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Allison Scheetz: Welcome to the Applied Economic Perspectives and Policy podcast, a 

production of Oxford Journals and the Agricultural and Applied Economics Association. 

Today’s podcast features a discussion between Spiro Stefanou and Susan Chen about a 

recent Featured Article published in AEPP. If you are interested in reading the article or 

learning more about AEPP visit aepp dot oxford journals dot org.   

Spiro Stefanou:  Welcome to the Applied Economics Perspectives and Policy podcast 

series. I am Spirou Stefanou, Managing Editor of the Journal, and Professor and Chair of 

food and resource economics at the University of Florida. Today, we will focus on the 

recent featured article, “Too Busy to Eat with Kids? Parental Work in Children's Eating.” 

This article is co-authored by Susan Chen, assistant Professor of Economics, at the 

University of Alabama.  Anke Möser, Lecturer at the University of Giessen, Rudy Nayga, 

Tyson Chair of Food Policy Economics at the University of Arkansas. I'm pleased to have 

Susan Chen with us today. Susan, welcome to our podcast.  

Susan Chen:  Thanks for inviting me Spiro, and thanks for your interest in our work.  

Spiro Stefanou:  This is an interesting article, exploring the influence of parents of their 

children's eating behavior, and the potential role modeling both parents can bring to bear, 

on this behavior. Compared to prior generations, you note in your article, that women are 

participating in the work force, in larger numbers, parents spend more time with children 

today, and women spend less time in meal preparation. Today, we hope you can help us 

understand how parent allocate their time, and the critical role this plays in shaping and 

reinforcing their children's eating behaviors. So, let's start now, by having outlined how 

parental time broadly influenced children's eating behaviors.  

Susan Chen:  Well, as you know, there are well developed economic models that outline 

the theoretical under-pinnings of the effect parent time investment has on child outcomes. 

So, what we do in our paper, is apply these models, to questions of parental time 

investment, and child eating. Now, when we think about this particular applied question 

that we're asking, we look at two pathways, through which parental time investment can 

affect child nutrition. The first is that parental time investment, and parental time spent 

eating with kids can affect their children's preference formation. So, if you can imagine, 

when a child repeatedly observes their parent's feeding practice, through role modelling, 

they may form these current feeding preferences, and you know, even future feeding 

preferences. The second pathway would be parental time investment in child eating can 

build their child's stock of human capital. So, in a nutrition context, what this means is, 
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parental time investment would teach their kids how to prepare healthy meals, how to eat 

in a healthy manner, and when they're eating, perhaps how much, and what to consume. 

So, this would increase that child's feeding human capital, so-to-speak.  

Spiro Stefanou:  How do the gender roles play out here? Especially with respect to the 

time substitution? 

Susan Chen:  Well, for all of us Spiro, as you know, there are only 24 hours in a day. So, 

our labor supply choices are going to affect the quantity and quality of time spent in other 

activities, such as eating with our children. So, in our study, we're very interested in 

looking at three potential substitution strategies that parents may pursue when choosing 

how to allocate their time. So, we look at, does a working parent use what we call intra-

gender substitution? Where she, for example, substitutes away from her private leisure 

time, or sleep time, or time cleaning the house, towards time spent in eating with kids? 

The other strategy that parents could pursue, is what we call inter-gender substitution, so 

that a father substitutes his time in child eating, for his time's wife-- in child eating, if she 

works. And the third thing that we look at is, does the household replace mother or father 

time eating with their child, with market-based goods, such as food away from home? 

Spiro Stefanou:  So, your study has a unique data set, from German households. Can 

you describe the scope of information you had at your disposal? 

Susan Chen:  Yes, so we were very fortunate to have access to the second German 

Time Budget Survey, which was fielded in 2001, 2002. This survey is a cross-sectional 

study of about 5400 households, where respondents were asked to complete time 

diaries, on three assigned days, two weekdays and one weekend day. And they were 

asked to report their time spent in 200 different activities. What is unique about the 

German time budget survey, is that it differs from other surveys that you may know of, 

such as American Time Use Survey, because in addition to all adult household members, 

it also surveys children over the age of 10. So, they were asked to complete their time 

diaries for the same three day period, as well. So, that was a very unique piece of 

information that other timing surveys do not have. And so, we use those child's diaries, 

along with the mother, and father time diaries, and this allowed us to construct eight 

different child eating outcomes variables, which have not been studied before. So, these 

outcome variables are going to differ by parental presence during the meal, and the 

eating venue, meaning did they eat at home, or did they eat away from home? So, of 

course, the German Time Budget Survey also has a wealth of information on parental 

and child characteristics, such as demographic, employment and household information. 

So we use this information, but the main explanatory variable of interest that we're 

interested in, is parental work, and we look at two measures of the parental work, both 
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labor force participation and the actual hours of work that parents recorded in their time 

diaries. So, and this in some sense allows us to look at not only the labor force 

participation decision, but the effect of the amount of work a parent is doing on these 

child eating outcomes. 

Spiro Stefanou:  So, you were able to sort out the influence of mother's item versus 

father's time. How much of an impact does different parental time have on children's 

mealtime? 

Susan Chen:  So let's start out by splitting it up by mothers and fathers first. So, let's look 

at mothers first. So, mothers who work spent 22 minutes less per day, eating at home 

with their child, compared to their non-working counterparts. But, what we did, was we 

looked at time spent during the work week, versus time spent on weekends. And, we 

found that though mothers spent 22 minutes less per day eating at home during the work 

week, what you find is that she compensates for this on weekends, by spending 14 more 

minutes eating with her children on weekends, than her nonworking counterparts. For 

fathers work participation or hours of work, we found no effect on maternal time spent 

eating with children. And then, when we studied father time spent eating at home with 

children, we found no consistent effects either. So, our results in some sense, suggests 

that in Germany, during the time of the study, women still share the bulk of responsibility 

for child feeding, and men's decisions didn't seem to affect child eating.  

Spiro Stefanou:  What about the role modeling, and its potential impact here? 

Susan Chen:  So, role modelling, this is a tricky question. So, if role modeling is 

important, and the quality of role modeling is measured adequately by time spent by 

eating with children, then mothers work effects nutritional role modelling. But, what we do 

not know, is how role modeling actually takes place. So, I was careful to mention earlier 

that though the mother decreases the amount of time that she spends eating with her 

children during the week, because of work, on weekends she spends more time than her 

nonworking counterpart. So, we're not sure if role modeling matters that you eat every 

single day with your child, or if this compensatory weekend behavior could actually 

influence child eating. So, in some sense the role modeling question is a very interesting 

one, and it's certainly a topic for future research.  

Spiro Stefanou:  What's the impact of the different gender time substitution? 

Susan Chen:  So, Spiro, as we discussed earlier, my colleagues and I were interested in 

examining potential time use strategies that parents may pursue. And these strategies 
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were intra-gender substitutions, inter-gender substitutions, and substitution between time 

and market-based goods. So, let me reiterate what we find in support, or of these three 

different strategies. So, I said before, mothers who work spent 22 minutes less per day 

eating at home with their children. But, they make up for this deficit somewhat on 

weekends, by spending 14 minutes more per weekend day eating at home with their 

child. So, this substitution between mother activities on weekends, and weekdays, and 

child eating time on weekends, we take as evidence of intra-gender substitution for the 

mother. We went ahead and we studied time spent by father eating at home with the 

child, and we found no consistent intra-gender substitution effects for the father. When 

we examine the effect of mother's work, on father time spent eating with a child, and vice-

versa, there were no consistent effects, so we therefore find no evidence of inter-gender 

time substitution. Finally, when we examine the effect of parental labor force participation, 

on time spent by children eating away from home, we find significant effects. So this 

evidence suggests that there is a substitution for parental time inputs towards market-

based good.  

Spiro Stefanou:  So, and what direction should policy remedies be directed, according to 

your results? We see recently Netflix has instituted a parental leave policy, is there a role 

for government policy here? 

Susan Chen:  So, as I said before, we found that mothers work affects time spent eating 

with their children. So, if we think that's important that mothers spend time in these 

activities with their kids, then certainly the broader scope policy would change the 

flexibility of working hours of parents. This would enable mothers to spend more time with 

their children during the week, as well as on weekends. We also found support for the 

strategies that in family households with employed mothers, maternal time is substituted 

with market goods, that is, food away from home. Mothers work increased the likelihood 

that her child eats food away from home, alone. So, I think many of the current policy 

initiatives that we see being proposed, and even being instituted in some states, have 

great potential. For example, posting caloric content can help older children when they're 

making their choices at restaurants, to better understand the energy density of the foods 

that they may be considering. Another one would be taxing sugar sweetened beverages, 

so similar to cigarette taxes, this may discourage consumption of energy dense drinks, 

you know, for kids who are making these choices, alone. And then, perhaps even going a 

step further, with more proactive policy efforts to encourage restaurants to increase the 

selection of healthy and affordable meals that they target towards children, this could 

help also.  

Spiro Stefanou:  Well, Susan many thanks for taking time to share your insights, on this 

contemporary policy issue that impacts the larger set of issues related to child eating 

behaviors, and those related to the health of our communities.  
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Susan Chen:  Thank you Spiro.  

Allison Scheetz: The article discussed today "Too Busy to Eat with Kids? Parental Work 

and Children’s Eating" was Co-Authored by Susan Chen, who is an assistant professor of 

Economics at the University of Alabama, Anke Möser, a Lecturer at the University of 

Giessen and Rudy Nayga of the Tyson Chair of Food Policy Economics at the University 

of Arkansas. It can be found in Volume 37 Issue 3 of AEPP. If you have any feedback or 

questions, please send an email to podcasts at oxford journals dot org. 

 

If you are interested in learning more about AEPP or signing up for free AEPP content 

alerts, visit aepp dot oxford journals dot org.  For more information about the Agricultural 

& Applied Economics Association, go online to aaea dot org.  

 

The music featured in today’s episode is the song “Forward” by Northbound. You can find 

it online at free music archive dot org. Thanks for listening. 

 

 

 


