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Long-term shifts in American culture have reshaped the way we 
live and eat today. What does this mean for your business? 

BACKGROUND & APPROACH 
 
People are snacking throughout the day, eating alone in 
greater numbers, and exploring alternatives to food prep by 
shopping grocerants and ordering meal kits. And that’s just 
for starters. Shopping for food, dining out, and planning what 
to eat have all changed dramatically in the past few decades 
as American food culture has shifted to prioritize, on the one 
hand, greater customization to personal tastes and needs — 
especially through healthier, fresher, less processed food — 
and on the other hand, our continuing and undiminished 
desire for convenience, variety, and good value. 
 
Transformation of the American Meal 2017 is a 
comprehensive examination of the factors shaping the 
American meal today and provides implications for 
stakeholders in the food, beverage, food retail, restaurant, 
and food service industries. The report explores how 
traditional notions of the mealtime and meals have evolved 
— and what remains the same.  
 
It pinpoints new occasions and opportunities emerging from 
consumers’ changing habits and needs, and shows what 
traditions or assumptions about mealtimes no longer hold 
true. The report illuminates the strategies and tensions 
consumers have around planning and procuring meals while 
providing a fresh perspective on what they wish mealtimes 
looked like and what gets in the way. 
 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
Quantitative Approach  
Nationally representative survey, fielded online in October, 2017. 
General U.S. population, aged 18-71 years (n=2,011), including 
oversample of parents with children <18 in the household 
(n=1,173). 
 
The Hartman Eating Occasions Compass: Comprehensive 
database on American eating patterns, grounded in a complete 
enumeration of past-24-hour eating occasions. Fielded 3 times a 
year for 2 weeks at a time (n=12,189 adult meal eating occasions, 
2016). General population, aged 18-70 years.  
 
Qualitative Approach 
In-home ethnographies/dinner observations: 2-hour in-home 
individual interviews and dinnertime observations, including a 
tour of kitchen and pantry/food storage. Researchers 
interviewed respondents and watched them prepare a typical 
weeknight dinner. 
 
Respondents completed a homework assignment prior to their 
interview about their ideals and reality in planning, preparing, 
eating and cleanup related to breakfast, lunch, and dinner.  
 
Mobile qualitative: 6-day mobile qualitative engagement.  
Respondents responded each day to tasks and questions via a 
qualitative research-focused smartphone app. Tasks included 
photo galleries, videos, food diaries, cooking assignments, and 
self-reflection. 
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ABOUT THE REPORT 
General report (PowerPoint and PDF) including executive 
summary and demographic data tables (Excel).  
 
Release Date: December 2017   
Report Length: 115 pages 
Market Coverage: U.S. market 
 
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY (excerpt) 
 
The Erosion of the Mealtime Ritual 
 
The Hartman Group has been documenting the U.S.’s 
evolving food culture since the 1990s. Over these years and in 
the preceding decades, we have seen long-term shifts in 
broader cultural values and notions of a healthy diet that 
have undermined “traditional” ways of eating, including what 
we eat, when we eat it, whom we eat it with, and who makes 
it. Meanwhile, demographic changes related to work, gender, 
and parenting have reshaped how households approach 
food and eating when time and energy are scarce but food is 
abundant.  
 

• The consequence has been a deprioritization of the 
mealtime ritual and of cooking in general. 

 
The Ideal Meal 
Though these changes have helped erode traditional 
mealtime routines, especially around breakfast and lunch, 
consumers continue to aspire to an ideal meal based on an 
imagined past. In this imagined past, Mom lovingly planned 
and cooked balanced meals from scratch every day and 
served them family-style, and everyone enjoyed eating them 
together. 
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• Few want to return to this vision of household roles, but 

consumers do want the imagined meal that results — a 
happy unification of good food that is nutritious and 
delicious, good cooking that is skillful and from scratch, 
good company that is enjoyable and appreciative, and a 
meal made and eaten with a sense of joy and love. 

 
The gap between the ideal meal and most consumers’ reality 
is largely the result of the deprioritization of meals and 
cooking. Rather than schedule our days around mealtimes, 
we schedule our meals around everything else that might be 
going on in our days.  
 

• Breakfast is highly functional, driven by habit and the 
need for morning energy. Lunch often falls victim to 
snacking. Most are simply eating to get through the 
afternoon until dinner.  

 
• Dinner, however, is the mealtime ritual’s last stand. It is 

the least likely meal to be skipped and the most likely to 
be eaten with others, planned in advance, and focused 
on enjoyment of both food and company.  

 
Changing Mealtime Routines 
 
Consumers’ approach to food, cooking, and meals often 
changes dramatically as they grow through different life 
stages. Though there are many life stages that trigger a 
change in meal routines, little affects mealtimes more than 
having children and, conversely, having kids move out.  
 

• Households with kids engage in more planning, 
shopping, cooking, and also outsourcing than others. 
They use a wider variety of meal components and 
typically have more mealtime challenges than those 

without kids.  
 
• Millennials report dramatic mealtime changes vs. 5 years 

ago, many driven by the fact that more of them are 
establishing families. At the same time, Boomers are 
retiring amid empty nests, which means that their 
mealtimes are changing in apparently opposite ways 
from Millennials.  

 
Making Meals Today — Planning and Procuring 
 
Most households still have one person who is responsible for 
planning, shopping, and preparing food. Though still more 
likely to be a woman, this person faces the same challenges 
regardless of gender.  
 

• This responsibility is a mental and physical burden, and it 
underlies many common household frustrations and 
challenges related to mealtime, including lack of time 
and energy, lack of planning, lack of creativity, and a 
reliance on outsourcing.  

 
Most planning focuses on dinner. Breakfast and lunch require 
only having the household’s preferred habitual options 
available. Dinner, however, requires multiple inputs related to 
dietary needs and preferences, ingredients available, skill and 
time required, time and energy available, household 
schedules, and more.  
 

• Having a plan is key to pulling dinner off for many cooks, 
and the absence of a plan is a primary driver of 
outsourcing. Though consumers often say the decision to 
outsource is about time, it often has more to do with 
avoiding the mental and physical labor of planning and 
executing a meal at the last minute.  
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Making Meals Today — Cooking and Eating 
 
Despite increased restaurant spending and widespread 
reports about the decline of cooking, the majority of 
consumers still see cooking as both a valuable skill and 
something they generally enjoy, no matter how much they 
might love dining out. 
 

• Most consumers regard home cooking as healthier and 
more economical than dining out or delivery/takeout. For 
families in particular, eating at home is widely associated 
with healthier, better-behaved children. 

 
The majority of consumers report eating meals cooked at 
home from scratch multiple times a week, but “scratch 
cooking” can actually mean many things, and most cooks 
acknowledge a spectrum of scratch. 
 

• Dedicated scratch cooks typically have an overall 
approach to food, cooking, and meals that prioritizes all 
aspects of the ideal meal, while those who are less 
dedicated scratch cooks aspire to the ideal but achieve it 
less often, due to other priorities. 

 
Despite consumers’ widespread agreement on the ideal 
meal, what meals actually look like in their households varies 
dramatically, especially at dinner. 

 
• Consumers report eating dinner together more than 

other meals — especially those with kids –and typically 
eating the same thing when they eat together. 

 
• However, in conversation, consumers often reveal more 

complicated strategies around customization, eating 
together, and dinnertime priorities. 

 
• Parents have a wide variety of kid-focused customization 

strategies, and Millennials often customize meals when 
eating together regardless of whether they have kids. 

 
• Households with older children or adults-only households 

frequently have other activities that trump a social meal. 
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Mealtime today actually 
resembles the way most 
consumers grew up, not the 
distant ideal. 
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the final report are confidential and proprietary to The 
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organization. They cannot be reproduced in any 
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