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Parents purchase frozen dinners for more than convenience 
Although time saving is a factor, parents report more complex reasons for buying prepackaged, 

processed meals, according to a new study published in the  
Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior 

 
PHILADELPHIA, PA, January 6, 2017 – Processed foods are higher in calories, sugar, sodium, and 
saturated fat than natural foods, but prepackaged, processed meals remain a popular choice for many 
consumers because they reduce the energy, time, and cooking skills needed to prepare food. Having 
items like boxed entrees and frozen dinners available at home can contribute to a poor diet, which led 
researchers from the University of Minnesota and Duke University to examine reasons why parents 
purchase prepackaged, processed foods. 
 
Although the majority (57%) of parents surveyed as part of this study identified time savings as a reason 
for purchasing frozen dinners, the results were more complex. With data from the HOME Plus 
randomized controlled trial, researchers used a psychosocial survey to assess the motivation of parents 
in buying prepackaged, processed foods. Nearly half (49%) of parents reported buying ready meals 
because their families really liked the meals, one third chose processed foods because children could 
help prepare them, and more than one quarter (27%) preferred the cost savings of frozen dinners. 
 
“Because of the convenience and marketing of prepackaged, processed meals, it is not entirely surprising 
that most parents buy frozen dinners to save time on preparation,” lead author Melissa Horning, PhD, RN, 
PHN, said. 
 
Previous studies had shown a link between purchasing frozen dinners and the desire to save time, and 
the researchers also found a link between parents working more hours per week and choosing to 
purchase prepackaged, processed meals. Likewise, indicating any reason for purchasing frozen dinners 



other than “They are easy for my child to prepare” was linked to parents have lower cooking self-efficacy 
and meal-planning ability. 
 
The results of this study raise some concerns, namely that choosing prepackaged, processed meals was 
linked to less fruit and vegetable availability, greater availability of less nutritious foods, and lower cooking 
self-efficacy and meal-planning skills. The researchers suggest that future studies address these 
concerns. 
 
“If parents are not confident in their ability to cook, prepackaged, processed meals are an appealing but 
less nutritious option,” Horning commented. “Parental attributes of self-efficacy for cooking healthful 
meals and meal-planning ability are modifiable, however, and new research should confirm our findings 
and explore interventions to enhance parents' skills and abilities.”  
 

#  #  # 
 
NOTES FOR EDITORS 
“Reasons Parents Buy Prepackaged, Processed Meals: It Is More Complicated Than ‘I Don’t Have 
Time,’” by Melissa L. Horning, PhD, RN, PHN; Jayne A. Fulkerson, PhD; Sarah E. Friend, MPH, RD; and 
Mary Story, PhD, RD, DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2016.08.012, Journal of Nutrition Education 
and Behavior, Volume 49/Issue 1 (January 2017), published by Elsevier.   
 
Full text of the article is available to credentialed journalists upon request; contact Eileen Leahy at +1 
732-238-3628 or jnebmedia@elsevier.com to obtain copies. To schedule an interview with the authors, 
please contact Barbara Schlaefer, Director of Strategic Communications, School of Nursing, University of 
Minnesota at +1 612-626-9079 or barbss@umn.edu.  
 
An audio podcast featuring an interview with Melissa Horning, and information specifically for journalists 
are located at www.jneb.org/content/podcast. Excerpts from the podcast may be reproduced by the 
media; contact Eileen Leahy to obtain permission. 
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The Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior (JNEB), the official journal of the Society for Nutrition 
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professionals with an interest in nutrition education and dietary/physical activity behaviors. The purpose of 
JNEB is to document and disseminate original research, emerging issues, and practices relevant to 
nutrition education and behavior worldwide and to promote healthy, sustainable food choices. It supports 
the society’s efforts to disseminate innovative nutrition education strategies, and communicate 
information on food, nutrition, and health issues to students, professionals, policy makers, targeted 
audiences, and the public. 
 
The Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior features articles that provide new insights and useful 
findings related to nutrition education research, practice, and policy. The content areas of JNEB reflect 
the diverse interests of health, nutrition, education, Cooperative Extension, and other professionals 
working in areas related to nutrition education and behavior. As the Society's official journal, JNEB also 
includes occasional policy statements, issue perspectives, and member communications. 
 
  



ABOUT ELSEVIER 
Elsevier (www.elsevier.com) is a world-leading provider of information solutions that enhance the 
performance of science, health, and technology professionals, empowering them to make better 
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