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Learning Objectives 

After attending/viewing this presentation, attendees should be able to: 
1. List parents’ biggest concerns about their kids’ eating habits 
2. Describe the current state of children’s nutrition habits 
3. Explain how children develop food preferences 
4. Describe several common strategies parents use to encourage healthy eating and how 

they might backfire 
5. Identify various methods parents can use to encourage healthy eating 
6. List several ways fitness professionals can support parents in their efforts to encourage 

healthy eating 
 

“I do not like broccoli. And I haven't liked it since I was a little kid and my mother made me eat 
it. And I'm President of the United States and I'm not going to eat any more broccoli.” – George 
Herbert Walker Bush 
 

resident Bush’s public denouncement of broccoli at a 1990 news conference set off a 
firestorm and outrage among parents across America who had been diligently trying to 
shovel the vegetable into children’s mouths.  Obedient children who had learned at the 
young ages of three to five to gulp down the bitter green sent a letter to the president 

detailing cunning ways to cover up the taste:  disguise with a banana peel; cover with peanut 
butter and jelly; mix with birthday cake; combine with toothpaste.  Still, the President was 
unconvinced.  He continued his ban of the cruciferous vegetable from the White House and Air 
Force One menus.  He rejected a peace-offering of 10 tons of broccoli shipped to the White 
House door from California broccoli growers.  It’s hard to know if his disdain for broccoli would 
have been so profound had his mother never made him eat it, but certainly she had no idea that 
her desire for her son to eat his vegetables would lead to such a public banishing.  Her well-
meaning demands to “eat your vegetables!” backfired.  And so it is with many of the “food 
rules” that parents implement in an effort to raise healthy eaters. 

P 

 
THE ROOT OF MEALTIME BATTLES 
Parents share a wealth of concerns about their kids’ eating habits.  The three biggest are: not 
eating enough fruits and vegetables, picky eating, and eating too much junk food.  In response to 
the distress and anxiety posed by these concerns, parents historically have responded with a 
variety of tactics aimed to coerce, bribe, convince, guilt or otherwise induce compliance in 
unwilling little ones.  The parents, of course, are acting in the best interest of the child hoping 
that one day the child will agree that fruits and vegetables are healthy and should be consumed at 
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every meal, and, ideally, the kids would also be willing to taste from a variety of new and 
interesting foods.  The problem is that many of these tactics backfire; the kids dig in; and the 
parents are left with an unending headache dealing with food battles at every meal.  Intuitively, 
all of us probably know this already.  Think back to your childhood.  Chances are you can 
produce a story or two in a surprising amount of detail of how your parents’ or other adults’ good 
intentions turned you off to some of the “good foods” and on to some of the “bad foods.”   
Seventy two percent of college students asked to a recall a childhood experience of being 
pressured to eat reported a current dislike of that food along with anger and memories of conflict.   
 
THE MISTAKES 
#1 INSISTING “EAT YOUR VEGETABLES!” 
 
The current state of nutrition among children both in the United States and worldwide is 
discouraging.  The dietary recommendations advocate a diet high in fruits, vegetables, and whole 
grains and low in added fat, sugar, and salt.  Despite an emphasis on consumption of at least five 
servings of fruits and vegetables per day for both kids and adults, actual intake is much lower.  In 
fact, a study of 1797 second- and fifth-grade children found that 40 percent of the children ate 
zero vegetables on the days studied.  Surveys of eating habits have shown that only one in five 
children and adolescents consume the recommended amount of fruits and vegetables and one 
fourth of those “vegetables” are French fries.  One third of 19-to-24-month-old children consume 
no fruit though 60 percent consume baked desserts, 20 percent eat candy, and 44 percent drink 
sweetened beverages on any given day.  Clearly, there is a blatant disconnect between what is 
recommended as the healthiest diet for our children and what our children actually eat.  In 
response, parents quite understandably aim to fix that problem by demanding: “eat your 
vegetables!”   
 
The problem is that kids, like the rest of us, have minds of their own and they only want to eat 
what tastes good to them.  In a study which looked at many psychological, social, and 
demographic factors that affect a child’s fruits and vegetable intake, researchers found that only 
one factor predicted fruit and vegetable consumption.  It wasn’t parents’ insistence or an 
appreciation of all of the health benefits they provide in maintaining health or staving off disease 
that is decades away at worst. It was simple: the kids ate the fruits and the vegetables that tasted 
good.  When left to their own devices, kids eat what they like and leave the rest. The problem is 
that the most familiar and preferred foods in childhood tend to be a combination of sugar and fat.  
In fact, the preference for sweet and salty tastes and the rejection of sour and bitter tastes are 
innate and unlearned.  When is the last time that you had to convince a child to eat ice cream?   
This reality frustrates parents to no end and, as a result, they may find themselves reasoning that 
intervention is needed, and it is needed immediately, and so they insist that their children eat 
their vegetables.  The alternative, they fear, is that their children will be unhealthy, 
malnourished, and grow up to be a veggie-hating, overweight, heart-attack-prone glutton.  The 
truth is that the more adults pressure children to eat certain foods, the less likely they will be to 
develop a taste for them and continue to eat them often as an adult.  In fact, several research 
studies have shown that encouraging children to consume a particular food increases their dislike 
for that food. Kids instinctively resist persuasion.  If parents want to get their kids to eat 
vegetables and other healthy foods because they like them, parents have to employ different 
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strategies – increasing accessibility and exposure, minimizing the competition, modeling, 
vowing to not say anything, and helping them taste good, for starters.   
 
#2 USING FOOD AS A REWARD 
 
We are all guilty.  Using food as a reward is such an easy, inexpensive, and overwhelmingly 
effective tool that it’s hard not to use it.  The short-term benefits from using food as a reward 
come with a hefty price tag. A series of studies conducted in the early 80s by psychologist Leann 
Birch and colleagues at Penn State found that the social environment of children’s eating is 
important in shaping their tastes and food preferences.  Children learned to dislike foods eaten to 
obtain rewards (“eat your vegetables and you can watch TV”) and they learned to prefer foods 
eaten as rewards (“clean up your toys and you can have some cookies”) or paired with positive 
interactions with an adult (visits to the ice cream store with grandma).  Foods commonly used as 
rewards (like candy, cookies, and ice cream) typically are high in fat and sugar and can 
contribute to various health problems for children such as obesity, diabetes, hypertension, and 
cavities.  Furthermore, the positive association that develops between the foods used as reward 
and “feeling good” can lead to later emotional and disordered eating.  As one self-reflective 
mother posted on the momversation.com blog about rewarding kids with food:  “I really try hard 
not to offer up food as rewards, because I struggle with my own weight like many others. I am an 
emotional eater. I eat when I'm sad, when I'm upset...hell even when I'm happy. Birthday's are 
about the cake, Christmas is about the cookies...Halloween is about the candy.”   Alternatives to 
using food as a reward include: verbal praise and recognition; a play date or slumber party; a 
special outing; a bedtime story of the child’s choice; a family game night, and let the child 
choose the game(s); or access to a box of special toys, computer games or art supplies that can 
only be used on special occasions.  
 
#3 REQUIRING MEMBERSHIP IN THE “CLEAN PLATE CLUB” 
 
For generations parents have guilted their children into eating what is served by sharing heart-
wrenching stories of starving children in developing countries.  When that doesn’t work (though 
it often does), parents then move to the next tactic – eat or no dessert, eat or no play time, eat or 
mom and dad will be disappointed, mad, mean – you name it and parents have tried it.  While in 
the short-term these tactics may work, in the long run they set the stage not only for food battles 
and power struggles at most meals, but worse, a diminished ability to regulate hunger.  In other 
words, requiring membership in the “Clean Plate Club” teaches children to use external cues 
(how much food remains on the plate) rather than internal cues (feelings of hunger) to determine 
how much to eat.  This “Clean Plate Club”-induced movement away from using hunger to guide 
how much food to eat to using social and environmental factors to determine how much food to 
eat wreaks havoc on a child’s ability to self-regulate caloric intake. Studies have shown that in a 
laboratory setting, away from all parental and other adult persuasions, infants, toddlers, and 
preschoolers all are adept at choosing foods in just the right amounts to grow healthfully and 
maintain a normal weight.  For instance, early studies conducted in the 1920s and 1930s showed 
that infants and toddlers grew appropriately with few illnesses when they were given the 
opportunity to select and consume a variety of simply prepared foods at each meal.  Later studies 
in which infants were given formulas with varying energy density (for example one contained 
100 calories per mL while another contained 54 calories per mL) found that the infants given the 
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higher calorie formula drank fewer ounces then the infants given the lower calorie formula, and 
the overall number of calories consumed did not differ.  A similar study in toddlers revealed the 
same: while calories at each meal may differ slightly, at the end of the day the children self-
regulated caloric intake such that the total number of calories consumed minimally differed from 
day to day.  Pre-school children also are able to regulate caloric intake; further, the ability to self-
regulate is associated with differences in weight status.  That is, overweight children are not as 
good at regulating intake as the normal weight children. 
 In sum, if left to their own devices, children might be able to live a long healthy life free 
of overeating, emotional eating, nutrient deficiency, and food wars.  However, in the real world, 
social and environmental influences such as excessive parental control over mealtimes disrupt 
this ability to self-regulate.  For example, encouraging children to eat by focusing on the amount 
of food on the plate promotes greater food consumption and makes children less sensitive to the 
amount of calories consumed.   If we want to help our children grow to be healthy eaters, we 
must disband the “Clean Plate Club” once and for all.  A division of responsibility in which the 
parents choose the kind of food that is offered and children choose what and how much to eat 
might help kids to maintain their ability to self-regulate and fend off overconsumption.  The 
parent puts the food on the table and says nothing.  If the child eats it – great.  If not, oh well.  
Many parents are hesitant to try this approach for fear that the child will not eat and will starve.  
While that response may go on for a short time, eventually the child will be hungry and will eat.   
 
#4 PREPARING SEPARATE MEALS 
 
An unscientific ParentCenter.com poll asked: do you make separate meals for your child?  With 
nearly 8000 replies, half said “yes.”  The true number is probably higher.  No one likes mealtime 
food battles and managing picky eaters is no simple feat.  It is one thing to advise someone to 
adopt the mealtime rule of “take it or leave it” and quite another when it comes to a child who 
has decided to “leave it” and begrudgingly refuses to eat or, on the other hand, a child who 
“takes it” but complains with every bite.   
 Still, it is a mistake to get into the habit of making separate meals for different family 
members.  Children have an innate preference for fatty and sweet foods.  If parents cater to that 
by serving them pizza, macaroni and cheese, peanut butter and jelly, or hotdogs and hamburgers 
while the rest of the family is eating grilled fish, brown rice, and steamed vegetables, they will 
reinforce picky preferences and move two steps further from the goal of a calm, peaceful, 
quickly-prepared, and healthy family meal.   
 
How can parents get a child to accept your previously-rejected meals?   

• Keep mealtimes relaxing and enjoyable.  Have fun together as a family and don’t dwell 
on the food.  If the child refuses the meal, don’t make a big deal out of it.   

• Choose at least one food they know the child will like.  This way, not only do parents 
ensure that the child will eat something during the meal, but it also shows the child that 
the parents does care about his or her preferences when planning meals. 

• Engage the child in meal preparation.  For example, while grocery shopping, a parent can 
ask the child to pick out one fruit or vegetable that he or she would like to try at dinner 
that night.  Or, invite children into the kitchen to help prepare the meal. 

• Use food bridges.  Once a food is accepted, find similarly colored or flavored “food 
bridges” to expand the variety of foods a child will eat.  For example, if a child likes 
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pumpkin pie, try mashed sweet potatoes, and then mashed carrots, recommends Susan 
Roberts, Tufts University nutrition researcher and author of Feeding Your Child for 
Lifelong Health. 

• Spice it up.  Do your best to make the foods taste good.  It sounds simple enough, but ask 
around and you will quickly find people permanently turned off to fresh fish after 
childhood meals of unappetizing frozen fish sticks or others unwilling to try fresh 
steamed vegetables after too many dinners forced to eat the limp and overcooked kind.  

• Offer it often.  Children learn to like what is familiar to them.  In one study, children 
exposed to a sweet, salty, or plain version of a new food showed increasing preference 
for the food that became most familiar to them and decreasing preference for the other 
version even though children have an innate preference for sweet tastes.  Just because a 
child rejects a food once, don’t label it “rejected”.  Instead, continue to reintroduce it and 
expect that it will take about 15 times before the child will accept it.  

 
 
#5 FORBIDDING POTATO CHIPS AND ICE CREAM 
 
In an essay published in the New York Times (January 4, 2009), writer Joshua Yaffa describes 
his experience as a 10-year-old at school and slumber parties, safely outside the realm of his if-
it’s-not-good-for-you-you-can’t-eat-it mom: 
“Bargains were struck in the lunchroom.  Want a look at my worksheet from math class?  Sure.  
Just make sure your mom throws an extra stash of Pringles in your lunch tomorrow.  Sleepovers 
took on the kind of salivatory anticipation that most children reserve for Halloween.  Other kids 
aimed straight for the Nintendo…I headed for the kitchen cabinet.  After sucking down a few 
cans of Coke and burying my face in chocolate wrappers, I would streak through the house with 
a bleary-eyed zeal of an enraptured Pentecostal.  ‘Perhaps we should call his folks,’ I could hear 
my friend’s parents whispering as I collapsed on the kitchen floor.” 
 Research plays out the binge phenomenon that Yaffa details.  In one study, children who 
were tempted with a clear jar of cookies on the table, but told they could not eat them for 10 
minutes, ate three times more cookies than kids who had free access to the cookies. The results 
of this and other studies show that kids whose food is highly restricted are more likely to 
overindulge when they have access to forbidden foods.  Regardless of how much parents try to 
protect their children from candy, sweets, and high-fat food, they will eat it.  If not in the home, 
then at school, friends’ houses, with the grandparents, and so on.  If parents leave it in the house, 
the kids will find it –especially if the parents have “hidden it” and added the allure of it being 
“forbidden.”  The best way to counter the allure of junk food is to make it less sexy.  Encourage 
parents to only purchase healthy foods.  Don’t even store junk food, dessert, or other foods that 
are “off limits” in the house. (If the parent must get a sugar fix, get it outside the home.) 
Purchase any dessert you plan to serve the same day that you serve it and get just the right 
amount so no leftovers remain.  Parents cannot control what their children eat when they are not 
with them.  The best way to handle that is to accept it, though parents can offer general 
suggestions to whoever will be taking care of your child. 
 
 
#6 FAILING TO LIVE IT 
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“Living it” no doubt, hands down, is the most challenging and yet most powerful change that 
parents can make to help their kids adopt a lifetime of healthy habits.  Now is the time for 
parents to commit to healthy eating and regular physical activity.  Parents should think carefully 
about all of the changes that they would like for their children to make and start, one by one, 
making them for themselves.  This isn’t easy.  But parents can set an example for the children in 
their lives by eating healthfully and getting regular physical activity.  Encourage parents to ask 
themselves: are the foods and beverages available in my home healthful and served in reasonable 
proportions?  Is physical activity a family priority?  Do I have rules in place limiting screen 
time?  Don’t underestimate your influence – programs that specifically target parents as the 
exclusive agent of change have demonstrated superior outcomes in improving children’s eating 
and exercise habits. You can take it to the next level by organizing a coalition of parents to 
initiate “walking school buses” along safe routes in your community; and taking a proactive role 
in the health of your child’s school. 
 Consider evaluating your efforts by arranging a system to assess a family’s progress in 
achieving positive lifestyle changes.  This could include simply keeping track of weekly physical 
activity or fruit and vegetable consumption and/or television viewing.  Then, share your 
“findings” along with what works and what does not with others so that they, too, may 
implement family changes to foster healthier living.  
 
#7 MISSING OPPORTUNITIES 
 
Despite its accompanying demands, stresses, mistakes, and disappointments, parenting is 
supposed to be fun.  Parents have the incredible opportunity to teach their children about the 
wonders and amazement that the world has to offer.  While this role extends far beyond shaping 
health habits, help parents make learning about healthy nutrition and physical activity fun and 
educational.  For example, what better way to teach a child about plants and the importance of 
eating them than having their own small garden?  Families can grow the plants and then show 
the children how to use them in delicious recipes.  Or, parents can take their children along to 
farmer’s market and let them pick out a new vegetable or fruit to try at home.  Whatever it is, 
parents should try to, on occasion, take a break from the mealtime battles, and take advantage of 
a child’s wonderment of the world to teach a lesson about health and fitness.          
 
HOW FITNESS PROFESSIONALS CAN HELP 
 
Fitness professionals can do a lot to help parents shape their children’s eating habits for the 
better.  A few ideas are as follows, though this presentation also aims to provide a forum for 
audience members to share ideas, tips, and questions: 
 

- Share the AAP/AHA guidelines and MyPyramid for Kids resources with parents 
- Support parents in their efforts to raise healthy eaters by providing them support, 

information, encouragement, and guidance 
- Model positive interactions.  Be cognizant of the things you say and do when discussing 

and serving food with children 
- Make physical activity count 
- Connect with your community 

 


