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A Bit(e) of the Everyday: The Meaning of Meals in the New Living  Units for Elderly.


KAREN MARIE BUNDGAARD1 and STAFFAN JOSEPHSSON2


From the1Occupational Therapy Education, CVSU Fyn, Odense, Denmark and the


2Division of Occupational Therapy, Karolinska Institutet, Stockholm, Sweden


The aim of this qualitative study was to identity and interpret the experiences, values and 
 meanings of the meals among a small group of elderly living in the new living units. Meals in 
 this study include preparations and cleaning up besides the actual meal. Living units are a 
 new way of organising nursing homes in Denmark. Data were collected through participant 
 observation during mealtimes in one unit and by interviewing and analysed using a 


comparative and interpretative approach. The themes identified that meals gave time and 
 space for: a homely place, a lived community, being somebody and being yourself and for 
 having valued doings. The conclusion was that the way meals were arranged shaped most of
 everyday life in the unit. They gave room for everyday life by shaping a homely place and 
 enabled a living community that acted in and put life to the everyday. Meals also made it 
 possible to be somebody and to be yourself shaping your own reality in the everyday life and 
 to have valued doings that gave substance to everyday life. 


Key Words: meanings, meals, living units, everyday life, elderly, qualitative methods.


INTRODUCTION


Most elderly in Denmark remain in their homes caring for themselves or receiving 
 home care but some need the care of a nursing home because of frailty and complex
 pathologies . In other parts of the world the eldest are still taken care of by the 


families but in the 19th century it became a public and institutional responsibility 
 especially in the Western world [1].


Like everything else in society care for the elderly differs and changes due to the 
 cultural, political and economic development in society. The development influences 
 professional knowledge and ageing theories which affects how housing and care is 
 organised for the elderly. Housing in Denmark changing from sick homes, to old 
 peoples homes, to nursing homes, into today's nursing centres or living units [2].


 In 2001 there was about 774 nursing homes and centres in Denmark [3]. The 
elderly have their own rooms, often with a small kitchen section and they have their 



(4)own bathroom or a bathroom in the corridor. Their rooms are usually placed around a
 corridor that ends up in a living – and dining room. They live in units with about 20-25
 elderly. The meals are prepared by kitchen staff or delivered by a central kitchen. 


They are served on plates in the dining room or in their own rooms depending on the 
 staff situation and the wishes and capacities of the elderly. 


From 1998 housing for elderly in Denmark was by law changed from institutions to
 rented housing. A politics that emphasises flexibility in caring [4]. One way of 


organising rented housing is a new concept called shared living or living units. 


In the living units the physical environment is different; the residents, 6-8 elderly, 
 live in flats and have a shared living- and dining room and kitchen. Also the way care 
 is organised has changed; the routines are not planned on the background of the 
 time schedule of the staff or the institution but from the routines and needs of the 
 elderly. Also the structure of the organisation has changed [5]. In these living units 
 the intentions are that the elderly should be involved in everyday activities like 
 shopping, cooking, watering the flowers and making the beds and that the elderly 
 and the staff members should be eating together. It has been reported that the staff 
 see positive results as described in the local newspaper [6] and by Christensen & 


Olsen [5]. It has been emphasised by the community that the small units should be 
 more peaceful and give a bigger manageability for the residents and the staff. They 
 should also facilitate contact between residents and staff members and create more 
 homelike environments for the residents [5-7]. The residents and staffs in the living 
 units also are intended to have a relatively big autonomy to decide about their 
 finances and the content and course of the day [5,7].  


Occupational therapy is as the name implies concerned with what people do in the
 environment, their everyday life, and the activities that fill the days, weeks and years. 


Everyday life is characterised by repetition and stability but changes during lifespan 
 [8]. The perspective of everyday life illustrates the reality where practitioners like 
 occupational therapists and caregivers find themselves. The meals are an important 
 part of everyday life. It is an occupation we engage in through the whole lifespan and 
 for the elderly it is one of the few activities left to organise the days [9,10]. Especially 
 in institutions meals become the highlight or disappointment of the day and an 
 important subject for conversation [9].


Meals can be analysed in different ways and perspectives. They can be seen as 
just the food with its nutritional and symbolic function. Food as a basic need that 



(5)gives energy and renews the body has been of concern for a lot of research in health
 science [11-12]. Food seen as a language, which tells about rationality, identity, 
 social differences and differences between sexes [13] has been researched by 
 human arts. Besides the meals can also be seen as the eating; a cultural and social 
 event explored by social science [10,14-16].


The perspective of this study is occupational. Besides the food and eating it 
 includes the preparations, planning, cooking, serving and clearing up. The meal is 
 seen as an event surrounded by activities, an occupation. 


Occupations are in this research understood as the ordinary and familiar things we
 do every day [17] and as having both performance dimensions- the doing that is 
 observable, a contextual dimensions as they involve actions in defined settings [18-
 21] and a personal meaning dimension- the being that is not observable [21] 


Different literature on human occupation suggests different perspectives on the 
 meaning of occupation, meaning as a contributor to building identity [22], meaning 
 understood as value both symbolic, affective and perceptual [23-25] meaning as an 
 indicator for our values, the dimension of life that seems good and important to us 
 and that gives coherence to life [21] and meaning understood as purpose, the 


intention [23,25]. Meanings can be general in the culture but they also have a specific
 meaning to the individual [18]. 


A number of research studies about life and quality of life in nursing homes have 
 been conducted from different perspectives  [21,26-28] and so has studies 


concerning occupations in nursing homes [29,30]. However studies concerning 
 meals in nursing homes are few and mainly focusing on nutrition [31-32], ethical and 
 cultural issues [10,33-35] showing that issues like table manners, being content and 
 not complaining, eating with someone you don’t know, being incorporated in a group,
 noise and traffic in the dining room and malnutrition can be problematic. 


As the literature review shows the values of the meals in this new way of 


organising it has not yet been researched. The staff says they see positive results 
 and the community is doing it this way to improve care and housing for the elderly. 


But how does the meals contribute to that, what is it that is so positive about it, and 
how is it seen from the perspective of the elderly. The aim of this explorative study is 
to identify and interpret the experiences, values and meanings of the meals among a 
small number of elderly living in the new living units.



(6)METHODS


The context of the study


The setting was one living unit out of five in a nursing centre built in 2001. The head 
 of the centre made the selection of the specific unit. The residents living in the unit 
 had mixed gender, age and problems including dementia and were randomly put 
 together. The unit had its own kitchen and dining room of about 50 m2 with the 
 kitchen in one side and a dining table with flowers on it in the middle of the room and 
 some easy chairs on the other side of the room. It was placed in the centre of the unit
 and at two sides the room was open to corridors where the residents had their own 
 two roomed flats with bathrooms, close enough to smell and hear what was going on.


The everyday activities were organised and carried out in corporation between staff 
 and residents. The residents that were willing and capable helped peeling potatoes, 
 making coffee and laying the table, they did not feel responsible but most of the staff 
 encouraged them to participate. The residents and staffs were eating together sitting 
 mixed at the dining table, passing round the food and planning the next days and the 
 following meals. Times for the meals were approximate depending on staff and 
 residents and the elderly could show up or have the meals in their rooms.


One to four regular staff members from one profession, home-helpers, were working 
 in the unit having no staff room. Most of the staff and residents were in 2001 moved 
 from a traditional nursing home to this nursing centre divided into small living units.


Participants


Participants were all the residents in the unit participating in the meals [table1]. Out of
 seven five residents participated, three women and two men between 75 years and 
 100 years. They had different physical, cognitive and mental problems. Two of the 
 residents had their meals in their own flats, one because she did not want to 


participate and one because of disability. Out of the five residents participating one 
 needed help for all everyday activities, one suffered from dementia and a third one 
 did not want to and had limited capacities to participate in the activities around the 
 meal, and she did not want to be interviewed. Two residents were involved in 


preparations and eating and were willing and capable of being interviewed. Four out 
of five including the two persons being interviewed had been moved from a traditional
nursing home where meals were organised differently. 



(7)Table 1.  Characteristics of the informants participating in the meals and data collection 
 method.


Informant Age Mental cognitive and 
 physical status


Former 
 living


Data from
 Bodil 100  Hearing problems and 


limited communication. 


Needs help for all 
 everyday activities.


Traditional 
 nursing 
 home


Observation


Lilly 85 Osteoarthitis and 
 overweight


Mobile in a wheelchair


Traditional 
 nursing 
 home


Observation and some
 comments at the table 
 and in her flat. Does 
 not want to be 
 interviewed.


Alfred 75 Dementia, 


Talkative but not 
 always relevant, Mobile


Own home Observation and some
 comments at the table
 Alma 85 Psychological problems


e.g. afraid of being 
 alone.


Mobile also outdoors


Traditional 
 nursing 
 home


Observation and 
 interview


Carl 75 Psychological  
 problems, former 
 alcohol-problems
 Mobile also outdoors


Traditional 
 nursing 
 home


Observation and 
 interview


Data collection


The method used for collecting data was not classic ethnography where the purpose 
 is to understand the underlying patterns of behaviours and meanings of the culture 
 [36, 37] but rather contemporary and focused ethnography where the purpose is to 
 represent the respondents own perspective and their ways of explaining their lives 
 [36] and where fieldwork is shortened, research questions are more established and 
 there is less emphasis on participant observation [38]. Ethnography combines the 
 perspective of both the researcher and the researched [36].


The observations were open and participatory [39,40] They were used to 
 familiarise with the setting and the elderly, to screen for informants for further 


interviewing and conversation, to find out what might be feasible to do next [41] and 
to get data by watching, listening and recording [40].  Data gathering and data 
analysing were dynamic starting with broad ongoing investigations becoming more 
focused along the process [41]. Time was spent with the elderly in their territory 
having meals with them as a person who has come to visit and to learn and to know 
what it is like to be them. [41, 42]. Observations were conducted during and between 
mealtime in a 6-weeks period. Observations were done 6 days at different times 
between 9 am. and 7 p.m. all in all 30 hours of observations in the unit. 



(8)Hand-written fieldnotes were taken during and immediately after the event to 
 document observations, impressions and the talking [41].


Semistructured interviews [43,44] in their own flats were conducted just after 
 observations to keep focus in the interviews and to be able to question specific 
 incidents and comments observed at the table. The two residents that were capable 
 and willing to express their meanings were interviewed twice.


Analysis of data


The interviews were taped and transcribed verbatim by the author. A constant 
 comparative method was used to analyse data [41] and interpretation inspired by 
 hermeneutic which legitimate plurality of interpretation was added to the analysing 
 process [43]. At first the first interview and the fieldnotes were read several times to 
 obtain an overall understanding of the participants and to see data as a whole. Then 
 the first interview was analysed and units identified as concerning descriptions and 
 meanings of the meals were coded. The findings were used to stimulate further 
 reflection and improve process as it proceeded. In this way analysing was an 
 ongoing process. The next interviews and the fieldnotes were coded in the same 
 way.


Then all the data coded was put together and different themes emerged as 
 important. Looking for regularities, patterns and topics, words and phrases were put 
 down as categories to represent these [41]. During analysing codes and categories 
 were constantly compared with original data. Categories not only arose from data 
 they were also shaped by the theoretical perspective of the researcher and the aim of
 the study as suggested by Bogdan & Biklen [41]. 


At last to understand the themes and the relationship between them a dialectical 
 approach between being close to the participants experiences and being more 
 distant from the participant experiences was used in interpretation to look for 


meanings in the actions and statements, meanings that went beyond the perspective 
 of the informant [45]. The Quotations and observations used to verify interpretations 
 were the most poignant and complex [43].


FINDINGS


Analysing and interpreting the values, experiences and meanings of the meals in the 
unit for the elderly individuals suggested four major themes. 1. Shaping a homely 



(9)place. 2. Enabling a lived community. 3.  Making it possible to be somebody and to 
 be yourself. 4.  Giving place for valued occupations. Different aspects of the themes 
 were identified and put down as subthemes. 


THEME 1: Shaping a homely place 


One of the major issues identified in data was that the meals shaped a homely place 
 with experiences and decisions to make. A homely place where the meals, both 
 preparations and clearing up, and the eating, filled out at lot of both time and space in
 the unit. They created a good atmosphere for interrelation, conversation and it 


seemed a nice place to be in and to spend time in for both residents and staffs. 


Shared places to go to, to be in with others and to act in


One of the aspects of having a homely place was having a place to go to, to be in 
 and to act in. The kitchen with the dining table was such a place. A cosy place, Alma 
 said about it “I call it our living room, it is a nice room I don't know if we have the best
 one, it might be, they say so". It gave the impression of a home with everyday life and
 not an institution. Alma said about the kitchen/dining room “This is our home yes in 
 the nursing home I lived in before it (the ding room) was the run through”. Alfred, the 
 man with dementia sat most of the day out there watching and commenting what was
 happening.  It was the place they went to before meals and helped the staffs doing 
 the preparations e.g. laying the table. Alma said “Sometimes I go out there and if 
 something needs to be put in the machine or something like that”. It was the place 
 they stayed in after meals to continue talking or just watching and listening to life in 
 the unit. It was also the place for actions and a place for a working community where 
 the elderly had different jobs helping to keep the place running. Something was 
 always going on in the kitchen/dining room. Food was prepared, appointments were 
 made, staffs sorted out their affairs and residents and staffs were sitting down talking.


The place seemed quiet and homely, a manageable place to be in. 


Shared everyday life events to talk about and to arrange


The shared meals also gave them a subject for conversation besides diseases and 
the past. The talks contained not only statements about the past and the present but 
also decisions about the future. The talks were about what they had yesterday for 
dinner or last Monday, who made the dinner and how good she was at cooking. They



(10)were about how the food was that day and what they wanted for tomorrow or for 
 Christmas. The meals connected the past, present and the future mealtimes in the 
 home. Also talks about how to prepare a specific dish and how disastrous the bread 
 and bear soup was yesterday was carried out. Lily said, “It was too thin”, Alma said 


“but she did not know how to make it and the recipe she had was no good". The 
 conversation was not only about the food but also the preparations and 


arrangements of the meals.


Shaping stressless and flexible times, days and weeks.


Also the stressless atmosphere was highlighted by the participants and experienced 
 by the researcher. The same staff members were involved in all activities and 


therefore knew the lives and personalities of the residents well. These circumstances
 made it possible to create a manageable day for both residents and staff members. 


The days were not only scheduled by the institution but also by the people living in it. 


They were planned on the background of negotiations between staffs and residents 
 creating some power struggles between staff and residents. 


It was possible for the residents to see if staffs were short of time and some of 
 them helped dooing the everyday activities like laying the tables and emptying the 
 dishwasher to make the day float. 


Times for meals and what to eat were planned and changed from day to day in the
 unit depending on the routines and activities of the day and depending on the staff 
 situation. This mostly meant less stress and more flexibility of the days but also 
 sometimes distressed some of the more habitual elderly and the man with dementia. 


Feeling alive and attentive to life. 


Another aspect was that living close to the kitchen and staying in the kitchen 
stimulated their senses. From their flats the elderly could hear the rattling of china 
and the smell of food which told them what was going on in the kitchen. They liked it 
when something was going on. Carl says “ I think it is more cosy here, the food was 
OK at the other place (The nursing home he was living in earlier) but the fact that 
they are walking around up there (the kitchen) gives a certain cosiness". Also the fact
that food was served and not just “ handed in” to them in their flats was experienced 
as stimulating. 



(11)Humour was another issue expressed and observed to be important. One of the 
 residents even saw it as his job to cheer up the rest of the residents and they mostly 
 responded positively. The staffs also helped keeping up the spirit by making fun with 
 each other and the residents.  Being stimulated made them feel part of life and alive.


THEME 2: Enabling a lived community


Another important issue identified by analysing was belonging to a community seen 
 as a contrast to being on your own. A community created by familiarity, 


communication and proximity. They had somebody in the same life situation and 
 from the same generation to shear their lives and everyday experiences with. The 
 meals gave content to the community, something to share. This lived community 
 created a feeling of both solidarity and understanding.


Familiarity and proximity


One of the aspects of community identified was the family feeling and the close 
 connection between residents. Knowing each other’s doings and beings in the past, 
 present and future promoted the feeling of community. 


Spending all this time together during mealtimes meant that they came to know 
 each other well and became personally involved in each other. They knew each 
 other's family matters from visits in the unit and from conversation at the table. Also 
 former life events were shared knowledge. Privacy understood as keeping your life 
 for yourself was difficult if attending the meals. They knew each others doings well as
 practical arrangements were made at the table and the days were organised 


according to them. Also problems and diseases were well known and discussed at 
 mealtimes. Knowing each other's personal history and future doings promoted 
 familiarity and proximity


Communicating in a familiar manner about everyday matters 


Also the tone between residents and between residents and staff members in the unit
 was familiar. Conversation contained both teasing remarks, snarling and correction of
 each other. Alma said, “We are like siblings we chat and tease each other”. 


Sometimes the tone was rather rough and residents were told of by other residents 
or by staff members, Lily for example was told of for not eating varied and healthy 
and at times the lively discussions were disturbing for Alfred. The staff members 



(12)facilitated the familiar conversation by asking about a birthday party a resident had 
 attended, by warding of possible controversies and by telling about their own 


everyday life. A staff member told about a handball match that she was playing and 
 the conversation continued about handball in general. Everyday conversation was 
 carried out during meals and after the meals giving life to the place.


Interacting caring and understanding to each other 


Listening to the conversations at the table it became clear that the residents mostly 
 acted considerate to each other and also worried about each other problems.  Lily 
 said to staffs “It is important to let Alma sleep because of her eye” (She had an 
 infection and had been to the doctor's). They also know each other’s moods and 
 personalities well. Carl said: “Yes they are all sweet and nice, now Alma she is 
 usually involved (in activities) but it is going down hill with her, what a pity, and Lily 
 you know her and her moods but she is sweet and Alfred I would like to do 


something for him, he does not remember anything and sometimes has a breakdown
 but the staffs say I cant do anything and that it cant get better”.


Spending so much time with the staffs and being able to hear and see what they 
 were doing meant a bigger understanding of their working conditions and therefore 
 less discontent with the staff. Alma said "I would rather have the hot meal at 


dinnertime, but the time between breakfast and dinnertime is short and they don't 
 have the time to make it". The manageability shaped understanding between both 
 residents and residents and staff.


Using the “we” to consolidate them as a community


Several residents used the wording "we" when talking about life in the unit. They did 
 not express themselves just as "I" but also as part of “we” the ones living in their unit 
 compared with “they” the residents living in the other units. They felt solidarity with 
 the group and newcomers might find it hard to be accepted. They for example did not
 want to eat Christmas dinner with the resident from the other units staying in the 
 centre for Christmas even though the staff suggested it. 


They also liked gossiping about the neighbours. Carl said: “The ones downstairs 
 are not like us they are so boring”. They used the "we" to define themselves from the 


"others" and as a group.



(13)THEME 3: Making it possible to be somebody and to be yourself 


Besides being part of a lived community, the social aspect of the meals, the 


information from the residents was also interpreted to have individualistic values. The
 way meals were arranged seemed to facilitate the fulfilment of individual needs, 
 being able to express individuality and having a say in the fellowship. Apparently 
 more than in the traditional nursing home and possibly less than in their own homes. 


All together aspects that seemed important for being somebody, a person that means
 something for the community, and for being yourself, showing your identity. 


Having the freedom of choice which expresses the "I"


The possibility of being yourself and expressing the "I" was shaped by the possibility 
 to choose for yourself. Being able to make coffee when they felt like it, getting a 
 special drink out of the refrigerator and choosing between different foods at the table 
 gave the possibility to decide and choose for themselves and to have their individual 
 needs and wishes considered. They could get what they felt for depending on hunger
 and preferences. Lily e.g. had four slices of bread with cold meat because she liked it
 even if the staffs tried to tell her that she should eat more varied. 


Special preferences and request were also taken into consideration when the 
 shopping list was made. Also former habits and routines concerning mealtimes was 
 maintained to some extend. Alfred said “I wake up at six then I ... then I go to the 
 kitchen and make coffee and I take the coffee and some bread with cheese down 
 here (his flat) and enjoy it here. They can have a lay in and have breakfast in bed if 
 they like or join the others for breakfast. Bodil the 100 years old made her choice in 
 the actual morning. 


Having a say in the routines and actions in the community


Participating in making decision in the group was also expressed as an issue of 
 importance. The residents seemed proud of and felt important by having the 


opportunity to be involved in the planning of what to have, what to buy, how to cook it
 and how and when to serve it. They felt they were part of the household decisions 
 even if they not always had it their way. Alma said "I would rather have the hot meal 
 at midday but Carl he likes it in the evening, I really have to talk to him about that". 


Sometimes their influence was restricted by the staff attitudes; nursing attitudes 
possibly remaining from working in the traditional nursing home became obvious. 



(14)Alma said "it depends on who is on duty, with one of them we are not (part of 
 decisionmaking) she decides and sometimes she gets it from the cafeteria. The 
 condition for having a say was that the staff created the possibility. 


Connecting the self to former life activities


Maintaining some of their former duties connected them to their former life. The 
 importance of being able to keep former roles was also identified. Alma liked 
 maintaining her household identity. She had that role in her family and she used to 
 go out cooking for others, she said " It is an old habit (filling up the dishwasher) I 
 have never had another job than cleaning and going out cooking" and she often 
 offered her help to the staff. Some residents would like to go shopping with the staff 
 more often and they liked their knowledge to be used, Lily said: " She could just have
 asked one of us what to do". 


Doing activities together with the staff also gave an opportunity to talk to them 
 about former life and activities connecting the present and the past. The elderly liked 
 their competencies and knowledge achieved during a long life to be used.


THEME 4: Giving place for valued doings


Both the doings around the meals and the doings at the meals were identified as 
 valuable for the residents. The residents experienced making the coffee, choosing 
 between things on the table and asking for them as meaningful doings. They 


participated by themselves, the other residents or staffs asked them to participate or 
 they experienced that staffs or other residents needed or wanted their help. The 
 activities were identified as being important for both health, self-perception and 
 pleasure in meals. 


Making meals a pleasant and healthy situation


One of the meanings ascribed to the way meals were arranged were related to health
and pleasure. Both the facts of having good food and eating well created a healthy 
everyday life and improved well being. Being involved in decision making and being 
able to choose what to eat meant that the residents mostly got what they liked, their 
habits and preferences were taken into consideration.  Alma said” If something we 
like is missing, then we just tell them and they will buy it" and the staffs told me they 
never served peas as no one liked them.



(15)Eating together and liking the food means eating more. Carl said “ Sometimes I 
 say to myself at lunchtimes, damned now you are going to lunch and you are not 
 hungry but by sitting in their company the food goes down, three or four slices". 


Some of them were putting on weight, good for some and not so good for others


Giving you something to move for and to keep you fit


Keeping fit and feeling physical and psychological wellbeing were expressed to be 
 some of the purposes for participating in the activities around the meals. It gave them
 something to move for e.g. going to the dinning room for breakfast, going to the 
 kitchen to peal potatoes or to make coffee. Alfred liked going shopping he felt both 
 healthy and good when he had been out shopping for the staff and he knew that he 
 would put on weight if he kept passive. He said " it is the feeling afterwards, when 
 going shopping, it did it, I do it to keep me going. He knew it was healthy and he 
 convinced himself and was persuaded by staffs to do it as an alternative to staying in 
 his chair.  


Filling in the day 


Some residents liked being occupied in everyday activities as an alternative to sitting 
 doing nothing. Participating in the activities around the meals filled in at lot of time 
 during the day and made time pass in a good way. It created routines during the days
 and a certain amount of stability and structure. Both Carl and Alma expressed that 
 they liked being occupied, laziness was not their style. Often the residents stayed at 
 the table after it was cleared and played jazzy or talked about the past e.g. different 
 restaurants they had been to or the future, what was going on outside the unit 


tomorrow. When they were not occupied in the kitchen/dining room they were mostly 
 sitting in their flats listening to the radio and watching television.


Feeling valuable and pleasing another person


The case of being useful and doing favours was highlighted as one of the values by 
 some of the residents.  When they could see something needed to be done e.g. 


laying the table or the staffs asked them for help when they were short of time they 
 enjoyed helping. 


Alma liked using her knowledge and capacities about cooking. She looked at the 
activities as a job, things that had to be done and she was good at. She said “ we 



(16)have no more beetroots and you know we pickle them ourselves, I have always 
 made a lot of pickled beetroots”. 


Carl on the other hand was not used to or happy about doing household work he 
 liked doing favours for the other residents e.g. inviting Alma for morning coffee and 
 going shopping for Lily. Also favours for the staffs he found rewarding and he liked 
 being begged for them. He said “ One day Lene came down here oh Carl there is 
 something I have forgotten from the grocery and I said no Lene I have just been 
 down there then she sat down on her knees then I said Ok and went for it”. Alfred 
 also liked being useful. When e.g. lunch was over he started clearing the table with 
 shaking hands that made the other residents nervous but with a satisfying smile on 
 his face he was also doing his part.


A TENTATIVE CONCLUSION


Analysing and interpreting data identified themes that were related to the concepts of
 everyday life the non reflected truism of life.


Comparing and interrelating the interpreted issues above guided that the meals could
 not only be understood as part of everyday life or as one of the everyday activities. 


The way meals were arranged shaped most of everyday life in the units. Meals gave 
 room for and life and substance to everyday life for the residents in the unit (fig 1)


Fig 1. The identified meanings related to everyday life
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(17)DISCUSSION


The study explored the meanings values and experiences of the meals in the new 
 living units,living units that will be one of the future concepts for nursing 


homes/residential homes in Denmark. This new way of organising some of elderly 
 care, living in small units and being involved in everyday activities shaped the 
 possibilities for experiencing a homely place and being part of everyday life.


The way meals were organised influenced meanings, values and experiences of the 
 meals for the elderly. The physical environment, having their own kitchen and dining 
 room e.g. made it possible to prepare the meals in the unit and for the residents to 
 participate in everyday activities. The organisation of the staff where only a few staff 
 were involved in all activities in the unit e.g. created intimacy, flexibility and 


manageability. The philosophy of the unit where the elderly were intended to 


participate in everyday activities e.g. facilitated valued doings and a lived community.


The fact that meals shaped a homely place by e.g. talks about and arrangements 
 of everyday life was found to be part of reaching the intentions of the community for 
 changing nursing homes into living units, intentions about manageability, and 


facilitation of contact [7] and the creation of homelike environments [6]. 


The findings of the present study gives material to discuss the meaning of meals 
 at this kind of new living units but further also to discuss meals as a human 


occupation.


The way meals were organised in the unit was found to have a major influence on 
 the unit making it a homely place. Similar but also different "places" were found by 
 different studies [46-49]. Hasselkuss uses the concept "occupational places", places 
 that are created during engagement in occupations, promoted by the meeting of 
 minds and promoting wellbeing. Another concept used is being in place [49) where 
 the themes are time-space rhythms of taken for granted behaviour, the significance 
 of the surveillance zone and environment as a component of self. In this study the 
 place was shaped by the social interaction, shared everyday events and a homely 
 atmosphere. The place was not created by staff members as in the study by 


Hasselkus [47)or by having aged in the same place over a long time [49] but by the 
 meals one of the everyday occupations, organised due to the philosophy of the unit. 


A homely place where there dialectic between the self and the others. A place that
creates the possibility for the individual to be somebody and to be oneself by being 
able to make choices, by having a say and by keeping former roles. Findings that are



(18)related to theoretical concepts like autonomy and identity. The choices made are 
 small choices made on a regular basis [50] influenced by the choices available, 
 determined by physical and social factors. Gillon [50] stresses that three features 
 should be included in autonomy to be able to make choices. Autonomy of thoughts, 
 which means to think for oneself, to have preferences and to make decisions. 


Autonomy of wills, which means having the freedom to decide to do or not to do 
 something. Autonomy of actions which means having the capacities to act when 
 wanting to and deciding to. 


The way meals were arranged in the units mostly enabled the first two features. 


The elderly could participate or not but in some cases the staff members did not 
 involve the elderly in decisionmaking caused by the attitude of the staffs e.g. 


ignorance or lack of time. Autonomy of actions was of cause limited by age but the 
 environment and most of the staff members encouraged it. Being able to make 
 choices give the individual a sense of control in life. A control on which quality of life 
 seems to be partly dependent [50].


The meanings of household activities e.g. cooking and shopping for well elderly 
 have earlier been researched [51-52] and cooking and shopping together with eating 
 are some of the dimensions in a lot of taxonomies and assessments used in 


occupational therapy.  But the meals, from preparations to cleaning up are not 
 obvious in either occupational therapy literature or practice. Meals both breakfast, 
 lunch, afternoon coffee and dinner demonstrated to be an unexpected dominant 
 scenario of everyday life in the unit. Everyday life seen as the life we recreate and 
 reproduce everyday [53-55] and the unperceived, unreflecting and taken -for- granted
 activities, relations and processes in life [53,55]. Meals were a big part of both time 
 and space.


The study puts focus on the actual meal as an occupation one of the truisms of life; 


meals are always there and are always going on. The findings demonstrated that 
 meals in the unit were not just about the food with its symbolic and nutritional 
 functions and about eating, eating as a social and cultural event as described in 
 theory and empirical studies [9-16]. Meals both mealtimes and the activities around 
 the meals were found to be spaces and times for everyday life (fig 1) and to be the 
 heart of life in the unit.


The findings elucidate that the meanings of the meals are multiple like the 


meanings of other occupations as stated by several scholars [21-56] and as found in 



(19)several studies. [57-59]. This study suggests that also meals in living units can be 
 seen as an occupation that gives meaning to life for the eldest old.


The predominant positive findings were influenced by the preunderstanding of the 
 researcher being an occupational therapist, by the fact that only the ones capable 
 and willing participated and by the fact that most of the elderly came from a 


traditional nursing home with a more institutional character.


This study contributes to the understanding of the meanings, values and 
 experiences of the meals but the small number of respondents and only one unit 
 being observed both limits the variety, the amount of meanings and the consistency 
 of the meanings found [41].


To increase credibility of data both interviewing and observation called triangulation 
 [37,60] was used and repeated. But the amount of time spent in the unit was rather 
 brief and important issues might have been overlooked.


To get rich and a sufficient amount of data interviewing the elderly in the living
 unit proved to be difficult because of frailty. Only a few could be interviewed,
 they answered in short sentences and it was difficult to keep them on the


track. Whereas observation showed to be efficient getting information about the 
 elderly having difficulties expressing themselves. 


The findings indicated some meanings that might occur in a similar situation and a 
 similar context. To question the predominant positive findings more studies should be
 done in other units, with other residents and by other researchers. 


Another subject of interest for the profession would be to explore what the 
 constraints and the facilitators are for being involved in activities, especially the 
 meals and for making the meals a space for everyday life to unfold. That might give 
 us some ideas about where and how such a place can be created. Also exploration 
 of the meanings of meals in general like others have explored e.g. running and 
 needlework [58, 61] could contribute to the knowledge of occupational science.


The limited amount of occupational therapists working in nursing homes in 
 Denmark [ 62] might have contributed to the poor focus on practice, occupational 
 therapy theory and research for the eldest old living in nursing homes. This study 
 hopefully will help to put focus on this area, to illuminate some of the possibilities for 
 intervention and to generate discussions about how to facilitate climates and 


relationships in other types of housing and care. Climates and relationships that allow
the elderly to enhance their quality of everyday life.
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A Comprehensive Introduction  and 



A Discussion on the Subject and the Methodology



(24)The purpose of this part of the dissertation is to make a more comprehensive 


introduction and discussion and to make some of the reflective processes during the 
 research process visible.


A Comprehensive Introduction to the Study


The comprehensive introduction will address both theoretical and empirical 
 knowledge considered being essential to expand the knowledge about the topic 


"Meals in care and housing for the most frail elderly" and for framing the research aim


"to identify and interpret the experiences, values and meanings of the meals among a
 small number of elderly living in the new living units". The issues addressed will be: 


the development of nursing homes in Denmark, the new living units and an 


evaluation of these, meals and meals for the elderly, human occupation and meaning
 and in the end the problem and the aim.


Introduction


In the next decades the group of elderly (+65 of years) in Europe will increase. 


In Denmark the number will increase with 30% in the next 20 years (Statistisk Årbog, 
 1998). Most of these elderly will remain in their homes but some needs the care of a 
 nursing home, 7838 in 2001(Statistisk Årbog, 2002) because of problems with frailty 
 and complex pathologies. The care given may not foster the remaining abilities and 
 decline in occupational performance is likely to follow (Spirduso & Gilliam-Mac-Rae, 
 1991). 


This is of concern to occupational therapists that might want to promote the 
 preventative role of occupation in maintaining nursing home residents' health and 
 enhancing quality of life (Green & Cooper, 2000). 


The Development of Nursing Homes in Denmark


To know about the development of care for the elderly in Denmark helps to 
understand the philosophy of care today and thereby also the way meals are 
arranged in the new living units. 



(25)Like everything else in society care for the elderly differs and changes due to the 
 cultural and economic development in society. The development influences 


professional knowledge and ageing theories and affects how housing and care is 
 organised for the elderly.


In some parts of the world the eldest are still taken care of by the families but in 
 especially the Western countries it in the 19th century became a public or institutional 
 responsibility. In some countries e.g. a nursing home in the Netherlands as described
 by Leven (2000) the institutions are big, 400 beds and most of them are living in 
 three- to six bedded rooms with shared day rooms, changing into on- or two- 
 bedrooms the coming years. A weekly activity programme is often offered in these 
 nursing homes (Leven, 2000). 


In America one out of five that have reached the age of 65 has the nursing home
 as their finale address. Residents typically share double rooms and the homes are 
 run according to a medical model (Kane, et al 1997). However the above conditions 
 are rather different from the ones in Denmark and especially different from the living 
 units researched.


In Denmark sick homes were built for the first time in 1900, homes where 
 hygiene was highly valued. In 1930 old peoples homes and private resting homes 
 were built. Small units where the staff qualifications were to be stable, tidy, honest, 
 sensible and helpful and the elderly were involved in working (Hjorth-Hansen & 


Nielsen, 2002).


From 1950-70 the attitude age= illness and disengagement theory became 
 dominant, a theory that is looking at ageing as an inevitable withdrawal and 


disengagement, that means less interaction between the elderly person and his/hers 
 social environment (Cunnings & Henry, 1961). The rooms were called sick rooms 
 and the housing for nursing homes. Professional staffs were employed and the 
 homes were furnished as a modern hospital with all the equipment necessary for 
 treatment, nursing and training (Hjort-Hansen & Nielsen, 2002). These homes could 
 consequently be seen as institutions with a great deal of regularity and little 


autonomy


In the eighties the attitude changed. Values like self-determination, dignity, 
individuality contributed to deinstitutionalisation (Hjorth-Hansen & Nielsen, 2002) 
where community based services were extended, housing for elderly people built and
the concept ” stay in your own home as long as possible” became dominant. But 



(26)people grew older and more survived so also new institutions called nursing centres 
 were built in the eighties arranged as home care with help at certain times, bigger 
 flats around big corridors and central kitchens and laundry, a place where you can 
 live your own private life. The culture in the nursing homes was: the time scheduled 
 everyday life especially mealtimes, groups depending on handicaps, hygiene, 


nutrition and medicine before anything else, only staffs is supposed to be of any use, 
 you don't talk to the other residents and only with the staffs when you are in your own
 flat (Hjort- Hansen & Nielsen, 2002). Economy and physical health seems to have 
 been on top of the agenda for the last hundred years. 


To adjust the nursing centres to the current policy for elderly and to enhance 
 quality of life (Tinning, 2002) and to create more homelike environments (Christensen


& Olsen, 2001) a new concept called shared living or living units were developed in 
 the nineties.


The New Living Units and an Evaluation of these


As the way the new living units are organised seems to influence the meals a 
 short description of how the units are organised will follow. And to clarify focus in my 
 research and the existing body of knowledge an evaluation already done will be 
 reported.


In the new concepts, living units, the physical environment is different; the 
 residents,6-8 elderly, live in flats and have a shared living- and dining room and 
 kitchen. The way care is organised has changed; the routines are not planned on the 
 background of the time schedule of the staff or the institution but from the routines 
 and needs of the elderly. And the structure of the organisation has changed 


(Christensen & Olsen 2001). 


In these living units the elderly are ideally involved in everyday activities like 
 shopping, cooking, watering the flowers and making the beds as described in the 
 local newspaper and by Christensen & Olsen (2001) and to make decision about it. It 
 has been emphasised by the community that the small units should be more 


peaceful, give a bigger manageability for the residents and the staff and facilitate the 
contact between residents and staff (ECO 2001). They should also create more 
homelike environments for the residents (Christensen & Olsen 2001). The staff 
reports that they see positive results.



(27)To my knowledge only one of these new nursing concepts has been evaluated 
 (ECO 2001). The evaluation, which is about experiences and satisfaction of the 
 residents, relatives and the staff shows, that most of the residents experience it as a 
 good idea to be involved, especially in cooking and shopping (ECO 2001). Some 
 comments from the residents are: I like to go shopping, then we can decide 


ourselves, but not all can come, I don’t mind as long as I can. Some comments from 
 the staff are: the residents get a better appetite and greater pleasure eating and are 
 happier with life, there is a better contact between residents and residents and staff 
 and bigger familiarity. Besides the possibility to be able to finish a job with a resident 
 and the pioneer spirit, "we are something special ", gives a bigger job satisfaction, 
 which has a positive effect on the care (ECO 2001). The evaluation also shows some
 problems living up to the ideals. Some residents do not have the capacity or do not 
 want to participate. A difficult but relevant question to ask would be what it is like for 
 them to live in a place where the expectations are different.


Meals and Meals for the Elderly


To define meals in this study other perspectives on meals needs to be 


presented. Looking through Danish and International literature and research articles 
 concerning meals and especially meals for the elderly it is obvious that very little is 
 addressing meals- but quite some literature on food and some on eating is present. 


Food with its nutritional and symbolic function. Food as a basic need that gives 
 energy and renews the body (Bælum 1995; Schroll 1997). Food seen as a language, 
 which tells about rationality, identity, social, differences and differences between 
 sexes (Fürst, 1993). Also references on eating; a cultural and social event (Haastrup,
 1990; Holm, 1997; Bælum, 1995; Hansen, 1985) were identified. 


The meal can be seen as an everyday activity we engage in through the whole 
 lifespan. The day is structured by the meals especially in institutions for elderly 
 (Elvbakken, 1993) and they are social events where people get together. The meal is
 perhaps one of few activities old people have in the end of life, an activity that might 
 help to make life worth living. Meals are also part of everyday life. Everyday life 
 understood as the course of life, the activities that fill up the days, weeks and years. 


Everyday life is characterised by repetition and stability but is changed during the 



(28)lifespan (Ramian & Dyrholm, 1997). The perspective of everyday life illustrates the 
 reality where practitioners like occupational therapists find themselves.  


Meals can as described by Haastrup (1990) be seen as social and cultural 
 events with the following characteristics: they are placed at certain times with defined
 distance and sequence, several ingredients are combined in a specific pattern 
 depending on the time of day, the day of the week and time of the year, the food is 
 eaten at certain places with special furniture and equipment and is perhaps eaten in 
 the company of others 


Some criteria for quality in meals for people with dementia have been found to 
 be: that you yourself can decide what you want on the plate and in the glass, that 
 their is a cloth on the table and the food is arranged in bowls, that you can dish up 
 yourself, that eating equipment is adjusted to the needs of the individual, that you 
 sense that you are part of a community, that the staff eats with the residents and that 
 their are permanent seats and routines (Berg, 1990). Some of these criteria might be 
 similar for elderly with other pathologies.


My perspective will be more extensive than just the meals as I am also 


interested in the activities around the meals, the planning the preparations, laying the
 table, eating, and cleaning up afterwards. I will look at the meals as an event and 
 some activities that surround the event, an occupation.


Human Occupation and Meaning


As I intend to see meals as an occupation and I am concerned with the 
 meanings of the meals occupations will be defined and some perspectives on the 
 meaning of occupations in general will be presented. To make my preunderstanding 
 visible and to guide datagathering also some research on the meaning of activities 
 for elderly will be presented.


Human Occupation


The perspective of the study is that occupations are the ordinary and familiar 
 things we do every day (Christiansen, Clark, Kielhofner & Rogers, 1995). 


Occupations have both performance dimensions, the doing that is observable, a 
 contextual dimensions as they involve actions in defined settings (Nelson, 1988; 


Rogers, 1987; Hasselkus, & Rosa, 1997; Christiansen, 1994) and a personal 
meaning dimension, the being that is not observable (Hasselkus & Rosa, 1997) 



(29)Occupations extend over time, have a temporal dimension (Kielhofner, 1997; 


Christiansen, 1994) and engagement in occupation seems to be driven by the need 
 for mastery, competence, identity and as so to have a psychological dimension 
 (Christiansen, 1999; Fidler & Fidler, 1963). They also have a social and symbolic 
 dimension as occupations are often associated with a social or occupational role and 
 are often directed towards social relations (Kielhofner, 1997; Fidler & Fidler, 1963) 
 and finally they have a spiritual or personal dimension (Townsend, et al, 1997; Clark, 
 1993).


This study is based on the assumption suggested by several occupational 
 therapy researchers, assumptions of humans as occupational beings (Kielhofner, 
 1997; Townsend, et al, 1997; Wilcock, 1998; Yerxa, et al., 1989). From this 


occupational therapy perspective occupation is sees as an important determinant of 
 health and well being (Townsend, et al 1997, Wilcock, 2001; Christiansen & 


Baum,1997), shapes and is shaped by the environment (Townsend, et al 1997; 


Kielhofner, 1997) and gives meaning to life (Townsend, et al 1997).


Meaning 


Different occupational therapists suggests different perspectives on the meaning
 of occupation, meaning understood as value both symbolic, affective and perceptual 
 (Nelson, 1996; Trombly, 1996; Persson, Erlandsson, Eklund, & Iwarsson, 2001) 
 meaning as an indicator for our values, the dimension of life that seems good and 
 important to us and that gives coherence to life (Hasselkus & Rosa, 1997) meaning 
 understood as purpose, the intention (Trombly, 1996; Nelson, 1996) and meaning as 
 a contributor to building identity (Christiansen, 1999). Meanings can be general in the
 culture and have a general specific meaning to the individual (Nelson, 1988)


Several studies exploring the meanings of different activities for the well elderly were 
 found. 


In a quantitative study Legarth (1993) found that individualised physical 


activities were the most meaningful for +75 years. The meanings were that they were
 similar to work, as they felt useful and it gave them pleasure. A qualitative study 
 identified seven mainthemes for making activities during the day meaningful: That the
 activity involves acting mentally, physical and socially and includes meaningfulness 
 and engagement, is contributing to well being, is a way of expressing and 


maintaining identity, a way of keeping in touch, is organising time and is the 


connection between the past, the present and the future. But it is necessary to feel in 



(30)control (Rudman, Cook, & Polataiko, 1997). Another study identified different 


meanings of planning, preparing and eating the meals. The meanings identified were:


the possibility of social contact, filling in time, the alternation of everyday activities, 
 feeling useful, the possibility of keeping up, maintaining independence, self-


determination and identity, feeling physical and mental well-being and the possibility 
 of being creative. (Bundgaard & Christensen 1999). In the study of two women 
 Bonder & Martin (2000) found that the meanings they ascribed to their activity 
 patterns were connections to others especially family, doing good and spiritual 
 expressions. 


No theory or empirical findings about the meanings of the meals for the elders 
 living in nursing homes or living units were identified.


Knowing, Doing and Being


Occupation involves knowing, doing and being (Rowles, 1990). Occupational 
 performance refers to the doing. Knowing involves expertise acquired through 


practice, the doing. But living as a fully self-actualising person involves the process of
 being, of experiencing life and the environment around us. Being involves meaning, 
 value and intentionalisation (Rowles, 1990)


According to Rowles (1990) Occupational therapists have in recent decades 
 tended to emphasise knowing and doing as focal concerns. More focus should be put
 on being. One aspect of being is being in place (Rowles, 1990).


The Problem and the Aim


The housing for the frail elderly in Denmark seems to be changing and so does 
the arrangement of everyday activities among these also the meals. Involving the 
elderly in everyday activities in nursing homes is a new way of thinking in society, 
recognising the influence of occupation on well being and quality of life. A way of 
thinking that is closely related to the paradigm of occupational therapy. As the 
literature review shows the meanings of the actual meals and the way of organising 
them in the units has not yet been researched. The staffs say they see positive 
results, ECO analyse in 2001 showed in their evaluation of a unit that the elderly 
experienced it as a good idea to be involved in everyday activities especially cooking 
and shopping and the community is doing it this way to improve quality of life for the 



(31)elderly. But how the meals contribute to that, what it is that is so positive about it and 
 how it is seen from the perspective of the elderly has not yet been researched. 


Therefore the aim of the study is to identify the experiences, values and 
meanings of the meals for a small group of elderly living in the new living units. 
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