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Introduction

We humans must feed our body with food, eating is inevitable and 
necessary for our survival. However, unlike many animals, we do not 
have any instincts or reflexes that guide us to what, when, and how to 
eat, and with whom [1-5]. We have to learn to eat. Eating behaviour is 
acquired while growing up within a certain environment in a familial, 
cultural, social and historical context. Our individual eating habits, 
therefore, reflect the routines and habits of the social group we belong 
to [1, 6-11].

Babies are usually provided with food by their mothers/carers and 
learn that feeding occurs periodically, with specific foods and in certain 
manners. The baby´s carer usually relies on her own (childhood) 
experience or knowledge from relatives, thereby repeating certain 
habits and patterns and carrying on established eating habits of a 
certain family/social group [10,12-15].The eating behaviour is copied 
by babies and infants from their caregivers thus mirroring the food 
practices and food traditions of the primary social group [16-19]. 

Studies on eating and eating behaviour are predominantly carried 
out within the framework of a natural scientific perspective; however, a 
social science approach provides answers on “why” we eat what we do 
and provides “understandings” of and “insights” into the mechanisms 
of “why we eat what we eat” [20-24]. Nutrition behaviour is “the 
sum of all planned, spontaneous, or habitual actions of individuals 
or social groups to procure, prepare, and consume food, as well as 
those actions related to storage and clearance. In this context, the term 
‘nutritional behaviour’ not only refers to influencing factors but also 
to health, environmental, social, and economic implications along the 
entire product chain from farmer to consumer” [25].
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Why do we eat what we do?

All humans eat to stay alive, while they live (or are fed to stay alive). 
Determinants of eating behaviour can be broken down into very 
fundamental aspects that are prerequisite and universal in all human 
cultures: person(s), area, time, aims, food, and general belief. These 
determinants fit together like a jigsaw puzzle as depicted in figure 1.

Eating is always connected to a person or persons, each person 
feeds his/her own body and eating cannot be delegated. Furthermore, 
a person or persons are always connected to certain areas, places, 
rooms or regions where certain foods are consumed. Persons eat at 
specific times, such as daytime, seasonal time, historical time, persons 
eat according to certain aims and reasons, and each culture defines 
what it considers as food and what is or is not edible. Certain items 
might therefore be highly regarded in one culture whereas detested or 
regarded as taboo in another [26-30]. Insects, for example, are highly 
treasured in Asian countries while most European countries permit 
insects with restrictions. What we and other persons eat is determined 
according to various rationales: belief systems, religions and values. 
Pork and alcohol, for example, are forbidden in the Jewish and Islamic 
religions, while permitted in the Christian faith. As depicted in figure 1,
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these basic determinants are summarised as the “eating model”, 
where the sum of the individual pieces constitutes a picture of eating 
behaviour:

•	 (E), everybody, individual person(s)
•	 (A), areas, regions, rooms
•	 (T) time, seasons, history
•	 (I) aims, reasons
•	 (N)	nourishment, food
•	 (G) general beliefs, values

Eating takes place in individual settings, the so called microlevel, 
however, eating is also connected to certain ambiences, the mesolevel, 
i.e. eating is connected to a region, and to a cultural historical context, 
the macro level,for example, a certain territory or country [31-35].

 
Mothers are responsible for the transmission of food knowledge, 

eating practices and family recipes, as well as (mostly) for maternal 
dissemination of family traditions and family histories [36-39]. In a 
recent study by Brombach et al. [5] in a three generational approach, it 
was found that frequency of consumption changes during the course 
of a lifetime and over three generations for some food groups,whereas 
for other food groups, there were no changes. In the same study 
the authors concluded that the grandmother generation grade their 
cooking skills better as parents or children. Grandparents have a 
better mastering of using food leftovers than their grandchildren.

 
Some studies report that eating practices and food preferences in 

childhood are maintained throughout adulthood and what children 
have learned in respect to eating patterns will be carried into their 
later lives [15, 40-43].

Objectives

The aim of this case study was to investigate whether food practices 
and eating behaviours are passed down along generations and how. A 
single case study within a multi-generational approach was set up to 

gain insights in transmission patterns in a single family. Ideally such a 
study should explore a multi-generational family with members living 
primarily in a common area and in close proximity.

Materials & Method

While quantitative methods pursue identification on “cause and 
effect mechanisms”, qualitative methods focus primarily on the 
complexity and variety of individuals´ everyday life situations [8,  
20,21,44]. In this study, an aide-mémoire with open-ended themes 
was applied to obtain narratives, descriptions and insights into the 
eating behaviour and eating practices of the interviewees. The aide-
mémoire addressed the sequences of childhood (up to about 10-12 
years), teenage period (until about 18 years) and young adulthood, 
the present, thereby capturing course of life and cultural context of 
interviewees. The aide-mémoire covered the following themes: meal 
situations, meal preparation and responsibilities, cooking, shopping, 
preserving food, gardening, family recipes, role of male family 
members, economic situations, opinions on foods and traditions, 
favourite meals and festive activities. Questions were asked in an 
open-ended manner and questions and answers were recorded. 
Interview themes were grouped and analysed according to Mayring 
[21]. It was not the aim of this case study to produce representative 
results.

A multi-generational family was approached via an intermediary 
and a relationship was established. Five qualitative interviews were 
carried out with daughter Laura (F2), born in 1926 as 14th child of 
Martha (1885-1957) and her husband Michael (1877-1954); with 
Laura’s daughter Susanne (F3), born in 1960, Susanne’s daughter 
Alexa (F4), born in 1988; and grandson Gerhard (F3), born in 1937, 
son of Martha’s 4th child (1910-1971) and Hillary (F3), born 1954, 
daughter of Martha’s 15th child. In addition, written questionnaires 
were sent to family members (study still ongoing, results not shown 
here).The questionnaires contained questions with blocks of sub-
questions on the frequency of intake of selected foods, meal patterns, 
cooking, food purchase, storage, handling, attitudes to nutrition, both 
today and (where appropriate) during childhood.
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Figure 1: The eating model, modified according to Brombach, 2015, 20 [52].
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Results

Interviews took place in the home of the individual interviewees 
or in a place outside the home with interviews lasting between 1 
and 2 hours; with Laura a total of 3 interviews were conducted, each 
approximately 2 hours in length. 

Laura’s mother Martha was born in 1885 and died in 1957 (F1); 
her daughter Laura was born in 1926 (F2); she is now 92 years old 
and lives in an old people’s home (at time of interview, March-July 
2017). Laura has five children, three boys and two daughters. Susanne, 
Laura’s older daughter (F3) has four children, three boys and one 
daughter, Alexa (F4). Martha’s granddaughter Hillary (F3) has no 
children; Gerhard (F3) has three children and four grandchildren. 
All interviewees were brought up in South-West Germany. Martha 
grew up at the end of the 19th century in a setting, which was still 
influenced by the German Empire. She was born 14 years after the 
foundation of the Empire, in a very different political, economic and 
technological system from her granddaughter’s present situation. 
Martha spent her young adulthood and started her own family during 
World War I, she experienced World War II in her mid-50’s during 
which she lost one son on the battlefield, her house was destroyed 
during bombing and as an old woman she experienced the foundation 
and separation of Germany, the Federal Republic of Germany and 
the German Democratic Republic. She raised 15 children, born 
between 1907 and 1929. Her daughter Laura lived through various 
political systems, food shortages, new technological development 
and profound changes in food production, as well as industrialisation 
of farming systems. Laura also experienced a radical change in food 
availability and modification in food shops from a system of being 
served to self-service, from monetary systems to online payment and 
the use of credit cards, the availability of global foods on the market, 
and the rise of an affluent society from the mid 60’s with today’s food 
security and availability of food 24 h a day, 7 days a week.

Cooking

Martha had learned cooking from her mother and from her time as 
a young housemaid in a bourgeois household before she got married 
when 19 years old. She trained all her daughters how to cook but 
not her sons. In this family, cooking was done by Martha and her 
daughters, they had a large garden where food was grown and many 
foods were preserved at home. It was the duty of the daughters to assist 
their mother with the daily chores. Martha trained her daughters well, 
her oldest daughter, who never got married, had the overview of the 
kitchen and the assistance provided by the younger daughters. Laura 
recalled her older sister’s strict regime: “she always decided what we 
had to do. We always had to do the scrubbing, cleaning, washing up 
[…], but she was an excellent cook and made the best potato salad” 
[Laura].  

 
Cookery book

In 1932 a Swabian (South West German) cookery book was 
published: its themes covered basic recipes and instructions of how to 
cook in a housewifely, resourceful and economic way [45]. Although 
Martha had learned cooking from her mother and her time as a 
housemaid, she was eager to improve her knowledge on recipes and 
ideas on how to cook healthily and economically for her family. She 
used this cookery book extensively and gave all her daughters a copy 
of this book upon their marriage. Laura also used this cookery book, 
which currently is published in its 56th edition. Laura also provided

her daughters with this cookery book and Susanne, as well Alexa, still 
use it nowadays. Hillary reported: “…you mean my favourite cookery 
book? It is Luise Haarer’s Kochen und Backen nach Grundrezepten 
(Basic recipes in cooking and baking) which I still use today; I got a 
copy from my mother” [15th child of Martha]. Laura reported that in 
her childhood, cooking started in the mornings, sometimes even the 
previous evening before, and included chores such as peeling potatoes 
and covering them with water to prevent them going brown before 
cooking.

The cookery book was passed down in this family and is still used 
by the grandchildren and great grandchildren. As the interviews 
revealed: basic and “key recipes” are adhered to up to the present, 
thereby continuing a special local South West German cooking style, 
such as soups which Martha cooked fresh every day, dumplings and 
a special dish called “Spaetzle”, which is a kind of pasta, made from a 
dough of eggs, flour, water and salt, with the thick dough being cooked 
by being scraped from a wooden board directly into boiling water.

Kitchen stove, electrical devices

Martha initially used a wood stove, later a stove fired by gas; 
electricity for lighting was first provided in the 1920’s. Laura reported 
that in her childhood her family was the only household in the 
street with a telephone and a car, due to her father’s business as a 
craftsman. Martha grew vegetables, salads and fruits including berries 
and apples in the garden. She preserved the food with the aid of her 
daughters using common methods including fermenting foods, such 
as sauerkraut, canning, drying or storing foods like beets in the cellar. 
Laura had a garden as well and trained her daughters (but not her 
sons) in fermenting foods; she baked bread and made preserves from 
her garden harvests like Martha. In contrast to her mother, Laura had 
a deep freezer which she used extensively. Her daughter, Susanne, and 
granddaughter, Alexa, took over the skills of their (great) grandmother, 
Laura, and both bake bread, make preserves and like to cook.

Special dishes

Susanne reported that for Christmas dinner in 2016 she cooked 
roasted goose, red cabbage, dumplings, chicken broth with dumplings, 
just as she had learned from her mother, Laura, who herself was taught 
this tradition by her mother, Martha. Whereas Martha made fresh 
soups every day, Laura did not continue this tradition; however, Laura 
cooked meat on Sundays like her mother, Martha. Meat consumption 
was moderate in Martha’s family; meat was expensive and carefully 
portioned: first the husband, then the sons and finally the mother and 
daughters were served portions of decreasing size. Laura carefully 
portioned meat as well, meat was divided at the table in a similar 
manner such that the husband received the largest portion and the 
children according to age received less (not gender, as in Martha’s 
home). Meat-based menus were served in Laura’s home no more 
than twice a week, due to economically reasons, “we could not afford 
meat every day, we lived on my husband’s earnings and we had five 
children…” [Laura].

Gardening

Martha bought all food locally and in season since nothing else 
was available in her days. Food was also bought from local farmers 
and grown in the garden, which was then eaten. As Laura stated: “we 
ate and cooked what we grew in our garden during my childhood, we
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had no convenience food…my husband also grew vegetables and fruits 
which we then didn’t have to buy!” Laura’s daughter, Susanne, also 
grows some vegetables and fruits in her garden today but she stated: 
“we grow what we like to eat in the garden, I just like gardening…”Her 
planting follows another rationale than her mother’s or grandmother’s. 
Whereas Susanne choses to garden as a hobby, gardening was a 
necessity for Laura and her mother for economic reasons. 

Table manners

The seating plan and order of being served the food was distinct at 
Martha’s table: the father sat at the head of the table with his wife next 
to him and the youngest child sat next to the parents, Martha served 
her husband and sons first, then the daughters according to age and 
herself last, a tradition Laura continued. Martha said grace before the 
beginning of the meal, Laura’s husband also prayed before the meals 
and in the families of Laura’s children, both husbands or wives do.

Timing of the meals

In Martha’s family meals were eaten on regularly basis, breakfast 
around 7am, lunch at around noon and supper at around 6pm. In 
between there was a morning break and in the afternoon a “coffee” 
break (although no coffee was served, just a coffee substitute since 
coffee was too expensive and hence reserved for Sundays and for 
guests). Timing was important for Martha and her husband. In Laura’s 
family lunch time was regular as well since Laura’s husband came 
home for lunch in his break before he resumed his work. Her children 
came home at a different time, so often lunch for Laura extended 
over a time period of up to two hours: “when one child came for lunch 
break I sat down with him or her, but sometimes by then I had already 
eaten but I wanted to keep him or her company…”. In Susanne’s family 
cooked lunch was moved to dinner, since her children were absent 
during the day at school: “we often had our main meal in the evening 
and I cooked for dinner…”. Timing in Susanne’s family was flexible and 
for Susanne’s daughter, Alexa, time “…depends on what we are doing 
and who wants to cook…”.

Table 1 summarizes and gives an overview of changes in meal 
patterns over three generations.

While for Martha, cooking and preparing food was hard manual 
labour without the use of electrical devices during her young 
adulthood at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century, 
her 14th daughter, Laura, grew up in the 30s and 40s with both 
electricity and cars. Both granddaughters (born 1954, 1960) and 
great granddaughter (born 1988) have different food availability to 
their grandmother/great grandmother and have never experienced 
hunger or food insecurity. For them convenience food and convenient 
“takeaway”, global foods being available on an almost 24h/7days 
a week basis is “normal”, whereas in contrast, Martha and Laura 
experienced severe food shortage and learned to make the most of 
what little they had. Food waste was never an issue in their lifetime, 
for them food waste was a sinful behaviour, even more so, since food 
preparation was such hard labour. Martha and Laura did not question 
their role as mother and housewife. Whereas Martha married shortly 
after ending her school education in primary school and spending one 
year as a housemaid, Laura worked as a secretary until her marriage 
at age 26. Her daughter, Susanne, and granddaughter, Alexa, as well as 
Hillary, daughter of Martha’s 15th child had a higher education and 
hold university degrees. Cooking and housework was, in Martha’s and 
Laura’s opinion, truly just a task for women. They had a gendered view 
on the food system; chores related to shopping, cooking, preserving, 
cleaning and storing food were definitely chores of the females in the 
family, whereas the males had to be served and cared for. Gerhard, 
son of Martha’s 4th child and oldest living grandson of Martha, said 
that while he assists his wife in shopping and gardening, cooking is 
mainly his wife's business. This gendered view on the female work 
load started to erode in the 60’s, yet remains to this day to a limited 
extent in Susanne’s and Hillary’s and but less so in Alexa’s generation. 
Alexa and her partner share the chores and Susanne’s youngest son 
started training as a cook after his graduation from university.

Discussion

This exploratory, pilot study had the principal aim of gaining 
insights in possible transmission of eating patterns within a multi-
generational family living in South-West Germany. There are therefore
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Table 1: Overview of changes and similarities in meal patterns over three generations.
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both limitations as well as possibilities for improvement of the study. 
The number of participants is low and the family not representative. 
Results refer to a cultural pattern in South-West Germany and may 
therefore not be generalized. There is also an overlap within age-
groups in this family, since in the F2 generation there is already an 
age range from the youngest to the oldest of 22 years. Martha’s first 
grandchild was born just three years after the birth of her youngest 
child and within the grandchildren there is an age range of 36 
years and currently 46 years within the great grandchildren. Hence, 
differences and transmission patterns might be more related to age 
than generation.

Even today the female role in preparing and cooking on a daily basis is 
still a predominantly female task in Germany, as data from the National 
Nutrition Survey reveal [46]. The findings of other studies [5, 8,15, 37] 
also show that there is a transmission of cooking and eating style from 
mothers to daughters, Scaglioni et al. [26] revealed in their study an 
influence of the mothers’ behaviours and attitudes on their children.

In general there seems to be a transmission of lunch as the main 
meal towards dinner time, as can also be shown from the National 
Nutrition Survey in Germany, which is a representative survey [46], so 
the findings of this case study are well within general transformation 
processes in an industrialized country such as Germany.

In a survey on “The Role of Internet Recipes in Cooking” Bartsch et 
al. [53] found, that despite internet recipes and food blogs “mothers” 
are still the main source for family recipes, advice of how to cook and 
the place of learning how to cook. Transmission of cooking skills 
and family traditions seem to follow predominantly a matrilineal 
pattern which are likely, however, to diminished. There are several 
reasons why transmission of cooking skills in a matrilineal way might 
degrade at present in Germany: females are more engaged in work 
force, so cooking time and interaction at the time of meal preparation 
decreases [54], children are eating lunch out of home more often, thus 
do not experience and learn cooking at home any longer, males are 
seemingly getting more engaged in cooking and food preparation [55].

Despite the fact that cooking, gardening and house work was 
highly disregarded during the 70’s and seen as an obstacle to women’s 
equality [56], young women and males today seem to be so less 
inclined and are getting involved again in community projects on 
cooking, gardening and equally share chores within a partnership. 
Young men are becoming attracted to food topics and cooking, in 
this study the males of F4 generation are more involved in cooking or 
even choose to become a professional cook. Future studies  will show 
if the equal sharing of cooking, gardening and home work between 
males and females will be maintained. It seems that studies on meals 
and eating practices have to consider both: family settings as well as 
cultural contexts [57].

Although results of this exploratory study may not be generalised 
and should be interpreted with caution, several studies show [37; 38; 
46–51] that parents influence their children’s nutritional behaviour. 
However,todate there are few studies that make links across three 
generations let alone within a multi-generational approach in a time 
horizon of almost 100 years.

To date very few studies have been conducted with a three 
generational, let alone multi-generational approach on tracing eating 
practices within one family. The findings permit better understanding 
of the onset of eating practices in a broader familial and cultural

historical context. This study, therefore, permits insights into this field 
and paves the way for a rich diversity of future research topics.
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