
LET’S EAT ACTIVELY TOGETHER: 
A Pilot Cooking Intervention for 
Divorced and Separated Families

Jeff Cookston, Ph.D.
Psychology Department

cookston@sfsu.edu
Twitter: @jtcookston

Gretchen Lynn George, Ph.D., R.D. 
Nutrition and Dietetics Program

Family Interiors Nutrition & Apparel Department
glgeorge@sfsu.edu



Obesity in the United States



Introduction

• According to National Health and Nutrition Examination 
Survey, health differences exist in single-parent homes 
compared to two-parent homes (Huffman, Kanikireddy, & Patel, 
2010) 

– Body mass index percentiles are significantly higher (> 25)
– Low density lipoproteins are elevated (> 100 mg/dL)



Introduction

• More specifically, research has identified relationships with  
food groups, nutrients, and obesity
– Increased fruit and vegetable intake in two-parent households (Fiese et 

al., 2015)

– Total calories, fat, saturated fat intakes are greater in single parent 
households

– Elevated intake of sugar sweetened beverages in single parent homes 
when family routines explained (Mauskopf, O’Leary, Banhashimini, Weiner, 
& Cookston, 2015) 



Next steps

• Let’s EAT intervention sprouted from this evidence 
and was developed based on foundational 
theories of 
–social cognition (Fiese et al., 2002)

–transaction (Sameroff & Fiese, 2001)

–person-environment fit (Spagnola & Fiese, 2007)

–family routines and divorce-stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1991)



Next steps

• The purpose of Let’s EAT was to 
1. Intervene in family routines common to divorcing 

families
2. Reduce the risk for overweight and obesity by 

focusing on nutritious eating habits and cooking 
skills within the new family dynamic



The Program Overview

• Eligibility criteria:
–Separated or divorced within the past two 

years 
–A child within the age range of 9-13 years
–Reside in San Francisco 
–Available for six meetings for continuity

• Obesity and overweight were not required



Let’s EAT Intervention



The Program Recruitment and Start Up

• Parent-child dyads were recruited through local court records
– Trained graduate and undergraduate students
– 6 month since petition for dissolution filed
– Informational letters, telephone recruitment, consent, survey

PROBLEM ENCOUNTERED



The Program Revamped Recruitment and Start Up

• Parent-child dyads were recruited through local court records
– Trained graduate and undergraduate students
– 6 month time period
– Informational letters, telephone recruitment, consent, survey
– Online recruitment, online screening, online surveys

LESSON LEARNED



Let’s EAT Intervention

Two-hour weekly cooking / discussions for six-weeks
• Teaching parents about 

(Cookston)
– Divorce risk
– Inter-parental conflict
– Family routines, especially 

those associated with meal 
time

• Teaching children about 
(George)
– Basic meal planning skills
– Simple food preparation 

methods
– Healthy eating 
– Cleaning as part of family 

meal time



Let’s EAT Intervention
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Outcomes and Implications 

• Pre- and post- evaluation 
– Family Routines Inventory, Child Report of Parenting Behavior 

Inventory, self-reported height and weight, nutrition 
knowledge/skills, Block FFQ

• Intervention engagement and satisfaction midpoint
• Pilot case study of 3 parents and 4 children, thus n=3 families

– Statistical significance not possible



Outcomes and Implications 

• Immediate program outcomes targeted (n = 7 individuals)
– motivation to foster family routines and healthy eating habits (100%)
– knowledge of skills to plan and prepare meals (86%)
– self-efficacy regarding meal preparation (86%)
– improved nutritional knowledge (100%)

LESSON LEARNED



Let’s EAT Intervention



Next steps for our team

• Secondary data analysis of Add Health to provide more insight 
and allow for joint publication/grants

• Future plans to host this study with a larger sample will 
provide statistical power to support the hypothesized 
outcomes



Outcomes and Implications 
for FCS Educators and Researchers

• Lessons learned by us but important for all FCS professionals
– Involve the internet for efficacy and ease
– Teaching children motor skills while teaching parents psychsocial

skills may be of value
– Multi-disciplinary “stealth” interventions may be engaging and 

effective

LESSONS LEARNED
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Thank You. QUESTIONS?
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