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WHERE HAS FAMILY TIME GONE? IN SEARCH
OF JOINT FAMILY ACTIVITIES AND THE ROLE OF
THE FAMILY MEAL IN 1966 AND 1999

Inge Mestdag
Jessie Vandeweyer

The idea that family meal time is disappearing is gaining growing attention in
Western societies. This article investigates to what extent family time has decreas-
ed and what place the family meal has within family time. Belgian time-budget
data gathered in 1966 and 1999 were used to answer these research questions.
Analyses show parents were spending less time together as a family and also on
family meals, especially on working days. Nevertheless, the growing number of
dual-earner families was not responsible for the decline in family meal time
between 1966 and 1999.
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Since the 1850s, life within a nuclear family has been considered an important ideal in
Western society. As the impact of industrialization on society grew, the middle class
began to attach growing importance to the idea of the family and the home. Industrial-
ization promoted an ideology that identified work and the wider public area with the
male and the private, domestic area with the female. The home was the place a man
could come home to, where the private, caring family could protect itself against the
heartless, competitive world.1 And it was women’s work to make the house into a
home. In contrast to housekeeping, homemaking was considered a labor of love that
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involved the creation of myths, symbols, and rituals that turned a house into a home.2

Family life had not only its special location in the family home, but also its special
time. Starting in the second half of the nineteenth century, Victorian Protestant culture
emphasized the importance of hard work. Together with the greater symbolic impor-
tance attached to family life, the smaller amount of real time families could spend
together resulted in a growing importance attached to special, symbolic times, such as
family meals and childrens’ bedtime. For the first time in history, there was a need for
quality time with the family.3 It was also around that time that Sunday came to be con-
sidered the archetypal day for the family.4 Although the ideology of the family was
only responding to a middle-class reality, this falsely monolithic concept of the family5

has had an important influence throughout society. Spending adequate time with fam-
ily members is deemed necessary for both personal and collective well-being. As such,
the ideal of spending quality time with other family members is an important guiding
principle for modern Western families. Recent research has shown that even though
family time is subject to serious competition because of changing structures of work
and the family, ideas on family time seem resistant to change. Although they hardly
ever become real, ideas on family time are still vividly cherished and wished for.
Despite innumerable frustrations, ideals on family time live on as powerful cultural
standards.6 The family meal was also attached great value ever since family life
became central. Before that time, it was unthinkable that the family would reserve a
special time to share a meal.7 Qualitative research by DeVault shows that in the early
1980s, parents were still concerned about establishing a regular meal pattern in their
families. Such a pattern was considered an important organizing entity within family
life, with family meals setting the rhythm of family life. Family meals remain a central
ritual within family life, guaranteeing the continuation of a family.8 At the moment,
there is considerable concern over the decline of the family meal. However, figures
from various studies on the percentage of families sharing meals vary considerably.9

The different survey methods of the various studies may account for their varying
results in considerable measure.10 The way people remember things often differs from
the way things were actually done. For that reason, we often think things were better in
the past. Although they are rather recent developments, spending quality time with the
family and sharing family meals are considered to be part of tradition and are awarded
some kind of eternity that seems to be threatened now. However, the idea that family
time is in danger is not entirely new. The same idea cropped up in the 1920s and the
1940s. In fact, it has been a hot item ever since Western society started to attach great
importance to family life in general.11

In this article, we wish to focus on how much time people actually spend together as
a family and to what extent family time has actually declined in Belgium. Time-budget
data are used to answer these research questions. First, we focus on how time spent
with the family has changed over time. Second, we move on to the variety of activities
families do together and how much time these take in the total family time budget.
More particularly, we focus on the family meal, which takes the largest part of the total
family budget. Next, we study to what extent family time and family meal timing have
changed. Finally, we look for the impact of structural changes that might account for
the decline in family time and family meals between 1966 and 1999.
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DATA

To get a better view on how family time has evolved during the past decades, we
used data from two Belgian time-budget studies. Time-budget studies give us a reli-
able view on how people really spend their time.12 The first time-budget study was
conducted between January and April 1966 and contains time-budget data from 2,077
Belgians aged between nineteen and sixty-five.13 All respondents kept a diary during
twenty-four hours. This study was part of the Multinational Time Budget Study of
1965.14 The second study was conducted between December 1998 and January 2000
and contains time-budget data from 8,382 Belgians aged between twelve and ninety-
five originating from 4,275 families. All respondents kept a diary during one working
day (Monday through Friday) and one weekend day (Saturday or Sunday). Both origi-
nal data sets were weighed by age, sex, and education level of the respondent.

As we were interested only in family time for this study, we decided to remove all
respondents that were not members of a traditional family. As such, our database con-
tains only time-budget data from parents who live as a couple with at least one child. In
the two time-budget studies different age limits were applied to define children. In
1966 and 1999, children were defined as children living in the household, younger
than nineteen and younger than sixteen, respectively. As there was no further indica-
tion of children’s age in 1966, we were unable to overcome this problem.

In the 1999 database we selected only one respondent per family. We used this
smaller random sample instead of the total 1999 database to overcome interdepen-
dence between respondents (partners from the same family). The fact that we were
interested in time spent with one’s family provided all the more reason to do this.15 As
such, we relied on individual data to define family time. We defined family time as the
time spent on each activity with other family members present, as indicated in the indi-
vidual diaries. Thus, family activities were not defined as activities which were done
by all family members at the same time, as appeared from all the family members’time
budget.

RESULTS

Is family time on the decline?

In several countries doing time-use research we discern a general trend of increased
time devoted to child-care activities by parents.16 Under debate is whether this trend is
a result of an actual increase in child-caring activities or rather due to a growing aware-
ness of the importance of child-rearing activities reported by those filling in the time-
use diary.17, 18 How much time is spent in the presence of children is not always clear
due to different methodologies used to measure contact time with children.19 Recent
social developments such as the rise of the labor force participation of women, how-
ever, could suggest that the overall time spent in the presence of children has reduced,
thus shifting from quantity time to quality time with children.

In Belgium, the time for joint family activities has declined (Table 1). Belgians
spend significantly less time with their partner and children in 1999 than in 1966. On
an average working day, the time spent with both partner and children has declined by
twenty-five minutes. There seems to be an overtaking maneuver on Saturdays, though,
with Belgians spending more than one hour more with both partner and children in

306 JOURNAL OF FAMILY HISTORY / July 2005



307

Ta
bl

e 
1

M
ea

n 
D

ur
at

io
n 

of
 T

im
e 

S
pe

nt
 A

lo
ne

, w
ith

 P
ar

tn
er

 a
nd

/o
r 

C
hi

ld
re

n,
 a

nd
 O

th
er

s 
(W

or
ki

ng
 D

ay
 a

nd
 W

ee
ke

nd
, 1

96
6–

19
99

)

D
ur

at
io

n

W
or

ki
ng

 D
ay

S
at

ur
da

y
S

un
da

y

19
66

 (
n

= 
78

6)
19

99
 (

n
= 

66
1)

19
66

 (
n

= 
12

2)
19

99
 (

n
= 

30
9)

19
66

 (
n

= 
10

8)
19

99
 (

n
= 

35
3)

A
lo

ne
3:

30
3:

34
 (

ns
)

3:
23

3:
13

 (
ns

)
2:

42
3:

00
 (

ns
)

W
ith

 c
hi

ld
re

n,
 w

ith
ou

t p
ar

tn
er

2:
02

2:
06

 (
ns

)
1:

58
2:

15
 (

ns
)

1:
49

1:
56

 (
ns

)
W

ith
 p

ar
tn

er
, w

ith
ou

t c
hi

ld
re

n
2:

05
1:

57
 (

ns
)

2:
40

2:
38

 (
ns

)
3:

11
2:

46
 (

ns
)

W
ith

 c
hi

ld
re

n 
an

d 
pa

rt
ne

r
2:

12
1:

47
**

*
3:

19
4:

31
*

4:
47

4:
28

 (
ns

)
W

ith
 o

th
er

s,
 w

ith
ou

t c
hi

ld
re

n 
an

d 
w

ith
ou

t p
ar

tn
er

0:
57

1:
01

 (
ns

)
1:

26
1:

03
 (

ns
)

1:
25

0:
47

**
*

N
ot

e:
S

ta
tis

tic
al

 s
ig

ni
fic

an
ce

 o
f t

he
 d

iff
er

en
ce

 b
et

w
ee

n 
19

66
 a

nd
 1

99
9 

fo
r 

tim
e 

sp
en

t a
lo

ne
 a

nd
 in

 c
om

pa
ny

.
* p

<
 .0

1.
**

p
<

 .0
01

.*
**

p
<

 .0
01

.



1999 than in 1966. This is probably due to the fact that paid labor occurred less on Sat-
urdays in 1999 than in 1966. On Sundays the difference is not significant. The time
spent with children solely or with the partner solely has not changed significantly
between 1966 and 1999.

In the following paragraphs we will concentrate on the time spent as a complete
family, that is with both partner and children.20 This time is clearly under a lot of pres-
sure. By consequence it is a hot issue in the media today.

What Do Families Do Together?

The scarce time spent by family members in each other’s company is predomi-
nantly used for sharing meals (Table 2). Eating is still the social moment par excel-
lence for keeping up with the latest news and events of other family members. This
holds true for both 1966 and 1999 and on every day of the week, although the share of
eating in the total family-time budget has declined significantly during the past thirty
years. Watching television has had a strong hold on this second position for more than
thirty years now, on all weekdays. Competition is coming up, though, from traveling.
On Saturdays in 1999 families spend more time traveling together than watching TV
together. Although watching TV is the second-most important family activity after the
meal on weekdays and Sundays in 1966 as well as in 1999, the time spent on this activ-
ity as a family as well as its share in the total family-time budget declined. This is not
due to diminishing hours of viewing. On the contrary, time spent on watching televi-
sion (for the Belgian population between 19 and 65 years old) increased by forty-one
minutes on a weekday, by fifty-three minutes on a Saturday, and by thirty-three min-
utes on a Sunday. The same trends can be seen for our subsample of parents. By conse-
quence, watching TV has lost importance as a joint family activity. Instead, we see a
rise in solitary television watching and one parent watching TV with the children. The
same trends go for working days and weekend days. This finding goes hand in hand
with the rising number of television sets in a household.21 Meanwhile, traveling with
the whole family went from almost nonexistent to 12 percent to 14 percent of the total
amount of family time on all weekdays. Performing household tasks came third in
rank in 1966. In 1999, it came third on Saturdays and fourth on working days and Sun-
days, when more leisurely activities are done instead in presence of the family mem-
bers: watching TV on Saturdays and traveling on working days and Sundays. How-
ever, Saturdays are marked by significantly more time spent in the presence of the
family to purchase goods. The time spent with the complete family has reduced on an
average workday from two hours and twelve minutes in 1966 to one hour and forty-
seven minutes in 1999. Nevertheless, Table 2 shows that significantly more time is
spent on playing with children as a family activity. On working days this activity took
up four minutes, or 3 percent, of the total family-time budget in 1999, while it was non-
existent in 1966. Previously this task was probably performed by only one of the par-
ents, most likely the mother. Saturdays seem to be suitable to catch up on lost time as a
family. In 1999, one hour more is spent in the presence of all family members than in
1966 (Table 1). As a result time spent on child care and playing with children quadru-
pled on Saturdays, while its share in the total family-time budget tripled. Although the
time spent with the complete family has not changed significantly on Sundays, child
care and playing with children doubled. The share of child care in the total family-time
budget in 1999 has consequently risen on every weekday, and especially on the week-
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end, implying that more of the child-care activities are taken up by both parents
together. Consequently, childcare is to be found in the top five of activities done as a
complete family in 1999 on every weekday, which was not the case in 1966 (only on
working days).

While eating and watching television are the most important activities of the family
as a whole, watching TV is also the most popular activity done by partners when chil-
dren are not present. Both in 1966 and 1999 approximately one-third of the time spent
with the partner is taken by watching television (table not shown). Eating (9 percent to
14 percent of the total time budget of partners) and household tasks (from 10 percent to
18 percent of the total time budget of partners) are often performed in the presence of
the partner as well. On the contrary, household tasks with only the children present
have declined. In 1966 spending time with children during a household activity such
as cooking, doing the dishes, ironing, and cleaning took the larger share of the time
budget with children (40 percent on working days and Saturdays, 20 percent on Sun-
days). In 1999, this activity has been overtaken by child care on all weekdays (account-
ing for between 23 percent and 29 percent of the time spent with children). Conse-
quently, time with only children present has changed from children in “passive”
presence of the parent to “active” interaction between the parent and the children.

The Place of the Family Meal in the Family-Time Budget

It is striking how the family meal, however still being the most important family
activity, has lost its importance, especially on working days and to a lesser degree on
Sundays. On an average working day in 1966, fifty-one minutes were spent on eating
together, 38 percent of the total family-time budget (Table 2). A family meal in 1999
took only twenty-seven minutes, a quarter of the total family-time budget on an aver-
age working day. Even on Sundays, the archetypal day for family time, the family meal
lost much in influence. The Sunday meal in the presence of the family was almost
twenty minutes shorter than in 1966, lasting one hour and five minutes. On Saturdays,
there was a status quo with about one hour spent on the family meal. However, as fam-
ily time increased significantly on Saturdays, the share of the family meal decreased in
the total time spent as a family, accounting for a quarter of total family time in 1999,
but one-third of the total time spent as a family in 1966.

The decline of the family meal resulted not only from the reduced time spent on eat-
ing with partner and children and its decreasing share in total family time, but also
from the declining number of commensal occasions with partner and children. This
held true for both weekends and working days. On working days the average number
of eating occasions shared with partner and children decreased significantly from
more than one and a half (1.56) daily family meals to less than one family meal a day
(.88). On Saturdays and Sundays the number of family meals was higher than on
weekdays. In spite of Sundays’ importance with regard to the family and Sunday
lunch,22 the family meal was unequivocally robbed of its strength. On average, only
1.68 meals were taken as a family on that day, while in 1966 2.29 meals were family
meals on Sundays (Table 3). As these average numbers of family meals are rather
abstract, we tried to clarify them by adding some frequencies reporting the daily
number of family meals.

Although from a historical viewpoint three daily meals is a fairly recent develop-
ment,23 it is considered the standard pattern in most Western (European) countries and
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also in our country.24 However, not all meals are family occasions. History shows that
breakfast has not always been a commensal occasion. Recently, however, concern is
rising that not only breakfast, but also lunch and dinner are becoming solitary occa-
sions.25 This concern is especially strong in the United States, though it has found a
considerable echo in Western Europe too. In the case of the present-day Western fam-
ily, the intensity of domestic commensality may be considered an indicator of the inte-
gration of the family group, of the degree to which family life resists pressures from
parents’occupations and childrens’ schooling.26 Everywhere, efforts are rising to pro-
mote regular family meals. As appears from Table 3, on working days and Saturdays
one or two daily family meals were most common in 1966. No daily family meal was
exceptional, accounting for only 13.7 percent on working days and 12.5 percent and
8.7 percent on Saturdays and Sundays, respectively. In 1999, no daily family meal was
much more widespread. Four parents in ten did not manage to share a meal with their
partner and their children on a working day. On Saturdays and Sundays respectively, a
quarter and one in five failed to have a family meal. In 1999, none or only one daily
family meal became the general practice on working days, both accounting for about
40 percent of Belgian parents. On Saturdays and Sundays two daily family meals were
most common. In 1966, three daily family meals was still most common, accounting
for 37.4 percent of Belgian parents. In 1999, the share of Belgian parents having three
family meals on Sundays was almost cut in half, leaving the majority sharing a family
meal only once (21.2 percent) or twice (29.6 percent).

Timing of Joint Family Activities

Figures 1A through 3B show us the course of family time and family meals during
the day in 1966 and 1999, for working days, Saturdays, and Sundays. To take into
account the significance level of the differences between 1966 and 1999, we per-
formed analyses of variance. These significance tests compared hourly mean percent-
ages of Belgian parents engaged in family time or family meals from 1966 and 1999.
The results of these analyses will be discussed in the following paragraphs. The daily

Mestdag, Vandeweyer / ROLE OF THE FAMILY MEAL 311

Table 3
Mean Number of Family Meals and Percentage of Belgian Parents Taking Zero to
Six Daily Family Meals on Working Days, Saturdays, and Sundays (1966 vs. 1999)

Working Day Saturday Sunday

1966 1999 1966 1999 1966 1999
(n = 786) (n = 661) (n = 122) (n = 309) (n = 108) (n = 353)

Mean number of family meals 1.56 0.88*** 1.80 1.62 (ns) 2.29 1.68***
% taking zero family meals 13.7 39.8*** 12.5 25.2** 8.7 21.3**
% taking one family meal 37.9 39.2 (ns) 26.8 19.6 (ns) 14.1 21.2*
% taking two family meals 30.1 14.3*** 35.4 28.2 (ns) 28.9 29.6 (ns)
% taking three family meals 16.1 6.1*** 19.7 22.8 (ns) 37.4 22.9**
% taking four family meals 2.0 0.4** 4.9 3.0 (ns) 10.2 4.5*
% taking five family meals 0.2 0.2 (ns) 0.7 1.1 (ns) 0 0 (ns)
% taking six family meals 0 0 (ns) 0 0 (ns) 0.8 0 (ns)

Note: Statistical significance of the difference between 1966 and 1999 for mean number of family
meals and percentage of Belgian parents taking zero to six daily family meals.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Figure 1A. Family Time by Time of Day on Working Day
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Figure 1B. Family Meal by Time of Day on Working Day
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Figure 2A. Family Time by Time of Day on Saturday

00
:0

0

01
:0

0
02

:0
0
03

:0
0
04

:0
0
05

:0
0
06

:0
0
07

:0
0
08

:0
0
09

:0
0
10

:0
0
11

:0
0
12

:0
0
13

:0
0
14

:0
0
15

:0
0
16

:0
0
17

:0
0
18

:0
0
19

:0
0
20

:0
0
21

:0
0
22

:0
0
23

:0
0
24

:0
0

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Time of day (Saturday)

%
 o

f r
es

po
nd

en
ts

 e
ng

ag
ed

 
in

 fa
m

ily
 m

ea
l

66
99 

Figure 2B. Family Meal by Time of Day on Saturday



rhythm of family time and family meals on working days, Saturdays, and Sundays will
be discussed subsequently.

Working days. Joint family activities typically took place around eating times. This
was not surprising because eating was the most important family activity. This held
true especially for working days. Peak times occurred around 7:30 a.m., 12:30 p.m.,
and 7:20 p.m. However, there appeared to be significant differences between 1966 and
1999 in the percentage of Belgian parents engaged in family time and family meals.

On working days in 1999 significantly fewer parents spent time with their children
in the early morning. In 1966, 14.3 percent of Belgian parents were spending time with
partner and children between 7:00 a.m. and 8:00 a.m. (Figure 1A). In 1999 this held for
barely 6 percent. The decline in family time in the early morning also appeared from
the decline in family breakfast (Figure 1B). With only 2.6 percent (one-third of 1966),
there was a significant decrease in parents eating with children and partner between
7:00 a.m. and 8:00 a.m. Later in the morning, though, significantly more parents
engaged in family time in 1999 than in 1966. At noon, the same held true as in the early
morning: only 10 percent of Belgian parents shared time with partner and children
between noon and 1:00 p.m.; that is less than half the number recorded in 1966. Again,
the decline of family time was reflected in the share of Belgian parents sharing meals
with their families: in 1966, 18 percent shared meals at noon; in 1999 this held for less
than 6 percent. After the noon peak, the percentage of Belgian parents engaged in fam-
ily time plunged in 1966, while there was a gradual decline in 1999. As such, in the
afternoon (2:00 to 5:00 p.m.), significantly more parents spent time with their families
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Figure 3A. Family Time by Time of Day on Sunday
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Figure 3B. Family Meal by Time of Day on Sunday



in 1999 than in 1966. However, in 1999 significantly fewer parents engaged in a 4:00
family snack between 4:00 and 5:00 p.m. The same held true between 5:00 p.m. and
6:00 p.m., announcing the later start of family dinner in 1999. In the evening (as from
6:00 p.m.), fewer parents engaged in family time in 1999. Between 6:00 p.m. and 7:00
p.m. more than one out of three Belgian parents were spending time with partner and
children in 1966. In 1999, this held for barely a quarter of Belgian parents. Moreover,
the percentage of parents sharing family meals was halved in 1999, 9 percent instead
of 17 percent in 1966. Again, we conclude that meals are being timed later than before.
Between 8:00 p.m. and 9:00 p.m., almost 5 percent of Belgian parents shared a family
meal in 1999. In 1966, that was only just more than 2 percent. After the evening peak
of 7:20 p.m., the share of parents engaged in family time remained rather high until
10:00 p.m. After 10:00 p.m., there was no difference in the share of parents engaged in
family time.

Saturdays. On Saturdays, family time started about an hour later in 1999 than in
1966 and lasted one hour longer in the evening (Figures 2A and 2B). In 1999, signifi-
cantly fewer parents spent time with their partner and children between 7:00 a.m. and
8:00 a.m., while significantly more parents spent time with partner and children be-
tween 9:00 a.m. and noon. In contrast to what we diagnosed in 1966, there was no
early-morning peak in family time in 1999. Instead, there was a gradual increase in the
share of parents engaged in family time as the morning moved on. On Saturdays, 5 per-
cent to 7 percent of Belgian parents were engaged in family time between 9 a.m. and
noon. In 1999, in that same time span, 16.5 percent to 18.5 percent were engaged in
family time. In contrast to working days and Sundays, there was no significant differ-
ence in parents engaged in family time at noon, between noon and 2:00 p.m. On the
other hand, there was a significant decline in the percentage of parents engaged in fam-
ily meals between noon and 1:00 p.m. The percentage engaged in family meals de-
clined from almost a quarter to more than 16 percent between 1966 and 1999. In the af-
ternoon (2:00 p.m. to 6:00 p.m.), more parents spent time with their families. In con-
trast to more family time, significantly fewer parents engaged in family meals between
4:00 p.m. and 6:00 p.m., testifying to the general disappearing of the 4:00 snack and
the later start of the family dinner in 1999. There was no significant difference between
1966 and 1999 in the percentage of parents engaged in family time between 6:00 p.m.
and 8:00 p.m. Mealwise, our data showed that dinner on Saturday was timed later. As
from 7:00 p.m., the share of parents engaged in family meals was significantly higher
in 1999, although their share is significantly smaller between 6:00 p.m. and 7:00 p.m.
Between 8:00 p.m. and 10:00 p.m., the share of parents engaged in family time was
significantly higher in 1999. After 11:00 p.m. the percentage of parents engaged in
family time plunged in 1966, while it remained rather high in 1999. Moreover, it ap-
peared that more parents were engaged in family time in 1999 than in 1966. This was
especially true on Friday nights or rather early Saturday mornings. While in 1966 al-
most no parents were spending time with partner and children, in 1999 more than 4
percent of parents spent time with children between midnight and 1:00 a.m. The
following hour this held for 2.4 percent of parents in 1999.

Sundays. As on Saturdays, Belgian parents started their Sundays later as family
days. In 1999, this trend was more pronounced than in 1966 (Figure 3A). Between
7:00 a.m. and 10:00 a.m., significantly fewer parents engaged in family time. The per-
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centage did not even cross the threshold of 20 percent before 10:00 a.m., while in 1966
family time reached its first peak at 8:50 a.m. with more than 34 percent of parents
spending time with partner and children. Moreover, significantly fewer parents en-
gaged in family breakfast in 1999. With about one in five Belgian parents engaged in
family time between 10:00 a.m. and noon, there was no difference in family time. At
noon, on the contrary, there was a significant decline in the parents engaged in family
time between 1966 and 1999. Between noon and 2:00 p.m., the share of parents en-
gaged in family time declined from 43 to 46 percent to around 39 percent. Again the
decline of family time was reflected in the share of Belgian parents sharing meals with
their families. On Sundays the percentage engaged in family meals declined from a
quarter between 14 and 17 percent. However, between 2:00 p.m. and 3:00 p.m., almost
one out of twelve parents is engaged in a family meal, indicating that family dinner is
taken later in the afternoon on Sundays (Figure 3B). Again, as on Saturdays, signifi-
cantly more parents spent time with their families on Sundays between 2:00 p.m. to
6:00 p.m. In 1999, Belgians spread their joint family activities more equally all over
the afternoon. More than 30 percent of families were together between noon and 9:00
p.m. with a peak at 6:30 p.m. (48 percent). Strangely enough, in 1966, family time
reached its summit more than an hour later, at 7:50 p.m., with 53 percent. From then
on, family time dropped slowly but steadily. However, on Sunday evenings between
9:00 p.m. and 10:00 p.m. significantly more parents spent time with their partners and
children in 1966 than in 1999.

THE DECLINE IN FAMILY TIME AND FAMILY MEALS:
STRUCTURAL OR BEHAVIORAL CHANGES?

The preceding paragraph makes it clear that the average time spent with family and
on family meals was on the decline, especially on working days. Of course, these are
average numbers. As such, they highly depend on how the population was composed
in 1966 and 1999. There was serious reason to believe that the decline in average fam-
ily time was due to a differential composition of the population in both years, rather
than to a decline of family time within the population in general. In particular, the
decline of average duration and frequency of family time and family meals might be
due to the fact that the share of housewives within the Belgian population has seriously
diminished. While the share of housewives in the 1966 questionnaire data amounted to
35 percent, the Belgian data from 1999 contained only 7 percent housewives. As
housewives are more available throughout the day, the odds are that they spend more
time and share more meals with both partner and children than working women. Other
structural changes such as the number of children, the occupational class, and educa-
tion level might have had an influence on the shift in family time between 1966 and
1999. On the other hand, the changes in family time and family meals might (also) be
due to behavioral changes between 1966 and 1999, that is, within specific structural
categories of people.27

To describe the evolution of family time and family meals for specific structural
categories of the population, we performed analyses of variance. These analyses were
complemented with some regression analyses, controlling for the structural factors
that changed between 1966 and 1999. The fact that the 1999 questionnaire was not
designed to be in line with the 1966 questionnaire severely limited our options to allow
for a wide range of structural factors. In our analyses we took into account age, educa-
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tion level, and occupational class. Furthermore, the number of working hours per
week, the flexibility of the work schedule, and the number of children in the household
were used in the analyses. Unfortunately, we were ignorant on a man’s partner’s activ-
ity status from the 1966 questionnaire. This questionnaire provided information only
on the activity status of the respondent and that of the head of the household. In the
case of a working male respondent, the respondent’s and household head’s occupa-
tional status were identical. The 1966 questionnaire provided us with both partners’
occupational status only as long as the respondent was not the household head, in point
of fact the male working partner. Moreover, the 1966 questionnaire had almost no data
from unemployed male respondents. As such, we could not involve men’s activity sta-
tus as an independent variable in the regression analysis for men. Due to the shortcom-
ings of the 1966 questionnaire, we performed separate analyses for women (always
with working partner) and men (always working). As the number of respondents was
too small for weekend days in 1966, regression analyses were restricted to working
days for regression analyses. Analyses of variance were performed for both weekend
days and working days, but due to the small numbers in 1966, differences were often
found to be insignificant. In the following paragraphs we focus on the results of the
analyses of variance, as these provide us with a clearer description of the changes
between 1966 and 1999 with regard to family time and family meals. Wherever
relevant, the results from the regression analysis were included in the description of
the results.

Table 4 shows us that on working days women and working men spent less time
with partner and children in 1999 than in 1966. This decline was not significant for
women in dual-earner families, however. For women in breadwinner families, on the
contrary, there was a significant and much more alarming decline in family time.
Unemployed housewives with a working partner spent about half an hour less with
their partner and children in 1999 than in 1966. Our regression analyses corroborated
this finding. Women’s activity status could not explain women’s decline in family time
between 1966 and 1999. Although all the analyses confirmed that employed women
spent less time with their families than unemployed women, the decline in average
family time between 1966 and 1999 was not due to the differential composition of the
population; to wit, increasing female employment. Nevertheless, the year of measure-
ment did not add much to the variation in time spent with family. Neither did women’s
activity status, the number of children, the number of hours worked per week, the edu-
cation level, or the flexibility of the work schedule. The changes in time spent with
family was thus not due to the aforementioned structural changes.

With respect to the evolution of family time on weekends, again the hypothesis of
the overtaking maneuver was corroborated. Women in dual-earner families spent sig-
nificantly more time in the presence of their partner and children on Saturdays in 1999
than in 1966. On Sundays, we noticed a decline for employed men and women in dual-
earner families and a slight increase for women in breadwinner families, although
none of these evolutions in family time was significant.

With respect to the duration of the family meal (Table 5), there was a significant
decline for both employed and unemployed women on working days. Women in dual-
earner families spent about a quarter of an hour less on family meals in 1999 than in
1966. Women in breadwinner families showed an even greater, significant decline in
family meal duration. The evolution in family meal duration was so drastic for house-
wives in breadwinner families that they were no longer in a more advantageous situa-
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tion than their working counterparts. The same conclusions hold for the number of
family meals. Table 6 shows an even more pronounced decline in the number of family
meals for housewives in a breadwinner family than for women in dual-earner families.
As a result, in 1999 the average number of family meals was almost equal for unem-
ployed and employed women. In 1966, on the contrary, unemployed women still had a
higher average number of daily family meals on working days. Again, these findings
were corroborated in the regression analyses. Although all the analyses confirm that
employed women spent less time on family meals than unemployed women, the
decline in average time spent on family meals between 1966 and 1999 was not due to
the rise in female employment.

Working men also reported a significant decline in time spent on family meals and
in the average number of family meals, both on working days and Sundays. Employed
men have almost halved their number of family meals on working days. As such, the
evolution in the number of family meals is most alarming for this category.

The regression analysis for time spent on family meals allowed us to explain much
better for working men (R2 = 19.0 percent) than for women (R2 = 8.0 percent). The
same held true for the number of family meals. Moreover, in contrast to what we found
for women, men’s time on and the number of family meals was highly sensitive to
social class. Indeed, craftsmen, managers, professionals, and white-collar workers
spent significantly more time on family meals and had a higher number of family
meals than unskilled workers. Moreover, working men with a degree of higher or mid-
dle education also spent significantly more time on family meals and had significantly
more family meals. Obviously, the standard image of the bourgeois family gathered
around the table still finds wide application,28 at least for working men. For the higher
social classes, dinnertime was the outstanding moment for gathering as a family.29

Moreover, the number of children also had a significant effect on working men’s fam-
ily meals. Having more than one child significantly contributed to more time spent on
family meals as well as to a higher number of family meals. For working women, on
the contrary, the decline in family meals and family meal time could be attributed nei-
ther to the decline in the number of children, nor to the rise in female employment.
Nevertheless, we may conclude that the average decline in family meals between 1966
and 1999 was not due to the differential composition of the population in terms of
occupational class or education level. On the contrary, we found that for men more
time was spent on family meals within the social classes that grew during the last third
of a century. Obviously, behavioral changes and structural changes, other than the
ones we could allow for here, account for the changes in family meals between 1966
and 1999.

On Saturdays and Sundays, we notice a slight though insignificant increase in the
average number of family meals for women in dual-earner families. Unemployed
women in breadwinner families, on the contrary, show a significant decline in the
number of family meals. As for the duration of family meals, the decline in the average
number of family meals is not significant on Sundays, except for unemployed men.

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

In this article we have tried to assess how family time evolved in Belgium between
1966 and 1999. We used Belgian time-budget data from respondents who lived as a
couple with at least one child. We retained the time-budget data from only one respon-
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dent per family. As such, our definition of family time was based on the time spent on
each activity with other family members present, as indicated in the individual diaries.

We found that time spent with both partner and children declined seriously and sig-
nificantly on an average working day. However, the situation was not as alarming as
appeared at first sight. There was an overtaking maneuver on Saturdays, with a signifi-
cant increase in family time. Rhythm diagrams also corroborated this finding. In 1966
Sundays were typical for family time, while in 1999 Saturdays had to catch up for lost
family time on working days. Next to the overtaking maneuver on the weekend, it also
appeared that parents spent more time on activities that involved active interaction as a
family. The share of child care in the total family-time budget rose significantly on
every weekday, especially on the weekend, implying that more of the child-care activi-
ties are taken up by both parents together. In contrast to 1966, in 1999 child care was in
the top five of activities done as a complete family on every weekday. Moreover, the
nature of time with only children present changed substantially. Passive presence dur-
ing parents’ household activities turned into “active” interaction between the parent
and the children, during playing and child-care activities. Housewives, becoming
more rare today, could previously manage household and child-care activities, being a
“time buffer” against unforeseen circumstances.30 Therefore, children were more
likely to be in the presence of their mothers on working days. Our data confirm that the
total time in presence of children (without the partner) has not changed, despite the rise
of dual earnership. This suggests that after a hard day of work, time is still freed up for
children and especially for “quality time” with children. Moreover, the decline in fam-
ily time between 1966 and 1999 for women cannot be attributed to the rise in female
employment. Women in breadwinner families still spend a little more time in the pres-
ence of partner and children than working women in dual-earner families, but the
decline in family time was much more alarming for housewives than for working
women. Obviously, the declining number of housewives in the Belgian population is
not the reason for an average decline in family time.

In addition, we have tried to assess the role of the family meal within family time.
Eating is still the most important activity done as a family. Nevertheless, its share in the
total family-time budget has declined significantly during the past thirty years. We
also diagnosed that in 1999 family time is less characterized by peak moments around
meal times than in 1966. Traditional meal times have lost importance. In general,
meals are taken later, but peaks are never attaining the same levels they did in 1966.

Moreover, the number of commensal occasions with partner and children have also
declined since 1966, resulting in less than one family meal a day on average on work-
ing days. No daily family meals was a much more widespread practice in 1999, both
on working days and weekend days. In 1999, one daily family meal had become the
general practice on working days, while two daily family meals were most common on
Saturdays and Sundays. In 1966, the ideal of three daily meals was still the most com-
mon practice on weekends. Most surprisingly, the decline in the average number of
family meals and the average duration of the family meal was again more pronounced
for unemployed women than for their working counterparts. As a result, with regard to
family meals housewives lost the advantageous position they held in 1966. The evolu-
tion of family meals for employed men is even more alarming. As with family time in
general, the decline in family meals for women could not be attributed to the rise in
female employment. For men, we found that social class still had a significant effect on
the number of family meals and the duration of family meals. Working men with a
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higher education level or higher occupational class spent more time on family meals
and have more family meals than their counterparts with a low education or unskilled
laborers.

Nevertheless, the mutual differences between the datasets from both years pre-
vented us from going deeper into the factors that could explain for the decline in family
meals and family time between 1966 and 1999. For example, we could not assess the
impact of children’s age or the occupational status of both parents, factors that made a
serious difference in family time, as shown in previous studies. Moreover, these find-
ings need to be situated within the larger frame of societal changes. In 2003, almost
one in eight households were single-parent families. Traditional households, that is, a
couple living with unmarried children, still outnumber single-parent families, but their
share within the total number of households is rapidly declining. One-parent families
probably have their own dynamics as for family time and family meals, which would
certainly complete the general picture of time spent with family members.
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