For busy families gathering for dinner can feel like an impossibility.  Many eat during car rides home from afterschool practices, or activities.  Some will say the car, or the SUV has become their defector dinner table.  Demanding schedules have affected the family’s mealtime, but not many may realize the benefits that come with making routinely family meals.  
Mounting scientific research shows gathering for regular meals and conversation might be one way to build children’s emotional resilience.
Its’ now more important than ever to practice the simple routine of gathering and connecting with our loved ones over mealtime.  Youth mental-health crisis has been deteriorating years before the pandemic worsened it over the past two years.  According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in 2021, 44% of high school students said they felt persistently sad or hopeless in the past year.  As parents we provide children the necessities, comfort and even social activities for them to thrive.  Gathering around the dinner table to share meals is another great practice that is often under-valued, Free, and yet Priceless. 
Gathering around the table, is “a useful mechanism for creating connectedness and role-modeling behaviors that parents want children to emulate states, Dr. Rome, head of the Center for Adolescent Medicine at Cleveland Clinic Children’s Hospital in Ohio.
“We have a lot of adolescents who’ve devolved to having all of their meals in their bedroom,” Dr. Rome says. “It’s a significant step away from family connection.”
Teens who have frequent family dinners have lower rates of drug and alcohol use compared with those who share fewer family meals, several pivotal studies have found. The kids also have fewer symptoms of anxiety and depression and are less likely to attempt suicide. Family meals are associated with better nutrition and lower obesity rates among children. 
Such studies find a correlation between a family’s frequency of gathering at the dinner table and the positive outcomes for children, but researchers debate whether the dinners themselves are causing the benefits or are a proxy for a family’s well-being and resources.  Parents and teens say in many surveys that they value family dinners but the pressures to excel in school and do well pushes children into numerous after-school activities that often occur after school during dinnertime.  For some parents who work several jobs or shifts family dinner time is just not possible.  This reality of time constraints is factual and its affect on the family mealtime is evident.  From 1996 to 2008, the average number of family dinners a week among a national sampling of teens declined from about five days to a little more than four, according to researchers from Harvard Medical School and other universities. More recent studies have confirmed the decreased frequency of family dinners.  
A continuing long term study by the University of Minnesota’s Project Eating and Activity in Teens (EAT) research team that aims to learn more about eating and weight-related problems that affect young people that began in 1997 and involved nearly 5,000 adolescents from diverse backgrounds in the Minneapolis-St. Paul area. A quarter of respondents reported eating seven or more family meals in the prior week. One-third said they ate together one or two times, if at all. The study found that higher-income families ate together more often than lower-income families did, a gap that has widened in subsequent phases of the study.
Jerica Berge, a professor in the department of family medicine and community health at the University of Minnesota and a co-investigator on the teen-eating study, has continued to follow Project EAT research participants from a 2010 survey group, then-adolescents who are now in their 20s.
Her research has found that those who had eaten two to three family meals a week as teens had lower rates of obesity and eating disorders, as well as better mental-health outcomes than those who had eaten fewer meals together. Those young adults now give priority to dining with their own children and partners.
Young adults who had eaten meals with their families three to five times a week as adolescents had even more-significant physical and mental-health benefits, Dr. Berge found. 
Families can also adjust this gathering time to better fit their lifestyles.  A family meal does not have to be “dinner.’  Any meal eaten as a family can be beneficial.  Dinners neither have to involve all family members nor must they last long, Dr. Berge says—20 to 30 minutes of family connection around a table is enough. (Researchers say that this kind of quality time can also include regular trips together in the car.)
Be mindful, the purpose is to engage and communicate as a family.  The presence of screens during dinner—something that is overwhelmingly common, according to several studies—can undo some benefits of communal meals.  Having the TV on in the background  has been found to reduce the quality of children’s meals. More recent studies have shown that meals without digital distractions are associated with lower obesity rates and  higher-quality family interactions. 
Parents often ask what is it about eating together that helps their kids? Let’s says they managed to have everyone gathered around for dinner, now kids sit at the table and rush through their meal to get back to their gadgets.  What are parents to do?  It is important for parents to understand this routine will help the family’s connections and cement their bonds.  Not every mealtime has to be an animated chatting experience, sometimes there may be silence and that is fine as well.  Parents should remember its’ sharing the time together that is essential, regardless of the conversations or lack of.  Not every mealtime will be the same.  Remembering this is a time to connect or just be present for your child without any distractions is key.  
During mealtimes parents can just share their days’ events, ask their children questions like, I really want to know, what did you learn today, who did you play with today, if somebody hurt their feelings, what was the best part of their day, etc.  Some parents use a deck of conversation-starter cards to get the children talking.  
“What you’re measuring is probably a slew of social advantages that some kids have, and other kids don’t,” says Frank Elgar, a child psychologist and professor of psychiatry at McGill University in Montreal. 
As researchers are trying to discover what is it exactly about family dinners that yields mental-health benefits for kids and teens we can all agree the effects are immeasurable, thus, creating a routine to gather for mealtime is one of the best gifts we can give our children.    
For more research/information on this topic visit:
https://www.parents.com/recipes/tips/unexpected-benefits-of-eating-together-as-a-family-according-to-science/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/family-dinners-are-key-to-childrens-health-so-why-dont-we-eat-together-more-11665174361
 www.hsph.harvard.edu
https://apple.news/AhDCERz5JS5eh8y9_fm0_Vw
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