 

preparations at least once a week but only 29% help three or more times per week. Brannen et 

al.’s (2000) questionnaire administered to South London children reports 55% of teenagers 

prepare food for themselves some days and 60% of teenagers prepare food for others some days. 

These percentages were much lower in Brannen’s 1995 study where 30% and 8% of participants 

cook for themselves and for others several times per week respectively. While the numbers vary 

widely, it is clear from these studies as well as from Canadian statistics, that children and 

teenagers are involved to some degree in cooking tasks. In my study, the level of involvement in 

food preparation also varied between the participants and between their households. However, 

most of the teenagers were more involved in preparing food for themselves than for the entire 

family. 

With regards to family-care work, only one participant of the nine was responsible for 

cooking for her family of three. This participant took turns cooking with her mom and sibling and 

her responsibilities varied from cooking the entire meal to preparing a side dish. There was no 

schedule dictating cooking responsibilities; the participant stated that, “we just all take turns.” In 

contrast, at her dad’s where she spent weekends, she was not required to cook; the participant 
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stated sometimes she helped to prepare breakfast but her dad did most of the cooking. When I 

asked her how she felt about being cooked for at her dad’s she said, “well it feels nice that I don’t 

have to cook but it would be nice to cook too.”  

Another participant did family-care work by preparing dinner for herself and her sibling 

when her mom was out, or by helping cook meals for dinner parties or special occasions. On days 

when she was responsible for cooking, she described the food she made as “something simple” 

because neither she nor her sibling “has that much time to cook.” Similar to the previous 

participant, this participant only saw her dad on weekends and while she enjoyed cooking and 

described her dad and stepmom as good cooks, she was not involved with food preparation at her 

dad’s because her “step-mom cooks a lot so she [the stepmom] does her own thing.” This 

participant adopted a more independent and interdependent role at her mom’s but had a more 

dependent relationship at her dad’s where he and her stepmom preferred to cater to the children. 

Another participant, who shared her time equally between her parents, also distinguished between 

helping on the weekends and weekdays: “well usually on the weekends I help more with my mom 

and then for dinners [during the week] I usually help more with my dad.”  

A number of the teenagers described their role as “helpers” with food preparation for the 

family. One participant helped with dinner preparation at her dad’s but made it clear that her role 

was not to cook: “I mean I help with dinner but I don’t cook…we’re in charge of salad and stuff, 

just the small, easy stuff.” In contrast, she did not help with dinner preparations at her mom’s 

house as she said that the dinners are larger and homemade at her dad’s so require more 

assistance. A few of the participants talked about making breakfast. One of the male participants 

was known for his pancakes and enjoyed making them for friends and family: “yeah, like I’m not 

in the kitchen as much as my sister and my mom especially any other time of day except 

breakfast because breakfast is my time for making food, for the most part.” This participant 
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described a time when he took on the responsibility of getting up early to cook a pancake 

breakfast for an exchange student. He adopted this responsibility almost every morning for four 

months and stated that he would have continued but the other family members did not want to eat 

pancakes every morning. 

All of the teenagers were involved in self-care work by either making their own snacks, 

breakfasts, lunches, or evening meals when their parents were out. Many of the participants were 

responsible for making their own school lunches, with or without assistance from parents. A few 

of the participants said they would cook for themselves if their parents were not home. One 

participant stated, “like if she’s [mom] not here then yeah, I’ll cook like Kraft Dinner or 

something easy to cook but usually she’ll be the one that cooks.” This same participant described 

making herself a salad at her mom’s if she wanted something light for dinner but that at her dad’s, 

her dad and stepmom did all the cooking.  

Three of the participants had minimal cooking responsibilities in both parents’ homes. 

During the week, all three had their breakfasts, lunches, and dinners prepared for them. One of 

these participants described her cooking responsibilities:  

I don’t really make anything for myself like my parents both 
make most of my food, like at my mom’s especially, she makes 
everything for me. Sometimes at my dad’s he’ll be like “oh do 
you want to do this?” and like make me help whereas my mom 
just kind of does it all for me.   

While this participant has more of a dependent relationship with regards to cooking at both her 

homes, she had to negotiate her dad’s expectations for her to help.  

Similar to Curtis et al.’s (2009) research which asks children and parents about their 

involvement in family decision making, I found that a few of the teenagers were involved in food 

work through baking rather than cooking. Only the female participants discussed baking and they 

generally baked more at one home than another. One participant preferred baking at her dad’s 
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home because her stepmom would help and they generally had the ingredients on hand. In 

contrast, at her mom’s, her mom gave her money to buy the ingredients and she was responsible 

for doing all the preparation and clean up. She preferred the situation at her dad’s so this 

participant exerted her agency by using her relationship with her stepmom to convince her mom 

to help her: 

P: yeah, more like “mom will you help me cook? (name of step-
mom) helps me cook.” 

I: so does that work for your mom? 

P: yeah, I don’t think she likes my stepmom very much (laughs) 

I: (laughs) so you know that that’s a way to get her to help you 
do things? 

P: yeah 

I: even though she doesn’t like to cook she’ll help you when you 
say that? 

P: um, she always helps me clean up stuff 

This participant was aware of her mom’s dislike for her stepmom and recognized and used this 

tension as a source of power.  

 Although a number of the participants said they enjoyed cooking, most of them did not 

cook on a regular basis. Several of the participants stated it was because of lack of time or 

because of homework. This is similar to Brannen et al.’s (2000) finding where children prioritize 

homework over household work, which the authors attribute to the “more salient normative 

guidelines governing children’s lives, namely the expectations of being a pupil and the 

requirement to do homework” (p. 41). 
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Grocery Shopping 

Similar to cooking, the extent of teenagers’ involvement in grocery shopping varied both 

between participants and between homes. No participants were responsible for doing the entire 

family grocery shopping on their own; however, some of the younger teenagers picked-up a list 

of items when asked to do so by a parent. Many of the teenagers helped with the grocery 

shopping by going with their parent or by requesting specific foods. The research around 

teenagers’ participation in grocery shopping is limited and is often only mentioned in studies 

exploring household work more generally. To my knowledge, Larson et al. (2006) are the only 

researchers who report specifically on grocery shopping, finding that approximately 50% of the 

teenagers in their study help once a week. Brennan (1995) found that 21% of participants do the 

shopping and in Morrow’s (1996) study some participants discuss their shopping responsibilities.  

While research shows that teenagers are involved in grocery shopping, this section will 

go beyond exploring grocery shopping solely as a household duty to understanding it as a site 

where teenagers exert their agency. In turn, this section will explore how living in two homes 

influences the expression of this agency.  

Going to the grocery store – household work 

 Three of the younger participants had the responsibility of going to the grocery store on 

their own or with a sibling. The participants described living within walking distance of the 

grocery store; they were always sent with a list and money from a parent. Ally and Meghan each 

talked about going grocery shopping for their dads but not their moms. While they went with a 

list, they both exerted some autonomy by buying a few items of their choosing. The other 

participant would go shopping when asked by either her mom or dad but this participant did not 

deviate from the list without prior approval.  
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A few of the participants joined their parents grocery shopping, and in most cases, this 

was with their mom; one participant went with her mom, dad, or stepmom. The participants stated 

their main purpose for going grocery shopping was to help select foods they liked. Chelsea stated: 

“I do go and help grocery shop cause I don’t want them to get like you know food that I don’t like 

so I’ll go and help them and tell them ‘oh I like this and oh, I like that.’” While Chelsea described 

her trips to the grocery store as helping, Olivia recognized that accompanying her mom can be a 

burden: “sometimes she likes to go without [sibling] and I because then it’s easier for her because 

then we’re not like ‘can I have this, can we have this, I don’t want this.’” Olivia’s recognition that 

going grocery shopping with her mother could be burdensome is reflected in other qualitative 

Canadian research about family food practices where mothers “did not encourage, and often did 

not allow their teenagers to accompany them on shopping trips” for these same reasons (Bassett, 

Chapman et al., 2008, p. 328).  

Providing input into family food – agency  

Children’s input into family food purchases is not generally included in the literature on 

household work; however, I chose to include it in this section because my research showed that it 

was an important means through which teenagers contributed to the family food environment. 

Since food is central to family life (DeVault, 1991; James et al., 2009; Lupton, 1996), it is 

important to explore the role teenagers’ feel they have in influencing food purchases at each of 

their homes. It is well documented that teenagers influence household purchasing and food 

decisions (Bassett, Chapman et al., 2008; Blinkhorn, Roberts, & Duxbury, 2003; Contento, 

Williams, Michela & Franklin, 2006; De Bourdeaudhuij & Van Oost, 1998; Palan & Wilkes, 

1997). However, these studies look at children’s and teenagers’ ability, strategies, and influencing 
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power to convince parents to buy certain foods and do not look at the effect of divorce and how 

changes in family structure and food cultures impact teenagers’ involvement in food decisions.     

For example, one participant who split her time between her mom’s and her dad’s homes 

had a lot of influence on food purchases at her mom’s. However, despite spending close to equal 

time at her dad’s, she stated:  

I just don’t find like I eat there enough to like really choose 
what’s in the house and everything and like sometimes my dad 
will be like “what do you want in your lunches?” then and I’ll 
tell him some foods that I like but not really. My mom’s is more 
like she always asks and sometimes I’ll go grocery shopping 
with my mom and choose some things. 

This teenager’s dad accommodated her food preferences and tried to ensure the food she liked 

was in his home, yet she did not feel like it was her place to ask for certain foods. Perhaps this 

was because of the presence of her stepfamily; however, this is my own speculation based on her 

comment that despite her dad’s best efforts, she said she continued to feel more like a guest at her 

dad and stepfamily’s home and would “just eat whatever [was] there.”  

Similar to the participant just described, Abby voiced her preferences at her mom’s: “well 

when my mom goes grocery shopping she says ‘is there anything you want?’ so she makes sure 

we can eat what we have.” At her mom’s place, Abby requested a few regular items, whereas at 

her dad’s house, she did not request food despite feeling he did not buy a big enough quantity of 

certain snack foods: “he doesn’t go grocery shopping as much because they don’t eat as much and 

um, so whenever we’re there I feel like we can’t eat anything because we need more to eat and 

we’ll just eat it all because they don’t buy enough.” Abby’s reason for not requesting food is that 

her dad did not go shopping as often as her mom, but she later stated that she felt more like a 

guest at her dad’s home. Similar to the previous participant, feeling like a guest may also be a 

reason why she did not request food. While these two participants felt more comfortable 
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expressing their food requests at their mom’s, other participants were equally comfortable asking 

at both homes and one participant stated that he “generally [doesn’t] contribute much to either 

house.” Overall, the amount of time the teenager spent at each home did not appear to affect the 

degree of agency and influence the participant had over food purchases at either home. 

Chelsea, who spent equal time at each home, showed her agency at her dad and 

stepmom’s by requesting healthier snack food, similar to what she had at her mom’s. In this 

instance Chelsea was transferring aspects of her mom’s household food culture to her dad’s. As 

discussed in chapter 5, another participant also described her intra-household influence. She 

became a vegetarian, originally because of her dad: “I don’t know I probably was just like ‘my 

dad does it’ and you know I think [of him] kind of like an idol” and through her vegetarianism, 

she influenced the way the rest of the family ate at her mom’s. Her dad had also influenced her 

with regards to local eating and gardening, which she had brought to her mom’s home: “I’m kind 

of more into it than my mom is so I think my dad, like I’ve taken up from my dad and kind of 

brought it here.” To my knowledge, this intra-household influence on food practices as a result of 

divorce has not been explored previously. 

In the preceding examples, the parents were responsible for making most of the food 

decisions; however, both the participants exerted agency and influenced their parents’ decisions. 

Bassett, Chapman et al. (2008) describe this negotiation between teenager and parent as the co-

construction of autonomy. The researchers do not conceptualize the relationship between teenager 

and parent as a one-way system nor do they envision it solely as a form of defiance on the part of 

the teenager. Instead, Bassett, Chapman et al. (2008) recognize the dialectical relationship where 

both the parent and teenager influence each other. Olivia described a similar mutual influence in 

the following quote where she asked for certain foods but within the limits that her mom had 

established: “if we want something it’s like very specific like we have to plead like ‘please I’d 
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really love some…’ I don’t know, I don’t even know, we don’t even ask for junk food, we ask for 

like fruit bars and that’s our treat (laughs) so you know.” 

Food is also a site of power (James et al., 2009; Lupton, 1996) and some of the 

participants used the different food at each of their parents’ homes as a negotiating tool to try to 

get the food they enjoyed at one parent’s home at the other parent’s home. Based on my research, 

there was no consistent use of one parent as power over another, and most participants said this 

technique did not work. Abby described attempting to use her dad’s food selections to leverage 

her mom more than the other way around, and Nicole spoke of trying to her use her mom to 

convince her dad; both said ultimately this did not work with their parents because the food they 

were requesting was not considered healthy. Another participant said she had tried to leverage 

each parent over the other, but used it more with her mom because it was more effective. 

However, her experience was quite opposite to that of her sibling who stated that this tactic did 

not work with their mom. 

Olivia and Lauren stated they would not use one parent over the other “I don’t really use 

that kind of thing that much like I don’t really compare it that often” (Lauren). Another 

participant said he did not use this tactic because he knew it would not work: 

I never use the excuse ‘well at dad’s’ because I know that 
frankly they don’t care (laughs) they don’t care what we get at 
dad’s – ‘this isn’t dad’s’! And like it’s not like my dad and my 
mom are mad at each other, they’re completely peacefully split 
up. 

Both this participant and the participant in the previous section who used her stepmom as power 

to convince her mom to help, recognized that their parents’ relationship affected the degree of 

power the teenager had when trying to convince their parent. In the preceding example, the 

participant stated that the amicable relationship between his parents decreased the strength of 
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food as power, whereas the participant in the previous section used her mom’s dislike for her 

stepmom as leverage to convince her mom to help with baking. 

Setting and Clearing the Table and Doing Dishes 

 Leonard’s (2009) Irish study investigating 14-15 year olds’ perceptions on housework 

found that 82% of her participants regularly set and cleared the table and 86% did the dishes. 

Brannen et al. (2000) distinguished between self-care and family-care work and found little 

difference in the number of teenagers doing self-care (clearing their own dishes) or family-care 

(setting/clearing the table) work at least a few times per week. Their findings show that 

approximately three quarters of the participants are involved in setting or clearing the table but 

fewer teenagers are responsible for doing the dishes or loading/unloading the dishwasher. 

 Unlike grocery shopping or cooking, most of the participants in my study were 

responsible for at least one daily duty related to setting or clearing the table or doing dishes 

(loading them into the dishwasher or doing them by hand): clearing their own dishes. These were 

also tasks that the teenagers had to negotiate based on different expectations in each home. 

One participant who spent weekends with his dad and was not expected to help stated 

that “he [his dad] doesn’t assign us chores and I guess it’s because he really treasures us visiting 

right?” This participant appreciated the minimal level of household responsibility at his dad’s and 

attributed it to his dad’s love and care for him. His understanding of this situation is in contrast to 

his sister, who found it difficult to sit idly and watch their dad and stepmom do all the work: 

“sometimes I’ll help clean up afterwards but that’s just because I’m there and I don’t want 

[stepmom] to have to do it by herself. But it’s not like we’re expected to, I guess, but most of the 

time I do out of habit I think.” The contrast in how these siblings perceived and responded to the 

situation at their dad’s place demonstrates how teenagers negotiate their surroundings 
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differently.3 The one teenager enjoyed the more dependent relationship he had at his dad’s and 

basked in the opportunity to relax, whereas his sister felt a certain level of guilt or unease with 

this more dependent relationship, and being catered to, and felt compelled to help. The one 

responsibility they shared at their dad’s was setting the table. In contrast, at their mom’s they 

were responsible for all the clean up after dinner, including clearing the table, putting dishes in 

the dishwasher, and putting the food away. 

Another participant described how a change in her dad’s living situation resulted in new 

expectations of her. Prior to the new household arrangement she stated that “he [dad] never really 

made us set the table before.” However, since her dad moved in with his partner, the participant 

felt her stepmom had influenced what was expected of her and she had gained new 

responsibilities. 

I: and do you feel like you take on um, different roles at the 
different homes?  

P: um, I feel like my dad expects me to help more. I don’t know, 
I don’t know like maybe my stepsister helps a lot more when, 
like during like, cause I think her mom kind of makes her do a 
lot of stuff herself, like make her own food and like clean up 
after herself and set the table so I think that’s more of why like 
when I go there my dad’s like oh like get this and do that, 
because it’s kind of like she’s doing it so I should do it. So I 
definitely think there’s some influence of like that from like my 
stepmom from my stepsister. And then um, yeah so that’s, so I 
think that’s why whereas at my mom’s she just kind of doesn’t 
really expect me to make my own food. 

At her dad’s, this participant became responsible for setting the table, getting drinks for everyone, 

and putting her dishes in the dishwasher after dinner. In contrast, she had very few 

responsibilities at her mom’s:  

                                                        
3	  Although I am not including gender analysis in my thesis, this example also reflects gender 
stereotypes. 
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We’re not the type at my mom’s to just sit down and set the table 
sort of thing unless it’s like a big dinner and also like at my 
mom’s we kind of just like put the dishes on the dishwasher and 
they put it in the dishwasher. 

With regards to her responsibilities for setting and clearing dishes, this participant had a more 

dependent relationship at her mom’s and a more interdependent relationship at her dad’s; 

however, she negotiated each household’s expectations and did not speak negatively about either 

situation. 

 Some of the teenagers reported very similar responsibilities at each of their homes, which 

tended to be the self-care work of clearing their own dishes. However, a number of participants 

were responsible for the family-care work of setting or clearing the table. One participant 

described taking on the role of clearing everyone’s dish: “more and more it’s, while I generally 

finish first because I eat fastest so I’ll take everything, I’ll take all the plates.”  

Summary 

While parents continued to do most of the food-related work in the home, and none of the 

teenagers were tasked with supporting the household through their food work, all of the 

participants contributed to their homes through their food-related duties. In some situations the 

teenagers experienced similar responsibilities in each of their homes, decreasing the teenagers’ 

need to adjust their identities to adapt. Other participants experienced different parent-teenager 

relationships and, in turn, different household responsibilities at each of their homes, and for 

some, these responsibilities changed multiple times as parents entered new living circumstances. 

The participants in these situations adapted to the changing demands by negotiating their 

identities to comply with the household expectations. When I asked the participants about the 

different situations, most of them stated their responsibilities without judgement, disdain, or 

complaint. The participants also showed agency, by making requests for household food, 
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transferring one household’s food practices to another, and helping with food-related 

responsibilities when not asked. 
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Chapter 7 

Teenagers’ Invisible Food-Work 

 

 In the previous chapter I addressed the more menial and material work that contributes to 

a household and doing family. In this chapter I will look at the less visible food work performed 

by the teenage participants. In her paper titled Invisible Work, Daniels (1987) aims to 

reconceptualise the term “work”, in order to acknowledge the unpaid work that women do in both 

the public and (most often) private spheres of life. While Daniel’s (1987) paper uses the term 

invisible work to describe many aspects of the unpaid work women do, I will use the term 

invisible work to address the thought, care, and love that goes into food provisioning and doing 

family. I will draw mainly from DeVault’s (1991) research that uncovers the work women do in 

food provisioning that goes unrecognized because it is generally invisible to the outsider. Some of 

the invisible food work that women do is the mental work involved in food provisioning such as 

paying attention to, and remembering family food preferences; keeping a mental inventory of 

what food is in the house; and the planning that goes into the material work of shopping and meal 

preparation. The preparations of meals, especially those that are home cooked and cater to 

individual preferences, are a symbol of caring and carry emotional significance (DeVault, 1991, 

James et al., 2009; Kaufmann, 2010). Invisible work is the work that is often unacknowledged yet 

“produces the sociability and connection of group life” (DeVault, 1991, p. 228) and is a 

significant part of doing family.  

Teenagers in my study recognized some of this invisible work, such as their parents’ 

attempts to cater to their preferences. Many of them described their parent as “just knowing” their 

preferences and purchasing foods and making meals that participants liked without being asked. 
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Most frequently the mom was described as being more in-tune with the teenagers’ preferences, 

however, in a few instances dads were also described as being conscious of preferences, but were 

also more likely to require that the teenagers eat certain foods, specifically their vegetables. One 

participant described this “knowing” as love and care: 

P: yeah. So yeah I feel very loved when it comes to food on both 
sides of my family. 

I: loved, how so? 

P: like, um, like people care about what I like and what I don’t 
like and they take that into consideration 

Another participant used the term “superwoman” to describe all that her mom did for the family. 

She appreciated the homemade meals her mom prepared for her and her sibling and recognized 

that not all teenagers her age had parents who cooked for them: “I think that we’re lucky that our 

mom cooks so much because a lot of people I know they don’t, like their parent’s don’t cook as 

much which is sad.” 

Abby and Chelsea also appreciated being cooked for but Chelsea understood that there 

may be times when her parents did not feel like cooking: “I know that they still care for me it’s 

probably they just don’t want to cook or they’re not in the mood.” However, the importance of 

being cooked for is apparent when she stated she would contest her parents if they decided to stop 

cooking forever. Abby stated that having her dad cook for her was a nice break because she had 

more cooking responsibilities at her mom’s. Another participant stated that he felt gratitude: “I 

appreciate it when people cook for me.” Other participants found it difficult to describe their 

feelings when I asked how they felt about being cooked for. All the teenagers said they liked 

being cooked for, but often had difficulties verbalizing why. Most said because they liked the 

food, the company, or because it gave them more time for other things. Some of the teenagers 
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described a situation or positive memory around being cooked for but it was clear that this was 

not a question many of them had thought about and it was not easy for them to attach words or 

feelings to the experience. Perhaps being cooked for is an expectation of some children and 

teenagers, something they take for granted and do not consciously think about, which is why it 

was difficult for some to attach feelings and emotion to the experience.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, the work to maintain a home, which is associated 

with love and care and emotion work, is very much a part of women’s identities due to the 

gendered nature of the work (Beagan et al., 2008; DeVault, 1991; Erickson, 2005). Research, 

including my own, also shows that caring through food-work is part of teenagers’ identities; 

however, the extent to which they demonstrate this care varies. Leonard’s (2009) research with 

14-15 year old Irish teenagers around their perceptions of housework in general, shows that most 

teenagers help their parents because it establishes a sense of responsibility and it is a way of 

contributing to the family, especially in dual earner families. Studies show that some teenagers 

may feel a moral responsibility to help the family through housework, while others feel it is not 

their role as a teenager or they feel their parents do not deserve their care through work (Brannen 

et al., 2000; Kaplan, 2000; Leonard, 2009). While women continue to feel that food-work, and in 

turn caring, is a strong piece of their “womanly” identities, this may not generally be the case for 

teenagers. My research shows that caring through food-work is part of some teenagers’ identities 

more than others and these identities may be expressed differently in each parent’s home. As 

such, divorce adds another layer of complexity to these identities, as teenagers’ must negotiate 

expressions of caring identities amidst new family members and different household expectations 

and teenager-parent relationships. In the following section, I will concentrate on the invisible 

work that teenagers do in both food provisioning and care.  
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Teenagers’ Invisible Work in Food Provisioning and Meal Times 

 To my knowledge no research has reported on the invisible work done by teenagers in 

food provisioning and in their contribution to meal times. In this section, I will address this gap 

by demonstrating that teenagers from divorced homes are key actors in performing invisible work 

such as contributing to the family meal. 

The Family Meal 

As mentioned in chapter 5, family meals are a key signifier of family togetherness. The 

work to create these meals involves careful planning and orchestrating, most often done by 

women (DeVault, 1991; Kaufmann, 2010). Part of this work is bringing everyone to the table and 

creating an eating atmosphere that encourages socializing (DeVault, 1991). My research showed 

that teenagers also played an important role in creating the family meal.  

One participant described herself as the enforcer of eating together. She adopted the 

parental role of bringing the family together to eat supper as she discussed in the following quote:  

P: I was always worried, like before I’m the one who used to be 
like “guys we have to eat dinner together” like it’s always been 
me, like I really like sitting together. 

I: yeah, and you think like it’s you who instilled that in them? 

P: I think if I was like, I think on nights I’m not here they sit and 
watch a movie but they don’t tell me (laughing) they will, I 
would be like are you guys serious? I don’t know, I like sitting at 
the table and I hate the idea of like sitting in front of the 
television when people are eating, oh I hate that cause I think 
like you eat and then you don’t remember what you ate, you 
know what I mean? 

For this participant, eating together and enjoying the meal was very important and her work to 

encourage the family members to eat together had become routine. In contrast, at her dad’s, 

where she spent some weekends, she could relinquish her role as the member who enforced 
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dinner at the table because her dad and stepmom assumed this role and eating meals together was 

a clear expectation in their home. 

 This participant was the only teenager who was responsible for bringing the family 

together at the table at either home, however, most of the teenagers contributed to family meals 

by being present at the meal. While eating together at the table occurred more often at one home 

than the other, most of the participants said they enjoyed eating together and Chelsea described 

these meal times as “fun”. However, some found the transition between homes and the 

expectation surrounding dinnertime more challenging. In chapter 5 I gave the example of the 

teenager who had to eat at the table at her dad’s but preferred her mom’s where she ate wherever 

she liked. She stated:  

I kind of like the comfort at my mom’s where I can just like go 
into my room and eat and just sit in the living room and watch 
TV when I eat so I don’t know, I guess I kind of like, like eating 
at my mom’s house where I’m more comfortable and stuff. 

Yet despite preferring to eat elsewhere other than the table, this participant joined the family meal 

at her dad’s regardless of whether or not she was hungry. While this participant sometimes chose 

to eat in her bedroom, it was not out of defiance towards her mom, but simply because it was a 

choice she had and at times she felt she needed time to herself and she enjoyed the comfort and 

privacy of her own room. Another participant who was expected to come to the table for dinner at 

both his homes said that there were times when his preference at his mom’s would be to eat in his 

room but he felt eating together was both “good practice” and the right thing to do: “I mean like I 

totally could rebel and go and eat in my room but as long as we’re making homemade stews and 

stuff, it’s kind of (pause) polite to eat at the table, when they’ve made this nice meal – even if I 

don’t like it.” In this example the teenager not only recognized the importance of joining the 

family meal but also saw it as a show of appreciation to his mom who made a home cooked meal 
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for the family. Both of these examples illustrate the work that the participants do to satisfy their 

parents’ needs over their own. Brannen et al. (2000) explain this as children’s recognition of their 

parents’ work and a desire to repay them, which is often done by following the household rules. 

However, other participants in my study did not express a moral responsibility to repay their 

parents for their work, and some only acknowledged their parents work in certain circumstances. 

Another way in which the teenagers participated in family meals was by contributing to 

the mealtime conversation. DeVault (1991) and Kauffman (2010) both discuss the work parents 

(often mothers) do to initiate and maintain conversation at meal times. Kauffman (2010) also 

addresses the central role of children at family meals and the expectations parents have that their 

children will answer questions and add a lively note to mealtime banter. However, despite 

including a section on children and mealtimes in his book, the perspectives are those of parents. 

The parents are portrayed as the family members with the skill to initiate and uphold conversation 

often trying to extract information from their children but also having the ability to discern how 

much to ask without deterring their children from speaking entirely (Kauffman, 2010). In his 

writing, the children are depicted as individuals to contend with and the parents are recognized 

for their work, not the children. While I recognize that parents, and often mothers, feel a strong 

social pressure to create mealtime conversation, children and teenagers must also be recognized 

for their effort in mealtime conversation. 

In my research I asked the participants if they contributed to the conversation at meal 

times, and in all cases they said they did. I did not ask them specifically if they felt pressure to 

talk but from their descriptions of family meals, it appeared that the participants were conscious 

of the expectation that they should be contributing to mealtime conversation. A clear 

demonstration of this was when the teenagers described withholding conversation at dinnertime 

when they were angry or upset as was discussed in chapter 5.  
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Some of the participants found it easier to contribute to mealtime conversation when 

more family members were present. This was the case for Meghan who said dinner at her mom’s 

can get loud because her sibling and stepsiblings liked to tease each other. Meghan found she 

talked more at her mom’s than her dad’s because there were “more things to talk about” with 

more family members present. Chelsea contributed to the conversation at both her mom and dad’s 

and described her meals at her dad’s, where there were more family members, as “fun” and 

enjoyed going to the table for meals. In contrast, at her mom’s she preferred to eat in the comfort 

of the living room. As mentioned in chapter 5, I saw this trend in a number of families and 

suggest a reason for the participants’ preference for eating in the living room at their mom’s, 

where there were fewer family members, is because it offered a less formal and therefore a more 

comfortable place to talk and contribute to the conversations.  

My interviews with the teenagers show that they are active contributors to doing family 

by both joining the family at the evening meal and by contributing to the conversation.  

Keeping a Mental Note 

 As previously stated, part of the invisible work that parents do is to keep track of how 

much, and what food is in the house so they know when to shop and what to buy. As described in 

chapter 4, a few of the participants are conscious of food that is meant for younger step or half-

siblings so will ration their consumption. One participant stated that she was aware of how much 

food was left for the family and always asked before taking something if it was nearly finished. 

P: like at my mom’s we kind of have to more watch what we eat 
cause we have to save it all 

I: right, right, so do you find you have to ask more at your 
mom’s than at your dad’s? 

P: yeah 
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I: for certain foods. And are there some foods that you can just 
eat anything of. Like you know you can eat as much as you want 
of something? 

P: yeah like we usually eat fruit 

I: ok 

P: depends on how much bread we have 

I: right, so do you kind of have to take a mental note at your 
mom’s to see how much is there? 

P: yeah 

I: for how much you eat? OK. 

P: so if we have like an orange left I wouldn’t eat it, probably. 
Then I’d have to ask but otherwise, if we had like a box then I’d 
just grab some. 

This participant compared her situation at her mom’s to that at her dad’s and explained that she 

had to be more conscious of the food at her mom’s because there were more family members to 

consider and her mom did not live as close to a grocery store; finances were not mentioned. She 

stated that, “sometimes it’s annoying because I can’t eat everything I want to because we have 

save it for stuff and, but my dad’s it’s just like eat whatever you want to but at my mom’s you 

have to (pause) think about everybody.” She also stated that, “well my mom kind of gets upset 

when there’s nothing left so I don’t really want to upset her.” 

This example demonstrated that the participant had to negotiate her identities and the 

roles she assumed depending on the home she was in. This teenager stated that she was the only 

one of the three children that paid attention to how much food was in the house and asked for 

permission to eat certain foods. This example shows that teenagers are also aware of the food in 

the house but not for the purpose of determining what needs to be purchased at the grocery store, 
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as the food provisioner might, but out of consideration for other family members. 

However, other participants were less concerned or conscious about consuming the last 

of a certain food and one participant stated she had no qualms about eating the last of something 

at either her mom’s or her dad’s home. 

Throughout this section, the quotes and examples show that the participants played an 

active role in the invisible work, by contributing to family meals and paying attention to food 

restrictions in the home. While I did not explicitly address the theme of care, some of the quotes 

and explanations make it clear that part of the invisible work performed by the participants 

involves care and consideration. 

Care and Emotion Work Through Food 

 The term “emotion work” is used in family research to describe the feeling and care that 

go into maintaining interpersonal relationships. Hochschild (1983) defines emotion work as the 

management of feelings (either showing or suppressing feelings) to influence others in the private 

sphere. In her work she recognizes that there is often a sense of how someone should respond, 

which she describes as feeling rules. Erickson (1993) describes emotion work as the activities 

performed to both improve someone else’s emotional well-being and to respond in a supportive 

manner. Similar to domestic work in general, managing family emotions has been included in the 

“work” category by scholars in order to recognize that emotional support is not an inherent, 

natural expression (most often associated with women), but one that takes effort to manage and 

express in a way that is meaningful to others (Daniels, 1987; Erickson, 2005; Hochschild, 1983).  

An important aspect of emotion work is care. While food provisioning and care are most 

often associated with and studied as “women’s work” (Beagan et al., 2008; Charles & Kerr, 1988; 

DeVault, 1991; Kauffman, 2010), there is some sociological research that shows how children, 
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while often depicted as recipients of care, are also providers of care through food work. (Brannen 

et al., 2000; Kaplan, 2000; Morrow, 1996).  

The research around children’s care through food-work is described in terms of family-

work, which is most often performed through the task of cooking (Brannen et al, 2000; Kaplan, 

2000; Morrow, 1996). The qualitative component of Brannen et al.’s (2000) research explores 

care and caring with 10-12 year old children and their caregivers and demonstrates that children 

provide significant care towards their parents. The researchers describe three main ways in which 

the children in their study support their parents, the first being the performance of concrete tasks. 

In their study the children often recognize the work their parents do and want to help them 

through household work such as cooking. Kaplan’s (2000) research with middle-class 11-14 year 

olds in California also found that cooking is a way of helping and showing care, however, it is 

also way for children to show their competency to themselves and their parents. Because I did not 

ask my participants whether they interpreted their involvement in physical tasks of cooking or 

clearing up as a means of care, and because a lot of their work was self-work rather than family-

work, I will not focus on this aspect of care in this section. Similar to the last section where care 

was demonstrated in implicit ways, this section will explore less obvious demonstrations of care. 

The second way in which Brannen et al. (2000) found their participants demonstrate care 

is through their descriptions of how they understand and feel for their parent and in turn respond 

to their parent’s needs. This display of feeling is similar to Hochschild (1983) and Erickson’s 

(1993) definitions of emotion work. While this emotional support in Brannen et al.’s (2000) study 

is most often done through listening to and supporting their parent and not through food work, I 

found that there were subtle ways in which my research participants showed an understanding of 

their parents. For example as mentioned in the previous section, some teenagers joined family 

meals out of respect for their parents and asked parents for permission to eat certain food to 
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ensure they were not eating something they should be saving. However, not all the participants 

described care or understanding through food and I was somewhat surprised that more teenagers 

did not acknowledge all the visible food-work their parents did, nor did they express a level of 

guilt for not helping more, especially since in all homes but one, both parents and stepparents 

worked close to full time. Because emotion work can be imbedded in routine life and is often 

done unconsciously, my research findings are not explicit descriptions of care but more implicit 

examples that emerged through our conversations.  

I described Brannen et al.’s (2000) third aspect of caring in the previous section, where 

the teenagers felt the need to recognize their parents’ work and effort. In the following section I 

will discuss three themes that emerged from my research: teenagers subordinated their food 

preferences to accommodate the needs of others; teenagers showed respect and consideration for 

their parents; and teenagers protected the image of their parents to others (namely the researcher). 

These caring activities did not pertain to all the participants but demonstrate ways that some of 

the teenagers do emotion work in their homes. 

Subordinating Desires 

In her work, DeVault (1991) addresses the collective nature of the family and states that 

within the family context members are not independent of one another and as a result they must 

“adjust their demands to allow for the needs of others” (p. 88). Williams’ (2004, as cited by 

Finch, 2007) findings also show that individual family members adjust their needs to meet those 

of their family to maintain a sense of connectedness. While the research often depicts the mother 

as the family member to subordinate her food preferences to others (DeVault, 1991; Charles & 

Kerr, 1988), in my research I found that the teenagers not only subordinated their desires to those 

of their siblings but also to those of their parents. Most often this subordination occurred with the 
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dads because they were less likely to cater to the teenagers’ preferences and were more likely to 

encourage them to eat foods they did not like, such as vegetables. 

Some of the participants discussed the dislikes and preferences of their siblings and 

stepsiblings and demonstrated an understanding of their need to accommodate the desires of their 

sibling. For example, one participant discussed how her preferences differed from those of her 

sister’s and as a result she would refrain from asking for particular foods: 

I usually want quesadillas but my sister doesn’t like quesadillas 
so we don’t always have them. I’d like to have them so that’s 
what I mean like when he [Dad] says to go shopping or like 
“what do you want?” I’d like to say quesadillas cause we don’t 
usually have quesadillas.  

This participant described subordinating her preferences to those of her sister at both her mom’s 

and her dad’s.    

A number of the participants described eating foods that they did not like, often more at 

their dad’s. This happened regardless of whether the dad was remarried or not. The food the 

participants were most often required to eat was vegetables. The teenagers said they would eat the 

food because it was expected of them. However, one participant offered a different explanation at 

her dad’s. This participant did not have a big appetite but felt judged by her dad if she did not eat 

enough so she tried to eat more to please him. 

Overall, the participants generally described subordinating their desires to their dad more 

than their mom. In some cases it was clear that this was because they felt more like a guest at 

their dad’s home and in others it was to please their parent. I did not investigate parenting style, 

which could also contribute to this trend.  
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Concern for Parents’ Feelings 

Another element of emotion work is the concern for parents’ feelings. While some of the 

teenagers used divorce as an opportunity of power to convince one parent using the other as 

leverage, Nick did not use this tactic out of concern for his parents’ feelings:  

I don’t know I don’t think it would make the other feel very 
good, and it’s like, I don’t know I just think it’s kind of petty. I 
don’t think it’s something that you need to. Unless I was, and 
I’ve never been so angry that I would want to bring up 
something like “well this person does this”. I have no reason to. 

He followed up by stating that each home was simply different and there was no reason to bring 

up these differences. 

 Lauren described herself as a picky eater who was unwilling to try new foods; however, 

she showed empathy for her parents’ struggle to cater to her limited repertoire of foods: “My 

parents suffered so much like trying to make me foods cause like I wouldn't try anything new.” 

Chelsea subordinated her preferences at her dad’s in order to preserve the feelings of her 

dad and stepmom. She said her main reason was because she recognized the effort they put into 

the meal and did not want them to feel bad. 

P: Um, and I don’t know if they do make something I don’t like, 
like I said I’ll take a couple of bites and then say I’m full. 

(…) 

I: so what makes you eat something you don’t like? 

P: I just, I don’t want to make them feel bad that you know they 
made it so I guess I’ll just try it. 

However, at her mom’s she did not use the excuse that she was full but stated: “I can’t eat this.” 

She said she would take a few bites but she voiced her distaste for the food. Chelsea did not state 
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why she behaves differently at each parent’s home, but it is clear that she felt more pressure to 

perform emotion work with her dad and stepmom around meal times. 

Protecting Parents and Displaying Family 

In her article on emotion work and family life, DeVault (1999) goes beyond addressing 

care giving, to discuss other activities that require feeling and emotion. She brings in examples 

from families that do not fall within the hegemonic ideal of the nuclear family. In one example 

she acknowledges the work that parents and children of divorce must do in determining how to 

present their current relationships. An important part of emotion work is understanding how 

individuals both see themselves as individuals and collectives and how they choose to represent 

themselves to outsiders. I observed this negotiation with my participants who had to decide how 

to present the collective identities of their families in relation to the social construct of the ideal 

family. 

Finch (2007) describes the work of presenting new and changing relationships of the 

family as “displaying family”. She defines the display of family as: 

The process by which individuals, and groups of individuals, 
convey to each other and to relevant others that certain of their 
actions do constitute “doing family things” and thereby confirm 
that these relationships are “family” relationships (Finch, 2007, 
p. 73). 

In short, to display family is to demonstrate familial relations both within the family and to 

external people as well. While display exists in all family relationships, the need for display 

increases as family relationships move away from the conventional ideal (Finch, 2007). James 

and Curtis (2010) expand Finch’s (2007) definition to state that display needs to be 

contextualized within the larger cultural discourses on proper families. Their interviews with 30 

mothers and children from Yorkshire show that the mother’s narratives are influenced by the 
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cultural expectations of good parenting. The mothers sought affirmation of their behaviours from 

the researchers and the researchers recognize that they also constitute an external group to whom 

the parents display their families within the hegemonic ideals. Despite having interviewed 10-12 

year old children, James and Curtis (2010) do not discuss children’s work to display their family. 

In this section, I will show that the teenagers in my study, similar to the mothers in James and 

Curtis’ (2010) study, recognized the hegemonic ideal of family and worked to display their 

families within this ideal.  

 For example, a few of the participants who did not eat at the table at their mom’s house 

made it clear that despite not eating at the table, they still ate together: “like we still sit together, 

we’re just not at the table.” Other teenagers described the food at their dad’s as better but then 

quickly followed-up with reasons for why the food was not as good at their mom’s home. For 

example one participant stated: 

God, I wish I could eat like I eat at dad’s all the time but at the 
same time I think that it’s easy for me to say that because he only 
has to cook for us two days a month right so like when we eat 
there, he goes all out and you know sure it’s easy to “man, I wish 
I ate like that all the time” but to eat like that all the time is kind 
of, it would be over the top. 

In this example the participant started by saying she would prefer to eat like she did at her dad’s 

every day because he made more elaborate dishes and prepared a variety of vegetarian and ethnic 

foods that she did not get at her mom’s. She then recognized that her dad did not have to cook for 

her every day like her mom and ended by saying that eating everyday like she did at her dad’s 

would be too much. James and Curtis (2010) describe this tension in a narrative as the work the 

participant must do to display their family. As discussed in chapter 5, a similar tension existed 

when a participant provided his sibling’s picky eating as justification for why his mom did not 

cook as much variety or from scratch as much as his stepmom. This same participant told me that 
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his stepmom only worked part-time so had more time to cook whereas his mom worked full time 

so was “not above” taking pre-prepared food out of the freezer. Another participant who 

described being conscious of how much food was in the house earlier in the chapter, felt her 

access to drinking milk at her mom’s was restricted whereas at her dad’s she could drink as much 

as she liked. She justified this restriction at her mom’s by stating that at her mom’s there were 

more children and they did not live as close to a grocery store. In each case, the teenager felt the 

need to protect their parent, usually their mother, which is something Brannen et al. (2000) also 

found. 

 The examples provided here show that the teenagers in my study do invisible work to 

display their families and that they are aware of the cultural norms around what constitutes a 

proper family food. When mothers did not prepare homemade meals, which are often understood 

to symbolize love and care, the participants felt the need to provide justification for why their 

mothers were not “living up” to this ideal. However, this is not only a display of family based on 

external cultural hegemonic ideals but also on inter-familial influences. The teenagers in some of 

these examples had to negotiate one family that met the cultural expectations of family meals 

with sit-down dinners at the table with homemade food and the other where they often ate in the 

living room and where with one parent the food was often pre-prepared. This finding goes beyond 

Finch (2007) and James and Curtis’ (2010) research where a more singular internal family culture 

is discussed from the adults’ perspective. 

However, there was one case in my research where the participant narrated her story 

without trying to protect her mother:  

My stepmom’s a really good cook and so she usually has 
something like a good homemade meal and then my mom hates 
cooking, she really hates cooking, she doesn’t even like baking 
or anything so usually we just get something from like a box or 
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something (laughs) from the freezer, but sometimes she feels 
ambitious, enough to actually make something. 

However, she did follow-up by saying that her mom had a tough job and was often stressed. Later 

in the interview, this participant got quiet and admitted that:  “[at] my mom’s I wish there was a 

little bit more homemade stuff.” This participant struggled between wanting to recognize her 

mom’s lack of interest in cooking as a result of stress and wanting to eat similar to the way she 

did at her dad’s. If as Kaplan (2000) describes, she sees a hierarchy in the food at each of her 

family homes and equates the lower status pre-prepared food with less love and care, this could 

be very emotional for her. Similar to the other examples in this section, living in two homes as a 

result of divorce where one home meets the hegemonic ideal of family food and the other does 

not, may further reinforce the existing cultural ideal of family life. 

Summary 

 Many of the teenagers in my study recognized the invisible work of their parents: the 

effort made by their parents to cook for the participants and to accommodate their preferences. 

However, the participants were also actively involved in creating and maintaining the 

collectiveness of their family through invisible food-work. They performed invisible work in 

different ways such as orchestrating eating together at a table; being cognizant of not consuming 

too much food to ensure there was enough for all family members; and subordinating their 

preferences to appease those of their parents and their siblings. The participants’ awareness of 

how a family meal “should” be, added to the invisible work they did. Some of the participants 

had to decide how to represent, or display their families and felt obligated to justify their 

experience when it deviated from the ideal. This chapter explored an aspect of food-work that has 

received little research attention from a teenager’s perspective and my findings show that that 

teenagers contribute to the household through invisible food-work; however, as described 
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throughout this thesis, many of the teenagers experienced different expectations at each of their 

homes so the invisible work they performed varied depending on the home they were in. 
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Chapter 8 

Conclusion 

 

My study shows that my participants’ experiences were varied; yet there was also 

commonality among them. As discussed in the introduction and literature review, the experience 

of divorce is fluid, not static. New family members come and go and with this, new relationships 

must be formed and old ones revised (Smart et al, 2001). All of the participants in my study 

described the fluid nature of their families and the changes in food practices that ensued. Within 

these changes, participants showed agency by influencing the household food practices and by 

deciding when and how to participate in the family food culture. The participants described the 

changing expectations around mealtimes and eating together as well as the rules around food. 

Some of the participants found the different foods available in each of their homes difficult to 

negotiate, particularly when they wanted to indulge, but limitations were placed upon them 

because the food was either less healthy or intended for step or half-siblings. Because food and 

family are inextricably connected, embedded within the household food culture is the often 

invisible work of creating a sense of family. The participants were often negotiating their 

identities from one home to the next to fit in with the family food expectations in each household.  

In addition to negotiating their identities to adapt to the changing household food 

cultures, the participants were also doing work to contribute to the cohesiveness of their families. 

This work was done through both mundane food provisioning chores, such as helping to prepare 

dinner or clearing the table, as well as through less visible work. While research shows that 

children do invisible work such as caring work (Brannen et al., 2000; Kaplan, 2000; Leonard, 

2009), my research shows that the participants also did work that is often only associated with 
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adults. For example, they kept mental notes of the amount of food in the home and were 

conscious of how they displayed their family in the interview session when it did not meet the 

hegemonic ideal of what family and family member roles “should” be. My participants’ need to 

justify or explain their circumstances demonstrates that the ideals of a nuclear family with 

gendered roles and of the traditional family meal continue to be strong and pervasive. From my 

findings I argue that the expectation to meet these ideals is even stronger when one of the 

participant’s families meets this ideal and the other does not.  

These findings are not addressed by the quantitative studies on divorce and food that I 

cite in the literature review and show the insight that can be gained when study participants are 

provided with the opportunity to discuss their experiences. The use of open-ended interviews and 

photo-elicitation allowed the participants to guide the interview and present what was meaningful 

to them. While many of the participants discussed the types of food at each of their homes, rarely 

was it discussed without providing the social and cultural context. The use of qualitative research 

techniques allowed me to explore and understand that divorce can create complex and changing 

food and eating environments that influence teenagers’ identities.   

 Many of the findings I present could be applied to teenagers who live in a variety of 

family contexts; however, divorce and living in two homes provide unique circumstances in 

which teenagers must negotiate and adapt to two food cultures on a regular basis. As stated by 

Smart (2006), “children have to learn to accommodate to many more people and relatives in their 

lives after the divorce” (p. 159). As many researchers before me have shown, teenagers are not 

passive recipients of their parents’ decisions; they are agentic members of the family. My study 

shows that divorce can provide circumstances where teenagers may feel more comfortable 

exerting their agency in one home over another or they may express it in different ways. My 
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participants were all thoughtful actors and many of them described exerting their agency in a way 

that minimized conflict and helped to support a cohesive family unit. 

Limitations 

 I recognize that the context of each of my participants’ lives is unique and I do not aim to 

generalize my findings to the larger population; however, the small sample size and limited 

diversity of my participants are limitations, as they do not provide insight into a range of life 

circumstances. For example, all of my participants came from a similar class position, middle 

class, so the experience of teenagers from lower or higher socio-economic statuses might be quite 

different. Teenagers from lower socioeconomic statuses may have less access to food or less 

variety of food available and there could be a marked difference between homes if one parent is 

significantly less well-off than the other. If parents have to work multiple jobs or shift-word, 

teenagers may have more food preparation responsibilities. The middle class position of my 

participants offers little insight into the impact of finances on food in post-divorce families. 

Gender is also a factor to consider but because my study had only two male participants I was not 

able to explore whether gender affected the roles, expectations, and experiences of my 

participants. The ethnic diversity of my participants was almost negligible, with all but one 

participant being of European descent. Different ethnic backgrounds may also influence the 

teenagers’ food and eating experiences. I also recognize that my pre-existing connection to many 

of the participants’ parents may have affected the information I gathered. In most cases I did not 

feel the participant withheld information, however, they may have used more discretion when 

telling their stories.  

While I addressed the influence of teenager-parent relationships on my participants’ 

agency and food practices, this is a complex issue that deserves further attention. Curtis et al. 
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(2009) address the fluid nature of parent-child relationships and use examples of the children and 

fathers who often occupy the same subject position in intact, heterosexual families. As I have 

discussed in my thesis, this collapse of the generational relationship between the teenage 

participants and their fathers did not occur in my study; however, this may indicate that the 

unique circumstances of divorce complicate more “typical” parent-child relationships. An area 

that would benefit from further exploration is the father-teenager-stepmother triad. Some of the 

teenagers attributed changes to the food practices in their home to the addition of their 

stepmother; however, they described their father as the one to impose the new practices. Many of 

the participants discussed their stepmothers’ influence on their food practices but did not 

elaborate on this relationship nor did they describe how they felt about the indirect influence of 

their stepmothers on their fathers. Perhaps James et al.’s (2009) finding that parents’ perceptions 

of childhood are more important than family “type” when trying to understand the intersections of 

food and family, which includes children’s involvement in both food and family, are more 

complex in divorced families; at least from the perspective of teenagers. Relationships often 

extend beyond the immediate family after divorce (Nelson, 2006) and although my participants 

discussed the influence of grandparents and family friends on their eating practices, I did not 

explore these relationships in any depth. 

I do not suggest that my findings can be generalized and applied to all teenagers of 

divorced parents living in two homes; however, I do recognize that my participants’ experiences 

can inform some situations. Drawing from the concepts of analytical generalization, I respect the 

reader’s ability to use his/her judgement to assess whether the findings from my study can be 

applied to other situations depending on the similarities of the circumstances (Kvale and 

Brinkmann, 2009). 
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Future Research 

 As discussed in the previous section, there was minimal variance in the demographics of 

my participants. Future research could expand the demographic of my study participants by 

including teenagers from different socio-economic backgrounds, by investigating gender 

similarities or differences, and by including a more ethnically diverse sample. Same-sex step 

parenting, is another area that could be explored. Many of my participants were young children 

when their parents divorced so they could not compare the living circumstances before and after 

the divorce. Those who did remember their pre- and post-divorce experiences provided valuable 

insight into the initial changes in the food environments and the adaptations that took place. 

Future research may include participants whose parents have recently split-up. While I included 

siblings, a more thorough investigation into sibling pairs could provide insight into how and 

whether factors such age-order and parent-teenager relationships affected their experience. 

Research is needed to better understand the effects of divorce on teenager-parent and teenager-

stepparent relationships, which can provide insight into how these relationships affect food 

practices. Relationships beyond those of the immediate family are also important to consider 

since the involvement of extended kin and family friends often increases after divorce. I would 

also like to see more attention given to teenagers’ contribution to invisible food-work with 

specific attention to emotion work and the work they do to display their families. There is vast 

potential for future research on this topic as so little research explores the impact of living in two 

homes as a result of divorce on teenagers’ eating practices.  

Implications 

 My study elucidates the connection between teenagers’ food practices and splitting their 

time between two homes. Post-divorce families offer unique circumstances in that teenagers must 
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learn, adapt to, and negotiate different and changing food cultures. An understanding of the 

impact of divorce and living in two homes on teenagers’ eating practices can inform best practice 

in medicine, counselling, and most of all nutrition interventions. Understanding the challenges 

teenagers may face in negotiating two food cultures can help guide effective interventions at both 

the individual and public level. As I addressed in the chapter on family meals, the participants are 

highly aware of the ideal family meal they should be having. Health promotion initiatives that 

promote the family meal need to be aware of the words and graphics they choose when promoting 

such an activity so they do not propagate and continue to normalize the social construction of the 

nuclear family and, in turn, further marginalize families who do not meet this norm.  

 The findings I have presented in this study go well beyond nutrition to address issues of 

doing family through both visible and invisible food-work and in addressing agency around food 

practices within the context of divorce. I hope these findings elicit further research within the 

areas of childhood studies and food studies.  
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Appendix A 

Letter of Information for Parents 

	  

Title	  of	  Research	  Project:	  	  Split	  in	  two:	  the	  impact	  of	  living	  in	  two	  households	  on	  teens’	  eating	  
practices	  and	  relationship	  to	  food	  
	  
Investigator(s):	  
	  
Principal	  Investigator:	  Melanie	  Kurrein	  
MA	  Student,	  School	  of	  Kinesiology	  and	  Health	  
Studies	  
Queen’s	  University	  
(613)	  770-‐3525	  

MA	  Supervisor:	  Dr.	  Elaine	  Power	  
School	  of	  Kinesiology	  and	  Health	  Studies	  
Queen’s	  University	  
(613)	  533-‐6000	  ext.	  74690	  

	  
Introduction:	  
	  
I	  am	  a	  master’s	  student	  at	  Queen’s	  university	  and	  am	  inviting	  your	  child	  to	  participate	  in	  my	  
study.	  Before	  you	  agree	  for	  your	  child	  to	  be	  part	  of	  the	  study,	  please	  take	  the	  time	  to	  carefully	  
read	  and	  consider	  the	  following	  information.	  
	  
Purpose	  of	  the	  Project:	  
	  
For	  my	  master’s	  thesis,	  I	  will	  be	  looking	  at	  how	  living	  in	  two	  homes	  as	  a	  result	  of	  divorce	  affects	  
eating	  and	  eating	  behaviours	  in	  teens.	  Very	  little	  is	  known	  whether	  divorce	  influences	  teens’	  
eating	  and	  their	  participation	  in	  this	  study	  will	  help	  us	  to	  understand	  more	  about	  the	  topic.	  The	  
information	  from	  the	  study	  may	  help	  doctors,	  nurses,	  nutritionists	  and	  counsellors	  to	  provide	  
the	  best	  care	  possible	  to	  children	  and	  youth	  from	  divorce.	  
	  
Description	  of	  the	  Project:	  
	  
This	  project	  has	  two	  parts.	  In	  the	  first	  part,	  I	  will	  meet	  with	  you	  and	  your	  child	  in	  a	  place	  that	  is	  
convenient	  for	  you.	  This	  will	  be	  a	  short	  meeting	  of	  about	  15-‐20	  minutes.	  During	  this	  meeting	  we	  
will	  talk	  about	  the	  project,	  sign	  the	  consent	  and	  assent	  forms	  and	  I	  can	  answer	  any	  questions	  
either	  of	  you	  might	  have.	  I	  will	  give	  your	  child	  a	  disposable	  camera	  (if	  needed)	  and	  instructions	  
for	  taking	  pictures.	  Over	  the	  next	  1-‐2	  weeks	  your	  child	  will	  take	  pictures	  of	  food,	  eating	  
experiences	  and	  eating	  places	  that	  are	  meaningful	  to	  them.	  	  
	  
At	  the	  next	  meeting,	  your	  child	  and	  I	  will	  meet	  at	  a	  place	  and	  time	  that	  is	  convenient	  for	  them.	  
This	  next	  meeting	  will	  take	  about	  1	  –	  1.5	  hours.	  During	  the	  meeting	  I	  will	  ask	  your	  child	  to	  talk	  
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about	  their	  photos	  and	  I	  will	  ask	  some	  questions.	  I	  will	  ask	  questions	  like:	  “Tell	  me	  about	  the	  
food	  you	  eat	  at	  your	  mom’s/dad’s”	  or	  “Have	  you	  noticed	  any	  changes	  in	  the	  way	  you	  eat	  since	  
the	  divorce?”	  If	  you	  and	  your	  child	  agree,	  this	  interview	  session	  will	  be	  audio	  taped	  so	  that	  I	  
have	  an	  accurate	  record	  of	  the	  thoughts	  that	  your	  child	  shares	  with	  me	  (see	  consent	  form).	  	  The	  
audio	  recordings	  will	  be	  kept	  in	  a	  locked	  cabinet	  or	  in	  locked	  files	  on	  my	  computer	  to	  protect	  
your	  child’s	  identity	  (see	  section	  on	  confidentiality).	  If	  you	  or	  your	  child	  do	  not	  feel	  comfortable	  
with	  your	  child	  being	  audio	  taped,	  I	  will	  only	  keep	  written	  notes	  from	  our	  discussion.	  
	  
This	  study	  has	  been	  granted	  clearance	  according	  to	  the	  recommended	  principles	  of	  Canadian	  
ethics	  guidelines,	  and	  Queen’s	  policies.	  
	  
Potential	  Risks:	  
	  
This	  research	  project	  does	  not	  intend	  to	  cause	  harm	  in	  any	  way.	  Your	  child	  does	  not	  have	  to	  
answer	  any	  questions	  they	  are	  uncomfortable	  with.	  However,	  it	  is	  possible	  that	  talking	  about	  
food	  and	  divorce	  can	  raise	  some	  emotions.	  If	  the	  session	  causes	  any	  stress	  or	  emotions	  that	  
your	  child	  would	  like	  to	  talk	  to	  someone	  about,	  I	  can	  give	  you	  and	  your	  child	  suggestions	  of	  
where	  to	  go	  for	  free	  youth	  and/or	  family	  counseling.	  I	  have	  made	  arrangements	  with	  Pathways	  
for	  Children	  and	  Youth,	  which	  is	  a	  free	  counseling	  service	  for	  children,	  youth	  and	  families	  in	  
Kingston	  and	  surrounding	  areas.	  You	  can	  contact	  them	  at	  613.546.1422.	  Your	  child	  can	  also	  see	  
their	  school	  counsellor,	  a	  private	  counsellor,	  or	  call	  the	  Kids	  Help	  Phone	  at	  1-‐800-‐668-‐6868.	  For	  
more	  information	  on	  these	  services,	  please	  see	  the	  attached	  form.	  	  	  
	  
Potential	  Benefits:	  
	  
Your	  child	  may	  not	  benefit	  directly	  from	  this	  project,	  but	  I	  hope	  that	  it	  will	  be	  a	  positive	  
experience	  for	  them.	  	  They	  may	  learn	  more	  about	  their	  eating	  habits	  and	  they	  may	  appreciate	  
the	  time	  to	  talk	  about	  how	  they	  eat	  and	  the	  divorce.	  	  
	  
Because	  little	  is	  known	  about	  the	  effects	  of	  living	  in	  two	  homes	  on	  teens’	  eating	  behaviours,	  this	  
study	  may	  help	  to	  provide	  important	  information	  to	  healthcare	  providers.	  This	  study	  may	  also	  
help	  in	  developing	  health	  promotion	  strategies	  and	  programs	  related	  to	  food	  and	  nutrition.	  
	  
	  If	  you	  wish,	  the	  results	  of	  this	  project	  will	  be	  made	  available	  to	  both	  parents.	  	  
	  
Confidentiality:	  
	  
Your	  child’s	  information	  will	  remain	  confidential	  (private)	  to	  the	  extent	  permitted	  by	  law	  (I	  am	  
required	  by	  law	  to	  report	  any	  disclosure	  of	  child	  abuse	  or	  criminal	  activity).	  I	  will	  be	  the	  only	  one	  
who	  transcribes	  the	  taped	  session.	  Your	  child’s	  name	  will	  not	  appear	  on	  the	  transcribed	  notes	  or	  
in	  any	  final	  reports.	  Your	  child’s	  information	  will	  be	  assigned	  a	  code	  or	  a	  pseudonym	  (false	  
name)	  to	  protect	  their	  identity	  and	  I	  will	  keep	  all	  information	  in	  a	  password	  protected	  computer	  
file.	  	  Paper	  copies	  of	  transcripts	  and	  notes	  will	  also	  be	  kept	  in	  a	  locked	  filing	  cabinet.	  	  Your	  child’s	  
name	  will	  be	  recorded	  only	  on	  the	  consent	  form	  and	  on	  a	  master	  list	  that	  links	  their	  name	  to	  the	  
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code	  or	  false	  name	  assigned	  to	  your	  child.	  	  These	  will	  be	  stored	  separately	  from	  transcripts	  and	  
notes.	  	  	  
	  
Your	  child’s	  identity	  will	  be	  kept	  strictly	  confidential	  throughout	  the	  project.	  	  My	  supervisor,	  
Elaine	  Power,	  and	  I	  are	  the	  only	  people	  who	  will	  have	  access	  to	  the	  information	  collected	  in	  this	  
project.	  	  I	  will	  not	  include	  any	  identifying	  information	  when	  reporting	  findings,	  such	  as	  in	  my	  
thesis	  dissertation	  or	  other	  publications	  which	  may	  come	  out	  of	  this	  project.	  	  Summaries	  of	  
these	  reports	  will	  be	  made	  available	  to	  both	  parents	  if	  you	  wish	  (see	  consent	  form).	  
	  
Honorarium:	  	  
	  
To	  thank	  your	  child	  for	  taking	  the	  time	  to	  participate	  in	  my	  research	  study,	  I	  will	  give	  them	  the	  
choice	  of	  a	  $10	  gift	  certificate	  from	  iTunes,	  Chapters,	  Shoppers	  Drug	  Mart	  or	  the	  movies.	  I	  will	  
cover	  all	  costs	  related	  to	  the	  cameras	  and	  photo	  finishing.	  If	  your	  child	  would	  like	  to	  get	  an	  extra	  
set	  of	  photos,	  I	  will	  cover	  that	  cost	  as	  well.	  I	  will	  also	  provide	  bus	  vouchers	  if	  your	  child	  needs	  to	  
take	  transit	  to	  get	  to	  the	  interview	  location.	  
	  
Participation:	  
	  
Your	  child’s	  participation	  in	  this	  project	  is	  voluntary,	  meaning	  your	  child	  is	  not	  being	  forced	  to	  
participate.	  	  Your	  child	  does	  not	  need	  to	  answer	  any	  questions	  that	  they	  don’t	  want	  to	  or	  that	  
make	  them	  uncomfortable.	  	  If	  they	  wish,	  your	  child	  can	  leave	  the	  project	  at	  any	  time.	  	  Should	  
this	  be	  the	  case,	  I	  will	  ask	  you	  and	  your	  child	  if	  you	  would	  like	  any	  information	  you	  or	  child	  has	  
provided	  up	  to	  that	  point	  to	  be	  included	  or	  omitted	  from	  the	  project.	  
	  
Thank	  you	  for	  taking	  the	  time	  to	  read	  this	  letter.	  	  Any	  questions	  about	  study	  participation	  may	  
be	  directed	  to	  Melanie	  Kurrein	  at	  (613)	  770.3525	  or	  at	  8mk47@queensu.ca.	  	  Any	  ethical	  
concerns	  about	  the	  study	  may	  be	  directed	  to	  the	  Chair	  of	  the	  General	  Research	  Ethics	  Board	  at	  
chair.GREB@queensu.ca	  or	  at	  (613)	  533-‐6081.	  
	  
Sincerely,	  
	  
	  
Melanie	  Kurrein	  
8mk47@queensu.ca	  
(613)	  770.3525	  
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Appendix B 

Letter of Information for Teen Participant 

Title	  of	  Research	  Project:	  	  Split	  in	  two:	  the	  impact	  of	  living	  in	  two	  households	  on	  teens’	  eating	  
practices	  and	  relationship	  to	  food	  
	  
Investigator(s):	  
	  
Principal	  Investigator:	  Melanie	  Kurrein	  
MA	  Student,	  School	  of	  Kinesiology	  and	  Health	  
Studies	  
Queen’s	  University	  
(613)	  770-‐3525	  

MA	  Supervisor:	  Dr.	  Elaine	  Power	  
School	  of	  Kinesiology	  and	  Health	  Studies	  
Queen’s	  University	  
(613)	  533-‐6000	  ext.	  74690	  

	  
Introduction:	  
	  
I	  am	  a	  master’s	  student	  at	  Queen’s	  university	  and	  am	  inviting	  you	  to	  participate	  in	  my	  study.	  
Before	  you	  agree	  to	  be	  part	  of	  the	  study,	  please	  take	  the	  time	  to	  carefully	  read	  and	  consider	  the	  
following	  information.	  
	  
Purpose	  of	  the	  Project:	  
	  
For	  my	  master’s	  thesis,	  I	  will	  be	  looking	  at	  how	  living	  in	  two	  homes	  as	  a	  result	  of	  divorce	  affects	  
eating	  and	  eating	  behaviours	  in	  teens.	  Very	  little	  is	  known	  whether	  divorce	  influences	  teens’	  
eating	  and	  their	  participation	  in	  this	  study	  will	  help	  us	  to	  understand	  more	  about	  the	  topic.	  The	  
information	  from	  the	  study	  may	  help	  doctors,	  nurses,	  nutritionists	  and	  counselors	  to	  provide	  the	  
best	  care	  possible	  to	  children	  and	  youth	  from	  divorce.	  	  
	  
Description	  of	  the	  Project:	  
	  
This	  project	  has	  two	  parts.	  In	  the	  first	  part,	  I	  will	  meet	  with	  you	  and	  your	  parent/guardian	  in	  a	  
place	  that	  is	  convenient	  for	  you.	  This	  will	  be	  a	  short	  meeting	  of	  about	  15-‐20	  minutes.	  During	  this	  
meeting	  we	  will	  talk	  about	  the	  project,	  sign	  the	  consent	  and	  assent	  forms	  and	  I	  can	  answer	  any	  
questions	  either	  of	  you	  might	  have.	  I	  will	  give	  you	  a	  disposable	  camera	  (if	  needed)	  and	  
instructions	  for	  taking	  pictures.	  Over	  the	  next	  1-‐2	  weeks	  you	  will	  take	  pictures	  of	  food,	  eating	  
experiences	  and	  eating	  places	  that	  are	  meaningful	  to	  you.	  	  
	  
At	  the	  next	  meeting,	  you	  and	  I	  will	  meet	  at	  a	  place	  and	  time	  that	  is	  convenient.	  This	  next	  
meeting	  will	  take	  about	  1	  to	  1.5	  hours.	  During	  the	  meeting	  I	  will	  ask	  you	  to	  talk	  about	  your	  
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photos	  and	  I	  will	  ask	  you	  some	  questions.	  I	  will	  ask	  you	  questions	  like:	  “Tell	  me	  about	  the	  food	  
you	  eat	  at	  your	  mom’s/dad’s”	  or	  “Have	  you	  noticed	  any	  changes	  in	  the	  way	  you	  eat	  since	  the	  
divorce?”	  If	  you	  agree,	  this	  interview	  session	  will	  be	  audio	  taped	  so	  that	  I	  have	  an	  accurate	  
record	  of	  the	  thoughts	  you	  share	  with	  me	  (see	  consent/assent	  form).	  	  The	  audio	  recordings	  will	  
be	  kept	  in	  a	  locked	  cabinet	  or	  in	  locked	  files	  on	  the	  computer	  to	  protect	  your	  identity	  (see	  
section	  on	  confidentiality).	  If	  you	  do	  not	  feel	  comfortable	  being	  audio	  taped,	  I	  will	  only	  keep	  
written	  notes	  from	  our	  discussion.	  
	  
This	  study	  has	  been	  granted	  clearance	  according	  to	  the	  recommended	  principles	  of	  Canadian	  
ethics	  guidelines,	  and	  Queen’s	  policies.	  
	  
Potential	  Risks:	  
	  
This	  research	  project	  does	  not	  intend	  to	  cause	  harm	  in	  any	  way.	  You	  do	  not	  have	  to	  answer	  any	  
questions	  you	  are	  uncomfortable	  with.	  However,	  it	  is	  possible	  that	  talking	  about	  food	  and	  
divorce	  can	  raise	  some	  emotions.	  If	  the	  session	  causes	  any	  stress	  or	  emotions	  that	  you	  would	  
like	  to	  talk	  to	  someone	  about,	  I	  can	  give	  you	  suggestions	  of	  where	  to	  go	  for	  free	  youth	  and/or	  
family	  counseling.	  I	  have	  made	  arrangements	  with	  Pathways	  for	  Children	  and	  Youth,	  which	  is	  a	  
free	  counseling	  service	  for	  children,	  youth	  and	  families	  in	  Kingston	  and	  surrounding	  areas.	  You	  
can	  contact	  them	  at	  613.546.1422.	  You	  could	  also	  see	  your	  school	  counsellor,	  a	  private	  
counsellor,	  or	  call	  the	  Kids	  Help	  Phone	  at	  1-‐800-‐668-‐6868.	  For	  more	  information	  on	  these	  
services,	  please	  see	  the	  attached	  form.	  
	  
Potential	  Benefits:	  
	  
You	  may	  not	  benefit	  directly	  from	  this	  project,	  but	  I	  hope	  that	  it	  will	  be	  a	  positive	  experience	  for	  
you.	  	  You	  may	  learn	  more	  about	  your	  eating	  habits	  and	  you	  may	  appreciate	  the	  time	  to	  talk	  
about	  how	  you	  eat	  and	  the	  divorce.	  	  
	  
Because	  little	  is	  known	  about	  the	  effects	  of	  living	  in	  two	  homes	  on	  teens’	  eating	  behaviours,	  this	  
study	  may	  help	  to	  provide	  important	  information	  to	  healthcare	  providers.	  This	  study	  may	  also	  
help	  in	  developing	  health	  promotion	  strategies	  and	  programs	  related	  to	  food	  and	  nutrition.	  
	  
	  If	  you	  wish,	  the	  results	  of	  this	  project	  will	  be	  made	  available	  to	  you.	  	  
	  
Confidentiality:	  
	  
The	  information	  you	  tell	  me	  will	  remain	  confidential	  (private)	  to	  the	  extent	  permitted	  by	  law	  (I	  
am	  required	  by	  law	  to	  report	  any	  disclosure	  of	  child	  abuse	  or	  criminal	  activity).	  I	  will	  be	  the	  only	  
one	  who	  transcribes	  the	  taped	  session.	  Your	  name	  will	  not	  appear	  on	  the	  transcribed	  notes	  or	  in	  
any	  final	  reports.	  Your	  information	  will	  be	  assigned	  a	  code	  or	  a	  pseudonym	  (false	  name)	  to	  
protect	  your	  identity	  and	  I	  will	  keep	  all	  information	  in	  a	  password	  protected	  computer	  file.	  	  
Paper	  copies	  of	  transcripts	  and	  notes	  will	  also	  be	  kept	  in	  a	  locked	  filing	  cabinet.	  	  Your	  name	  will	  
be	  recorded	  only	  on	  the	  consent/assent	  form	  and	  on	  a	  master	  list	  that	  links	  your	  name	  to	  the	  
code	  or	  false	  name	  assigned	  to	  you.	  	  These	  will	  be	  stored	  separately	  from	  transcripts	  and	  notes.	  	  	  
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Your	  identity	  will	  be	  kept	  strictly	  confidential	  throughout	  the	  project.	  	  My	  supervisor,	  Elaine	  
Power,	  and	  I	  are	  the	  only	  people	  who	  will	  have	  access	  to	  the	  information	  collected	  in	  this	  
project.	  	  I	  will	  not	  include	  any	  identifying	  information	  when	  reporting	  findings,	  such	  as	  in	  my	  
thesis	  dissertation	  or	  other	  publications	  which	  may	  come	  out	  of	  this	  project.	  	  Summaries	  of	  
these	  reports	  will	  be	  made	  available	  to	  you	  if	  you	  wish	  (see	  consent	  form).	  
	  
Honorarium:	  	  
	  
To	  thank	  you	  for	  taking	  the	  time	  to	  participate	  in	  my	  research	  study,	  I	  will	  give	  you	  the	  choice	  of	  
a	  $10	  gift	  certificate	  from	  either	  iTunes,	  Chapters,	  Shoppers	  Drug	  Mart	  or	  the	  movies.	  I	  will	  
cover	  all	  costs	  related	  to	  the	  cameras	  and	  photo	  finishing.	  If	  you	  would	  like	  to	  get	  an	  extra	  set	  of	  
photos	  for	  yourself,	  I	  will	  cover	  that	  cost	  as	  well.	  I	  will	  also	  provide	  bus	  vouchers	  if	  you	  need	  to	  
take	  transit	  to	  get	  to	  the	  interview	  location.	  
	  
Participation:	  
	  
Your	  participation	  in	  this	  project	  is	  voluntary,	  meaning	  you	  are	  not	  being	  forced	  to	  participate.	  	  
You	  do	  not	  need	  to	  answer	  any	  questions	  that	  you	  don’t	  want	  to	  or	  that	  make	  you	  
uncomfortable.	  	  If	  you	  wish,	  you	  can	  leave	  the	  project	  at	  any	  time.	  	  Should	  this	  be	  the	  case,	  I	  will	  
ask	  you	  if	  you	  would	  like	  any	  information	  you	  have	  provided	  up	  to	  that	  point	  to	  be	  included	  or	  
omitted	  from	  the	  project.	  
	  
Thank	  you	  for	  taking	  the	  time	  to	  read	  this	  letter.	  	  Any	  questions	  about	  study	  participation	  may	  
be	  directed	  to	  Melanie	  Kurrein	  at	  (613)	  770.3525	  or	  at	  8mk47@queensu.ca.	  	  Any	  ethical	  
concerns	  about	  the	  study	  may	  be	  directed	  to	  the	  Chair	  of	  the	  General	  Research	  Ethics	  Board	  at	  
chair.GREB@queensu.ca	  or	  at	  (613)	  533-‐6081.	  
	  
Sincerely,	  
	  
	  
Melanie	  Kurrein	  
8mk47@queensu.ca 
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Appendix C 

Parent Consent 

Split	  in	  two:	  the	  impact	  of	  living	  in	  two	  households	  on	  teens’	  eating	  practices	  and	  relationship	  
to	  food	  
	  
Researcher:	  Melanie	  Kurrein,	  8mk47@queensu.ca,	  613.770.3525	  
 
I, ________________________________, the parent/guardian of _________________________ 
have read and kept a copy of the letter of information for the Split	  in	  two:	  the	  impact	  of	  living	  in	  
two	  households	  on	  teens’	  eating	  behaviours	  and	  relationship	  to	  food study and my questions 
about my child participating in this project have been answered.   
 
I understand that the purpose of this project is to explore whether living in two households 
influences teens’ eating behaviours. In participating in this project, my child will be taking 
pictures of food and eating places. They will be discussing these photos as well as their 
experiences with food and divorce with Melanie Kurrein. This discussion will be recorded with 
an audio recorder unless I or my child state otherwise.   
 
I understand that my child’s pictures will not be used for other purposes without my, and their, 
written consent, and that my child’s identity will be kept confidential in any reports or papers that 
are written about this project.  
 
I understand that the information my child shares will remain confidential (private) to the extent 
permitted by law (Melanie Kurrein is required by law to report any disclosure of child abuse or 
criminal activity). 
 
I also understand that my child’s participation in this project is voluntary and that he/she can 
withdraw from the project at any time without any negative effects. He/she does not need to 
answer any questions that he/she doesn’t want to answer. I am aware that I may contact Dr. 
Elaine Power or the Queen’s University General Research Ethics Board with any questions, 
complaints or concerns that I have about this project. 
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I hereby consent for my child to participate. 
 

Name of Participant Name of person who obtained consent 

Name of Parent Signature 

Signature of Parent Date 

Date  

 

____  By initialing this statement, I am granting permission for Melanie Kurrein to use a tape 

recorder or audio recorder. 

____ By initialing this statement, I agree to be contacted again by Melanie Kurrein if she has 

follow-up, or clarification questions after our meetings 

 

I wish to receive a summary of the findings of this project: Yes   No 

Please send the project summary to the following email or postal mail address: 
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Appendix D 

Teen Assent Form 

Split	  in	  two:	  the	  impact	  of	  living	  in	  two	  households	  on	  teens’	  eating	  practices	  and	  relationship	  
to	  food	  
	  
Researcher:	  Melanie	  Kurrein,	  8mk47@queensu.ca,	  613.770.3525	  
 
 
I, ________________________________, have read and kept a copy of the letter of information 
for the Split	  in	  two:	  the	  impact	  of	  living	  in	  two	  households	  on	  teens’	  eating	  behaviours	  and	  
relationship	  to	  food study and my questions about participating in this project have been 
answered.   
 
I understand that the purpose of this project is to explore whether living in two households 
influences teens’ eating behaviours. In participating in this project, I will be taking pictures of 
food and eating places. I will be discussing these photos as well as my experiences with food and 
divorce with Melanie Kurrein. This discussion will be recorded with an audio recorder, unless I 
or my parent state otherwise.   
 
I understand that my pictures will not be used for other purposes without my written consent, and 
that my identity will be kept confidential in any reports or papers that are written about this 
project. 
 
I understand that the information I share will remain confidential (private) to the extent permitted 
by law (Melanie Kurrein is required by law to report any disclosure of child abuse or criminal 
activity). 
 
I also understand that my participation in this project is voluntary and that I can withdraw from 
the project at any time without any negative effects. I do not need to answer any questions that I 
don’t want to answer. I am aware that I may contact Dr. Elaine Power or the Queen’s University 
General Research Ethics Board with any questions, complaints or concerns that I have about this 
project. 
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I hereby assent to participate. 

 

Name of Participant Name of person who obtained consent 

Signature of Participant Signature 

Date Date 

 

____  By initialing this statement, I am granting permission for Melanie Kurrein to use a tape 

recorder or audio recorder. 

____ By initialing this statement, I agree to be contacted again by Melanie Kurrein if she has 

follow-up, or clarification questions after our meetings. 

 

I wish to receive a copy of my interview transcripts:  Yes   No 

I wish to receive a summary of the findings of this project: Yes   No 

Please send the transcripts and the project summary to the following email or postal mail address: 
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Appendix E 

Teen Consent Form (16 and older) 

Split	  in	  two:	  the	  impact	  of	  living	  in	  two	  households	  on	  teens’	  eating	  practices	  and	  relationship	  
to	  food	  
	  
Researcher:	  Melanie	  Kurrein,	  8mk47@queensu.ca,	  613.770.3525	  
 
 
I, ________________________________, have read and kept a copy of the letter of information 
for the Split	  in	  two:	  the	  impact	  of	  living	  in	  two	  households	  on	  teens’	  eating	  behaviours	  and	  
relationship	  to	  food study and my questions about participating in this project have been 
answered.   
 
I understand that the purpose of this project is to explore whether living in two households 
influences teens’ eating behaviours. In participating in this project, I will be taking pictures of 
food and eating places. I will be discussing these photos as well as my experiences with food and 
divorce with Melanie Kurrein. This discussion will be recorded with an audio recorder, unless I 
state otherwise.   
 
I understand that my pictures will not be used for other purposes without my written consent, and 
that my identity will be kept confidential in any reports or papers that are written about this 
project. 
 
I understand that the information I share will remain confidential (private) to the extent permitted 
by law (Melanie Kurrein is required by law to report any disclosure of child abuse or criminal 
activity). 
 
I also understand that my participation in this project is voluntary and that I can withdraw from 
the project at any time without any negative effects. I do not need to answer any questions that I 
don’t want to answer. I am aware that I may contact Dr. Elaine Power or the Queen’s University 
General Research Ethics Board with any questions, complaints or concerns that I have about this 
project. 
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I hereby consent to participate. 

 

Name of Participant Name of person who obtained consent 

Signature of Participant Signature 

Date Date 

 

____  By initialing this statement, I am granting permission for Melanie Kurrein to use a tape 

recorder or audio recorder. 

____ By initialing this statement, I agree to be contacted again by Melanie Kurrein if she has 

follow-up, or clarification questions after our meetings. 

 

I wish to receive a copy of my interview transcripts:  Yes   No 

I wish to receive a summary of the findings of this project: Yes   No 

Please send the transcripts and the project summary to the following email or postal mail address: 
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Appendix F 

Consent for use of Photos 

Split	  in	  two:	  the	  impact	  of	  living	  in	  two	  households	  on	  teens’	  eating	  practices	  and	  relationship	  

to	  food	  

	  

Researcher:	  Melanie	  Kurrein,	  8mk47@queensu.ca,	  613.770.3525	  

In	  addition	  to	  allowing	  Melanie	  Kurrein	  to	  view	  my	  photographs	  during	  our	  one-‐on-‐one	  sharing	  
session,	  by	  initialing	  the	  following	  statements,	  I	  also	  give	  her	  permission	  to	  reproduce	  my	  
photographs	  (except	  those	  where	  individuals	  are	  identifiable)	  in:	  
	  
	   ____	  	   her	  Master’s	  thesis	  

____	   papers	  published	  based	  on	  this	  project	  

____	   presentations	  based	  on	  this	  project	  

OR	   ____	  	   I	  DO	  NOT	  give	  Melanie	  Kurrein	  permission	  to	  use	  my	  photographs	  for	  anything	  

other	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  than	  the	  sharing	  sessions	  	  

AND	   ____	   I	  give	  Melanie	  Kurrein	  permission	  to	  use	  all	  my	  photographs	  EXCEPT	  for:	  

	   	  

	  

	  
By	  signing	  this	  form,	  I	  acknowledge	  that	  I	  am	  free	  to	  withdraw	  my	  permission	  for	  other	  uses	  of	  
my	  pictures	  at	  any	  time,	  and	  that	  Melanie	  Kurrein	  will	  take	  steps	  to	  protect	  my	  privacy	  at	  all	  
times.	  
	  

Name of Participant Name of person who obtained consent 

Signature of Participant Signature 

Date Date 
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Appendix G 

Instructions for taking Photos 

Split	  in	  two:	  the	  impact	  of	  living	  in	  two	  households	  on	  teens’	  eating	  practices	  and	  relationship	  
to	  food	  
	  
Researcher:	  Melanie	  Kurrein,	  8mk47@queensu.ca,	  613.770.3525	  
	  
This	  is	  your	  chance	  to	  have	  fun	  and	  be	  creative	  if	  you	  like.	  The	  aim	  for	  this	  part	  of	  the	  project	  is	  
for	  you	  to	  take	  about	  10-‐20	  photos	  of	  food,	  eating	  places,	  or	  anything	  that	  captures	  how	  you	  
feel	  about	  food	  or	  divorce.	  To	  protect	  the	  privacy	  and	  confidentiality	  of	  people	  who	  might	  
appear	  in	  photos	  you	  take,	  photos	  with	  people	  in	  them	  will	  not	  be	  used	  beyond	  our	  sharing	  
session	  or	  will	  have	  identifying	  features	  blacked	  out.	  Photos	  that	  include	  identifying	  features	  of	  
people	  will	  not	  be	  reproduced	  in	  the	  presentation	  of	  my	  research	  results.	  	  
	  
Here	  are	  a	  few	  ideas	  to	  help	  get	  you	  started	  if	  you’re	  not	  sure	  what	  to	  take	  photos	  of.	  It	  is	  up	  to	  
you	  to	  decide	  what	  photos	  to	  take.	  The	  photos	  should	  be	  meaningful	  to	  you:	  
	  
• Foods	  you	  eat	  at	  each	  of	  your	  parent’s	  homes	  
• Where	  you	  eat	  at	  your	  mom’s/dad’s	  (for	  example	  the	  kitchen,	  living	  room,	  dining	  room	  etc.)	  
• Who	  you	  eat	  with	  	  
• Any	  foods	  that	  you	  eat	  to	  help	  you	  feel	  better	  
• Food	  you	  associate	  with	  good	  or	  bad	  memories	  or	  feelings	  
• Any	  foods	  that	  you	  would	  like	  to	  eat	  but	  don’t	  
• Restaurants	  or	  fast	  food	  places	  where	  you	  eat	  or	  would	  like	  to	  eat	  
• Any	  places	  or	  things	  that	  help	  represent	  how	  you	  feel	  about	  food	  and/or	  divorce	  	  
	  
	  
General Directions for Using the Camera (if using a disposable camera) 
1. To take a picture, look through the viewfinder, press the button on the top of the camera on 

the right side. 
2. Before you take the next picture, wind the dial until it stops. The counter on the top of the 

camera should have decreased by one. The number on the counter at the top of the camera 
tells you how many photos are left to be taken. 

3. This type of camera does not take close-up photographs. Make sure the object you are 
photographing is at least 1 meter (3 feet) away.  

 
If using the camera indoors, turn on the flash first. After you take the picture, turn the flash off 
until you take the next picture. 
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Appendix H 

E-mail Invitation to Participate 

My	  name	  is	  Melanie	  Kurrein	  and	  I	  am	  a	  second	  year	  master’s	  student	  in	  the	  School	  of	  

Kinesiology	  and	  Health	  Studies	  at	  Queen’s	  University.	  I	  am	  currently	  looking	  for	  teens	  to	  

participate	  in	  a	  study	  titled	  Split	  in	  two:	  the	  impact	  of	  living	  in	  two	  households	  on	  teens’	  eating	  

practices	  and	  relationship	  to	  food	  that	  I	  am	  conducting	  for	  my	  thesis.	  My	  study	  will	  be	  looking	  at	  

how	  divorce	  affects	  eating	  and	  eating	  behaviours	  in	  teens.	  

	  

I	  would	  appreciate	  it	  if	  you	  could	  share	  this	  information	  with	  anyone	  who	  meets	  the	  following	  

criteria	  and	  may	  be	  interested	  in	  participating	  in	  this	  study.	  

	  

Criteria	  to	  participate	  in	  the	  study:	  	  

• Teens	  between	  the	  ages	  of	  11-‐19	  from	  divorced	  or	  separated	  parents	  
• Spends	  some	  time	  at	  each	  parent’s	  home	  
• Lives	  in	  Kingston	  or	  surrounding	  areas	  (including	  Belleville,	  Brockville	  and	  PEC)	  
• Speaks	  English	  
• Is	  available	  for	  an	  individual,	  60-‐90	  minute	  interview	  session	  where	  they	  are	  asked	  about	  

their	  food	  behaviours	  in	  relation	  to	  spending	  time	  in	  two	  households.	  
	  

For	  more	  information	  about	  the	  study,	  please	  see	  that	  attached	  information	  sheet.	  

	  

If	  you	  have	  any	  questions	  or	  if	  you	  know	  of	  individuals	  who	  would	  like	  to	  participate	  in	  this	  study	  

please	  contact	  me	  at	  8mk47@queensu.ca	  or	  613.770.3525.	  

	  

Thank	  you	  for	  your	  assistance.	  

Sincerely,	  	  

	  

Melanie	  Kurrein	  
M.A.	  Candidate	  
School	  of	  Kinesiology	  and	  Health	  Studies	  
Queen’s University 
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Appendix I 

Invitation to Participate Attachment 

Split	  in	  two:	  the	  impact	  of	  living	  in	  two	  households	  on	  teens’	  eating	  practices	  and	  relationship	  
to	  food	  
	  
Researcher:	  Melanie	  Kurrein,	  8mk47@queensu.ca,	  613.770.3525	  
	  
Study	  Details	  
	  
Participation	  Criteria:	  
I	  am	  recruiting	  teens,	  between	  the	  ages	  of	  11	  –	  19,	  whose	  parents	  are	  separated	  or	  divorced	  
and	  who	  spend	  time	  with	  both	  parents.	  The	  amount	  of	  time	  spent	  with	  each	  parent	  does	  not	  
have	  to	  be	  equal,	  as	  long	  as	  the	  teen	  spends	  some	  time	  at	  each	  parent’s	  home.	  The	  teen	  must	  
live	  in	  Kingston	  or	  surrounding	  areas.	  
	  
Project	  Description	  and	  Time	  Commitment:	  
This	  project	  has	  two	  parts.	  The	  first	  part	  will	  be	  a	  short	  meeting	  of	  about	  15-‐20	  minutes.	  During	  
this	  meeting	  we	  will	  talk	  about	  the	  project,	  sign	  the	  consent	  and	  assent	  forms	  and	  I	  can	  answer	  
any	  questions.	  I	  will	  give	  the	  participant	  a	  disposable	  camera	  (if	  needed)	  and	  instructions	  for	  
taking	  pictures.	  Over	  the	  next	  1-‐2	  weeks	  the	  teen	  will	  take	  pictures	  of	  food	  and	  eating	  places	  
that	  are	  meaningful	  to	  them.	  	  
	  
The	  next	  meeting	  will	  take	  about	  1	  –	  1.5	  hours.	  During	  the	  meeting	  I	  will	  ask	  the	  participant	  to	  
talk	  about	  their	  photos	  and	  I	  will	  ask	  some	  questions.	  The	  questions	  will	  be	  about	  eating	  habits	  
and	  about	  the	  divorce.	  
	  
Location:	  
The	  meetings	  will	  take	  place	  at	  a	  location	  that	  is	  convenient	  for	  the	  participant.	  The	  first	  
meeting	  will	  most	  likely	  happen	  at	  a	  coffee	  shop	  or	  library.	  The	  second	  meeting	  will	  take	  place	  in	  
a	  private	  setting	  such	  as	  a	  room	  at	  Queen’s	  University	  or	  at	  a	  public	  library.	  
	  
Honorarium:	  
I	  will	  give	  the	  participant	  the	  choice	  of	  a	  $10	  gift	  certificate	  from	  iTunes,	  Chapters,	  Shoppers	  
Drug	  Mart	  or	  the	  movies.	  
	  
If	  you	  are	  interested	  in	  participating	  in	  the	  study	  or	  if	  you	  would	  like	  more	  information,	  please	  
contact	  Melanie	  Kurrein	  at	  8mk47@queensu.ca	  or	  613.770.3525.	  
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Appendix J 

Free Counselling Resources in Kingston 

If	  after	  participating	  in	  this	  project	  you	  feel	  you	  would	  like	  to	  talk	  to	  someone	  about	  your	  

feelings	  and	  experiences,	  there	  are	  people	  you	  can	  call.	  The	  services	  listed	  here	  are	  free	  and	  

confidential.	  

	  

Pathways	  for	  Children	  and	  Youth	  –	  this	  is	  a	  free	  counselling	  service	  offered	  to	  children,	  youth	  

and	  families	  in	  Kingston	  and	  surrounding	  areas.	  You	  can	  find	  out	  more	  about	  the	  services	  they	  

offer	  on	  their	  website	  at	  www.pathwayschildrenyouth.org	  or	  you	  can	  call	  them	  at	  613.546.1422	  

extension	  1.	  

	  

Kids	  Help	  Phone	  –	  this	  is	  a	  free	  telephone	  or	  on-‐line	  counselling	  service	  available	  24	  hours	  a	  day	  

to	  children	  and	  youth	  up	  to	  age	  20.	  You	  can	  get	  help	  from	  a	  counsellor	  or	  they	  can	  help	  you	  find	  

services	  in	  your	  area	  to	  meet	  your	  needs.	  To	  find	  out	  more	  you	  can	  go	  to	  their	  website	  at	  

www.kidshelpphone.ca	  or	  to	  speak	  to	  someone	  you	  can	  call	  them	  free	  at	  1-‐800-‐668-‐6868.	  

	  

School	  Counsellor	  -‐	  You	  can	  make	  an	  appointment	  with	  the	  counsellor	  at	  your	  school.	  

	  

If	  you	  are	  concerned	  that	  you	  may	  have	  an	  eating	  disorder	  you	  can	  ask	  your	  doctor	  to	  refer	  you	  

to	  the	  Division	  of	  Child	  and	  Adolescent	  Psychiatry	  Eating	  Disorder	  Outpatient	  Clinic	  at	  the	  

Hotel	  Dieu	  Hospital.	  For	  more	  information	  about	  this	  service	  you	  can	  call	  them	  at	  613.544.3400	  

ext.	  2554	  

	  

EatRight	  Ontario	  –	  if	  you	  have	  any	  questions	  about	  nutrition	  or	  your	  eating	  habits,	  you	  can	  call	  a	  

dietitian	  for	  free	  at	  1-‐877-‐510-‐510-‐2	  or	  you	  can	  send	  them	  an	  e-‐mail.	  For	  more	  information	  go	  

to	  http://www.eatrightontario.ca/en/Default.aspx	  	  



 

 166 

Appendix K 

Interview Guide 

Split	  in	  two:	  the	  impact	  of	  living	  in	  two	  households	  on	  teens’	  eating	  behaviours	  and	  
relationship	  to	  food	  
	  
Researcher:	  Melanie	  Kurrein,	  8mk47@queensu.ca,	  613.770.3525	  
	  
Introduction:	  
	  
Since	  it’s	  been	  a	  couple	  of	  weeks	  since	  we	  last	  met,	  I’m	  just	  going	  to	  review	  my	  study	  and	  tell	  
you	  a	  bit	  more	  about	  why	  I	  chose	  this	  research	  topic.	  The	  goal	  of	  my	  study	  is	  to	  understand	  
whether,	  or	  how	  divorce,	  might	  influence	  teens’	  eating	  behaviours	  and	  the	  meaning	  they	  give	  to	  
food	  and	  meals.	  Part	  of	  my	  interest	  in	  this	  topic	  is	  because	  my	  parents	  divorced	  when	  I	  was	  8	  ½	  
and	  I	  remember	  how	  the	  food	  at	  my	  mom’s	  house	  changed	  when	  my	  dad	  moved	  out.	  I	  also	  
remember	  how	  the	  food	  and	  meals	  changed	  when	  both	  of	  my	  parents	  re-‐married.	  When	  I	  
looked	  into	  the	  topic	  more,	  I	  was	  surprised	  that	  there’s	  no	  research	  asking	  teens	  about	  their	  
experience	  with	  food	  after	  their	  parents	  split-‐up.	  	  
	  
So	  today	  we’re	  going	  to	  talk	  about	  your	  experience.	  There	  are	  no	  right	  or	  wrong	  answers;	  I	  just	  
want	  to	  hear	  about	  your	  thoughts	  and	  feelings.	  To	  start,	  I’m	  going	  to	  ask	  you	  about	  your	  photos	  
and	  then	  we’ll	  move	  into	  the	  interview	  portion	  where	  I	  will	  ask	  you	  some	  questions	  about	  your	  
experience.	  Do	  you	  have	  any	  questions	  about	  the	  study?	  Are	  you	  ready	  to	  get	  started?	  I	  also	  
want	  to	  remind	  you	  that	  you	  don’t	  have	  to	  answer	  any	  questions	  and	  you	  can	  take	  a	  break	  or	  
end	  the	  interview	  whenever	  you	  want.	  
	  
Questions	  to	  prompt	  discussion	  about	  their	  photos:	  
1. Tell	  me	  about	  this	  picture.	  
2. What	  does	  the	  picture	  mean	  to	  you?	  
3. What’s	  happening	  in	  the	  picture?	  
4. What	  made	  you	  decide	  to	  take	  this	  picture?	  
5. Is	  there	  anything	  missing	  from	  this	  picture?	  
6. How	  does	  this	  picture	  make	  you	  feel?	  
7. Are	  there	  any	  photos	  that	  you	  would	  have	  liked	  to	  take	  but	  didn’t?	  
	  
Interview	  Questions:	  
Is	  it	  ok	  if	  we	  start	  by	  talking	  about	  when	  your	  parents	  split	  up	  (the	  divorce/separation)	  and	  then	  
we’ll	  talk	  a	  bit	  about	  food?	  
8. Can	  you	  start	  by	  telling	  me	  a	  little	  bit	  about	  when	  your	  parents	  split	  up	  

(divorce/separation)?	  
a. How	  old	  were	  you	  when	  your	  parents	  split-‐up?	  How	  many	  years/months	  ago	  was	  

that?	  
b. How	  much	  time	  do	  you	  spend	  with	  each	  of	  your	  parents?	  
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9. Does	  anyone	  else	  live	  with	  you	  at	  either	  your	  mom	  or	  your	  dad’s4?	  

a. Can	  you	  tell	  me	  a	  bit	  about	  what	  it	  is	  like	  living	  with	  your:	  siblings,	  grandparents,	  
parents,	  step-‐parent	  or	  parent’s	  partner?	  

	  
Thank	  you	  for	  sharing	  this	  information.	  Now	  we	  will	  talk	  a	  bit	  about	  food	  and	  eating.	  
10. If	  I	  were	  to	  follow	  you	  around	  for	  a	  day	  to	  get	  an	  idea	  about	  your	  experience	  with	  food	  and	  

eating,	  what	  would	  I	  see?	  
a. Do	  you	  eat	  breakfast?	  Lunch?	  Dinner?	  Snacks?	  
b. How	  does	  it	  change	  on	  weekends	  compared	  to	  weekdays?	  
c. How	  does	  it	  change	  from	  one	  parent’s	  home	  to	  the	  other?	  	  

11. Sometimes	  there	  are	  rules	  about	  food;	  for	  example,	  one	  teen	  told	  me	  that	  when	  they	  go	  to	  
their	  dad’s	  they	  always	  have	  to	  ask	  to	  have	  something	  to	  eat.	  What	  kind	  of	  rules	  do	  you	  
have	  about	  eating	  at	  each	  of	  your	  parent’s	  homes?	  

a. Rules	  around	  meals	  for	  example	  eating	  at	  a	  certain	  time	  or	  at	  the	  table?	  
b. Rules	  about	  the	  kind	  of	  food	  you’re	  allowed	  to	  eat?	  

12. How	  do	  you	  feel	  about	  these	  rules?	  
13. We’ve	  talked	  a	  bit	  about	  meals;	  can	  you	  tell	  me	  a	  bit	  more	  about	  meals	  at	  your	  mom’s	  and	  

dad’s	  houses?	  
a. 	  Who	  does	  the	  cooking?	  Do	  they	  cook	  for	  everyone	  or	  is	  each	  person	  responsible	  for	  

himself	  or	  herself?	  
b. How	  do	  you	  help	  with	  food	  preparation?	  
c. How	  do	  you	  influence	  what	  food	  is	  bought?	  
d. Who	  does	  the	  grocery	  shopping?	  
e. Do	  you	  have	  any	  specific	  household	  duties?	  
f. Do	  you	  eat	  together	  or	  on	  your	  own?	  

14. How	  does	  it	  feel	  when	  others	  cook	  for	  you?	  How	  about	  when	  you	  cook	  for	  yourself?	  
15. Do	  you	  ever	  go	  out	  to	  eat?	  	  

a. Who	  do	  you	  go	  with?	  
b. How	  often?	  

16. What	  is	  your	  experience	  eating	  out	  versus	  eating	  at	  home?	  
17. Do	  you	  celebrate	  any	  holidays?	  What	  are	  they	  like	  now	  that	  your	  parents	  are	  divorced?	  
	  
I	  would	  like	  to	  understand	  a	  bit	  more	  about	  how	  you	  feel	  so	  the	  next	  questions	  will	  be	  about	  
your	  feelings	  and	  how	  you	  eat.	  
18. How	  do	  you	  feel	  about	  the	  way	  you	  eat?	  

a. Do	  you	  feel	  good	  about	  your	  eating	  habits?	  
b. Does	  how	  you	  feel	  change	  depending	  which	  parent	  you	  are	  with?	  

	  

                                                        
4	  If	  a	  teen	  has	  two	  parents	  of	  the	  same	  gender,	  or	  uses	  different	  names	  for	  their	  
parents,	  I	  will	  change	  the	  choice	  of	  wording.	  I	  am	  avoiding	  the	  use	  of	  the	  word	  
“home”	  as	  some	  teens	  may	  not	  consider	  one	  or	  other,	  or	  either,	  places	  to	  be	  their	  
home.	  
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19. One	  teen	  told	  me	  that	  she	  stopped	  eating	  at	  the	  dinner	  table	  with	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  family	  
when	  her	  mom’s	  partner	  moved	  in	  because	  her	  mom	  had	  never	  asked	  her	  how	  she	  felt	  
about	  the	  situation.	  	  Do	  you	  ever	  use	  food	  to	  express	  how	  you	  feel?	  

20. Some	  people	  eat/or	  do	  not	  eat	  to	  help	  them	  deal	  with	  their	  emotions.	  Do	  you	  ever	  eat	  or	  
not	  eat	  when	  you	  are	  upset?	  	  

a. Does	  how	  or	  what	  you	  eat	  change	  when	  you	  are	  upset?	  
b. Can	  you	  tell	  me	  a	  bit	  more	  about	  that?	  
c. What	  kinds	  of	  foods	  do	  you	  eat?	  Or	  what	  kinds	  of	  foods	  do	  you	  avoid?	  
d. How	  do	  you	  feel	  afterwards?	  
e. Have	  you	  always	  eaten	  or	  not	  eaten	  to	  help	  with	  your	  emotions?	  When	  did	  it	  start?	  
f. Are	  there	  other	  things	  you	  do	  to	  deal	  with	  your	  emotions?	  i.e.	  watch	  tv,	  physical	  

activity?	  
21. Have	  you	  ever	  done	  anything	  to	  change	  the	  way	  you	  look?	  
22. Do	  you	  feel	  the	  divorce	  has	  influenced:	  

a. 	  Your	  emotions?	  	  
b. How	  you	  feel	  about	  yourself?	  How	  do	  you	  feel	  about	  the	  way	  you	  look	  (your	  body)?	  
c. The	  way	  you	  eat?	  	  

	  
Thank	  you	  for	  talking	  about	  your	  feelings,	  I	  know	  sometimes	  it’s	  difficult.	  Are	  you	  ready	  to	  move	  
on?	  I’m	  going	  to	  ask	  you	  to	  think	  about	  the	  past	  and	  how	  things	  have	  changed	  since	  the	  divorce.	  
23. How	  has	  your	  eating	  style	  changed	  since	  the	  divorce?	  
24. How	  have	  your	  responsibilities	  with	  regards	  to	  food	  preparation	  changed?	  
25. Some	  teens	  talk	  about	  using	  food	  at	  one	  home	  as	  a	  way	  of	  convincing	  their	  other	  parent,	  for	  

example	  they	  say	  “well	  dad	  let’s	  us	  (have	  cookies	  or	  eat	  in	  front	  of	  the	  TV)	  so	  why	  don’t	  
you?”	  Do	  you	  ever	  find	  yourself	  doing	  this?	  Does	  it	  work?	  	  

26. How	  has	  having	  a	  step-‐parent	  or	  a	  parent’s	  partner	  affected	  how	  you	  eat?	  (if	  applicable)	  
27. Can	  you	  tell	  me	  about	  a	  positive	  memory	  you	  have	  around	  food	  and	  eating?	  What	  about	  a	  

negative	  memory?	  
	  
The	  last	  questions	  are	  background	  questions.	  We	  are	  almost	  done.	  
28. How	  old	  are	  you?	  
29. What	  grade	  are	  you	  in?	  
30. Who	  do	  you	  live	  with?	  (If	  not	  already	  discussed)	  
31. Who	  lives	  at	  each	  of	  your	  parent’s	  homes?	  (If	  not	  already	  discussed)	  
32. Does	  your	  dad	  work?	  	  

a. If	  yes,	  what	  does	  he	  do?	  
b. If	  no,	  is	  it	  because	  he	  is:	  looking	  for	  work,	  looking	  after	  family,	  ill,	  a	  student?	  

33. Does	  your	  mom	  work?	  
a. If	  yes,	  what	  does	  she	  do?	  
b. If	  no,	  is	  it	  because	  she	  is:	  looking	  for	  work,	  looking	  after	  family,	  ill,	  a	  student?	  

34. Did	  your	  dad	  go	  to	  college	  or	  university?	  
35. Did	  your	  mom	  go	  to	  college	  or	  university?	  
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Thank	  you	  so	  much	  for	  participating	  in	  this	  session.	  I	  really	  appreciate	  you	  being	  so	  open	  with	  
me.	  I	  hope	  the	  information	  I	  get	  from	  this	  project	  will	  help	  other	  children	  and	  teens	  who	  are	  
from	  divorced	  families.	  	  
	  
I	  know	  that	  talking	  about	  divorce	  and	  eating	  can	  be	  emotional,	  so	  I	  want	  to	  remind	  you	  that	  
there	  are	  free	  and	  confidential	  (private)	  counselling	  services	  that	  you	  can	  use.	  Here	  is	  a	  copy	  of	  
the	  services	  that	  I	  mentioned	  at	  our	  first	  meeting.	  Do	  you	  have	  any	  final	  comments	  or	  questions	  
for	  me	  before	  we	  end	  the	  session?	  Thank	  you. 
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