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Within the social ecological model according 

to Bronfenbrenner's ecological framework for 

human development



The Microlevel: 

The Grandparents 

Study

• Methods and results: 

– Eli et al, PLOS One 2014 

– Eli et al, BMJ Open 2014 

– Eli et al, Social Science & Medicine 2016 

– Eli et al, Appetite 2017

– Neuman et al, Sociology (submitted)

• Included all available family members

• Each family member interviewed 

separately
4



Perceived caretaking roles = 

different feeding practices 

• Parents: Regulate children’s food consumption and set 

feeding rules by which grandparents have to abide

• Grandparents: Use indulgent feeding to introduce a 

sense of fun and create a closer bond with the child

Eli et al. Social Science & Medicine 2016
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Differences in perceived 

caretaking roles 

Gp07 mother: as far as I’m concerned, I am the influence 

that I am, and I parent as I do. And then [my daughter] has 

a grandma (…) [H]er grandma gave her a Fireball on her 

way over here… I don’t do that, but she did.

Gp07 mother’s mother: If [my granddaughter is] really 

insistent on a certain thing, I’ll get it for her. I don’t figure it’s 

going to hurt her too bad. We try and throw the bottle away 

before [my daughter] get home. (Laughs) If she finds it she 

gives me the look, and then we’re okay. I claim 

grandmother privileges. 6



Differences in practices are negotiated 

through dynamics of grandparental 

compliance and parental compromise 

• Grandparents identify parents as having the ultimate 

authority over the child’s diet.

• Parents claim this form of respect actively, early on in 

the child’s life.

• Grandparents continue to engage in minor subversions 

of feeding “rules”.

• Parents express an understanding of grandparents’ 

subversion of parental feeding rules, as long as 

grandparents also demonstrate overt respect. 

Eli, et al. Social Science & Medicine 2016 7



… the dynamics of grandparental 

compliance and parental 

compromise 

Gp01 mother’s mother: We do tell [my daughter] what [my 

granddaughter] has eaten that day and I think there have been 

a couple times where [my daughter] has said something, and 

we’ll say, ‘Okay.’ You know, I’m not going to do anything 

against her wishes.

Gp01 mother: I know they sneak things and I can’t be there all 

day, every day. [Interviewer: “so what do you do?”] I roll my 

eyes when I tell them that I don’t appreciate that but, in the end 

they are the ones watching [my daughter] and I trust that, they 

raised me and I survived.
8
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Decision-making is guided by notions 

of “a balanced lifestyle” and negotiated 

through familial homeostasis 

• Within each family, parents and grandparents described 

adjusting their feeding practices in relation to one another. 

• Feeding practices were informed by notions of “a balanced 

lifestyle”, with family members citing healthy feeding as 

offsetting indulgent feeding. 

• “Balanced lifestyle” practices were negotiated through familial 

homeostasis – the maintaining of balance between parents’ 

and grandparents’ care dynamics.

• Healthy and unhealthy practices were used to enact differences 

between parental and grandparental caretaking roles.    

Eli, et al. Social Science & Medicine 2016



Beverages:

The hierarchy of 

healthiness and 

special occasions

• Agree about the hierarchy of healthiness between and 

within beverages, though juice occupies an ambivalent 

position.

• Balance between restricting sugar-sweetened beverages 

and using these beverages as treats.

• Provision of sugary drinks as ‘treats’ linked with special

occasions. 

• The definition of special occasions vary between families 

and individuals, and even within individual interviews. 

10Eli et al. Appetite 2017



Balancing dynamics and beverages

• Balancing dynamics may be as applicable to beverages 

as they are to foods.

• When mothers and grandmothers use soda, juice, and 

juice-drinks as treats, they do so within a wider dynamic 

of balancing practices, and within two intersecting 

domains: the hierarchy of beverages, including the still 

ambivalent status of juice as healthy or unhealthy, and 

the definition of special occasion.

Eli et al. Appetite 2017
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Meso and macro-levels: 

Parental feeding practices 

and sociocultural norms

• Feeding practices are 

embedded in values and 

attitudes related to sociocultural 

norms (Kaufman et al, 2007; Bornstein, 2012)

• Previous research on parental 

feeding mostly in homogeneous 

Western samples (Gregory et al, 2010; 

Jansen et al, 2012; Webber et al, 2010)



Child Feeding Questionnaire 

(CFQ)

• Assesses parental feeding practices, beliefs 

and attitudes related to obesity proneness
(Birch et al, 2001)

• Validated in Sweden (Nowicka et al, 2014)

• Restriction

• Pressure to eat

• Monitoring



• 1325 preschoolers

18.6% with overweight/obesity

• and their mothers

36.5 years old

30.7% with overweight/obesity

62.8% with a university degree



Maternal migrant 

background

• “In which country were you born?”

i. Sweden

ii. Another country, please specify

• 4 groups

1. Sweden (n=923)

2. Nordic/Western Europe (n=70)

3. Eastern/Southern Europe (n=93)

4. Non-European (n=198)
Somaraki et al, 2017



Results

Migrant background and CFQ

• Restriction

 Swedish mothers – lowest use 

 Most influential confounding variables: child weight 

status and concern about child weight 

 Pressure to eat

 No significant differences between Swedish and 

Nordic/Western European mothers

 Non-European mothers - highest use

Somaraki et al, 2017



From the macrolevel to the 

exolevel and microlevel 

The biggest challenge

Gp7 mother: I think that the biggest challenge is that we’re 

strapped for time and because of money. Saying from a 

single mom might seem strange, but I just think that it 

would be easier to have a better lifestyle, to eat better, to 

be more active and all that, if we worked 30 hours instead 

of 40 hours a week. I think even just the smallest 

reduction in that stress and in that amount of time, I just 

think it would do wonders for our families. (…) I guess, 

one of the challenges often times is income level, 

because . . Cheap food is fattening food. . (..) Recreation 

is costing money.  



Stress of being able to provide

Interviewer: So, in general, do you think it was easier or 

more difficult to be a parent as you were at that time? 

Compared to how parents…

Gp1 grandmother: I think it was easier. Less stress. (…) 

that stress of being able to provide and still spend the 

quality time that you need without having a kid that’s just 

going to run away and be on the streets. I think that stress 

is much greater now than it ever was. 



Being unemployed

Interviewer: Is there anything that you would like to do, 

that you don’t do?

Gp5 grandmother:  Take a vacation . . I’d like to take a 

vacation with them. I mean I did with (the granddaughter) 

when she was a year old, but she doesn’t remember that. 

Yeah, I think that being unemployed . . Our money is . . 

I’m very strict about bills first, fun later. . Fun that cost 

money later . . I would like to do more weekend getaways, 

and stuff with them..



Mechanisms behind

familial background and 

stress

 Maternal stress and depression =    children’s obesity 

(Milgrom, 2012; Lampard, 2014; El-Behadli, 2015; Benton 2015)

 Maternal stress and depression =    non-responsive feeding (El-

Behadli, 2015; Goulding, 2014; Hurley, 2008; Haycraft, 2013; Mitchell, 2009; 

Shankardass, 2014) 

 Maternal stress and depression =    responsiveness to   

children’s feeding cues (Savage & Birch, 2016)



Exolevel* and Macrolevel: 

Sense of coherence (SOC)

 SOC is a concept that stems from salutogenesis (a positive 

psychology approach) that emphasizes protective factors that 

enable people to stay well. 

 SOC describes an individual's positive orientation toward her/his 

capacities, environment, future, and life. 

 SOC is comprised of 3 interrelated dimensions – comprehensibility, 

manageability, and meaningfulness.

Antonovsky, 1993, 1996

*Exosystem defines the 

larger social system in 

which the child does not 

directly function. 



SOC: comprehensibilty, manageability 

and meaningfulness

 Comprehensibility - the sense of one's own life as ordered and 

understandable. 

 Manageability - the perception of available resources and skills to 

manage stressors. 

 Meaningfulness - the overall sense that life is filled with meaning 

and purpose. 

 SOC has been associated with ability to cope with stress (Agardh 

2003, Anke and Fugl-Meyer, 2003, Zielinska-Wieczkowska 2012; Moksnes and 

Haugan, 2015) therefore, SOC is often referred as a measure of 

resilience to stress.

Eli et al, Appetite 2016



Sense of coherence 

and parental feeding 

practices

• Associations between sense of coherence 

and parental feeding practices, adjusting for 

child and parental characteristics

• In nearly 600 families from Malmö

Eli et al, Appetite 2016



No associations 

between SOC and 

the child's 

characteristics 

(sex, age, BMI).

SOC influenced 

by the mother's 

characteristics: 

foreign

background, level 

of education, and 

BMI.

Links between

SOC and 

background

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0195666316301891#gr1


Links 

between SOC 

and feeding

SOC had negative 

direct effect on 

restriction and 

pressure to eat.

SOC had a 

indirect effect on 

restriction via 

concern.

The model 

was adjusted 

for child and 

mother 

characteristics.

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0195666316301891#gr2


SOC & parental feeding

Implications

 As mothers of lower SES or foreign origin were more likely to 

have a lower SOC, childhood obesity programs should address 

the economic and structural barriers that these families face in 

building resilience to stress.

 Chronic stress may mediate the relationships between 

socioeconomic hardship and parental and grandparental 

feeding practices.

 Support from extended family, such as grandparents, may help 

parents manage everyday stressors and enable them to make 

better feeding choices (Lindberg et al, 2016). 

Eli et al, Appetite 2016



Take home messages

• Familial decision-making about food and physical activity is 

informed by ideas of what constitutes a balanced lifestyle for a 

preschool aged child, with family members citing healthy feeding as 

offsetting indulgent feeding. 

• Family members adjust their practices in relation to each other, 

therefore considering the processes of familial homeostasis and 

including the wider familial contexts are critical in family based 

interventions. 

• Structural and socioeconomic factors put further pressure on 

these dynamics.
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Take home message 

for clinicians

• Look beyond the nuclear couple dynamics

“What do you like to eat in your  

families?”

• Look beyond healthiness 

“What has changed in your life since     

the last visit?” 

(=Vad har varit annorlunda senast vi  

sågs?)”

Thank you! 

paulina.nowicka@ikv.uu.se
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