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Four-year-old Jessica (not her real name) enthusiastically 
announces that her mom skips breakfast to "save calories". 
When asked the definition of calories, Jessica explains, "They 
are what make you fat." Jessica's dad teases Jessica that she 
has her grandmother's thighs and chubby cheeks. He is 
usually not home for dinner because he "has to go to the 
gym" to "work off" his daily snack of 
M & M's. Jessica has been told that M & M's are "bad". 

Jessica's parents' intentions are good. However, they 
are inadvertently transmitting maladaptive, inaccurate, 
unhealthy attitudes about food, weight, and exercise. These 
notions have a strong impact on the development of 
Jessica's relationship toward food, her body, and self- esteem. 

As a psychologist specializing in eating, weight, and 
body image, I have a strong professional interest in the 
topic of eating and weight. As a parent of two young 
children, I am well aware of the bombardment of conflict-
ing media messages about nutrition, weight, and health. I 
know first hand how hard it is to make sense of the 
confusing information that surrounds us! 

This article is written with the goal of helping to sort 
out some of the confusion about how to help children 
develop healthy attitudes toward eating and toward their 
body. Test your know-how with the following "quiz". The 
answers appear on page 5. 

True or False: 
1. The "Clean Plate Club" philosophy teaches children 

valuable lessons about nutrition and eating. 
2. Eating Disorders develop suddenly and not until at 

least adolescence. 
3. Parents' dieting behavior is harmless. 
4. Fat free eating is healthy. 
5. Skipping meals is a quick way to lose weight. 
6. Food is the enemy. 
7. Normal eating is being able to eat when you are 

hungry and continue eating until you are satisfied. 
It is being able to choose food you like and eat it...not 
stop just because you think you should. 

8. Normal eating is being able to use some moderate 
constraint on food selection to get the right food, but 
not being so strict that you miss out on pleasurable 
foods. 

9. Normal eating is giving yourself permission to eat 
sometimes because you are happy, sad, or bored, or 
just because it feels good. 

10. Normal eating is leaving some cookies on the plate 
because you know you can have some again tomor 
row, or it is eating more because they taste so 
wonderful when they are fresh. 

11. Normal eating is trusting your body. 
12. Normal eating is flexible. It varies in response to your  

emotions, schedule, hunger, and proximity to food. 

Parents are children's most important life teachers and 
role models. Many parents may be confused about what 
healthy eating is and isn't because they themselves are 
casualties of the dieting industry. Research suggests that 
for most parents, (their own) dieting is a way of life, and 
body dissatisfaction is normative. This is worrisome 
because early messages children receive regarding food, 
weight, and eating have long lasting effects. 

Because parents are so influential in the development 
of their children's attitudes toward food, it is crucial that 
parents be as well informed as possible about how to 
foster healthy attitudes toward eating and weight in their 
children. 

Each of us is born with several survival instincts, 
including eating. Newborns do not know how to walk or 
talk but do know how to eat. Becoming hungry, being 
fed, and feeling full are a natural and vital part of a 
newborn's sense of security and comfort. How then, from 
infancy to childhood, adolescence, and adulthood, does 
the natural instinct of eating when hungry and stopping 
when full become harder to do? 

Dieting to lose weight to meet societal ideals of the 
perfect body is one of the major reasons that eating when 
hungry and stopping when full becomes harder as an 
adult than as a newborn. The dieting statistics are stag-
gering. Research on dieting behavior indicates that even 
four-year-old girls worry about calories and if they "look 
fat". 

Take, for example, the results of a recently published 
(10/03), three year Harvard Medical School study of more 
than 15,000 9-14 year old boys and girls. The researchers 
found that excess weight gain occurs more often in kids 
who diet than in kids who do not diet. This is counter-
intuitive. The authors speculate that children who diet 
end up overeating or binge eating on foods they have 
deprived themselves of, causing weight gain. The bottom 
line: Diets do not work. Eating nutritionally varied foods 
regularly at meals is the only real way to keep the body at 
its healthiest and happiest weight range. 

What can parents do? 
1. Be a positive role model. Do not obsess about your 

weight, discuss calories, and call yourself or others 
"fat". Eat three meals a day. Sit down and eat with 
your child. Serve varied meals. Avoid being critical of 
your child's looks. 

2. Immunize your child by enhancing self-esteem and 
self-respect. Focus on asking how they are feeling, 
rather than commenting on how they look. Encourage 
physical activity for the pure joy of movement. Exer-
cise as a family for fun! 

3. If a child is medically overweight, the goal for weight 
loss is for small changes that are maintainable over 
time (e.g. limiting soda and super sized portions; 
drinking skim milk) and working with a registered 
dietitian toward this end. 

4. Teach kids to eat when hungry and stop when full. To 
treat their body lovingly. To ensure they are eating a 
variety of foods. Teach them that foods provide energy 
and help us grow. Even foods that may not help us 
grow must have a place on our menu. Food is fuel — 
and can be a source of fun. 

5. Teach your child that the body is a machine that needs 
fueling and that the brain is a muscle that needs to be 
fed to be alert. 


