Sample Newsletter Article
Nutrition Council of Oregon launches Shared Meals Initiative to emphasize importance of group mealtimes in improving health and well-being
In the last decade, numerous studies have been published showing links between meals that are shared with other people – family, friends, neighbors – and improved nutrition, increased child learning, reduced substance abuse among adolescents, and boosted social connections.

That’s why the Nutrition Council of Oregon, a diverse group of nutrition professionals from Oregon’s public health, education and health care sectors, has launched its Shared Meals Initiative to raise awareness about the importance of shared and family meals in promoting better eating habits, reducing obesity, preventing substance abuse, and strengthening family and community bonds. 

The NCO is using kicking off a year-long effort to encourage friends, families, neighbors, schools, senior meal organizers and civic organizations to celebrate shared meals by organizing shared meal events and regular gatherings, working with community members to help friends and neighbors find ways to share meals, and make shared meals a routine part of their lives. 
The Shared Meals Initiative’s theme is “Cook together. Eat together. Talk together. Make meal time a shared time.”
Family meal frequency is associated with a number of benefits for different age groups, race, ethnicities and genders. According to research, frequent meals eaten together:

· Improves eating habits/nutritional Intake.

· Reduces junk food consumption, TV watching, disordered eating.
· Reduces substance abuse in adolescents.

· Improves family bonding, psychosocial well-being, culinary skills of the family.

· Creates positive learning outcomes in children and adolescents.

Many Oregonians already are enjoying the benefits of sharing meals with others. 
Pat Holt of Salem, who attends congregate meals provided by Northwest Senior Services at Capital Baptist Church, says the fellowship – not to mention the nutritious food – keeps her coming back. 
“It’s like a support group,” says the retired forklift operator. “There’re both men and women, singles and married people, and I think we have people in their 90s – one or two that are 90 and still driving and come.  A lot of them come for the friendship, and you get to know one another. And if they have a need, you can help them with their needs.”

Getting to the meals every day – they’re offered on weekdays – is a goal that Holt sets for herself. “So I’m on the move, and I get a nutritious meal at noon, which should be your main meal of the day. You have breakfast, which is supposed to jump-start you, and you’re supposed to have a main meal at lunch, so this provides me with the main meal and then I can work it off.”

Trisha Thompson of Portland says she and her husband “remodeled our house around areas where we can all share meals, because that’s just how we all get together.” Thompson, who has a 16-year-old daughter and a 25-year-old son, says it’s not uncommon for her family to invite her parents, sister and nieces, all of whom live close, and neighbors to the house twice a week “for these enormous meals.” 

“Primarily, it’s really fun,” she says. “Adults don’t get the opportunity to play very much, and this is a very playful event for everybody – not just for the kids, but for everyone. Of course, we’re interested in quality food and we garden and everything, but there is so much more that’s happening. We’re nourishing our bodies, but we’re also nourishing relationships.”

Meagan Weber of Coos Bay says it was Oregon’s Women, Infants and Children (WIC) program that helped strengthen her family meals, in addition to helping her family erase more than $16,000 in debt. 

“What I found during that time of being on an extremely tight budget is I actually bought healthier food,” says Weber, who with her husband has four children ranging in age from 5 to 11. “I love to cook and my kids come into the kitchen with me and they cook and they help. We have such a good time together – we clean together, we learn together.”

Weber says the family meal is the best time to talk to her children and hear about what’s important to them. 

“They’re distracted by their food, so they’re not guarding their thoughts,” she says. “They open up and they’ll ask questions about life. They’ll say, ‘Why is that important? and ‘Why is that wrong?’ It allows you as a parent to be in a better position to be their role model.”

The NCO has the following 12 tips for starting shared meals:

1. Make mealtime a priority. Plan ahead when you will eat together. Set a goal – maybe two or three times per week – and build from there.

2. Be creative and flexible about when and where you eat together.

3. Make mealtime a pleasant and stress-free time. Talk about fun and happy things. Leave the serious discussions for another time.
4. Turn off the TV and cell phones. Listen to each other. Share the day's stories. Nurture the family connection and the good company of others.

5. Keep meals simple and easy. Don’t make them elaborate. Work salads and vegetables into meals. Focus on familiar favorites, like chili or frittatas.
6. Use a slow cooker, like a Crock Pot. Put everything together before leaving for work in the morning. You'll come home to the delicious smell of a cooked meal.

7. Involve everyone in preparation of the meal. Let kids help prepare meals and set the table.
8. Encourage children to try foods, but don’t lecture or force your child to eat.

9. Invite others to join you for a meal. Tell your neighbors, call your friends.

10. Avoid portion distortion. Keep serving sizes under control, whether you're at home or eating out.

11. Set the mood. Play soothing music. Put flowers on the table. Light a candle. Create a relaxing environment. 

12. Still no time to cook? Pick up some healthy take-out or order a pizza with nutritious ingredients, and stay at home to eat.

The NCO is encouraging Oregonians to celebrate shared and family meals this year. They can organize shared meal events and regular gatherings, work with community members to help friends and neighbors find ways to regularly share meals and make this activity a routine part of their lives.
For more information, visit the NCO website: www.healthoregon.org/sharedmeals 
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