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How we teach kids 
to engage with food 

and their bodies 
shapes their reality



The reality of young children and body image

Children begin forming perceptions about body 
image from age 3.

Reference: Spiel, E., Paxton, S. J., & Yager, Z. (2012). Weight attitudes 
in 3 to 5 year old children: Age differences and cross-sectional 
predictors. Body Image, 9, 524-527.

Researchers from La Trobe Uni, Victoria.



Young children and body image





Let’s re-write the story: 
Food and Body peace for ALL
kids

Every child feels good about the body 
they have, always.

Children value and appreciate diversity in 
body shape, size, colour etc.

Children are supported to develop a 
healthy relationship with food.



How do we write a new story?

Our Past
The history of diet culture and our early food experiences

Our Present
Food and body peace? What’s that? I’m not a good role model

Our Future
Change the dialogue of how we teach kids about food, eating and their 
bodies



My early 
food story



Diet Culture = fears food and fat

Diet culture focuses on and values weight, 
shape, and size over health and well-being.  
Sara Upson, RD

Diet culture is a system of knowledge, values, 
and meanings that supports interpretations 
of personal health choices as moral 
character. 
Kate Browne, storyteller and writer who promotes 
inclusive marketing in the health, wellness, and fitness 
industries



Lies that Diet Culture has sold us

Fat = Unhealthy

You’re thin or average weight = you are 
already healthy and therefore don’t 
need to worry

Lose weight = you will be healthier

You can’t stick to the diet = you don’t 
have enough willpower



Evidence – weight re-gain in adults

Reference: National Health and Medical Research Council (2013) Clinical practice guidelines for the 
management of overweight and obesity in adults, adolescents and children in Australia. Melbourne: 
National Health and Medical Research Council. 



Evidence – Healthy habits improve health, 
independent of weight

BIGGEST health survey in 
the world - NHANES III. 
Sample - 133 million 
18 million deaths during 
the study period
Follow up av. >14 years. 
SHOWS: Healthy habits are 
more important than 
weight in predicting risk of 
death.

Reference: 
Matheson et al, Healthy 
lifestyle habits and 
mortality in overweight 
and obese individuals. J 
Am Board Fam Med. 2012 
Jan-Feb; 25(1):9-15.



What does this have to do with under 5’s?

What effect is our collective worry about weight having on our very 
young kids?

It makes us focus 
on the WRONG 

things!



How we (accidentally) teach kids to have an 
unhealthy relationship with food

Labelling foods as good or bad

Following external rules of what, 
when and how much to eat = DIET!!

Avoiding foods high in fat, carbs, or 
calories

Feeling guilty after eating “bad” 
foods

Using food rules that teach kids to 
ignore internal body cues of hunger, 
fullness and satisfaction



How we (accidentally) teach body dissatisfaction 
to kids

Believing that you are better or worse 
than others because you eat a certain way 

Believing that you are worthy or unworthy 
because of your body weight, shape or 
size 

Talking about food, weight, exercise, diets 
constantly

Focusing on appearance – greetings, 
compliments, commenting on weight loss 
or gain



The positive alternative for kids of the future

Self Love 
They continue to love their bodies through childhood, 
adolescence and adulthood

Body acceptance 
For kids to value all body shapes and sizes of themselves and 
others.

Eating Competence 
They grow to have a healthy relationship with food.



What 

early food 
experiences 
shaped your 

relationship with 
food?



Your food history can help you decide how and what you teach kids about food



But I’m a BAD role model for food and body 
peace



1. Acknowledge

… the place YOU are at in your 
food and body peace journey

without judgement

with compassion



2. Understand

… your food history

Food rules from childhood

Why your parents and carers 
made the feeding decisions 
they did?

Your own feeding choices



3. Notice

How is your food history and 
the influence of Diet Culture 
affecting how you engage 
with children?



When we say 
and do…

Kids think 
and feel…



How can we teach food and 
body peace to kids?



WE WANT: 
Every child to feel good 
about the body they have, 
always.







If you…

Always speak about your body and 
other people’s bodies in a positive 
way

Value active bodies that do and 
move rather than thin or muscular 
bodies

Message for kids:
My body can do amazing things!



What not to do

Criticise your appearance or that of others 

Allow a child to view media that emphasises ideals of beauty, 
thinness, or muscularity



WE WANT:
Children to value and appreciate diversity in 
body shape, size, colour and everything else







If you…

Value and accept different 
body shapes and sizes

Message for kids:
What makes us different 
makes us special



WE WANT:
Children to develop a 
healthy relationship 
with food.







Our food dialogue 
with kids…

“Finish your dinner”

“Eat your vegetables”

“Just one more bite”

“Think of all the 
starving children in 
Africa”



Tool for 
teaching kids 
food and body 
trust:
The Division of 
Responsibility in 
Feeding

pioneered by US 
Dietitian & Family 
Therapist, Ellyn 
Satter

Balancing 
structure 

and 
autonomy



Division of 
Responsibility in 
Feeding

Parents and carers are 
responsible for WHAT, 
WHEN and WHERE 
children eat

Children are responsible 
for HOW MUCH and 
WHETHER they eat



Competent eaters do better…
Ellyn Satter’s research

Eating Competent people do better than non-eating competent people:

Have better diets

Have the same or lower BMI

Have better physical self acceptance

Are more active

Sleep better

Have better medical and lab tests

Do better with feeding their children

Ref: http://www.ellynsatterinstitute.org/other/ecsatter.php

http://www.ellynsatterinstitute.org/other/ecsatter.php




What is normal eating? 
Ellyn Satter’s definition (excerpt)

… Normal eating is overeating at times, feeling stuffed and uncomfortable. And it 

can be undereating at times and wishing you had more. Normal eating is 

trusting your body to make up for your mistakes in eating. Normal eating takes 

up some of your time and attention, but keeps its place as only one important 

area of your life.

In short, normal eating is flexible. It varies in response to your hunger, your 

schedule, your proximity to food and your feelings.

Ref: http://www.ellynsatterinstitute.org/hte/whatisnormaleating.php

http://www.ellynsatterinstitute.org/hte/whatisnormaleating.php






Mindful eating 
Meditation



Are you ready to 
re-write the story?

Every child feels good about the 
body they have, always.

Children value and appreciate 
diversity in body shape, size, 
colour etc.

Children are supported to 
develop a healthy relationship 
with food.



Comfortable: 50 people 1 question





You can 
make a 

difference



Evidence – preventing weight gain in kids

Reference: 
National Health and 
Medical Research 
Council (2013) Clinical 
practice guidelines for 
the management of 
overweight and obesity 
in adults, adolescents 
and children in 
Australia. Melbourne: 
National Health and 
Medical Research 
Council. 


