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Praise for

BORN TO EAT

“Born to Eat answered all my questions about baby-led weaning. Leslie and Wendy Jo will help parents raise children who feel good about food and their bodies, which is preventative medicine at its best. I wish this book had been around when my daughter was a baby! Highly recommended for new parents.”
—Katja Rowell, MD, author of Helping Your Child with Extreme Picky Eating

“What comes over in this easy-to-read book is that moving on to solid foods should be a positive experience, and that we can trust our babies to know their own bodies. By choosing healthy foods and being present and purposeful at shared family mealtimes, we can feel confident to sit back and let our children make their own discoveries and decisions—because we are all Born to Eat.”
—Gill Rapley, PhD, coauthor of Baby-Led Weaning

“Born to Eat emphasizes two of the most important aspects of child feeding that also happen to be lacking in our society today: connection and trust. Leslie and Wendy Jo combine their professional experience with their parenting wisdom to remind us that feeding our children is supposed to be a simple, fun, and nurturing experience, rather than one of stress, guilt, and worry. Born to Eat protects a child’s ability to self-regulate their intake and nurtures their innate curiosity of food. For any parents considering the baby-led weaning approach or an approach that fosters a healthy relationship with food for the entire family, Born to Eat is a must!”
—Lindsay Stenovec, MS, RD, CEDRD, owner of Nutrition Instincts & founder of The Nurtured Mama Club

“Problem solved! Born to Eat is like a trustworthy friend showing you the ropes of feeding your infant with love and compassion. As new parents, we care deeply about doing what's best for baby, but food can be especially overwhelming. Read this book and experience the joys of watching your child explore eating with curiosity and engagement. Leslie and Wendy Jo give you the information you need and the permission to make it work for your family through the years.”
—Rebecca Scritchfield, author of Body Kindness

“Born To Eat is a must-read for anyone thinking about trying baby-led weaning. It's a practical guide that provides simple, actionable steps for each stage of the process and addresses all of the common questions and fears that many parents have.”
—Lindsay Livingston, RD, founder of The Lean Green Bean blog
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Disclaimer

This book contains suggestions and advice for starting solid foods with your infant. It is not a substitute for medical care or medical advice. All infants and families are different, so please discuss this process with your pediatrician and other members of your support team.
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To CC and Anya:

Because of you, we’ve embraced our own good-enoughness knowing that is the surest way for you to claim your own. Never forget that you are fearfully and wonderfully made, our loves. You two brought Born to Eat to life, and we pray that you will confidently enjoy each bite this life has to offer.

And

To B and B:

You’re the most supportive and loving copilots two rule-breaker women could ever ask for. Thank you for not only trusting us on this journey with your favorite baby girls, but also showing the world there are Born to Eat dads, too.


INTRODUCTION

The simple act of eating has become so overly complicated. It can be nerve-racking simply to attempt to feed ourselves well, much less our children. It doesn’t have to be that way.

Parents are some of the most talented, selfless, and overwhelmed people out there. We’re parents; we know! What mom, dad, or caregiver wouldn’t want to reduce anxiety around feeding and increase our confidence in nourishing our kids? As nutrition experts (and moms) who’ve worked in the dietetics field from pediatrics to pro sports, we’re cutting through the hype and fads to make feeding better for baby and, hopefully, less stressful for mom and dad. We believe that infants (and adults) are Born to Eat.

Born to Eat is a philosophy that we feel supports a lifelong, healthy relationship with food and body that begins with a self-feeding approach as an infant. This is the process that we use with our own kids not just because it makes sense and has been around since the dawn of man, but because it has a growing body of research to support it, as well. Infants supported in this approach are eating healthy foods and becoming natural eaters most likely with incredible feeding confidence and self-regulation skills. We believe that self-feeding whole foods is a successful method. Our entire population wouldn’t exist if it wasn't.

In our society, people are constantly bombarded with confusing and conflicting messages from social media, the Internet, well-meaning friends, or even health professionals. We, Wendy Jo and Leslie, have taken the research and coupled it with our professional and personal experiences to start clearing up the nutritional mumbo-jumbo that can make us overthink food, feeding, and trusting our bodies for a lifetime. This is one of the main reasons we decided to write Born to Eat. That, and the fact that we are Born to Eat.

Our Journeys to Self-Feeding

Leslie’s daughter was five days old when friends came to visit. They didn’t come empty-handed, either—they came with food, really good food, and the book Baby-Led Weaning by Gill Rapley and Tracey Murkett. They spoke of how they were using baby-led weaning with their son, and right away Leslie was interested—partly because the thought of making baby food was absolutely daunting and partly because eating real food (as much as possible but don’t get crazy) was her motto. Being the geeks Leslie and her husband are, they studied the emerging research on baby-led weaning and interviewed experienced professionals before starting their daughter, CC, with her first piece of steak, egg, avocado, etc. It just made sense: no pricey pastel blenders or purées in ice cube trays while baby learns about taste, texture, and develops fine motor skills by eating whole foods … Where do we sign up?

It’s not easy; learning a new skill never is. Leslie’s family is one that likes to cook most meals and sit down to eat together. This was a very helpful habit already in place. Regardless, it takes time and it’s messy, but oh so worth it. Today, Leslie’s daughter will eat a brownie or donut and—get ready—leave some on her plate. They have no doubt that allowing her to develop her innate feeding skills and body trust through a self-feeding approach played a very important role in that.

Leslie and her husband were so grateful their friends brought them that book; it ignited a spark in Leslie because she knew it wasn’t just about the food, but about the family attitude and behaviors around food that can shape a child for lifetime. And that shaping happens mostly at home in the family environment very early in life. Leslie has spent more than fifteen years working with children and adults who never got to develop (or have lost) their own body trust. We feel that this approach can help change that. It starts with self-feeding, but the Born to Eat approach is so much more.

After watching Leslie embark on this journey with CC, and our dietitian colleague and friend, Rebecca Scritchfield, with her two little ones, Wendy Jo was convinced this journey was for her. Like many parents, she was eager to get started, chomping at the bit for all the signs of readiness. When her daughter turned five and a half months old, they began the journey of self-feeding whole foods. Without giving too much away just yet, Wendy Jo shares that this has been the most rewarding part of parenthood for her family. As a nutrition professional, food ranks pretty high up there in her household, and they look forward to mealtimes as a family. Now Wendy Jo’s daughter, Miss A, shares in the joys of eating with the family; whether dinner is Thai, Indian, Mexican, or Italian (her favorite) food, she’s all in. With this approach, parents can become far more relaxed and baby can take the lead with self-feeding. It was apparent to Wendy Jo and her husband that Miss A was also Born to Eat.

Perfectly Imperfect

First off, let’s get something straight: this isn’t a perfect parenting book. Nor is this book a perfect nutrition book. We are not perfect parents, and even though we are nutrition experts, we don’t eat perfectly. Like you, we’re parents doing the best we can. What we do promise is to share the best information we have (thankfully not always conventional), comforting steps, nutrition tips, stories, and our own journeys. We want your family to feel great about the family plate without overthinking food. Join us as we walk the perfectly imperfect path to parenthood while living in a very nutritionally confusing world. We’ll start with our no-nonsense guide to self-feeding beginning at about six months of age, then we’ll carry you through the late infant and toddler stages. We’ll take the tenets of baby-led weaning and self-feeding and guide you through feeding your little one. Our hope is that this process will not only be a liberating experience for you and your family, but will also help you promote body confidence in your child (and hopefully yourself). You might just get more meals seated at the family table while you’re at it. It won’t be perfect, but it will be real.

It’s hard out there as a parent. We live in a culture of misinformation and shaming; food shaming, body shaming, parent shaming, you name it! If it’s not eat this to be healthy, it’s here’s the path to a perfect body (which is only an illusion of photo editing). We even hear things like if you’re not eating this (insert fad of the week) or doing this diet, you should be ashamed. Let’s face it, we live in a culture that thinks shaming is a sport (it’s sad and sick). If you’re not doing what others are doing, then you’re wrong, a hippie, lazy, or just crazy. We absolutely do not want shaming of any kind to be a part of the Born to Eat philosophy or community. For this reason, we feel it’s important for us to share our definitions of certain words and phrases with you here and throughout the book. We just want you to know where we’re coming from when we use one of these terms. And no matter what, don’t forget this phrase: what you chew is up to you!

BORN TO EAT BASIC TERMINOLOGY

Processed food—Unless you picked it right off the vine, it’s processed in some way to get to you. If you pick up an apple in the grocery, it’s been processed, meaning someone picked it and got it to the store. Frozen berries are processed to get in that bag and in the freezer bin. The sirloin steak was processed and placed in the meat section yet still has one ingredient: beef. Processed foods are normal, we all use them, and many are considered whole foods.

Overly processed food—In our opinion, overly processed foods aren’t even close to their normal or natural state. They have been refined, heavily altered, and/or chemically processed. This may be a food (or food-like item) made with refined flours, artificial sweeteners, artificial colors, artificial flavors, added fillers, with the normally occurring fats removed, and so on. Our least favorite of these are the ones dressed up as good for you and sold with a health halo (insert our angry faces). For example, a pasteurized prepared cheese product and a fiber-spiked, sugar-free snack bar are what we would consider an overly processed food.

Whole food—Food that’s close to its natural form or with few ingredients. Like steak—the ingredient is beef. We don’t eat perfectly whole foods all the time, as we mentioned. Most of the time, we try to eat mostly whole or low-ingredient foods, but we don’t freak out if there’s a store-bought cupcake at a birthday party. We’re eatin’ it!

Real food—Similar to whole food in that it’s regular ol’ food not laden with artificial stuff or tremendously processed and definitely not diet food. Sometimes we use the terms whole food and real food interchangeably, and there are items that have more than one ingredient and we still consider them to be whole or real foods. For example, if you can buy a whole fat or regular product, we prefer this over something that has been overly processed to be fat-free or low-fat. We need fat (so does baby), and it’s tasty.

Baby food—Puréed, and likely jarred, food no longer in its natural form or texture.

Diet—A collection of foods we typically eat.

Dieting—The act of manipulating the body’s energy needs via caloric, fat, or other restriction and/or ignoring natural hunger and fullness cues for the sheer purpose of weight loss. Dieting is the opposite of the Born to Eat approach. If you’re on the diet train as a parent, we’ve got some great info for you in chapter 10.

Weaning—The process of an infant moving from a sole diet of breastmilk or formula to the incorporation of solid foods for pleasure, nourishment, growth, and development.

Self-feeding—The process that allows baby to use their own hands to feed themselves whole foods similar to what the caregivers are consuming while also choosing how much breastmilk or formula is consumed on demand.

Family meal—A meal at any time of the day where at least one child and one adult are present and eating together at a table.

How to Use This Book

Born to Eat is divided into four parts. Part One will take you through the background of a Born to Eat approach, including the background on baby food, the science behind a self-feeding or baby-led approach, and tools for preparing for your Born to Eat journey. Part Two has five chapters each devoted to eater stages from the pre-eating beginner to the advanced eater. If you’re little one is six months or sixteen months, there’s a place to jump right in! Part Three truly brings the Born to Eat approach full-circle. It’s not just about feeding a baby; it’s about a healthy environment for the whole family that fosters body confidence and trust. We’ll guide you toward a Born to Eat mentality for the adults in the household, help you plan meals, and learn to savor taste and textures as a family. In Part Four, we share our favorite first foods, how to cook and serve them, along with breakfast, lunch, and dinner favorites. We’re so excited you’re on this journey with us!


“There is no such thing as a perfect parent. So just be a real one."

—Sue Atkins
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PART 1

THE BORN TO EAT FOUNDATION


CHAPTER 1

WE ARE BORN TO EAT


“Parenting is the easiest thing in the world to have an opinion about, but the hardest thing in the world to do.”

—Matt Walsh



Leslie and her husband were nervous walking into the pediatric specialist’s office. The last time they were there, their little one, CC, was four months old and getting her upper lip tie evaluated. But at this visit, they were preparing for a lecture on common feeding practices. They were breaking the mold, going against the grain, and not following the conventional norms of introducing solids to an infant. Their daughter was about seven months old now and eating solid foods at the family table. She was trying and eating the same foods that Leslie and her husband were eating. They both expected to be scolded as they waited to tell the doctor how they were feeding CC without purées or baby food. Instead of a lecture about purées and textures, he said, “Why would I have a problem with that? That’s how most the world feeds their children.” Leslie and her husband just looked at each other in disbelief and excitement.

Nothing has ever made so much sense to us. Humans have been around for thousands of years. We’ve not only thrived, but we’ve flourished. All without baby food. Think about it: the human race has made it this far, largely on whole foods. Only in recent decades have we begun overthinking and overprocessing our foods, which has led to chronic dieting, chronic disease, and epic confusion about the best way to feed ourselves and our families. We, as humans, are Born to Eat. It’s an innate skill that has simply been overcomplicated and underappreciated. It seems only natural to start at the beginning—with our babies. For the most part, when developmentally ready, they can eat what we eat and hopefully become healthy, happy eaters, enjoying whole foods in the process.


Only in recent decades have we begun overthinking and overprocessing our foods, which has led to chronic dieting, chronic disease, and epic confusion about the best way to feed ourselves and our families.



Many countries, aside from the United States, feed their babies this way once they’re physically and developmentally ready. And parents feed using a whole food or baby self-feeding approach without fear. From birth, babies around the globe are fed in a variety of manners, whether it be the breast, a bottle, pre-masticated food (pre-chewed and fed to baby), food from the hands of a caregiver, or using a spoon. Many cultures around the world feed their babies what the family is eating and in the same manner. There are also places in the world where families don’t make or have access to baby foods, yet their children are still fed and grow.
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The use and production (or invention) of commercial baby food became popular during in the late 1920s. There had been no major need for special foods for infants since recommendations in those times were not to give solids until around one year of age. As women entered the workforce, there was a greater demand for a convenient way to feed their children. The age recommendations to introduce solids became younger and younger, some even just weeks after birth. By the 1950s, commercial baby food was mainstream and touted to be a more contemporary way of feeding. It was often marketed as a superior food to what parents could make at home. Ultimately, commercial baby food became a convenience item marketed to the modern woman. What parent wouldn’t want to do the best by their baby? The creation and existence of baby food today makes sense to us, and we understand why people chose to use certain baby food products. Parents and caregivers are busy and want what’s best for their children.

But what if we were to hit rewind? What if we returned to an era of no baby food, where the foods our infants ate were just the same foods that were a part of the whole family’s diet? What if we, the parents, provided foods to the family without fussing over the freezer trays or expensive pastel blenders? What if this meant the possibility of better body trust and a healthy relationship with food for a lifetime? That time is now. This is the Born to Eat approach. We believe that it’s less confusing, possibly more nutritious, and even—get ready—easier in the long run than contemporary and conventional advice.


We’re aren’t saying that people who’ve used baby food did something wrong. We’re saying there’s another way.



We believe there’s really no such thing as baby food, or kid food for that matter. Clever marketing and restaurant menus try their best to convince us as parents that packaged and, much of the time, overly-processed foods are best for our kids. It’s also convinced us that kids just don’t like so-called adult, or normal, foods. Many believe it’s normal for kids to live on chicken fingers, French fries, and mac-n-cheese since they simply don’t have the taste for vegetables. While we find those foods appealing at times for all ages, this is very far from the truth, and we’re excited to correct that notion. Don’t get us wrong—there are some great, baby-friendly convenience foods that we use while on the go or traveling, but for most of our everyday meals, our little ones eat what we eat. It’s the Born to Eat way. There are ways we have modified our food preparation to be more baby-friendly, such as ditching foods with loads of added sugar or salt, and preparing or portioning the baby plate differently from ours. But, on the whole, what we make for dinner is what the family eats. And our clients have been very happy to learn that there are no short-order cooks in Born to Eat homes.


“What I realized is that the approach was very natural for both my girls. I believe it was the best for my family because it saves time and money, and it enhances our interest in our baby's eating—saying ‘This is grandma’s tuna salad’ meant more to me than ‘Here's the puréed chicken.’”

—Rebecca Scritchfield, registered dietitian, food and fitness expert, and author of Body Kindness



Simply put, once developmentally appropriate, baby is allowed to self-feed the foods of the family while still using on-demand breast or formula feedings. This leaves being spoon-fed purées completely out of the process since baby is self-feeding. We, Leslie and Wendy Jo, often use the terms baby-led weaning and self-feeding interchangeably. There’s some debate about the terms, but let’s not get hung up on that. The Born to Eat approach starts with baby self-feeding with safety precautions and nutrition advice along the way. Although self-feeding is considered nontraditional, it isn’t a new way of feeding. It’s been used for thousands of years.

The term baby-led weaning (BLW) was first coined by Gill Rapley and Tracey Murkett in their book Baby-Led Weaning: The Essential Guide to Introducing Solid Foods. We both found this book very helpful and we were glad to have had it for a resource. Dr. Rapley has paved the way for a natural approach to feeding that focuses on foods of the family table. Her book has spurred an emerging body of research, as well. Being the foodies and nutrition therapists we are, we knew we wanted to add to these amazing feeding resources and demonstrate how a feeding approach can impact not just what babies are eating, but their relationship with food and body for a lifetime.
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Like we mentioned, Born to Eat isn’t just an approach to feeding using a baby-led style or self-feeding techniques—it’s a philosophy. As you’ve gathered by now, we believe humans are Born to Eat. There’s a drive to eat as soon as a baby is born. Just watch how a newborn will bob for the breast or bottle within minutes of birth. We are born with innate skills that guide our desire for nourishment. In the early years of life, we can take something so beautifully designed in nature and support it through nurture likely leading to a healthy, lifelong relationship with food and our bodies.

The Born to Eat philosophy starts with a self-feeding baby but encompasses so much more. We feel that any parent, adult, or child can embrace the Born to Eat key values:

1.   Eat whole food as often as possible, from the developmentally appropriate infant through adulthood

2.   Honor and support self-regulation of body nourishment

3.   When possible, eat as a family

4.   Be present and purposeful with food

5.   Support a healthy body through body confidence, trust, and gratitude

Let’s break these down a bit …

Eat Whole Food as Often as Possible

We often use the terms whole and real interchangeably, but we try to stick to the term whole. In our respective offices, we find ourselves explaining what it means to us. We are born to eat real, whole food, yet real food isn’t all that apparent. We are bombarded with health messages and products that scarcely resemble the whole food it once was. The most common, and deceiving, buzzwords could be healthy, wheat, and thin. It seems you could put any of the three descriptors on a box and sell most anything. At first glance, we tend to believe what we hear and read is usually true, especially when we respect the source. Why would manufacturers, health professionals, or the media tell us anything but the truth? The short answer is to sell a product. Don’t get us wrong—they’re plenty of caring, up-to-date professionals and quality products out there—but ultimately, we believe that what you chew is up to you (you’re going to see that phrase a lot). We could go on and on, but these are our general guidelines for a more whole-food way of eating.

Our bottom line definition for whole, or real, food, is “a food that hasn’t been highly processed or made specifically as a diet product or fat-altered food.” Now all foods are processed in some way to make it to our grocery stores, but when we’re talking about highly processed foods, we mean something that has lots of refined ingredients and additives. A good example is a snack bar, perceived as healthy with an unheard of amount of fiber that will likely result in spending the rest of the afternoon hiding or in the bathroom. We say, if you want more fiber, add more fruits and vegetables, not something manufactured to have fiber and sold with a health halo.

When possible, we recommend selecting foods that are whole or single-ingredient foods as often as you can (many of them don’t have nutrition facts labels at all). A few examples are tomato (ingredient: tomato), steak (ingredient: beef), eggs (ingredient: eggs), or almond (ingredient: almond). You get the gist. Think about shopping the perimeter of the grocery store for fresh, whole foods like produce, meat, dairy items, bulk items like nuts, oats, quinoa, etc. Although there are many whole foods throughout the grocery, like in the canned and freezer sections, we like to start with the perimeter.

Next, we try to buy items we can’t or don’t make with few ingredients. For example, we don’t make butter, but we sure eat loads of it. Yes, you read that right. Butter. Ingredients: cream and salt. We’re totally down with that! A few examples of low-ingredient items would be cheeses, yogurt, nut butters, crackers with few ingredients, and so on.

We also like to choose whole, regular-fat foods. We’re not sure that the whole fat debate will ever be over—whole fat versus low-fat versus no-fat. The Born to Eat team chooses whole fat yogurts, whole fat cheeses, and whole fat milks. We don’t buy defatted peanut butter, fat-free cheese (it’s shiny—ew), or low-fat breads. Fat is crucial for development, hormone production, and even aids in our body’s natural capacity to regulate hunger and fullness. Low-fat and fat-free products are generally full of things like added sugar and other fillers to make up for the flavor power of the missing fat. This often results in more processing and additives and possibly eating far more because we’re not satisfied. We use the real deal when available and feel that although conventional recommendations haven’t caught up (and there are many possible reasons for that), the research is there to support using whole, regular foods.1 Professor of pediatrics at Harvard Medical School and Boston Children’s Hospital David Ludwig wrote this in an article on CNN.com.2 “Responding to new evidence, the 2015 USDA Dietary Guidelines lifted the limit on dietary fat, unofficially ending the low-fat diet era. But you’d never know it, because a full accounting of this failed experiment has not been made.” So, we’re going to stick to full-fat, regular products whenever possible.


We don’t do diet food.



We love to say eat real food, but don’t get crazy! It’s a most of the time way of eating, or 80/20 approach with the foods we eat. This means that, most of the time, you plan for and fuel with high-quality whole foods. So when you’re at that birthday party having a cupcake or a slice of pizza you didn’t make, it’s not a problem. We sit down and enjoy that cupcake, too! However, if you find yourself digging through the trash at said party to inspect the ingredients on the cupcake package—that’s what we mean by crazy. Now this is not talking about a parent of a child with allergies. Rest assured, if we were at that party, we'd be digging in the trash along with you!

Honor and support self-regulation of body nourishment

We’ve all experienced feelings of physical hunger. Our stomach may growl, we may feel a bit off, or we may have this gentle sensation of emptiness. It’s also safe to say that most people have experienced being satisfied, or getting just enough at a meal and feeling the need for more food a couple hours later. On the flip-side, many, if not all of us, have probably experienced that overly, almost sick, full feeling—like Thanksgiving after dessert. Watching an infant turn away from food, push food away, or purse her lips to refuse food is a visual sign of this amazing, innate self-regulation skill. This is our favorite no because they are demonstrating that they’re tuning into their bodies, and we are honoring their fullness. Supporting a child with self-feeding, or allowing the infant to honor their own hunger and fullness cues, is called responsive feeding. We feel it can support lifelong trust in one’s body along with feeding competence.

In our fast-paced and, unfortunately, dieting-obsessed society, we often ignore and distrust our own intuitive cues to feed ourselves. We believe in fostering self-regulation in our children and as adults even if we have to relearn it. There’s no room for dieting or restrictive behaviors in a Born to Eat home.


We don’t believe in or recommend dieting. Dieting is a predictor of disordered eating practices and becoming overweight. We are Born to Eat, not born to withhold nourishment from our bodies.



When Possible, Eat as a Family

In this busy world of ours, we all struggle to sit down, slow down to take a breath, and or even savor a meal. But we need to. We have to. Our health, and our family’s health, depend on it. Family meals model for our children how to eat, how to behave at the table, and how to try new foods. At an early age, babies watch parents hold silverware, chew food, and savor (and dislike) what they’re eating. It’s important for babies to watch their caregivers chew, drink from a cup, use a fork, enjoy flavors, and listen to them describe their foods. We understand the busy life, especially if you have multiple children; however, when at all possible, take a seat at the table, pause between each bite, describe to your children what you taste, and enjoy the blessings of a family meal. And there are many. There are numerous reasons to make family meals a priority, and many of them are far greater than just eating food. We’ll talk more about that in chapter 10.

Be Present and Purposeful with Food

We believe the food we choose to eat is worth our full attention. When we’re present with our food, we can appreciate how it makes us feel. It can make us experience pleasure with taste or texture and then satisfied when we’ve had enough. If we’re present, which means no distractions like the television, emailing, social media, games, etc., it allows us to truly enjoy food, both physiologically and psychologically. We also believe that part of the satisfaction component of eating is to experience pleasure, whether it is to satisfy hunger or excite our taste buds. Being purposeful with food means spending some time to plan eating experiences like meals and snacks. You don’t have to get all spreadsheet on us, but it’s a good idea to know what’s on the menu for dinner. It can impact eating and feeding choices all day long.

A little planning can allow for learning the many aspects of food, such as the nourishment certain foods provide, as well as appreciating and accepting a variety of flavors. Is the food spicy, sweet, smoky, bitter, or tart? So often, we go through a meal and never give a moment’s thought as to what we’re really tasting—not just eating, but truly tasting the food in front of us. This is presence with food. We’re consistently coaching our clients to tune out of their jobs when possible and actually take a lunch. We frequently recommend moving away from the television or computer screen to tune into the food so we can experience and taste the food in front of us. On the flipside, it’s just as important that we give ourselves permission to step away from a food if it really isn’t that satisfying. That can only be accomplished when we’re present with our food and the eating experience.
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We’re excited to share our three-bite food exploration activity in chapter 13, which will walk you through how to tune into your food so you can share it with your little ones. The earlier babies begin to experience flavors and textures, the greater the likelihood they’ll try new foods in the future. And we don’t believe that gross and yucky are food descriptors. Our presence and purpose with foods help model and empower our little ones to trust their own self-regulation skills and seek the pleasure of food to satisfy physiological hunger.

Support a Healthy Body through Body Confidence, Trust, and Gratitude

It’s hard to ever feel like you're on a healthy path if you believe there’s something wrong with how your body works. Like we’ve mentioned, we’re born with skills we need to regulate our bodies. Not feeling able to self-regulate, either as a result of dieting or simply not paying attention to our food, can undermine our body confidence over time. This is the ultimate setup for a very unhealthy relationship with food and our bodies. We want to make every effort to nip that from infant feeding going forward, and that’s why we think the Born to Eat approach, which includes the entire family, can make such an impact. When we have confidence that our bodies have what it takes to self-regulate things like the need for food (hunger), the cue to stop eating (satiety), or the need for sleep (getting tired), we don’t look for external ways to control our bodies. Having this type of body confidence early in life lays the foundation of body trust. When we trust that our bodies can guide us, we aren’t as likely to seek external means of control (like dieting and dieting behaviors) because we’ve had years of experience of our bodies doing just what they were meant to do—self-regulate.

As parents and caregivers, it’s important to foster that inner trust in our infants and children, whether that means letting them stop eating after only a couple bites of food or being up front about what’s in front of them. We also have an honesty policy when it comes to eating and food. Trust is crucial to any relationship, and that includes the ones we have with food and our bodies. We’re not going to tell you to hide foods or be deceptive about what you’re putting on the plate; this doesn’t allow for a trusting relationship with food and can sabotage the child-caregiver relationship down the road. Now, we aren’t telling you to sit your six-month-old down and tell them about every ingredient in the food. But as our little ones grow, there’s nothing wrong with describing to them what they’re eating and all the cool stuff it can do in their bodies. We don’t have to assume they’re not going to like something (like vegetables) and add a minuscule amount to a recipe. That’s not what we’d consider a win and won’t earn their trust in feeding.


Trust is crucial to any relationship, including the one we have with food and our bodies.



When we begin to understand what the food in front of us can do for our bodies, we have an opportunity to also teach and express gratitude. Gratitude for what we have in front of us—like a warm meal, family and friends, a table to eat at, or a variety of foods—can give us and our kids a positive perspective around food. Gratitude doesn’t stop at the dinner table, but it’s a wonderful place for it to start. Practicing gratitude helps us appreciate our amazing bodies, and how we digest and utilize nutrients from every bite of food we eat. The energy we gain from food is what fuels our lives. It supports our play, going down a slide, jumping up and down, helping others, learning, reading a bedtime story, or giving a giant hug. Practicing gratitude is a part of the Born to Eat approach.

Both of us are grateful. So very grateful. We’re grateful that we’ve used, curated, and reaped the benefits of the Born to Eat approach in our own lives. And we’re grateful that you are holding Born to Eat in your hands right now. It’s our hope you’ll share in the joys of the Born to Eat approach.
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CHAPTER 2

BENEFITS OF THE SELF-FEEDING APPROACH


“We are facing a childhood feeding crisis, not an ‘obesity’ crisis.”

—Katja Rowell, MD, childhood feeding specialist and coauthor of Helping Your Child with Extreme Picky Eating and author of Love Me, Feed Me for Adoptive and Foster Parents



Wendy Jo watched her little girl, beneath a yogurt-smothered face, work on chewing, eating, and gagging on a cooked pear wedge. Talk about nerve-racking! Little A made some gagging noises (thank goodness), had a full gag effect, spit out the pear, and then proceeded to grab her next piece. Meanwhile, Wendy Jo was sitting on her hands with her eyes glued to Little A, trying to coach her to chew, chew, chew. Even as a trained professional in food and nutrition, Wendy Jo still had to calm her nerves, hide her own fear, and give her daughter the opportunity to learn on her own. This would not be the last time in life she’d have to watch her daughter navigate challenges on her own, so perhaps it was a good thing Wendy Jo started training herself right away. The good news is that with every meal and every bite, Little A gained confidence and skill, and so did her mama.

[image: images]

Feeding ourselves can be tricky at times. Feeding our kids the right food, at the right time, with the right texture—that can be downright overwhelming. We’d be lying if we said it wasn’t scary for us, even with our nutrition backgrounds. They’re our little ones—our beautiful and amazing kids. We want them to be healthy, safe, and well. That’s why we both decided to study and use the baby-led style or self-feeding approach with our infants. In our study, we found that not only can this approach be an appropriate feeding method for most infants, but it may also be associated with lower maternal anxiety about the feeding process.1 Yes, please! We both signed up for less anxiety!

Babies take their time. They’re watching you eat, and learning with every bite. If a person is constantly in a rush or finds themselves distracted during mealtimes, it could spell trouble down the road. If your skin crawls when a mess occurs, or you jump with every piece of dropped food, you may want to either rescue a dog (the best food vacuum cleaners on the planet) or perhaps choose a different feeding approach. Of course we’re kidding, but the truth is this approach is messy at first. In our own experiences, we’ve found that kids who’ve used this approach have better use and control of their spoons and forks at an early age. The mess is huge, but short-lived, and our dogs sure enjoy the treats their two-legged siblings drop their way.

[image: images]

Beyond the mess potential, you can find some information out there that scares parents and discourages starting the baby-led or self-feeding process. We discovered it in the midst of supporting self-feeding with our own kids as practicing and experienced professionals. It was important for us to remember that change isn’t necessarily wrong, but it’s almost always scary.


Research suggests that most healthy full-term infants do not need the addition of complementary foods until about six months of age.2 When developmentally appropriate, most infants appear to be ready for self-feeding, or baby-led weaning.



Whether we’re talking to parents or professionals or reading the research, the main fears for using this approach are choking, the potential to miss the key nutrient iron, and slower growth patterns.3 Let’s face it, there are some challenges when it comes to baby-led weaning, just like with any type of feeding. We feel the benefits far outweigh the potential risks, or concerns, and we’re going to address each of those concerns using the emerging research on this feeding method. It’s also important to note that emerging research has not validated those possible risks. They’re simply concerns or fears, albeit valid ones, that we will address.

The potential benefits don’t just end at food for the family (and the family pet). We feel that using a self-feeding approach is more economical and could even have a positive societal impact, as well. If you’re like us, you probably like to save money, you want to buy foods that feed the family (not just baby), you’d absolutely want to skip out on being a short-order cook, and you want to foster feeding skills and body confidence in your child. And, if you’re like us, baby-led weaning or a self-feeding approach may be the perfect fit for you and your family.

[image: images]


It’s not just that a self-feeding, or baby-led, approach makes incredible sense to us; it’s that emerging levels of research suggest that an approach like this has the potential for lifelong benefits around eating and food acceptance.4



At first, some of the benefits seem superficial: less time in the kitchen, not spending money on commercial baby food products, or having a less selective, or picky, eater. However, self-fed babies stand to have even greater benefits when it comes to health and wellness. Having a child who is confident in trying new foods and textures or who is more in tune to hunger and fullness cues means that child is less likely to overeat. We believe this feeding method supports the self-regulating eater by allowing the development of body trust with responsive feeding. Because of this, there is the potential for fewer body and weight concerns in the future. Let’s dive in with the benefits of the approach and we’ll weave in addressing those concerns as we go.

Improved Feeding Skills and Confidence

The self-feeding approach can promote the learning of chewing before swallowing. From the start, babies who self-feed chew or gum food first, then swallow. By doing so, they learn to recognize their gag reflex and continue chewing before swallowing. A baby who is being spoon-fed and starts with purées is likely learning to swallow first without the opportunity to practice managing foods or textures at their own pace. Additionally, the spoon-feeding process doesn’t allow for exploration of baby’s own normal and maturing gag reflex, particularly if the caregiver is in control of the spoon.


“There is neither rational nor research to support the use of purées or spoon-feeding for normal, healthy six-month-old babies. Babies of this age are keen to be independent and to use the skills that they are developing. Six-month-olds who resist being spoon-fed are displaying normal behavior and following their instincts, not being difficult.”
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