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Foreword


Ask any pediatrician what parents are most concerned with during well-child visits and he or she will say that while no objective studies exist, the most common questions asked by parents are about feeding. When children are born, parents’ questions include “Should I breast- or bottle-feed?” and “Am I giving too much milk or too little?” Then, during the toddler years, the questions change to “Why does my child just play with his food?” and “Why doesn’t he like to eat green vegetables?” These questions about how to best feed their children persist—regardless of the age or gender of the child, age of the parents, or socioeconomic level of the family. Every grandmother wants a chubby-cheeked grandchild. Every mother wants her child to eat all his vegetables.


Yet, all this said, it is clear that children’s diets must be managed. Toddlers and children are exposed to a variety of foods: some healthy, some with very little nutritional value. Parents can provide their children with only “healthy” foods, but ultimately the parents can’t make their kids eat. It’s a difficult battle.


In this book, Donna Fish provides the twenty-first-century family with a sensible, practical approach to this common family problem. She shows us how to artfully balance the pressures of eating right, limiting sweets, not creating eating disorders, and still enjoying the time with our children.


Donna’s life experiences give her a unique perspective on this issue. Previously a dancer, she knows firsthand the overwhelming pressures of being and staying thin and fit. Now a psychotherapist, her vocation demands realistic answers to problems. And, of course, having three daughters, trying to balance the pressures of being a “good” yet working mother is paramount in her thoughts. As you read this book you can feel the calming, reassuring style that has evolved from her background.


Take the Fight Out of Food begins with parents exploring their own feelings and thoughts toward food and feeding practices, many of which stem from the parents’ upbringing. (Interestingly, I find that grandparents put subtle pressure on their offspring as to child-rearing practices. In my office, most grandmothers report that their children had never whined about food, always sat quietly during mealtimes, and, of course, ate all of the food on their plate—without making a mess and regardless of the child’s age.) The book goes on to review the different developmental ages of children and their particular eating styles. With each example, parents are given a sensible approach and practical steps to deal with the food issues of their child. Then comes the description and discussion of the six main types of eaters. My favorite is “The Beige Food Eater.” In my almost thirty years as a pediatrician, the beige food eater demonstrates the most common eating pattern throughout childhood. This aversion to any food with color begins at about fifteen to eighteen months of age and runs through late childhood. The child at nine months of age is an angel. Breakfast is cereal and fruit. Lunch is full-fat yogurt with a sippy cup of water. Dinner includes chicken with a generous amount of green and yellow vegetables. At this age, kids even like spicy foods! But then everything changes. This sweet infant grows up and turns into the terrible two! Suddenly, only foods of certain bland color and consistency will be consumed. Milk, cheese, bread, Cheerios, and chicken nuggets are fine, but fruits and vegetables are not. Even when those “colored” foods are embedded in omelets or pasta, the green foods are simply picked out and discarded from the plate or serving tray. What could be more frustrating for the parents who only want their child to grow up big and strong and to enjoy the pleasures of vegetables?


Donna handles the parents with skill, a calming voice, and practical advice. Remember, that in this culture, 99 percent of children will still get adequate nutrition. Continue to model by example, and serve and eat vegetables. Enjoy mealtime, don’t dread it. If you’re still concerned, ask your pediatrician about adding multivitamins with iron to your child’s diet.


Take the Fight Out of Food: How to Prevent and Solve Your Child’s Eating Problems is a must read for every busy family struggling with mealtimes.


Michael Traister, M.D.
Clinical Associate Professor of Pediatrics
New York University School of Medicine


Private Practice, New York City







Introduction


I AM A MOTHER of three daughters. I am also a psychotherapist with a fifteen-year practice working with adults and children on various emotional and psychological issues. I am also a former dancer. But it is by and large the mother in me that has fueled my passion to write this book about how to help our children develop a healthy relationship with food. My goal is to share a program that has already been successful for hundreds of my patients so that many more children and their parents can learn to navigate the often confusing information about diet and food with which we are bombarded every day of the year. Essentially, I want to help parents teach kids how to eat in a rational, enjoyable way by providing them with the building blocks of what I call “eating for life.”


As a woman, I am aware of the pressures all of us feel to look good, be thin and fit, and eat healthy foods. In my “previous life” as a professional dancer, I struggled with yo-yo dieting for many years. Was I overweight? No, but I always thought I needed to lose another five to ten pounds for an audition, a performance, or simply so that I would feel better about my body. How I ate overshadowed my life, determining daily how I felt about myself. If I had successfully stayed away from foods that were fattening or “bad” for me, it was a “good” day. If I ate too much chocolate, bread, or pasta, it was a “bad” day.


When I changed careers and got to wear “real” clothing (which can hide a multitude of sins!), I instantly felt less pressure to lose that stubborn five or ten pounds, but I was still obsessed with food and eating. Finally, however, I began to experiment with eating a range of foods, including those I had always thought of as fattening or bad. I started to allow myself that chocolate bar after my sandwich at lunch, the toast with butter in the morning, and a second slice of pizza when I was really hungry. My new rule was to eat whatever I wanted until I felt full and sated. I made a conscious decision not to use food as either a reward or a punishment. And the more I allowed myself to eat whatever I wanted, the more in tune with my body I became. Soon I was able to ask myself such questions as, “Do I really want all of this chocolate bar or just a few bites?” Knowing I could eat more later if I wished, I often decided that a bite or two was enough. Sometimes I ate the whole thing, but the more I allowed myself the freedom to choose what I truly wanted, the less I was preoccupied with food. In time, I was eating all foods in moderation, and ironically, I lost those ten pounds I had always fretted about.


You may be saying to yourself, “Oh, but I could never do that—I’m addicted to chocolate” (or to bread, or to pasta). Perhaps, but by teaching many people how to think about food differently and, as a result, eat differently, I have helped them get over attachments to favorite foods, even when they believed they had no control. After acquiring a new set of rules for eating, men, women, and children can completely change their eating habits and relationship to food.


But what does all of this have to do with teaching children how to become good eaters? Although I have now worked in the field of eating disorders for more than fifteen years, it was about ten years ago that I began to help parents resolve their concerns about their children and food: “My child isn’t eating enough”; “My child is eating too much”; “My child takes after her father, who is overweight. I worry she will have a weight problem, too, but I don’t know how to handle it without making her feel bad”; “My partner and I fight all the time; he thinks I’m letting the kids have too much sugar, but I don’t think it’s such a big deal”; “My child won’t eat one single vegetable; how on earth will she get the proper nutrition?!”


As a parent reading this book, you too may have had these or other concerns, because as parents we know that ultimately our children, regardless of their eating style or behavior, will need to be able to make decisions about food on their own. All of us want our children to have a healthy relationship with food, and we certainly want them to be able to take good care of their bodies when they are no longer under our wing. In short, we want them to eat for life. We want them to be able to figure out whether they should have an extra helping of dessert or fill up on more protein. We would like them to eat in moderation—to eat when they are hungry and to stop when they are full. We want them to know how to negotiate sugar and junk food. Sure, there is a movement to provide healthier lunches and get rid of vending machines in schools, but we still want to be confident that our son knows how to eat a range of foods to keep himself strong and healthy. Or that our daughter, who is entering puberty, an age when many girls are at higher risk for developing an eating disorder, has confidence in her ability to eat the foods she loves in moderation. These are the tools your children will be integrating into their lives as they learn to eat for life.


As you help your children know their bodies and know themselves, they will learn—with your guidance and through trial and error—which foods work for them and which do not. I always say to my children, “You are the expert on your own body, and it is your job to pay close attention to it and take care of it. Nobody but you knows when you are hungry or full, and what that feels like. Nobody but you knows what your body may feel like eating, so it is up to you to know how to feed it well.” I teach my clients, both adults and children, that all food is good, but different foods do different things to you and for you. The key, therefore, is to maintain balance, which means eating a range of foods, so that your body receives all the essential nutrients (protein, carbohydrates, and, yes, even fat!) it needs to grow and be strong and help you concentrate. And equally important are the desserts or treats that make your tongue and spirit happy. When children learn how to eat within this basic framework, they can handle days here and there of emotional eating or overeating—and so can we! Indeed, it’s crucial that parents allow such flexibility—for both our children and ourselves.


Take the Fight Out of Food will not only provide you with the tools you need to instill these building blocks of good eating in your children, but it will also help you maintain that all-important balance between being involved in how and what your children are eating and becoming so overinvolved that you are always making decisions for them or trying to fix their behavior. You will learn how to establish realistic standards that make you comfortable and that your children are able to follow.


By looking at your own food history, you will begin to see the connection between your own attitudes toward food and your children’s eating behavior. I have found time and again that if parents have set unrealistic standards for themselves, they can unwittingly communicate that misinformation to their children. Children are keen observers and instinctually pick up on our own feelings about food. So even if we try hard never to say “Do I look fat?” in front of our daughters, they do know how we eat and how we think about ourselves. This book will help you recognize your own food issues and concerns, and help you to figure out whether or not your attitudes are affecting your children’s eating behavior. The answers may surprise you.


Take the Fight Out of Food offers a program that works. The four steps I provide for teaching kids how to eat for life have already helped hundreds of parents relax more and worry less, and they can do the same for you. You will learn how to resolve problematic eating behaviors with solutions that are practical and easy to implement. And as you navigate through these problems, you will be putting into place the tools your children need to prevent future problems, which is the essence of teaching them how to eat for life. By doing that, you will feel increased confidence in yourself as a parent, as well as increase your children’s confidence in themselves as they gradually learn to take responsibility for feeding their bodies. As the fight is taken out of food, dinnertime will become a fun, bonding time when your family can sit down and be together.


Teaching your kids how to eat for life is actually quite simple. First you gather information—about yourself, your children’s developmental stage, and eating style. Then you turn to your kids and apply the four steps of eating for life:


Step One: Talk to your kids about nutrition.


Step Two: Reboot the connection between the belly and the head.


Step Three: Separate hunger and fullness from other feelings.


Step Four: Teach your child to become a confident decision maker.


To help you complete these steps, I’ll provide not only hands-on exercises you can use immediately but also tips on how to continue fostering an “eat for life” attitude in your kids throughout their childhood and into their adulthood. And then, finally, you will determine how to establish the rules and parameters that best suit your family and your individual children.


Remember, you are the expert on your own children. You know their likes, their dislikes, their temperament, and their stage of development. When you apply this information to the four steps I’ll be teaching, you will be able to give them all the tools they need to establish a healthy relationship with food—for life.




PART ONE
 [image: Image]
Eating for Life Starts with Parents 










CHAPTER ONE
Separating Our Own Food Attitudes from Our Children’s Eating Behaviors 


As soon as my daughter could walk, my mother started to comment on her chunky legs. “You better watch her, Carly, you don’t want her to get fat.” For goodness sake, my daughter is only two!


CARLY, MOTHER OF TWO


My mother raised me to eat when I was hungry and stop eating when I was full. I am convinced that what she taught me has saved my life. As a professional actress I have watched both men and women in my field literally starve to death to maintain the body they think the entertainment world is looking for.


SAMANTHA, ACTRESS AND MOTHER OF ONE


HUNDREDS OF PARENTS, who are struggling with or worried about how their children are eating, have told me poignant stories about how critical they are of their own eating habits. And often, once I prompt them to examine the attitudes with which they were raised, they report that they have always felt they were either failing themselves by eating too much or making bad choices, or failing their parents because they didn’t eat enough of the “food of love” they were offered.


If there’s one thing I’ve learned from listening to these stories, it’s that there is a direct connection between parents’ food attitudes and how they deal with their kids’ eating behaviors. As one mother told me, “I have an easier time talking about sex with my kids than food. My mother was so controlling and involved with my food that I always felt I was failing and ended up with a real weight problem. I still struggle with weight and my relationship to food, and because of that, I am terrified to interfere with how my kids eat. I feel paralyzed when it comes to saying anything at all about nutrition.” Acknowledging and understanding this connection between our own food attitudes and our children’s eating behaviors is the first step toward teaching our kids how to eat for life. And yet it’s also one of the most challenging steps because it requires that we look at our own food history and eating experiences.


In this chapter, you will revisit your family food legacy and the tape loops (or food attitudes) this early experience created. As you become more familiar with your own food attitudes, you will automatically become better able to separate your own experience from what is going on with your children. Indeed, you may discover that what you perceive as your children’s eating problems are really not problems at all, but rather styles of eating that are simply different from your own.


Taking the Fight Out of Food: Whose Problem Is It?


One of the most common complaints I hear from parents is that mealtime is one long power struggle. “My two-and-a-half-year-old won’t sit in his high chair!” “My four-year-old incessantly demands dessert!” “My three-year-old throws a fit if I don’t give her a cookie!” Parents come into my office completely at their wits’ end.


In one such case, a mother came to see me because she could not understand her three-year-old son’s picky eating behavior. Jennifer is thirty-six, with an engaging wit and the ability to turn even the most mundane incident into a stand-up comedy routine. She always has a twinkle in her eye and has a lot of great ideas about feeding children. Indeed, she knows that when she “lets go and relaxes” around food, her kids relax and eat better. Her first son (she has two) was a “foodie” like her. He loved exploring new foods and ate almost anything she offered, which is why Jennifer was surprised by her younger son’s food issues. From day one, he was a very picky eater and often simply refused to eat at all. When she consulted her pediatrician, however, he assured her that her son was perfectly healthy and right where he should be in terms of growth. His advice was simply to “back off” and “let him be.”


But even though knowing her son was in good health helped to allay Jennifer’s fear that he would end up with scurvy, she still could not ignore everything she’d heard about encouraging him to eat. It was very difficult for her to sit by and watch her son refuse food.


Jennifer’s reaction is not very different from that of many parents whose feelings of competence come from nurturing and feeding their children. When our children eat, we have concrete evidence that we are doing a good job, helping them make their way in the world with strong, healthy bodies. And when they don’t eat well, or we think they are not eating well, we assume we must be doing a bad job. But we still need to ask, What was really going on between Jennifer and her son? What was the problem? Was it hers or her son’s?


The first thing Jennifer and I did was to look at her own food legacy, and when we did that, we soon discovered that Jennifer had been raised as a dieter from the time she was very young. (Her joke is that her formative experience with religion was Weight Watchers, since she was sent by her mother at the age of nine to meetings that were held at the temple!) After years of diet camps and therapy to help resolve her food issues, she had come to terms with a way of eating that felt comfortable, and she was thrilled to be a mother who could let her sons enjoy their food. She was not going to repeat her own mother’s mistakes by restricting what they ate.


So when Todd began refusing to eat, Jennifer found herself trying to fight back, almost force-feeding him, and frequently becoming angry at his resistance to her carefully prepared meals. She wanted him to eat and enjoy his food, but she was unwittingly contributing to the fight: the more she encouraged Todd to eat, the more he resisted.


Despite thinking that she handled food differently from her restricting mother, Jennifer gradually began to realize that, in her own way, and despite having the opposite goal, she was being just as controlling as her mother had been. At first, all she could see was her son’s resistance to her efforts to help him. When he would “simply not listen,” Jennifer reacted—sometimes in anger, sometimes out of anxiety and frustration. It took a while for her to see that her reaction was actually fueling the power struggle with her son.


Once she realized that, we were able to address her need to give up trying to control the situation, so that she would be better able to let go of the outcome. Meanwhile, at a deeper level, she also began to separate her own fear of being restricted (a holdover from her mother’s attempts to restrict her own food intake) from her son’s seemingly self-restricting behavior. Only then could she see that Todd was, in fact, reacting to the pressure she was putting on him to eat. When Jennifer backed off, Todd began to eat more regularly—though never with the same adventurousness as his older brother.


Children—at any age—seem to be masters at detecting our agendas: they know exactly what we want them to do and then often do just the opposite. What is our agenda when it comes to food? We simply want our children to eat well—that is, eat the food we have lovingly and painstakingly put before them. And know this: even if you think you’re being discreet, cheerful, or absolutely blasé as you serve breakfast, lunch, or dinner, even a ten-month-old in his high chair can detect your concern, worry, and anxiety that he get that broccoli down the hatch.


I met Carolyn when she attended one of my workshops because she was concerned about her nine-year-old son, who had become quite overweight. She herself had struggled with a weight problem in the past and resolved it by sticking to a diet that was totally free of sugar and junk food. She herself ate plenty of fresh fruits and vegetables, and every meal she prepared for her two sons was made up of a variety of nutritious, organic foods.


Although her younger son seemed to enjoy whatever she put in front of him, the older child wanted only starchy carbohydrates, such as potatoes, pasta, and bread. He wouldn’t touch vegetables and also fought with her to eat chocolate bars and other sweets, none of which Carolyn allowed in the house. From the time he was two, she told me, their every interaction about food had been adversarial. Now she was even more worried because he was really gaining weight and clearly hoarding the foods she’d never allowed him to have.


As we explored the situation, two issues became clear: one was that Carolyn had a food legacy associated with very health-conscious eating that went back three generations. Her mother and grandmother had both eaten only “healthful” foods and had restricted foods deemed “bad.” The other was that both Carolyn and her mother had weight problems and frequently felt guilty about how much they ate. Her mother was not happy with her figure and had constantly berated herself for failing to restrict her food intake. She also criticized Carolyn when she was growing up by focusing on her weight. In fact, Carolyn said that when she returned from a trip to India, during which she had become very ill with dysentery, her mother had joked that she looked great because she had lost so much weight.


Like her mother, Carolyn believed that in order to be a good parent she had to make sure her children ate nutritiously ALL THE TIME. And because of this food legacy, Carolyn felt completely stymied by her older son’s eating behavior and had no tools for dealing with his determination to make his own decisions about food.


Did he, in fact, have an eating problem? Or was he simply reacting to Carolyn’s rigidity about food and eating? Had her son internalized his mother’s fears about gaining weight? These were the questions Carolyn and I began to unravel as we worked together. Indeed, once Carolyn saw how her food legacy had affected her own eating habits and attitudes toward food, she began to realize that her son’s weight gain had triggered her fear—not that he would become fat but that she herself could not control her own food intake. Once she was able to be more objective about her fears and associations with food and weight, she was better able to deal with her son’s situation. In the end, Carolyn decided to try to be more flexible, allowing her son to have some sweets and candy. Predictably, once she made these foods available instead of forbidden, her son stopped hoarding them. And as Carolyn began teaching him how certain foods impacted his body, he began—slowly but surely—to try vegetables and protein to round out his diet. As you will see in the upcoming chapters, even the most willful children can learn how to increase their range of foods—if they are taught in a palatable manner.


What Is Your Family Food Legacy?


Most negative attitudes toward food begin at home. Therefore as you prepare to help your children become good eaters, you need to be clear about the kind of environment in which you were raised. Use the questions below as a way to consider the rules, tone, and values that pertained to eating in your family.



	

Did your parents ever tell you to stop eating before you felt you were full?




	

Did either of your parents ever pressure you to go on a diet?




	

Did a friend ever show you how to diet?




	

Was anyone in your household ever on a diet when you were growing up?




	

Did anyone binge and/or restrict foods in a regular way?




	

Did anyone “eat like a bird,” always picking at food and never sitting down and enjoying a meal?




	

Did your mother, father, or any of your siblings go from diet to diet, always trying to lose weight but never feeling comfortable with their body image?




	

Were their diets successful only temporarily?




	

Did you eat predominantly “healthy” food?




	

Did your family eat a lot of bread, pasta, and other starchy foods?




	

Did your family consume a lot of fried food?




	

Did your parents let you snack on junk food?




	

Did your family keep soda in the house?




	

Were there any foods that were forbidden or only served on very special occasions?




	

Was there an emphasis in your household on making sure you ate enough?




	

Do you come from a culture in which food was scarce and, as a result, eating was believed to assure health and happiness?







There are no right or wrong answers to these questions. Rather they are intended to help you become more aware of how you were raised with relation to food. They are not intended to evoke either blame or self-praise. As a general rule, your food legacy will fall into one of four categories.



	You were raised in an environment where food was equated with love. Such an environment can create a situation in which you might feel that you are letting someone down if you don’t eat all the food she or he has prepared. It can also lead you to use food to process emotions rather than to deal with your feelings directly.



	You were raised in a restrictive environment where the types and amounts of food you ate were closely monitored by your parents. Often this environment is characterized by dieting and maintaining weight and tends to evoke one of two reactions: either you were comfortable with these restrictions and want the same for your kids, or, once out of your parents’ control you rebelled, eating whatever you wanted without regard to nutrition or balance, which could make you uncomfortable with setting limits and establishing parameters around food and eating for your children.



	You were raised in an environment where one or more of your family members went on restrictive diets and lost weight only later to regain it. Such a legacy may cause you to believe that you are not in control of food, which can then lead to restrictive/binge behavior and yo-yo dieting.



	You were raised in an environment where meals were enjoyed, a variety of foods was offered, and there was little or no emphasis on how much or how little one should eat of any particular food. Meals usually consisted of a balance among healthy nutritious foods, with an allowance for some sugar or junk food. There was an emphasis on eating for enjoyment instead of a focus on rigidity. This environment is the most likely to produce a healthy attitude toward food and eating.






Whichever environment you were raised in, it is likely that you have internalized your legacy, and that it has subtly but powerfully influenced your present attitudes toward food. It is these internalized, unconscious food attitudes, or what I call tape loops, that can unwittingly influence the way you are dealing with your own kids about food.


What Are Your Tape Loops?


Examining and disrupting your tape loops, those voices in your head fueled by your attitudes toward food and eating, is the next step toward separating your own food attitudes from your children’s behaviors. Have you ever heard a voice in your head berating you when you ate that second piece of cake, and then said to yourself, “Now I have really blown it! I am totally off my usual diet, and I better not eat anything tomorrow.” The internalized attitude that you don’t have control over what or how much you eat helps create the feeling that you have “blown it,” leaving you at risk for deciding that the only way to compensate is to not eat anything at all the next day. When you begin to restrict what you eat, you put yourself at risk for creating or continuing a restrict-binge-restrict cycle. What happens with such an attitude? You may eat two, then maybe three pieces of cake, and the chips, and then the cookies, and the ice cream, and whatever other food you deem “bad.”


Indeed, experts are now beginning to understand that this negative cycle impacts metabolism and can result in weight gain rather than weight loss. During a binge, the body responds to the influx of food by storing body fat, as if readying itself for a future famine.




Just the Thought of Restricting Induces Overeating
[image: Image]


SEVERAL STUDIES HAVE BEEN DONE on the effects of rigid dieting on actual eating behavior and consequent weight gain. Herman and Mack (1975) studied women who were very concerned with eating, dieting, and weight and observed that anytime they thought they had blown their diets and broken from their rigid dietary standards, they resorted to “all or none” thinking, which in turn provoked binge eating. Furthermore, the women in the study demonstrated an inability to feel full. If they thought that they had gone off their diet, they not only were unable to detect their signal of fullness but also consumed—at minimum—twice as much food as women who were not on rigid diets.


And, Spencer and Fremouw (1979) observed that women who merely thought they had blown their diets took in more calories than others. The study concluded that chronic avoidance of food resulted in overeating, weight gain, and in-creased body fat. It is now widely understood in the field of eating problems that “the best defense against binge eating is to eat” (Johnson and Connors, 1987). I always say in my practice, “A chocolate bar a day keeps the fat away!”


 


The Domino Effect of Yo-Yo Dieting and Restricting Food
[image: Image]


IN 1950, ANSEL KEYS and his colleagues studied the effects of starvation by severely limiting the food intake of a group of normal healthy men. Prior to the study, these men had no emotional problems or any issues with food. However, during the period of restriction, the men demonstrated profound social, emotional, cognitive, and physiological changes. They became depressed and withdrawn. They were extraordinarily preoccupied with thoughts of food. And their metabolisms slowed down. During the refeeding phase, most of the men gained weight and significantly increased their percentage of body fat. Many could not lose this weight, and even eight months after the refeeding phase, one-third of them remained seriously preoccupied with food, had eating problems, and retained an increased percentage of body fat.




This physiologic reaction is the reason why people with a history of yo-yo dieting can end up regaining more weight than they lost. With each attempt to lose weight, they begin to trigger the mechanism that leads to storing more and more fat. Scientific research supports the idea that people who chronically restrict their food intake not only disrupt their metabolism and wind up gaining more weight and a percentage of body fat but also become more preoccupied with thoughts about food. For more on the metabolic impact of yo-yo dieting see Debra Waterhouse’s book Outsmarting the Female Fat Cell.


Another tape loop might lead to your needing to feed your children in order to make you feel that you are loving them enough. People who come from backgrounds that emphasized eating as a way to show community within the family as well as love and appreciation for the chef (frequently the mother) often carry tape loops that cause anxiety if a child doesn’t eat “enough.” They might fear that their children won’t be healthy, that their children don’t love them, or that they themselves are not being good parents.




Endocrine Changes as a Result of Dieting in Young Women
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IN 1984, FICHTER AND PIRKE did a study in which a group of young women were asked to restrict their food intake for six weeks. The results showed profound endocrine disturbances that did not resolve themselves until the women returned to their normal weight. The physiological changes included an elevation of the plasma cortisol levels (which negatively impact the body’s ability to manage stress), an increase in growth hormone levels, and a decrease in hormone-stimulating levels. What these results tell us is that even one incidence of severe dieting or restriction can have profound physiological effects on a young person’s body. Keep this information in mind the next time you overhear a nine-year-old girl wanting to go on her first diet. Some children may indeed need to lose weight, but they must be guided by a healthy, rational plan.




These tape loops, as I’ve said, are a direct result of the internalized messages created by your family food legacy. Consider these four general attitudes toward food:



	You tend to eat when you are feeling stressed, anxious, bored, lonely, or in need of comfort. You use food to celebrate an event or to reward yourself.



	You categorize foods as either good or bad, which often causes you to be preoccupied with closely monitoring what you are eating on a daily basis.



	You feel you don’t have control over food or eating; you are prone to dieting and/or restrictive/binge behavior.



	You don’t think about food. You eat when you are hungry, reaching for whatever is around and available. You are not overly concerned with nutrition or eating in moderation because you trust that your body is getting the nutrients it needs for optimal health and well-being.






If your general attitude toward food is characterized by either (1), (2), or (3), you have internalized a negative attitude toward eating, which may in turn be determining how you are dealing with your children’s eating behavior. On the other hand, if you feel your attitude is most akin to that described in (4), you more than likely have a healthy, objective way of addressing your children’s eating issues. In essence, tape loops—whether they voice admonishments to eat more or eat less—can interfere with your ability to deal with your children’s eating behaviors objectively and clearly. Therefore, you need to become aware of your own tape loops and separate them from your children’s behavior with food.


How Your Tape Loops May Be Affecting Your Children


Not surprisingly, there is a direct correlation between how parents treat themselves and how they treat their children: parents who are more relaxed about how they eat will be more relaxed about how their children eat. These parents will also have an easier time if the pediatrician tells them to “back off” when they begin to worry about their toddler who never seems to eat anything, or about their five-year-old who eats only peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.


Parents usually fall somewhere on a spectrum of attitudes about eating. At one extreme is a very rigid approach toward what foods their kids should eat, and at the other extreme is allowing kids to eat anything that interests them. If you have a hard time forgiving yourself after eating fattening foods, then you might have a hard time relaxing when your children eat those foods, and you might worry if they have days when they eat mostly cake and ice cream. On the other hand, if you are relaxed about food and have never dieted a day in your life, you might not even give a second thought to your child’s sugar intake. You might focus on other things, like getting him to sleep so he will wake up feeling fresh in the morning. The more easygoing you are about the way you eat, the easier it will be for you to go with the ebb and flow of your child’s eating because you will be confident that his nutritional needs are being met. Indeed, as you will see in chapter four, pediatricians and nutritionists agree that for children nutrition is achieved on a two-week basis, not day to day.


Let’s see how flexible or rigid you are about eating, and how that corresponds to your response to your child’s eating behavior.



	
Visualize a line that contains four points, A, B, C, and D.


[image: Image]
A   B   C   D




	
Imagine that you are attending your best friend’s fortieth birthday party, where your favorite birthday cake is served. You:




	A. Look at it and say to yourself, “I am definitely not having a piece; I cannot do that!”



	B. Take one piece after deliberating for ten minutes, and it tastes so good that you have another half. You then figure you blew it, so you might as well have three more pieces, and then you move on to eating the other foods you didn’t taste because you know you will not have this stuff again starting tomorrow.



	C. You eat the piece of cake but spend a lot of the evening feeling fat and thinking about how you shouldn’t have done that and you certainly won’t have any more fattening food.
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