Most of us hate preparing dinner but there are ways
to de-stress mealtimes, writes Mercedes Maguire
hat's for
dinner?
It's the
cry heard
in family
homes
across
the
nation. Deciding what to make for
the evening meal is one of the most
stressful parts of weekday cooking,
according to a new study.
Three in five Australians say
deciding what's on the menu is the
worst part of family mealtimes, with
68 per cent claiming they are too
busy to find recipes the whole
household will enjoy.
The study, commissioned by
meal-kit company Hello Fresh, took
a peek into the family kitchen and
discovered all is not well.
Thirty-five per cent of Australians
lament the fact they have to cater to
a variety of different tastes every
night and, unsurprisingly, 52 per
cent of parents claim their child is
the most difficult family member to
cook for.
The combined stresses of a lack of
time, fussy eaters and distractions of
technology may be sounding a death
knell for the traditional family
dinner, experts claim.
"We live in a time of ideals, when
there are lots of different influences
interfering daily with our parenting
mindset and our 'perfect life'
mindset," says MindMovers
Psychology clinical psychologist
Jaimie Bloch.
"The perfect world of social media

IA Recipe
repetition
can lead to
boredom
coupled with government and school
pressure, as well as perceived
pressure from other families and
parents, creates the perfect storm for
stress at mealtime."
Guilt is also present in the family
mealtime scenario, with 36 per cent
of people saying they feel bad about
not cooking enough healthy meals
and 29 per cent claiming they regret
having to cook the same meals over
and over. One in five admitted to
having set meals for some or all
nights of the week
The "perfect storm" at mealtimes
has led families to find the answer
outside of the home, with another
survey claiming families are ordering
takeaway and eating out more often
at a cost of more than $4000 a year.
More than 50 per cent of people
claim the pressures of working late
made them abandon the homecooked meal, while 19 per cent said
after-school activities was the cause,
according to the report by Australian

Beef.
The pressures on households
could be responsible for the booming
meal-kit market worldwide.
Hello Fresh, which delivers preportioned fresh ingredients and
easy-to-follow recipes to the door,
are the market leaders in the mealkit industry in Australia and the
world, expanding 52 per cent with
$L45 billion in sales last year alone.
Family experts urge parents to
make every effort to sit down to a
family meal as often as possible.
Research shows it helps children
develop good communication skills
and is an opportunity for adults to
model positive behaviour around
manners and healthy eating.
"Routines support and foster a
sense of togetherness, security and
safety within a family dynamic,"
Bloch says.
"Having a regular mealtime with
the family is also a way to have
quality time, bond together to make
memories, share experiences of your
day, learn about each other and a
way to feel like you are contributing
and feeling valued within the family.
"Research into sit-down meals
has found that children who have
this experience regularly with their
family are less likely to abuse drugs
and alcohol and (more likely to)
have better marks at school."
While the research may be
convincing, the reality inside a
family home at dinner time is
another matter.
Sydney Child Psychology Centre
psychologist Dr Fiona Martin says

there are ways to make the time to
cook and eat dinner together during
the week
At the top of the list is to plan.
"Planning is key," Martin says.
"Plan meals at the beginning of each
week to help relieve weekday stress
and make sure you don't fall back on
'easy' takeaway or ready meals that
lack nutrition.
"If you can, it's also good to buy
the ingredients ahead. of time so you
can just come straight home from
work or other activities and quickly
whip up each meal. Get everyone

involved in meal suggestions and
shopping for ingredients."
The Australian Beef research
found that, ideally, Aussies would
like the midweek meal to have no
more than five ingredients and take
less than 30 minutes to prepare and
cook It also found the most populai
midweek meal was the traditional
meat and three veg, closely followe(i
by spaghetti bolognese, stir-fry and,
a relative newcomer to the list, taco
"The arch nemesis of weeknight
meals was recipe repetition that can
lead to boredom and a lack of

66 I take family favourites and
just make them healthier
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NUTRITIONIST Mandy Sacher is no
stranger to fussy children and mealtime
chaos. But it's not her two children who
give her the biggest challenge. The
Sydney author of Wholesome Child
(pictured left) has helped thousands of
Australian families tackle the tricky
topic of family mealtimes. She says
fussy eaters, time stress at mealtimes
and lunch-box solutions are her most
referred problems.
"Meals happen three times a day, so
they have a big and constant impact,"
she says. "What I hear most often is
that parents have no time, there is a
prevalence of junk food on the menu
and a high degree of food refusal. Lack
of dinnertime inspiration is another

big one. One of the main things I help
parents with is how to expand a child's
food options and my approach is to
stretch them little by little.
"If you try to overhaul a family's
diet in one swift move, it becomes
overwhelming for the family and too
difficult to implement"
Sacher's one-on-one approach starts
with a family providing a three-day
food diary which allows her to see
where the deficiencies lie and to create
changes that won't be too drastic.
"I take family favourites and just
make them healthier, like fish fingers
made with salmon, or chicken nuggets
with the addition of cauliflower. I once
had an extreme case of an eight-

month-old child who was only eating
red velvet mud cake. I got the parent
to try my black bean brownie recipe
and the mother later told me I'd save(I
her life," she says.
Sacher says there are also many
ways to make a main meal into a lunci
box favourite — leftover mac'n'chees
into cupcake holders for the next day
roast beef sliced thin for sandwiches
and wraps; leftover steamed vegies
mixed with pasta and cheese or rice ft
fried rice.
"Try wherever possible to make a
multi-tasking meal and cook double
batches to freeze leftovers, it doesn't
take much longer than cooking a
single batch," she says.
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Nanda Megda gets
her children Chloe,
7, and Raphael, 4,
involved in
mealtimes by
helping to cut up
vegies, and
(bhealth

enthusiasm for cooking," Martin
says. "Look for inspiration online
and experiment with new recipes."
Bloch says technology is one of
the biggest distractions at the dinner
table and a major culprit in the
downfall of family mealtimes. About
51 per cent of respondents in the
Australian Beef survey said they ate
dinner on the couch watching TV.
"The irony of technology and the
techno generation is they are termed
'connected', however this
connectivity has created less
connection between families," Bloch
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ie I try to
increase the
amount of
vegetables
they eat
NANDA Megda is lucky to have children who are
not too fussy when it comes to mealtimes.
However, she says dinnertime inspiration and
healthy recipes can be a challenge.
"I don't have fussy eaters, but my youngest can
be difficult at mealtimes and refuse to eat, but I
suspect that is more a power play than the fact he
doesn't like the food," Megda says.
"I find it's difficult to vary their meals and as a
result they often end up eating the same thing over
and over — spaghetti bolognese, rice and beans,
steak, mince or chicken.
"I really wish they would eat more vegetables
and salads.
"I try to increase the amount of vegies they eat
but it's not always possible and when you're tired,
it can be easy to let it go."
Megda, who teaches English to adults, says she
also finds buying good, organic produce expensive
so compromises by buying mostly organic for the
children, rather than herself and husband Pablo.
While fussy eaters are not her main concern,
Megda had food woes of another sort, and they
started early. Her daughter Chloe, 8, needed to
start solids earlier than normal as a baby due to
problems with reflux. She called on nutritionist
Mandy Sacher to help and has kept her number on
speed dial ever since. Her most recent consultation
focused on four-year-old son Raphael's sweet
tooth.
"Mandy taught me how to find substitutes for
sugar and how to increase the protein in the
kids' meals," Megda says. "I have to say
when they were younger, it was easier to
pass off healthy food as 'sweets' but it's
getting harder now with both of them.
They're not silly, they know the
difference between carob and
chocolate."
The Megda household was rocked by
another mealtime challenge recently
when husband Pablo was diagnosed as
coeliac.
"I find it easier if we all eat the same
thing, so we have had to make changes to
the whole family's diet," she says. "And I
have had to learn to read labels very carefully.
I find a lot of gluten-free food has sugar added to
it for taste."

says. "When a child sees their parent
playing on a phone at the dinner
table, it can create disconnection in
the parent-child relationship. A child
could feel neglected and ignored, or
worse, model this behaviour enabling
a cycle of disconnection in face-toface relationships which can cause
later issues for the child and family."
Bloch recommends families adopt
a "no-screen zone" at the dinner
table to lessen the distraction to
family interactions and help support
a positive eating and communication
environment.
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