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A B S T R A C T

This article aims to present reflections on cooking skills in times of the coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic. The 
current period of uncertainty and isolation heightens food insecurity issues, influencing food choice, purchase, 
and preparation. Social media and networks are sources of entertainment and learning, with vast resources 
for cooking skills, which can stimulate home cooking and strengthen family ties. Research has evidenced the 
positive relationship between cooking and diet quality, an important factor for groups at increased risk of severe 
illness from Covid-19. For some individuals, cooking may be a strategy to reduce anxiety and stress associated 
with the pandemic. However, the Brazilian reality is marked by inequalities in income and access to food. Thus, 
more vulnerable populations may not have the same relationship with cooking. Public policies should focus on 
food and nutrition programs and actions for the development of cooking skills as a means to promote healthy 
eating and encourage self-care.
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R E S U M O

Este artigo tem por objetivo apresentar considerações acerca de habilidades culinárias em tempos de pandemia 
pela Covid-19. O cenário vivenciado durante a pandemia, caracterizado pela incerteza e pelo isolamento, 
perpassa a questão de insegurança da alimentação, influenciando escolha, aquisição e preparo de alimentos, 
dentro e fora de casa. Mídias e redes sociais aparecem como alternativas de entretenimento e de aprendizado 
de habilidades culinárias, estimulando o preparo de refeições em casa e reforçando as relações familiares na 
cozinha. Evidências mostram relação da prática das habilidades culinárias com a qualidade da alimentação, 
que é condição significativa principalmente no cuidado com os indivíduos classificados como grupo de risco 
para Covid-19. Cozinhar, para alguns indivíduos, pode ainda ser uma estratégia para reduzir sentimentos como 
estresse e ansiedade, comuns no contexto da pandemia. A realidade brasileira, no entanto, é marcada por 
desigualdades tanto de acesso como de renda, de forma que populações mais vulneráveis podem não ter essa 
mesma relação com o ato de cozinhar. Nesse sentido, sugere-se investir em políticas públicas de alimentação 
e de nutrição que executem programas e ações para desenvolvimento de habilidades culinárias, visando à 
promoção da alimentação saudável e ao estímulo ao autocuidado.

Palavras-chave: Covid-19. Prevenção de doenças. Educação alimentar e nutricional. Alimentação saudável. 
Programas e políticas de alimentação e nutrição. Isolamento social.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Discussions about cooking skills in times of the coronavirus disease 2019 (Covid-19) pandemic 
stem from the concern of the effects of social distancing, which has transformed the dietary habits 
of individuals in Brazil and around the world [1,2]. 

The most recent Brazilian Consumer Expenditure Survey, carried out in 2017-2018, revealed 
that the consumption of ultraprocessed foods has increased in detriment to that of fresh foods, 
minimally processed foods, and culinary ingredients, although the rate of increase was lower than 
that observed in previous surveys (2002-2003 and 2008-2009 Consumer Expenditure Surveys) [3]. 
Social distancing has brought changes to food consumption, including a reduction in the intake of 
fruits and vegetables and an increase in that of ultraprocessed foods, such as chocolates, snacks, 
and frozen foods [2]. The preference for nonperishable foods as a means to reduce trips to retail 
food establishments has resulted in increased consumption of processed and ultraprocessed food 
products [4]. 

Supermarkets and restaurants have adopted strategies to ensure the safe production and 
distribution of food, including reinforcement of good hygiene and sanitation practices in-store 
and use of food delivery apps [3,5]. Food delivery services, however, do not come without risks, 
necessitating that consumers adequately sanitize food packaging before consumption. Furthermore, 
consumers are left with the responsibility of choosing reliable establishments that follow hygiene 
protocols [6]. 

Social distancing can be an opportunity to revive home cooking [6] and stimulate cooking 
skills as an enjoyable, stress-reducing practice. However, access to food and delivery services is not 
universal in Brazil, a country characterized by important socioeconomic and territorial differences. 
The economic crisis generated by the pandemic has worsened the health status of socioeconomically 
vulnerable groups, which include the majority of unemployed individuals and those who live in high-
risk areas [4]. Social inequalities represent a major obstacle in the advance of public policies in food 
and nutrition in the country.

The Dietary Guidelines for the Brazilian Population address the importance of cooking skills 
for the development of healthy eating habits and reduction of processed and ultraprocessed food 
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consumption [7]. The Food and Nutrition Education Framework highlights that prepare own meal can 
promote individual autonomy [8].

Although there is no consensus on the definition of cooking skills, the term can be 
conceptualized as “confidence, attitude, and application of individual knowledge to perform cooking 
tasks that range from planning menus and shopping to food preparation of unprocessed, minimally 
processed, processed, or ultraprocessed foods” [9]. The habit of preparing meals at home seems to 
be associated with healthy eating behaviors [10,11]. Thus, interventions aimed at developing cooking 
skills can contribute to healthy eating [12,13]. 

In Brazil, the Nutrition in Foodservice Research Centre of the Federal University of Santa Catarina 
(NUPPRE-UFSC) has experience in performing studies on cooking skills. The group developed the 
Nutrition and Culinary in the Kitchen (NCK) program [14,15], a cooking intervention that was shown 
to improve the cooking skills of public university students in southern Brazil for up to six months. 
Although NCK program was aimed at university students, it was based on dietary recommendations 
for the general Brazilian population (individuals aged 2 years and older). The program can be adapted 
to Brazilians of other age groups or individuals with restricted diets, as has been performed by 
NUPPRE researchers [16]. The research group has also investigated the transmission of cooking skills 
between generations [17].

This article aims to present reflections on cooking skills in the context of the Covid-19 
pandemic.

H O M E  C O O K I N G  D U R I N G  T H E  C O V I D-19  P A N D E M I C

For a large part of the population, social distancing might have increased the need to use 
cooking skills for home meal preparation and to adopt a new food purchase routine. In a study 
carried out with 1005 individuals in the United States of America, more than half of the participants 
reported cooking more frequently than before the pandemic; of these, 50% reported feeling more 
confident in the kitchen, 73% reported being fond of cooking, and 51% expressed their intention to 
continue to frequently cook at home after the pandemic [18].

Home cooking can be a strategy to gain control over diet quality and household budget, 
important factors in times of health and economic crises. However, lack of cooking skills, interest, 
and creativity, as well as high access to and availability of ready-to-eat foods, are barriers to home 
cooking [17,19]. An ongoing qualitative study by the NUPPRE group is following-up participants 
of the 2016 NCK intervention with Brazilian university students and the 2019 cooking classes for 
revisiting cooking skills (n=18) to assess three-year impacts on the life of students [16]. Preliminary 
results indicate that social distancing, the need to work from home, willingness to try new recipes, 
greater availability, and increased confidence are favorable factors to home cooking, adding to the 
skills learned during the cooking intervention. However, lack of space, equipment, cooking utensils, 
and recipes are perceived by students as barriers to home cooking. One student reported that “now, 
in times of quarantine (…) I’ve been making food for two months and I’m already running out of 
recipes”.

Social distancing has led influencers and chefs to stream cooking classes on social networks. 
Such videos can stimulate the practice of cooking skills, promote healthier eating [20,21], and favor 
the exchange of culinary recipes between family and friends, reinforcing social connections and 
affective memories related to food [22].
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Home cooking may reduce emotional stress resulting from the pandemic [23] and can be seen 
as a form of leisure and relaxation. It can also serve as an opportunity to develop and refine cooking 
skills [18,19]. However, the reality of Brazil is permeated by a vast history of inequalities, in terms 
of both income and access to food. During this pandemic period, social distancing directly affected 
the income of many Brazilian workers in rural and urban areas, increasing food insecurity [24]. Thus, 
for some people, cooking may not be associated with stress reduction; rather, it might represent an 
increase in the domestic workload, reinforced by social inequalities.

I M P O R T A N C E  O F  C O O K I N G  S K I L L  D E V E L O P M E N T
F O R  R I S K  G R O U P S 

Cardiovascular Diseases (CVD), Type 2 Diabetes Mellitus (T2DM) [25], and obesity [26] are 
among the risk factors for severe Covid-19. These health conditions are associated with inadequate 
nutrition [27]. 

The development of cooking skills can contribute to a healthier diet and assist in the treatment 
and prevention of CVD and T2DM. Cooking is recommended by national and international nutrition 
guidelines [28,29] and regarded as an emancipatory practice capable of promoting autonomy and 
self-care [30]. Thus, in the current scenario, actions aimed at stimulating cooking skills in individuals 
at risk for Covid-19 are particularly important. 

We highlight a previous study that adapted, tested, and evaluated the acceptance of culinary 
recipes aimed at individuals with T2DM for application in an NCK program. The use of herbs and 
spices was encouraged in detriment to that of added sugars and sweeteners [31]. The developed 
cooking recipes had a low glycemic index and load and were approved by individuals with T2DM. 
Recipes were incorporated into an NCK program for individuals with T2DM in a randomized controlled 
intervention study. Preliminary results showed adherence to in-person hands-on cooking classes. 
Currently, the researchers are evaluating adherence to the program and the impact of adaptation 
of hands-on cooking classes to online video classes because of the current pandemic context. This 
ongoing research can assist in the development of interventions aimed at risk groups.

C O N C L U S I O N

The rescue of cooking skills in the current context of social distancing has been stimulated 
by social and media networks but still represents a challenge. At-home meal preparation can be a 
pleasant activity that promotes autonomy, self-care, and healthier eating habits for some individuals. 
However, lack of cooking skills, unemployment, social vulnerability, and lack of access to basic 
sanitation are barriers to home cooking. 

As evidenced by the results of the NCK program and recommended by the Dietary Guidelines 
for the Brazilian Population, current public policies on food and nutrition such as the Política Nacional 
de Alimentação e Nutrição (PNAN, National Food and Nutrition Policy) should aim towards establishing 
programs for the evaluation and development of cooking skills and healthy eating habits, particularly 
for individuals of high-risk groups for Covid-19. 

Thus, this study suggests that public policies should (1) incorporate cooking skills as a 
transversal element in the education guidelines for all age groups, including university students; (2) 
provide resources for the development cooking skills intervention programs, by hands-on cooking 
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classes, with online possibility given the current pandemic period; (3) evaluate the impact of cooking 
skills intervention programs through validated instruments; and (4) define new target groups for the 
development of cooking skills in the context of the Sistema Único de Saúde (SUS, Unified Health System).
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