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For Michael, the children and those wonderful years of eating together – Clare


For Penny, Ed, Jonny and Adam for the good times spent enjoying each other’s company around the table – Stephen
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Preface by Professor Stephen Scott


Stephen Scott is Professor of Child Health and Behaviour at the Institute of Psychiatry, Psychology and Neuroscience at King’s College London; and Consultant Child and Adolescent Psychiatrist at the Maudsley Hospital


It has always fascinated me that, despite a full degree in psychology followed by medical studies at Cambridge and five years working in paediatrics at Great Ormond Street Hospital, when I became a father, I couldn’t stop my three-day-old son screaming his head off. Over time (and having seen three sons through to adulthood), I became more and more interested in understanding the ways parents’ behaviour affects their children.


I was fortunate to be appointed head of the parenting clinic at the Maudsley Hospital, where for the last 30 years we have been working with families to research and test the most effective ways parents can help their children become happier and better adjusted, as well as becoming better readers, faster learners and having improved brain growth.


Clare and I got to know each other originally because her mother, Veira Bailey, was a child psychiatrist like me and our paths crossed many times. With a background in medicine and four children of her own, Clare was always fascinated by parenting and we worked together to develop an evidence-based online parenting programme called Parenting Matters, which is centred on a concept we called ‘LOVE and LIMITS’. In Clare I met someone who was passionate about disseminating that information in such a way that all parents – regardless of income, background, personality and parenting style – could create better bonds with their children and be better placed to set their children up to be balanced, inquisitive and interested young people. We worked together to bring parenting workshops to schools and corporations. Then, just before lockdown, we went live with our www.parentingmatters.co.uk online programme. It was a great collaborative effort and was well received.


We started talking about writing a parenting book together and, with Clare’s late husband Michael Mosley, we developed the idea that eating together as a family could provide an excellent opportunity to practise beneficial parenting techniques. Michael also believed that making family meals a regular habit could improve nutrition for both parents and children. We rapidly realised that if we focused on Clare’s passion for creating healthy and delicious recipes the whole family could enjoy, we might just have stumbled on a winning formula. Michael thought it was a great idea, and it is a great shame he’s no longer around to see the proposal come to fruition.


When there is so much scientific evidence to support the hypothesis that eating together as a family can improve the mental and physical health of everyone involved, creating stronger bonds between you and your children that could go on to shape the rest of their lives, why would you not want to give it a try?


Eating together is ‘just one thing’ of which Michael would, most certainly, have approved.





Preface by Dr Clare Bailey Mosley


Clare Bailey Mosley, wife of Dr Michael Mosley, is a GP and author of several bestselling recipe books. She studied Psychology and combines her work with her passion for supporting parents with their parenting strategies


When I was growing up in the 1960s and 1970s, we always ate our meals together sitting around the table as a family. It was one of the few set fixtures of the day. Whatever we were doing, we were expected to be home in time to help prepare and eat our evening meal. I was one of four children, and from a young age we were each given tasks to help put the meal together, to lay the table and also clear away and wash up afterwards. When Michael and I married and our four children came along, I was determined that the tradition would continue. In the early days, when we were both working, we tended to serve up a lot of fish fingers and chicken nuggets with minimal greens, which kept the kids happy (and Michael, too). Family mealtimes had been a very important part of both our upbringings, and it seemed natural to want to try to repeat that pattern with our own children. We were lucky to have the flexibility with our work that allowed it to happen. Those are such wonderfully warm memories – everyone around the table, laughing, chatting and fighting to get a word in edgeways.


It was only after 2012, when Michael was diagnosed with type 2 diabetes and lost loads of weight on his 5:2 Fast Diet, that I really started getting interested in how to ensure the whole family ate healthily. Helping to create the recipes for Michael’s Blood Sugar Diet books in 2016 was play time for me, and I loved it. By then, our four children were beginning to eat more adventurously, and I’d try to get them to help me in the kitchen – preparing food and experimenting with recipes – and they would negotiate the various tidying-up chores between them. I remember Michael oft en trying to slip away after the meal on the pretext of work to avoid the washing up!


For many of those years I worked as a GP, which gave me a great insight into the challenges many families face. It became clear to me that, as parents, we all do our very best, but we’re not working from a guidebook. We muddle along as best we can, facing numerous challenges and shouldering the responsibility of bringing up our children alone. I was keen to hone my own parenting skills, as there is always scope for improvement, and I wanted to enhance my professional training in order to offer support to other parents, too. This is when I chased up my friend Professor Stephen Scott and signed up for his gold-standard training programme in parenting at the Institute of Psychiatry in London. With extra qualifications under my belt, I went on to devise and deliver parenting courses, initially speaking to local parents, then going into large corporations and giving seminars to the parents among their staff. Following that, I put those learnings into an online course, so I could reach and teach a wider audience.


Stephen, Michael and I oft en talked about the important place family meals take in the parenting mix, and we shared our concerns about the way this lovely ritual has been slowly slipping away. Believe me, I know only too well just how hectic life with young kids can be. The opportunities to sit down together at mealtimes are being squeezed out. When your working day has to fit around distributing children between various after-school clubs, it can be so much easier to heat something up in the microwave than agonise over how many peas each child has managed to eat. But there’s growing evidence to suggest that families who cook and eat together are more likely to eat healthily. And, beyond that, there are plenty of studies showing the huge benefits of eating together, and how it provides an important, safe, predictable time for family members to connect, repair relationships and have fun.


Michael and I oft en discussed my passion for helping parents and he, like me, was convinced that eating together was one simple thing that really benefits family dynamics, at the same time as increasing awareness and consumption of healthy food. So, while I was working to create and test delicious, nutritionally balanced and calorie-counted recipes for his Fast 800 plan, I was quietly accumulating a notebook of family meals, thinking all the time about how children could get involved in food preparation so they could expand their taste repertoires and learn to love good, healthy, home-cooked meals. For adults who are counting calories, the information is on here.




Over the years, I’ve worked closely with food writer Kathryn Bruton to fine-tune the recipes and ensure they always pack a nutritional punch. For this book, she drafted in her young daughters to be tasters and took on board my advice about trying to get the whole family sitting down to regular meals together. Now she says that advice has changed the way her girls like to eat and that eating together has become one of the most important things they do as a family, and truly one of the most joyful.


I’m so excited to be able to share some of our favourite recipes in this book, and to be able to combine them with expert, research-backed advice for how to use mealtimes to better bond with your children, build strong relationships and enhance mental resilience, as well as physical health. The good news is that the benefits start straight away and with every tiny move in the right direction – inviting the kids to put their own toppings on a pizza, asking them to pick a recipe they’d like to try, clearing the table of clutter and making sure there are enough chairs for everyone to sit down, or ear-marking just one special meal when you’ll stay at the table after the food is finished and play silly games together (see here).


I do hope I’ve whetted your appetite, and that this book inspires you to make eating together a regular fixture for your family.
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The challenge


Parenting might be one of the most wonderful jobs you ever get to do but, let’s be completely honest, it can sometimes feel like a tough and thankless task. Most of us happily take on this role with no training or qualifications, and it is hardly surprising that at times we end up frustrated, or humiliated, when even our best efforts don’t seem good enough and we just can’t find a way to navigate the tantrums, the misbehaviours and the feeling of overwhelm.


And, no, you’re not imagining it. Raising children today really is harder than it ever used to be. We’re having to face unique challenges that simply didn’t exist in our parents’ and grandparents’ time. Between the explosion of technology, mounting academic pressures, mental health concerns and social media risks, the landscape has shifted, which means parenting really is more complex and exhausting now than ever.


One big factor is time. Or more precisely, the lack of time. With many parents now working horribly long hours and children tied up with homework (even at a very young age), after-school clubs, hundreds of TV channels, computer games and social media, the opportunities to spend quality time together as a family have rapidly shrunk. We might be trying our hardest to connect with our kids, perhaps trying to supervise every minute detail of their busy lives (helicopter parenting can be exhausting!), but we are all too oft en battling against the distracting lure of flashing screens and junk food, both of which have been specifically designed to be addictive.


Parents are doing their best but, with so much going on, children don’t have the ‘free time’ we enjoyed as kids. This means they are missing out on valuable opportunities to learn to play independently, to enjoy a sense of complete freedom, make decisions on their own and take (small) risks, to let their minds drift, and to be occasionally bored. But this is how children go on to develop the resilience they need to carry themselves through to adulthood. So many children today are living in a perpetually stimulated state where their rapidly evolving brains are constantly bombarded with information and all their activities are closely monitored. This goes a long way to explain why so many children are experiencing escalating levels of anxiety.


But modern childhood is not all bad: technology allows us to keep in touch and stay informed and entertained, and processed junk foods, like chicken nuggets, really can hit the spot when you’ve got hungry mouths to feed in a hurry.


As parents, although we want to help, with so much going on, opportunities for proper communication are reduced and this leaves many of us relying on snatched conversations on the way to school or just before bed, when enquiries about whether everything is okay might be met with little more than a grunt. It can be really difficult to find the right moment to connect and possibly step in with advice or support before a problem erupts into something bigger.


Great advances in the study of modern parenting over the last 30–40 years have shown that effective and sensitive parenting can have a deeply significant impact on your children’s lives. The way we interact with our children really can make a huge difference to how confident, happy and healthy they are both now and long into their future. And one clever way to boost that positive interaction, while simultaneously establishing strong foundations of health, is finding time to cook and eat together as a family.


It can be all too easy to start thinking there’s no point dicing a carrot or frying an onion when there are so many cheap and speedy alternatives that can be whipped out of the freezer and into the air fryer or the microwave in minutes. And that’s a pity. It means those basic cooking skills and the confidence to throw a few things together to rustle up a home-cooked meal are becoming lost. Experts are also increasingly worried that our galloping over-reliance on ultra-processed foods (UPFs) is causing problems with our children’s mental and physical health. Frighteningly, many children in the UK have a diet made up of around 60 per cent UPFs. These foods are typically high in calories, unhealthy fats, sugar, starch and salt, and are also made from food-like substances you wouldn’t recognise in your kitchen. Eating UPFs means you could be consuming far too many artificial additives and preservatives, which have been shown to impact behaviour. Some studies have suggested a link between a diet high in UPFs and an increased risk of mental health issues, including depression and anxiety. A diet lacking in essential nutrients, and particularly protein and fibre, can affect a child’s cognitive development and academic performance, with research showing that children whose diet is primarily composed of UPFs are also more likely to struggle with attention, memory and learning.




The addictive qualities of UPFs and the ‘pester power’ fostered by advertising targeted specifically at children mean that the more UPFs they eat, the more reluctant your children are likely to be to try, taste and enjoy the wide range of natural foods we need for good health.


Many Mediterranean countries, like Spain, still eat together as a family for at least two meals a week over 70 per cent of the time. Sadly, the UK has dropped to as low as 30 per cent of families managing to eat together twice a week. This omission is making the job of being a good parent so much harder. Preparing food and then cooking and eating together – even if you only manage to do it once a week – is such a fantastic opportunity to check in with your kids, to monitor their progress, and to watch out for early signs of any possible problems. It cuts back on their intake of harmful UPFs, too, and gives your children the chance to communicate with you and their siblings without the distraction of TV or phones. It also opens their eyes to the wonderful world of deliciously healthy real food.
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The solution


Eating together is the key to happy families. We all want our children to live happy and fulfilled lives, to achieve their potential, enjoy a strong sense of identity, to share good family values and to go on to forge meaningful relationships in the future. And, as parents, we have considerable influence over the way our children turn out.


But when you’re at the coal face, juggling work and family, possibly with financial pressures and plenty of stressors of your own, it can seem fiendishly difficult to know how to tread the right path.


However, decades of research have shown that effective parenting is so powerful it can dramatically transform your relationship with your child, improve their behaviour and set your children up for confidence and success in the future.


Yes, you might have been picking up a few tips watching TikTok, Supernanny on TV, or by following (or completely ignoring) advice from your own parents, but there is good scientific evidence to show the benefits of working to a simple formula that balances plenty of love (in the form of playing together, offering praise and listening to your child), with setting up and sticking to boundaries (the ‘dos and don’ts’ of good behaviour, which you explain clearly, and gently reinforce). For optimum health and development, children need a balance of both.


Working together, we have fine-tuned the balance of these two parenting parameters into a blueprint for effective parenting, which we call ‘Love and Limits’. This concept is at the heart of the www.parentingmatters.co.uk online course we have pioneered, and it fundamentally reflects the beneficial practices outlined in this book.


Stephen’s research with families and his many published studies provide scientific evidence that the combination of showing love and support to your child, while also establishing clear boundaries, is the best path to generating a close bond founded on mutual respect.


In an ideal world, we’d love every parent to take our course and start basing all their parenting decisions and actions on the principles of ‘Love and Limits’ but time, as we have identified, is VERY tight. However, if you can establish a habit of eating together as a family, you get a wealth of fantastic opportunities to pick up and practise these skills on a regular basis.


We hope this book will show you how to infuse your children’s lives with an interest in healthy eating. It will hopefully encourage you all to gather around the table to eat meals together and, importantly, it will also show you how to polish your ‘Love and Limits’ parenting skills in the process, and help you transform your family dynamic now and into the future.
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The right kind of love


We love our children. Of course we do. But it turns out the way we transmit that love can make a surprising difference to our children. We might show that love with gifts or treats, offering hugs or cuddles and telling them – as often as possible – just how much we love them. But, beyond that, research shows that the most powerful approach is ‘sensitive responding’. This is a very subtle, yet very easy to implement, surprisingly effective part of the ‘Love and Limits’ parenting approach. Put simply, it means responding sensitively to what your child is saying, thinking or doing. One great technique with young children is to ‘act like a football commentator’, where you offer a gentle, kind and positive commentary to whatever your child is doing, which is couched in mild praise. You might feel a little awkward hovering behind your child when they are playing with their toys, mumbling, ‘Oh, you’ve connected the blue engine to the track, that’s great to see how you’re pushing the carriages along,’ or, ‘I can see you’ve drawn a lovely face with a green nose’, but, be under no doubt, this counts as good attention from you. It’s about listening and following your child’s lead and connecting at their level. It is the kind of ‘love’ children really need – and it has a deep impact.
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