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BSTRACT
ackground Prior studies have found that family meals
nd other aspects of meal structure are associated with
ietary intake during adolescence, but little research has
haracterized meals in young adulthood.
bjective This study was designed to describe attitudes
egarding the social nature of meals, time constraints on
eals, and meal regularity in young adults. In addition,

his study aimed to describe the sociodemographic char-
cteristics of young adults who report eating dinner with
thers and “eating on the run,” and examine associations
f these behaviors with meal attitudes and dietary in-
ake.
esign Data for this cross-sectional analysis were drawn
rom Project EAT (Eating Among Teens)-II, the second
ave of a Minnesota population-based study.

ubjects/setting Mailed surveys and food frequency ques-
ionnaires were completed in 2003-2004 by 1,687 young
dult (mean age�20.5 years; 44% male) participants.
ain outcomes measured and statistical analyses performed �2

ests were calculated to examine differences in meal at-
itudes and behaviors according to sociodemographic
haracteristics. Relationships between meal attitudes
nd behaviors were explored using Spearman’s correla-
ion coefficients. Linear regression models adjusted for
emographic characteristics were used to examine asso-
iations between meal behaviors and dietary intake vari-
bles.
esults The majority of young adults reported they enjoy
nd value eating with others, but 35% of males and 42%
f females reported lacking time to sit down and eat a
eal. Eating dinner with others was significantly associ-
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2 Journal of the AMERICAN DIETETIC ASSOCIATION
ted (P�0.01) with several markers of better dietary in-
ake, including higher intakes of fruit, vegetables, and
ark-green and orange vegetables. Eating on the run was
ignificantly associated (P�0.01) with higher intakes of
oft drinks, fast food, total fat and saturated fat, and
ower intake of several healthful foods.
onclusions Findings suggest that health services and pro-
rams for young adults should encourage taking the time
o sit down for meals and to share meals with others.
Am Diet Assoc. 2009;109:72-79.

ational nutrition data indicate that the majority of
young adults consume excessive amounts of sugar-
sweetened beverages and high-fat, high-sodium

oods, and consume less than the recommended amounts
f whole grains, fruits, vegetables, and calcium (1,2).
hese dietary patterns are of concern because they con-
ribute to excess weight gain and increase future risk
or development of chronic diseases. Interventions are
eeded to improve current dietary patterns and address
ajor barriers to the selection and consumption of a

ealthful diet during young adulthood. Qualitative re-
earch has found that young adults perceive time con-
traints to be an important influence on their dietary
ntake (3).

At a time when long-term, adult dietary patterns are
eing formed, the transition from adolescence to early
oung adulthood (typically defined as ages 18 to 25 years)
nvolves many new responsibilities that might heighten
erceptions of time scarcity (4). The perception of time
carcity might influence several aspects of meal struc-
ure, including organization, preparation, and context of
eals. For example, young adults may deal with time

ressures by eating food while they are engaged in other
ctivities; limiting at-home meal preparation; eating
uickly in their car; or limiting social interaction at din-
er (5). Some prior research suggests that adolescents
nd young adults who spend more time in food prepara-
ion have better-quality diets (6,7). In addition, previous
tudies have found that more frequent family meals are
ssociated with better diets during adolescence (8-10).
owever, little is known about social eating (eating meals
ith others) and other aspects of meal structure such as

eating on the run” (to pair eating with other tasks away
rom home) in early young adulthood.

In order to design effective nutrition interventions for
oung adults, additional research is needed to better un-

erstand their attitudes relating to meal structure and

© 2009 by the American Dietetic Association
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ow eating behaviors, such as social eating and eating on
he run, can influence dietary intake. The current study
as designed to describe attitudes regarding the social
ature of meals, time constraints on meals, and meal
egularity in young adults. In addition, this study aimed
o describe the sociodemographic characteristics of young
dults who report social eating and eating on the run, and
xamine associations of these behaviors with meal atti-
udes and dietary intake. It was hypothesized that social
ating would be associated with a more healthful dietary
attern and eating on the run would be associated with a
ess healthful dietary pattern.

ETHODS
ample and Study Design
ata for this cross-sectional analysis were drawn from
roject EAT (Eating Among Teens)-II, the second wave of
population-based study designed to examine determi-

ants of dietary intake and weight status among young
eople (11). At baseline (1998-1999), 3,074 young people
ere surveyed in Minnesota high schools. Five years later

2003-2004), participants were mailed a follow-up survey
nd a food frequency questionnaire. Follow-up survey
ata were collected from 68% of those for whom contact
nformation was available (n�1,710 of 2,513), represent-
ng 56% of the original high school cohort. The sample for
he current study consisted of 750 males and 937 females
ho completed both mailed assessments (mean age�20.5
ears, standard deviation�0.9). All study protocols were
pproved by the University of Minnesota’s Institutional
eview Board Human Subjects Committee. Additional
etails of the design have been reported elsewhere
11,12).

urveys and Measures
ocial Cognitive Theory guided the development of the
roject EAT surveys at baseline and follow-up. The base-

ine Project EAT-I survey (13) that was used to assess
eterminants of dietary intake and weight status among
dolescents was modified at follow-up to allow for the
easurement of items particularly relevant to eating be-
aviors in early adulthood. Of significance for the current
nalysis, items on meal attitudes and behaviors were
eveloped by the research team and pretested in focus
roups with 20 young adults before they were added to
he Project EAT-II survey. For pretesting, young adults
ndividually completed a prefinal version of the survey
nd then provided oral feedback as a group on the content
f the survey, the wording of items, and the response
ptions provided for each item. Meal attitudes and behav-
ors were included on the follow-up survey, based on
ndings of previous research regarding family meals and

mproved health outcomes in adolescents (8-10,14-17).
eal Attitudes. Young adults were asked to indicate how
trongly they agreed with four statements about meals on
he Project EAT-II survey. Enjoyment of social eating was
ssessed with the item: “I enjoy sitting down with family
r friends and eating a meal together.” Perceived impor-
ance of social eating was assessed with the item: “It is

mportant to sit down and eat at least one meal a day l
ith other people (family or friends).” Perceived impor-
ance of meal regularity was assessed with the item:
Regular meals are important to me.” Perceived time
onstraints on meals was assessed with the item: “It is
ard to find time to sit down and eat a meal.” Response
ptions for each item were “strongly disagree,” “some-
hat disagree,” “somewhat agree,” and “strongly agree.”
eal Behaviors. The Project EAT-II survey was also used

o assess behaviors relating to meal structure. Social
ating was assessed with the item: “I usually eat dinner
ith other people.” Eating on the run was assessed with

he item: “I tend to ‘eat on the run.’ ” Response options for
oth items were “strongly disagree,” “somewhat dis-
gree,” “somewhat agree,” and “strongly agree.” For anal-
ses examining associations of meal behaviors with char-
cteristics of young adults and their dietary intake,
esponses were dichotomized (disagree or agree).
ietary Intake. The Youth and Adolescent Food Frequency
uestionnaire was used to assess usual past year intake

f fruit, vegetables, dark-green and orange vegetables,
hole grains, and soft drinks (18). Specific foods and
everages included in each category have been described
lsewhere (12,19). Although the unit of measure was
aily servings, estimates primarily reflect frequency of
onsumption only as serving sizes were not queried or
efined for every item on the questionnaire. In addition,
he food frequency questionnaire was used to assess
sual daily intakes of total energy (kcal), total fat (per-
ent of total energy), saturated fat (percent of total en-
rgy), calcium (mg), sodium (mg), and fiber (g). Nutrient
ntakes were determined in May 2006 by Channing Lab-
ratory using a specially designed database, primarily
ased on the United States Department of Agriculture’s
utrient Database for Standard Reference (release 16)

20). Previous studies have examined and reported on the
eliability and validity of intake estimates (18,21,22).
ast-Food Intake. Young adults were asked to report fre-
uency of fast-food intake on the Project EAT-II survey in
esponse to the question: “In the past week, how often did
ou eat something from a fast-food restaurant (eg, Mc-
onald’s, Burger King, Hardee’s)?” Six response catego-

ies ranged from “never” to “more than seven times.”
emographics and Weight Status. Sex, living space and ar-
angements, student status, employment, romantic rela-
ionships, parental status, height, and weight were self-
eported on the Project EAT-II survey. Employment
tatus was determined by the number of hours per week
hat participants reported working for pay (part-time
as defined as �40 hours). Committed romantic rela-

ionships were defined as having a committed dating
artner, fiancé, spouse, or same-sex domestic partner.
eight status categories were defined according to cur-

ent body mass index (BMI; calculated as kg/m2) guide-
ines for adults (not overweight: BMI �25.0, overweight:
MI�25.0 to 29.9, and obese: BMI �30.0) (23). Race/
thnicity and family socioeconomic status were self-re-
orted on the Project EAT-I survey. Family socioeconomic
tatus (SES) was based primarily on parental educational
evel, defined by the higher level of either parent at base-

ine (12).
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tatistical Analyses
escriptive statistics and �2 tests were calculated to ex-
mine differences in meal attitudes and behaviors accord-
ng to characteristics of young adults. For analyses exam-
ning weight status, females who indicated that they
ere pregnant were excluded. Relationships between
eal attitudes and behaviors were explored using Spear-
an’s correlation coefficients. Sex-stratified linear re-

ression models were used to examine associations be-
ween meal behaviors and dietary intake variables
ecause prior research has found differences in the di-
tary intake patterns of males and females (24,25). Re-
ression models simultaneously included both meal be-
aviors of interest (social eating and eating on the run)
nd were controlled for characteristics (race/ethnicity,
tudent status, and employment) of young adults associ-
ted with meal behaviors that have also been shown to be
ssociated with dietary intake in previous research
24,26,27).

All analyses were weighted to adjust for differential
esponse rates to Project EAT-II using the response pro-
ensity method (28). The weighted racial/ethnic and SES
roportions of the study sample were as follows: 56.0%
hite, 17.0% Asian, 16.3% African American, and 10.7%
ixed or other race, whereas SES was low or low-middle

36.7%), middle or upper-middle (50.7%), and high (12.6%).
95% confidence level was used to interpret the statis-

ical significance of probability tests, corresponding to a P

Table 1. Comparisons across sex for attitudes and behaviors relating
Among Teens)-IIab

Strongly
disagree

4™™™™™™™™™™™™
Attitudes regarding meal structure
Enjoyment of social eating

Males 1.7 (12)
Females 1.5 (14)

Perceived importance of social eating
Males 4.5 (33)
Females 3.3 (31)

Perceived importance of meal regularity
Males 2.9 (21)
Females 2.5 (23)

Perceived time constraints on meals
Males 29.7 (220)
Females 26.2 (244)

Behaviors related to meal structure
Social eating

Males 5.9 (44)
Females 7.3 (68)

Eating on the run
Males 18.1 (134)
Females 15.4 (143)

aUnadjusted percentages, weighted to reflect the probability of responding to the Projec
bThe sample size for different variables may vary from the total sample size because o
cP value represents testing for a sex difference across the four categories of agreemen
alue of �0.05. Analyses were conducted using the Sta- s

4 January 2009 Volume 109 Number 1
istical Analysis System (SAS, version 8.2, 2001, SAS
nstitute, Cary, NC).

ESULTS
f the 1,710 young adults who provided follow-up survey
ata, participants were excluded from analyses if they did
ot complete the Project EAT-II survey (n�10) or the
outh and Adolescent Food Frequency Questionnaire at

ollow-up (n�5). In addition, participants were excluded
f they reported a biologically implausible level (defined a
riori as �400 kcal/day or �7,000 kcal/day) of energy
ntake (n�8). These exclusions resulted in a final sample
or analyses of 1,687 participants.

eal Attitudes and Behaviors
he majority of young adults somewhat or strongly
greed they enjoy social eating, feel it is important to
ave social eating experiences, and feel it is important to
ave regular meals (Table 1). Females were more likely
han males to strongly agree that they enjoy social eating
62.1% vs 42.3%; P�0.001) and feel it is important to have
ocial eating experiences (41.1% vs 29.8%; P�0.001). Al-
hough most young adults indicated they feel (somewhat
r strongly) that it is important to have regular meals,
5% of males and 42% of females reported perceived time
onstraints on meals.
The majority of young adults agreed (somewhat or

eal structure among young adult participants in Project EAT (Eating

ewhat
gree

Somewhat
agree

Strongly
agree P valuec

™™™™™™™% (n) ™™™™™™™™™™™™™™™™™™™™™™™3

�0.001
(71) 46.5 (345) 42.3 (315)
(51) 31.0 (289) 62.1 (579)

�0.001
(144) 46.4 (345) 29.8 (221)
(135) 41.1 (383) 41.1 (383)

0.72
(122) 50.8 (375) 29.8 (220)
(171) 48.9 (452) 30.1 (278)

0.007
(264) 30.2 (225) 4.5 (33)
(301) 33.8 (316) 7.8 (73)

�0.001
(179) 43.4 (322) 26.6 (198)
(183) 37.7 (351) 35.4 (331)

0.004
(233) 38.4 (284) 12.1 (90)
(237) 45.6 (426) 13.6 (127)

II survey.
ng responses.
e �2 test (3 degrees of freedom).
to m

Som
disa

™™™™

9.5
5.4

19.3
14.5

16.6
18.5

35.6
32.2

24.1
19.6

31.4
25.4

t EAT-
f missi
trongly) that they usually eat dinner with other people;
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owever, females were more likely than males to indicate
trong agreement with the statement (35.4% vs 26.6%;
�0.001). Half of males and 59.2% of females somewhat
r strongly agreed that they tend to eat on the run. While
emales were more likely than males to agree (somewhat
r strongly) they tend to eat on the run (50.5% vs 59.3%;
�0.001), strong agreement was indicated by approxi-
ately equal proportions of females and males (12.1% vs

3.6%; P�0.37).
Attitudes regarding eating with others were directly

orrelated (r�0.37 to 0.51; P�0.001) with report of social
ating (Table 2). Endorsement of perceived time con-
traints on meals showed a weak, inverse association
r��0.21; P�0.001) with social eating and a moderate,
irect association (r�0.58; P�0.001) with eating on the
un. The perceived importance of meal regularity showed
weak, direct association (r�0.27; P�0.001) with social

ating and a weak, inverse association (r��0.21;
�0.001) with eating on the run. Reports of social eating
nd eating on the run, showed a weak, inverse associa-
ion (r��0.17; P�0.001). Approximately 38% of young
dults indicated they tend to eat on the run and indicated
hey usually eat dinner with others.

eal Behaviors According to Characteristics of Young Adults
iving space and arrangements (P�0.01), relationship
tatus (P�0.001), and weight status (P�0.019) were sig-
ificantly related to social eating (Table 3). Social eating
as most often reported by young adults living in campus
ousing and those who were in committed romantic rela-
ionships. Compared to young adults who were living
ith their parents, a romantic partner, or roommates,
oung adults who lived alone were least likely to report
ocial eating. Obese young adults less often reported so-
ial eating when compared to those who were either over-
eight or not overweight.
Race/ethnicity (P�0.001), student status (P�0.03), and

mployment status (P�0.001) were significantly related

Table 2. Correlation coefficients for attitudes and behaviors relating
Among Teens)-IIa

Enjoyment
of social
eating

Perceived
importance
of social
eating

Attitudes regarding meal structure
Enjoyment of social eating 1.00
Perceived importance of social eating 0.53*** 1.00
Perceived importance of meal regularity 0.26*** 0.34***
Perceived time constraints on meals �0.05* �0.13***
Behaviors related to meal structure
Social eating 0.37*** 0.51***
Eating on the run �0.06* �0.16***

aUnadjusted and unweighted Spearman’s correlation coefficients.
*P�0.05.
***P�0.001.
o eating on the run (Table 3). Eating on the run was least (
ften reported by young adults of Asian race, nonstu-
ents, and by those who were not currently working for
ay. Although the association was of only marginal sta-
istical significance (P�0.06), a higher percentage of
bese young adults reported eating on the run compared
o overweight and not overweight young adults.

ssociations of Meal Behaviors with Dietary Intake
nd Fast-Food Intake
fter adjusting for response to eating on the run and
ociodemographic characteristics, social eating was sig-
ificantly associated (P�0.01) with higher intakes of
ruit, vegetables, and dark-green and orange vegetables
mong both sexes (Table 4). Compared to young adults
ho disagreed with the statement they “usually eat din-
er with others,” males ate an average of 0.4 additional
ervings and females ate an average of 0.5 additional
ervings of fruit and vegetables per day if they agreed
ith the statement. Among females, social eating was
lso associated with lower intakes of total fat (P�0.009).
mong males, social eating was associated with higher

ntakes of total energy (P�0.03), calcium (P�0.009), so-
ium (P�0.03), and fiber (P�0.009).
After adjusting for response to social eating and socio-

emographic characteristics, eating on the run was sig-
ificantly associated (P�0.01) with higher intakes of soft
rinks, fast food, total fat, and saturated fat among both
exes (Table 5). Compared to young adults who disagreed
ith the statement they tend to eat on the run, males ate
n average of one additional time per week and females
te an average of one additional time every 2 weeks at a
ast-food restaurant if they agreed with the statement.
mong females, eating on the run was also associated

P�0.01) with lower intakes of fruit, vegetables, dark-
reen and orange vegetables, and fiber. Among males,
ating on the run was associated with lower intake of
hole grains (P�0.02) and higher intake of total energy

eal structure among young adult participants in Project EAT (Eating

rceived
portance
meal

gularity

Perceived time
constraints on
meals Social eating Eating on the run

1.00
0.22*** 1.00

0.27*** �0.21*** 1.00
0.21*** 0.58*** �0.17*** 1.00
to m

Pe
im
of
re

�

�

P�0.03).
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ISCUSSION
his study described attitudes and behaviors relating to
eal structure, and associations with dietary intake

mong young adults. The results suggest that young

Table 3. Social eating and eating on th
characteristics among young adult participa

Usually

% Agree

Total 71.7 (1,2
Sex
Males 69.9 (520
Females 73.1 (682
Race
Asian 70.2 (197
Black 69.4 (186
White 73.2 (678
Mixed/other 69.5 (124
Socioeconomic status
Low 69.1 (420
Middle 73.8 (616
High 72.0 (150
Living space
Parent’s home 71.5 (567
Rented apartment or home 68.2 (385
Campus housing 81.1 (176
Living arrangement
Live alone 45.8 (41)
With parents 72.0 (591
With roommates 78.7 (102
With a spouse or partner 73.0 (422
Student status
Not student 71.3 (463
Part-time 70.7 (146
Full-time 72.3 (579
Employed
Not employed 72.2 (189
Employed part-time 71.8 (628
Employed full-time 70.8 (370
Parental status
No children 70.8 (990
1 or more children 75.8 (206
Relationship status
Not in a committed relationship 67.1 (539
In a committed relationship 75.7 (652
Weight status
Not overweight (BMIe�25.0) 72.3 (752
Overweight (BMI 25.0-29.9) 75.3 (273
Obese (BMI�30.0) 64.4 (133

aUnadjusted percentages, weighted to reflect the probab
bThe sample size for different variables may vary from th
weighted frequencies.
cP values represent �2 tests of overall differences in the
that they usually eat dinner with others.
dP values represent �2 tests of overall differences in the
that they tend to eat on the run.
eBMI�body mass index; calculated as kg/m2.
dults enjoy and value social eating experiences. How- a

6 January 2009 Volume 109 Number 1
ver, perceived time constraints may be a common bar-
ier to sitting down for meals. Social eating was associ-
ted with greater intake of several healthful foods (eg,
egetables) and with higher intakes of calcium and fiber

: Comparisons across sociodemographic
Project EAT (Eating Among Teens)-II

inner with
rs Tend to Eat on the Run

P valuec % Agree (n)ab P valued

55.4 (927)
0.15 �0.001

50.5 (374)
59.3 (553)

0.48 �0.001
41.5 (117)
54.1 (146)
59.1 (546)
58.0 (104)

0.15 0.39
53.6 (325)
57.2 (476)
56.5 (118)

0.002 0.40
55.4 (438)
57.3 (324)
52.0 (113)

�0.001 0.17
61.3 (55)
54.7 (448)
47.7 (62)
56.9 (329)

0.87 0.03
51.6 (335)
61.1 (126)
56.8 (454)

0.90 �0.001
40.9 (107)
57.1 (498)
60.4 (316)

0.09 0.20
56.1 (784)
51.9 (141)

�0.001 0.97
55.3 (143)
55.4 (477)

0.019 0.06
54.8 (569)
52.8 (191)
62.8 (129)

responding to the Project EAT-II survey.
sample size due to missing responses and rounding of

tion of young adults who agreed (strongly or somewhat)

tion of young adults who agreed (strongly or somewhat)
e run
nts in

Eat D
Othe

(n)ab

02)

)
)

)
)
)
)

)
)
)

)
)
)

)
)
)

)
)
)

)
)
)

)
)

)
)

)
)
)

ility of
e total

propor

propor
mong males. In contrast, eating on the run was associ-
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ted with higher intakes of soft drinks, fast food and fat,
nd with lower intake of several healthful foods among
emales.

The observation that social eating is related to a more
ealthful pattern of dietary intake among young adults
as in agreement with the hypotheses of this study and
dds to prior research in adolescents. Previous studies in
he Project EAT sample and other adolescent populations
ave demonstrated that youth who report more frequent

Table 4. Adjusteda daily mean dietary intakes by report of social eati
Among Teens)-II

Female

Usually Eat Dinner

Intake Disagree Agree

Foods (servings)
Fruit 1.51 1.6
Vegetables 1.51 1.8
Dark-green and orange vegetables 0.38 0.4
Whole grains 0.69 0.7
Soft drinks 1.03 1.1
Fast-food intake (times/week) 1.95 1.6
Nutrients
Energy (kcal) 1,662 1,731
Energy from fat (%) 30.0 28.8
Energy from saturated fat (%) 10.3 9.9
Calcium (mg) 810 858
Sodium (mg) 2,012 2,028
Fiber (g) 13.6 14.4

aThe weighted model is adjusted for race/ethnicity, student status, employment status,
bP values represent testing to examine differences in intakes of young adults according

Table 5. Adjusteda daily mean dietary intakes by report of eating on
(Eating Among Teens)-II

Female

Tend to Eat on

Intake Disagree Agree

Foods (servings)
Fruit 1.78 1.5
Vegetables 1.98 1.5
Dark-green and orange vegetables 0.52 0.3
Whole grains 0.73 0.7
Soft drinks 0.97 1.2
Fast-food intake (times/week) 1.46 1.9
Nutrients
Energy (kcal) 1,696 1,725
Energy from fat (%) 28.3 29.8
Energy from saturated fat (%) 9.6 10.3
Calcium (mg) 851 839
Sodium (mg) 2,023 2,023
Fiber (g) 15.1 13.5

aThe weighted model is adjusted for race/ethnicity, student status, employment status,
bP values represent testing to examine differences in intakes of young adults according
amily meals also have higher intakes of fruit, vegetables,
nd several key nutrients (8-10). In the present study
ample, only half of young adults were living with their
arents, suggesting that some young adults may have
een eating family meals with their parents, but that a
arge proportion were likely eating with other meal com-
anions. The results indicate that eating with others is
lso beneficial for youth in early adulthood, at a time
hen meal companions may often be friends and roman-

ic partners.

ong female and male young adult participants in Project EAT (Eating

Males

Others Usually Eat Dinner with Others

P valueb Disagree Agree P valueb

0.004 1.54 1.70 0.01
�0.001 1.26 1.51 �0.001

0.01 0.28 0.33 0.008
0.12 0.91 0.91 0.43
0.23 1.38 1.33 0.50
0.10 2.20 2.21 0.75

0.09 1,986 2,119 0.03
0.009 31.3 31.1 0.71
0.05 11.0 10.8 0.32
0.05 941 1,043 0.009
0.83 2,296 2,477 0.03
0.05 14.3 15.7 0.009

port of eating on the run.
eement with the statement “I usually eat dinner with other people.”

run among female and male young adult participants in Project EAT

Males

Run Tend to Eat on the Run

P valueb Disagree Agree P valueb

0.004 1.66 1.65 0.99
�0.001 1.48 1.40 0.44
�0.001 0.33 0.30 0.19

0.85 1.00 0.83 0.02
�0.001 1.22 1.44 0.002
�0.001 1.67 2.64 �0.001

0.65 2,009 2,140 0.03
�0.001 30.2 32.0 �0.001
�0.001 10.5 11.2 �0.001

0.80 1,043 991 0.36
0.83 2,373 2,470 0.09
0.001 15.2 15.4 0.62

port of “eating dinner with others.”
eement with the statement “I tend to ‘eat on the run.’ ”
ng am
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As hypothesized, eating on the run was associated with
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less healthful pattern of dietary intake. The findings
uggest that the foods young adults perceive to be conve-
ient for purchasing and eating on the run are often
btained at fast-food restaurants and tend to be high in
at. While few studies have examined the relationship
etween this particular eating style and dietary intake,
revious research in young adults has shown that
requent fast-food intake and snacking are similarly as-
ociated with greater intakes of total energy, fat, and
aturated fat (24,29,30). The large majority of noninsti-
utionalized young adults are engaged in activities out-
ide the home relating to completion of a post-secondary
egree or employment (31). These young adults may fre-
uently choose to eat convenience foods away from home
nd at fast-food restaurants because of perceived time
carcity. Given the correspondence between the findings
f studies relating frequent fast-food intake, snacking,
nd eating on the run to dietary intake, future research
hould explore associations of eating on the run with the
ocation and frequency of snacks and meals.

Strengths and limitations of the current study relate to
he assessment of meal structure and the large, popula-
ion-based sample at an understudied life stage. Exam-
ning both meal attitudes and behaviors together pro-
ided insight into the nature of nutrition promotion
trategies that may be well-received by young adults;
owever, these measures were brief. The findings from
his study suggest a need for further qualitative and
mpirical research to examine meal structure among
oung adults, including the development of stronger mea-
ures. For example, research using focus groups should
xplore whether eating on the run means different things
o different people and better characterize both the na-
ure and frequency of social eating outside of the family
ome. Although the large sample was diverse in terms of
ace, family SES, and student status, it was drawn from
nly one Midwestern state. Accordingly, the generaliz-
bility of study findings may be limited.

ONCLUSIONS
he findings of this study suggest there is a need to
ddress the influence of perceived time constraints on the
ating and meal behaviors of early young adults. Per-
eived time constraints and difficulties with time man-
gement may lead young adults to limit the frequency of
aving shared meals and to more often eat on the run,
specially among those with greater work and school
ommitments. Having few shared meals and frequently
ating on the run were associated with poorer dietary
ntake. Future research will be needed to identify com-

on time barriers to sitting down to meals and to explore
ther aspects of social eating that may influence dietary
ntake (eg, physical meal location).

As most young adults indicated they enjoy and value
ime that is spent eating with others, it may be beneficial
or health-promotion strategies targeting young adults to
ddress the management and reduction of individual
ime barriers to having regular shared meals. In addition,
ood and nutrition professionals should give consider-
tion to the busy lifestyles of young adults when provid-
ng dietary recommendations. Young adults should be
rovided with ideas for simply prepared meals that pro-

ote the achievement of dietary recommendations within

8 January 2009 Volume 109 Number 1
nergy needs. Postsecondary institutions and businesses
mploying young adults should be encouraged to support
ood nutrition by providing scheduled time and access to
acilities for meals, along with healthful meal and snack
ptions.

his study was supported by Grant R40 MC 00319 from
he Maternal and Child Health Bureau (Title V, Social
ecurity Act), Health Resources and Services Adminis-
ration, Department of Health and Human Services.
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