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Children's food Habits 
"Practice what you preach." "What you do is more 
important than what you say." Both are axioms par
ents can and should use if concerned about the food 
habits of their young children. The food habits we 
develop as children usually stay with us the rest of our 
lives, so habits established as a child can affect our 
health and well being. 

For people of all ages, food meets many emotional 
needs as well as nutritional needs. For small children, 
food lets them show increasing independence by feed
ing themselves, making food selections, and eating 
away from home as they grow from infant to toddler to 
preschool to early elementary age. A child might also 
use the mealtime setting to get attention he feels he is 
not getting at other times. This, of course, is usually in 
the form of behavior upsetting to parents-not eating, 
playing with food, and other disturbing activities. 
Mealtime conversation then becomes full of bickering 
and reprimands instead of sharing and support time 
for all family members. 

As adults and parents, we help to cause many of the 
emotional relationships between children and food. 
Food is used to reward, show love, or punish. How 
often do you reward with or without nutritious foods 
such as oranges, carrot sticks, or milk? It's usually the 
less nutritious candy, baked goods, and desserts that 
are held up as the reward foods. 

Children who are old enough to get food out for them
selves, may rely on food when they feel lonely or are 
left alone frequently. The concerns here (besides being 
left alone) are overeating, which can lead to obesity, 
and filling up on foods not providing the nutrients 
needed daily. 

As you can see we use food in many non-nutritional 
ways that can affect the food habits developed as a 
child. What else might affect food habits? When intro
ducing a new food to children do you say "you may not 
I ike this" or similar expressions, either verbally or non
verbally? They'll be sure to pick up these messages 
that new foods are suspect. What about the size of 
dishes and utensils you provide for your toddler or pre
schooler? Are they the size a child can handle easily? 

The serving size of a food can also influence the reac
tion toward that food. A fact sheet, "A Guide for Plan
ning Your Daily Food Needs" FS FSN 31, gives serving 
sizes for the different age groups from one year 
through adult. Call your county Agricultural Extension 
Service to request a copy. 

If you are concerned about the food commercials your 
children see on television, you'll want to take some 
time to help them understand these. It needs to be 
done at the time of viewing the commercials. Muriel 
Brink, extension nutritionist, University of Minnesota, 
suggests three points be stressed: (1) the advertisers 
want you to buy their product, (2) the product may not 
have the appeal it claims, and (3) there are other foods 
available. 

"Fast foods" and eating out can also be a concern to 
families trying to develop good eating habits in their 
children. If the family is eating a meal out, then the 
foods available or served at home should complement 
the meal eaten out. For example, if fruits and vegeta
bles are not on the menu, then have them available at 
home. Of course, some eating places give you a great
er variety of food choices. 

Is Your family listening? 
As we listen to people talk, we hear all kinds of evi
dence that there are breakdowns in communications: 
"I didn't know he felt that way." "If I'd only realized 
how important this was to her." "I can't talk to my 
parents about this." 

Research has shown that communication between a 
husband and wife tends to decline through the years. 
Studies also suggest that continuing to talk together 
and listening to what each other says is important in 
maintaining a marriage in which husband and wife 
keep up with each other's growth and development. 

Creating a good communication network within a fam
ily requires a willingness to work and a belief in the 
dignity of each family member. Families all too often 
have fallen into the habit of taking one another for 
granted; messages are difficult to decipher, and both 
self-respect and respect for other members of the fam
ily frequently have been cast aside. 

Listening is the foundation stone of food communica
tion . To be listened to is one of our very basic needs. 
Inattentiveness implies lack of interest in the person 
talking, as much as in the topic of conversation. How 
many of us realize that about 50 percent ofthe time we 
spend in communicating must be spent in listening? 
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"We listen only to those who flatter, amuse, 
or comfort us, and you know 
that's not many people." 

Mignon McLaughlin, The Neurotic's Handbook 

We can try to improve our communication if we listen 
to the unpleasant as well as the pleasant. Have you 
noticed how differently we respond to unpleasant 
things? If someone praises us we think he has good 
judgment. If he criticizes us, we "take it with a grain of 
salt" or assume he's not feeling well that day. It's 
important to communicate unpleasant as well as 
pleasant feelings. We need to know the things we do 
which upset others if we are to improve our relation
ships with them. Allowing the expression of all kinds of 
feelings recognizes that feelings are facts. Allowing 
honesty of expression can improve communication. 

Listen sensitively. Being a sensitive listener means lis
tening for what the person is trying to tell you. Some
times a person's behavior or body conveys a different 
message than his/her words. The person who says, 
"I'm not a bit worried,'' may be giving you some other 
clues. The very fact that worry is denied gives you a 
clue. Why would he mention it if he weren't thinking 
about it? 

Listen without judging. Often when some member of 
the family tells us something, we act as an investigator 
or a cross-examiner. If we want to keep open lines of 
communication, we need to learn to listen without 
judging. Listening without judging does not mean that 
we are condoning the person's actions. It means (1) we 
are accepting his/her feelings about what he/she does 
and (2) we are learning and storing up in our minds 
those areas in which we need to strengthen our rela
tionships at a later, more appropriate time. 

Listen to yourself as well as others. It's probably easier 
to listen to others than it is to listen to ourselves, but we 
must take stock of ourselves once in a while. Think 
back over what you said in a situation and how your 
spouse or child reacted. We can learn how others tend 
to reactto certain words and the feelings others have. If 
you are constantly being misunderstood, look at the 
way you've sent your messages. Listen to how you 
respond to differences of opinion. Do you really accept 
the fact that there are individual differences between 
you and your spouse or your child? Do you share your 
true feelings or do you withhold them? 

Listen to your tone of voice when you speak to your 
spouse or child. Is it harsh, gruff, whining, shrill, de
manding, possessive, purring, loving, or monoto
nous? Tone of voice can communicate to the other 
person something over and above the verbal message. 

If you can accept the fact that behavior or action often 
means different things to the person on the receiving 
end than to the person who is acting, you are on the 
way to greater understanding. People make better 
partners and parents if: (1) they are as concerned with 
understanding other members of their family as they 
are with being understood, (2) they recognize that 
communication is listening as well as talking, and (3) 
they recognize that we communicate by our words, by 
our bodily expressions, and by our behavior. 
(Compiled by Ron Pitzer, extension family life specialist, 
University of Minnesota) 

Spending Yourself Rich 
Here are some ways to stretch your dollars (and 
they're tax-free): 

•Keep accurate account of amounts charged and 
check against billing statements. 

• Figure cost per serving of all food, such as: 
hamburger costs cents per pound and 
serves four, 
spareribs costs cents per pound and 
serves one. 

•Drive 55 miles per hour. Start and stop gradually. 
Keep maintenance up for more efficient gas mileage. 

•Check the label for cleaning instructions of clothing 
before you buy. Special treatment will cost more. 

•Swap clothing with another family of similar size and 
taste. 

•Use your local library instead of purchasing reading 
materials. 

• Read and save guaranty, warranty, and use and care 
books. Seventy-five percent of service calls can be 
prevented if owners use this advice. 

•Before purchasing, carefully think through your use 
of any appliance. Extra features not only cost more in 
purchase price but cost more in repairs. 

•Read appliance labels for energy use (not all have it, 
but you may want to encourage companies to pro
vide this valuable information). 

•When borrowing money, shop for money as you 
would for other products and services. 

• Plan shopping in a systematic way that conserves 
time and energy. 

•Carry only the amount of insurance you need. Decide 
what you want it to provide and buy only that 
amount. 

•Don't buy gifts and then hide them so well that you 
can't find them when you need them. 

•Know that king and queen size beds will increase the 
costs of blankets and sheets from $30-$40 per bed
ding change. 

Limit shopping trips. See not, want not! 

THIS ISSUE 

This newsletter is published by the Agricultural Extension Ser
vice of your University of Minnesota for young families in the 
Twin Cities area. I would appreciate your suggestions for its 
content. Call me at 823-5241. 
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