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ABSTRACT

In recent times, commensality or eating together has been discussed as an important part of family culture and identity, and as one of the most important parts of
socialization. Here we would like to draw attention to the Swedish fika break, an in-between meal of particular significance in Sweden, where fika is an everyday
ritual at home as well as in the work place. As with other commensality practices, the most valuable parts are not the edibles or drinkables that are consumed but

what is created over those edibles and drinkables. We outline possible ways that Fika could be studied and potential dimensions of particular interest.

1. Introduction

Over the last twenty years or so, commensality or eating together has
been discussed as an important part of family culture and identity, and
as one of the most important parts of socialization (Fischler, 2011; Plessz
and Wahlen, 2022; Yngve et al., 2021). Many households nowadays,
especially in urban environments, are single households, and the num-
ber of elderly is increasing (Beard et al., 2016). The importance of eating
together has been shown to be significant for the elderly (Bjornwall
et al., 2021). Eating together or, at least, meeting together will probably
become even more important for health and wellbeing in the future. We
still do not know what aspects of commensality have the greatest in-
fluence on health and wellbeing and perceived health; is it the meeting
as such; is it the content of the meal; or is it the cultural significance of
the common meal that is the important part [9]. Or do they all work
together in a synergistic manner to provide a greater benefit?

Research on commensality has been more frequent in ethnography
and time studies than in nutrition and health studies (Scander et al.,
2021). Nutritionists have tended to focus their research on main meals
such as breakfast, lunch and dinner. “In-between meals” were either
ignored or lumped into a single category of “other”. The categorization
of different meals provides some comparability, but as shown in Sweden
the “other” eating category shows a very diverse pattern of eating,
including evening snacks, FIKA of course and other in-between meal
items. The “other” category provides not only healthy nutrients, but also
a lot of energy including drink energy from alcoholic drinks or soda
(Scander et al., 2018; Swedish National Food Agency, 2012). Here we
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would like to draw attention to the Swedish fika break, an in-between
meal of particular significance in Sweden, especially from a commen-
sality perspective (Fischler, 2011; Scander et al., 2021). Essentially a
break over coffee and pastries or a sandwich, fika is an uncomplicated
meal that does not require a lot of preparation. It can take place at home,
at work, at cafes and on any outing. The concept of Swedish Fika is
spreading internationally and studies show that 73% of global tourists
with an interest in Sweden wish to experience Fika when they visit
Sweden (Visit Sweden, 2021). In 2022, the Academy of culinary arts and
meal science organized the first ever session on Fika at an international
gastronomy conference (Hult et al., 2023), and will do so again in 2023
when Stockholm is the European Capital of Gastronomy (Stockholm
Gastronomy Conference, 2023).

In the Swedish workplace, coffee and tea are almost always available
for free. Fika is usually a midmorning or midafternoon break - for all
staff. With no agenda, the fika break is the Swedish space for small talk.
Topics of conversation during fika range from the weather to workplace
matters. However, the fika break is not a place to actually work. Since
fika is a daily, and often twice daily phenomenon, the cumulative effect
of the small talk is massive when it comes to getting to know each other,
building trust and solving problems; and can lead to a more humane and
more efficient workplace.

The fika fare may be pastry that someone baked or purchased, or a
sandwich or a piece of fruit brought from home. In the healthcare sector,
it is common for workplaces to provide coffee, tea and sandwiches, and
for the cost to be deducted directly from an employee’s salary.

During the Covid-19 pandemic, a lot of work time was spent at home
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in front of the computer. Working from home became an important part
of work life, and in Sweden, for those where work allows, the “norm”,
has now become spending two of the five working days per week
working from home. Naturally, this is detrimental to the workplace fika
break — where presence of all is usually expected. Virtual meal breaks
have been discussed as an important development. Inviting someone to
your home for fika in Sweden usually means serving a small meal con-
sisting of coffee and pastries or a sandwich. Traditionally, fika can also
be a coffee party with a fika menu of at least seven kinds of pastries,
often more, and a table set with a tablecloth, napkins and special, fancy,
coffee cups.

While nutritionists do have an interest in the meaning of “in-be-
tween-meal” snacks such as fika, admittedly, we have paid more
attention to the nutritional quality than to other benefits of the fika
break. For the hospitality industry, the fika phenomenon is of particular
importance and the area has been immensely transformed during the
last thirty years in Sweden, looking at ingredients’ quality and taste as
well as the presentation and design of the meal as such.

From a sustainability perspective, fika, as it is typically practiced,
may contribute to “Good Health and Wellbeing” (United Nations Gen-
eral Assembly, 2015), but also to equality, inclusion and diversity.
However, we may also consider environmental aspects and pay atten-
tion to how the ingredients have been produced and where; including
factors such as whether they have been produced in an organic and
sustainable fashion, and whether the work environment of those pro-
ducing the ingredients measure up to agreed-upon criteria of sustain-
ability (Rieckmann, 2017). A better understanding of these aspects will
contribute to superior competencies and meaning-making practices
among restaurant practitioners. The nutritional quality and the sus-
tainability of the fika ingredients can of course be studied in collabo-
ration with other disciplines.

In order to study the effects of fika on health and wellbeing in a
broader sense, we need to collaborate with the social sciences as well as
with the humanities, while the cultural meaning and design of the fika
meal also needs more research. Methods of ethnography (Le Moal et al.,
2021), time use research or practice theory are likely to be helpful. There
are of course limitations to a national practice such as Fika, as it can be
hard to generalize about how this practice is performed, and here we are
most interested in to get more understanding on its underlying means.
There is also a question on how understanding on Fika can be trans-
ferable to other cultures around the world. Although there are other
similar in between-meal practices such as the Japanese the ceremonies
and the English afternoon tea, from which we could learn both from
similarities and differences.

A recent article on commensality calls for more research on
commensality research as a topic by itself or used to unveil different
dimensions of social relations between people, as well as interactions
between humans and material objects” (Jonsson et al., 2021). Our dis-
cussion piece is meant to inspire and trigger research collaboration on
how a simple meal, fika, consumed, together, may contribute to sus-
tainable health and wellbeing.
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Implications to gastronomy

This study focus on how commensality or eating together can
contribute to competence and knowledge on the relation of ‘in-between
meals’ such as Swedish fika relates and is of importance for gastronomy.
Our attention is to emphasise on the Swedish fika break, an in-between
meal of particular significance in Sweden, especially from a commen-
sality perspective.

Having a fika or taking a coffee together can be studied from several
different angles, partly as social practice, consumption, but also from the
perspective of health or nutrition, but the common factor is that it falls
under the gastronomic umbrella.

Declaration of competing interest
The authors declare no conflict of interest.
Data availability

No data was used for the research described in the article.

References

Beard, J.R., Officer, A., de Carvalho, I.A., Sadana, R., Pot, A.M., Michel, J.P., Lloyd-
Sherlock, P., Epping-Jordan, J.E., Peeters, G.M.E.E., Mahanani, W.R.,
Thiyagarajan, J.A., Chatterji, S., 2016. The World report on ageing and health: a
policy framework for healthy ageing. Lancet 387, 2145-2154. https://doi.org/
10.1016/50140-6736(15)00516-4, 10033.

Bjornwall, A., Sydner, Y.M., Koochek, A., Neuman, N., 2021. Eating alone or together
among community-living older people-A scoping review. Int. J. Environ. Res. Publ.
Health 18 (7).

Fischler, C., 2011. Commensality, society and culture. Soc. Sci. Informat. Sur Les . Soc. 50
(3-4), 528-548. https://doi.org/10.1177/0539018411413963.

Hult, K., Scander, H., Sundqvist, J., Wellton, L. (Eds.), 2023. Tore Wretman Symposiet :
Svensk Maltidsforskning I Ett Internationellt Perspektiv. Orebro universitet. htt
p://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:oru:diva-104829.

Jonsson, H., Michaud, M., Neuman, N., 2021. What is commensality? A critical
discussion of an expanding research field. Int. J. Environ. Res. Publ. Health 18 (12).
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18126235.

Le Moal, F., Michaud, M., Hartwick-Pflaum, C., Middleton, G., Mallon, 1., Coveney, J.,
2021. Beyond the normative family meal promotion: a narrative review of
qualitative results about ordinary domestic commensality. Int. J. Environ. Res. Publ.
Health 18 (6). https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18063186.

Plessz, M., Wahlen, S., 2022. All practices are shared, but some more than others:
sharedness of social practices and time-use in food consumption. J. Consum. Cult. 22
(1), 143-163. https://doi.org/10.1177/1469540520907146.

Rieckmann, M., 2017. Education for Sustainable Development Goals: Learning
Objectives. UNESCO publishing.

Scander, H., Monteagudo, C., Nilsen, B., Tellstrom, R., Yngve, A., 2018. Beverage
consumption patterns and energy contribution from beverages per meal type: results
from a national dietary survey in Sweden. Publ. Health Nutr. 21 (18), 3318-3327.
https://doi.org/10.1017/51368980018002537.

Scander, H., Yngve, A., Wiklund, M.L., 2021. Assessing commensality in research. Int. J.
Environ. Res. Publ. Health 18 (5). https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18052632.

Stockholm Gastronomy Conference, 2023. Gastronomy Research and Policy Studies — the
State of the Art. Retrieved 2023-06-27 from. https://capitalofgastronomy.se/en/sto
ckholm-gastronomy-conference/.

Swedish National Food Agency, 2012. Riksmaten—-vuxna 2010-11 (Livsmedels-Och
Naringsintag Bland Vuxna I Sverige (Riksmaten 2010-11, Intake of Foods and
Nutrients Among Adults in Sweden). Livsmedelsverket, Uppsala, Sweden (in
Swedish), Issue.

United Nations General Assembly, 2015. UN General Assembly, Transforming Our
World: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, vol. 21. October 2015, A/
RES/70/1.

Visit Sweden, 2021. Mélgruppsanalys 2021, del 2. Visit Sweden/Mindshare,8
utlandsmarknader. https://corporate.visitsweden.com/.

Yngve, A., Neuman, N., Haapala, 1., Scander, H., 2021. The project collection food,
nutrition and health, with a focus on eating together. Int. J. Environ. Res. Publ.
Health 18 (4). https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18041572.


https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(15)00516-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(15)00516-4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1878-450X(23)00117-8/sref2
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1878-450X(23)00117-8/sref2
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1878-450X(23)00117-8/sref2
https://doi.org/10.1177/0539018411413963
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:oru:diva-104829
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:oru:diva-104829
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18126235
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18063186
https://doi.org/10.1177/1469540520907146
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1878-450X(23)00117-8/sref8
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1878-450X(23)00117-8/sref8
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980018002537
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18052632
https://capitalofgastronomy.se/en/stockholm-gastronomy-conference/
https://capitalofgastronomy.se/en/stockholm-gastronomy-conference/
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1878-450X(23)00117-8/sref12
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1878-450X(23)00117-8/sref12
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1878-450X(23)00117-8/sref12
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1878-450X(23)00117-8/sref12
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1878-450X(23)00117-8/sref13
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1878-450X(23)00117-8/sref13
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1878-450X(23)00117-8/sref13
https://corporate.visitsweden.com/
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18041572

	Taking a closer look at the Swedish coffee break, “fika”
	1 Introduction
	Author statement
	Implications to gastronomy
	Declaration of competing interest
	Data availability
	References


