
Intuitive Eating and Our Children

Did you know that kids are actually born as intuitive eaters? Think of
a baby who is finished eating. Whether being fed from the breast or bottle,
they will close their mouth and turn away, and it is nearly impossible to get
them to eat any more. Likewise, a young toddler may only eat certain food items
at one meal, different items at the next, or say they are hungry only an hour
after eating their last large meal! Each of these behaviours happen because
babies and young toddlers are very attuned to their hunger and fullness cues
and have no judgment towards what or when or how much they “should” be eating.
 
Unfortunately, it is usually parents or other caregivers who cause our children
to lose this innate ability to eat intuitively; even before our diet and weight
obsessed culture has a chance to influence them. Usually done out of love,
parents will use certain “tricks” (aka positive and negative pressure) to get
their kids to eat when they feel they haven’t eaten enough. They may tell a
child they can’t be hungry because they just ate, or may put limits on food
because they believe the child has eaten enough or they are worried about their
child’s body weight. They may refer to foods as “good” or “bad” or infer that
their child is good or bad based on which food they have chosen to eat.
 
Doing these things teaches children that they cannot trust their bodies
to provide them with appropriate cues, or that they need to fight to attain a
body shape or size that is different from the body they were naturally meant to
have. 
 
So instead, let’s focus on creating positive feeding environment for
our children and allow that natural intuitive eating instinct to flourish! It
has actually been shown that the feeding relationship between parents and
children is more effective in promoting physical, mental and emotional health
than ANY type of food your child may eat. We need to make sure our kids know
that all foods are acceptable and safe. And most of all, we have to work
towards healing our own issues with food and/or our bodies because kids will
always pick up on the behaviours we are modelling (even if we don’t know we are
doing it). Not only will you be helping your child become a competent eater,
but you will also be promoting their body autonomy and positive body image –
who wouldn’t want to do that?! 
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Intuitive Eating and Our Children

If you haven’t already, check out our handout 10 Tips for Raising a Healthy Eater and
if you are interested in doing more reading in this area or want more information on
how to get started, here are some blog posts you can check out:
 
10 Ways to Get Started With Intuitive Eating for Kids 
 
https://www.thinkorblue.com/intuitive-eating-for-kids/How to Raise an Intuitive
Eater 
 
https://karalydon.com/intuitive-eating/how-to-raise-an-intuitive-eater/How to
Heal the Feeding Relationship With Your Child By Becoming anIntuitive Eater 
 
https://www.crystalkarges.com/blog/how-to-heal-the-feeding-relationship-with-
your-child-by-becoming-an-intuitive-eater

RD Nutrition Inc.
5560 45 Street Unit E8

403-347-1292



Top 10 Tips to Raise a Healthy Eater
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NO PRESSURE

We want to try our best to avoid pressuring our children to eat. Pressure
comes in many forms, both positive and negative. Positive pressure could
mean cheerleading, bribing, rewarding, playing games, or going on and on
about how good a food is. Negative pressure could look like punishing,
shaming, begging, criticizing, guilting, or withholding dessert or fun
activities if the child doesn’t eat. Tell your child they don’t have to eat, and
mean it! This will help build their trust in you.

TAKE THE FOCUS OFF OF FOOD AT MEALTIMES

Instead of focusing on what your child is eating or not eating, talk about
other things, such as how their day is going. If you shift your focus away
from the food, it is less likely you will be using any kind of pressure on
your child and will in turn make mealtimes a lot less stressful for
everyone.

SIT AND EAT WITH YOUR CHILD

All too often we make meals or snacks for our children but don’t sit down
and enjoy eating it with them. Remember that children learn from
watching their parents and will model after you. So try to ditch your own
eating issues and diet mentality and enjoy mealtimes with your kids!

REMEMBER THE DIVISION OF RESPONSIBILITY.

As the parent, you are in charge of what is being served, when it is being
served, and where eating will take place. The child is the one who
decides if they want to eat, and how much they are going to eat. So
focus on your role and provide structured, consistent meal and snack
times with a variety of foods.
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LET CHILDREN EAT THEIR OWN WAY
It is very common for even older children to want to eat with their
hands, put food in their drinks, not let their food touch, etc. So let your
child choose to eat fast or slow, with utensils or with their hands, eat a
little or a lot, and in any order.

PAIR UNFAMILIAR WITH FAMILIAR FOODS, AND LIKES WITH
DISLIKES
This will help your child be more accepting of the new foods and get
comfortable with having unfamiliar foods or dislikes on their plate (even
if they choose not to eat it at that meal).

OCCASIONALLY INCLUDE “FORBIDDEN FOODS” AT MEALTIMES
This helps your child become relaxed and “matter of fact” about these
food items, so that when they are older they will know how to use them
moderately.

GET CHILDREN INVOLVED IN AGE-APPROPRIATE WAYS
Whether this is helping make the meal plan, picking out grocery items,
chopping, mixing, or adding ingredients, children love to be part of the
mealtime process! If a child feels they have some part in the meal prep,
it is a lot more likely they will try the food as well (but if they don’t, that is
ok too).

TRUST YOUR CHILD
Children are highly sensitive to their appetite and are innately in tune
with their hunger and fullness cues. So stop interfering, mind your own
business, and trust your child to eat, move, and grow into the bodies
they are supposed to be in!

TRY TO INCLUDE AT LEAST ONE THING YOU KNOW YOUR CHILD
LIKES AT EACH MEAL/SNACK TIME
You may not be able to please everyone with every item at every meal,
but including one food you know your child likes is “being considerate
without catering”. Let your child have seconds or thirds of the foods they
enjoy, EVEN if they haven’t finished or tried all of the other foods on their
plate.


