
9 Things You Should Never Say To Kids At Mealtime
When sharing a meal with your children, encourage them to have a healthy relationship with 
food by avoiding phrases like these.
Family dinner should hypothetically offer a 
moment to relax and reconnect at the end of a 
long day. In reality, it’s no easy feat to gather 
everyone at the table, and depending on your kids’ 
ages, it can be tricky to get everyone to eat 
together in harmony — or, honestly, eat what you 
cooked at all.
You want to help your kids develop healthy habits 
when it comes to eating. But without realizing it, 
you may be saying things about food — perhaps 
refraining from back when you were a child — 
that, while well-intentioned, won’t help your child 
develop a healthy relationship with food and their 
body.

“It’s not easy to always be mindful of how strong opinions, self-criticism and comments about food and 
eating are internalized” by children, said Crystal Williams, a therapist who works with eating disorder 
patients.

HuffPost asked Williams and other experts which common phrases parents should avoid at meal time.

“Finish your broccoli, then you can have dessert.”
Bargains like these, which therapist Alissa Rumsey, author of Unapologetic Eating, refers to as “food negoti-
ations,” are meant to encourage kids to eat healthy foods. The problem, Rumsey says, is that “this reinforces 
disconnected eating.” You’re getting your kid to eat the broccoli, but not because their body wants it. This 
isn’t the kind of eating you want to encourage, whether the food being consumed is vegetables or cake.

“That’s enough pasta, eat some more fruit instead.”
Here, your child is putting food on their plate because their body is telling them to. Maybe they’re still 
hungry, the pasta is delicious, or both!

“Creating environments where kids can tune into their own inner body wisdom will set them up for success 
in discovering what self-trust and satisfaction looks like for them,” said Rumsey.
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By telling them to pivot to another “cleaner” or “healthier” food, you’re inadvertently telling them not to 
listen to their body.

“Look who finished cleaning their plate first!”
Many of us were raised to be a member of the clean plate club. Motivating speeches often included men-
tion of hungry children on another continent. But the reality is that our kids have plenty to eat, and implor-
ing them to keep going encourages the same kind of disconnected eating as forcing them to finish their 
broccoli before dessert.

“Don’t waste food!”
As tempting as it is to scream this when you watch your child pour a mountain of cereal you know he’ll 
never finish, this phrase encourages kids to finish what’s on their plate not because of their body’s hunger 
cues, but in order to avoid throwing the food away.

If your kids are learning to serve themselves and need help figuring out what a reasonable portion size 
looks like, you can offer, “Why don’t you start with this much, and then you can always come back for 
more if you want it.”

“You have to try one bite.”
We all want our kids to be open to trying new foods. And if that food happens to have been prepared by a 
relative for a special occasion, then we ourselves may be feeling some pressure to show our family’s grati-
tude. But there are a couple of reasons not to try to force a child to eat — anything at all, no matter how 
small the portion.

First, it sets up a power struggle you can never win. Are you really going to make your kid remain at the 
table, alone, staring down that one spear of asparagus?

Second, you don’t want to get them in the habit of letting others tell them what to eat, or how much. They 
may be safe now listening to your commands, but what about in the future, when the directives are 
coming from some stranger on social media?

Knowing how to listen to their own bodies can offer them protection from some of the dangerous mes-
sages about eating.

“French fries will make us fat/are bad for us.”
“We don’t want kids to think of food as bad or good,” said Jillian Lampert, Ph.D., an eating disorder spe-
cialist with Veritas Collaborative.

If they are taught that a certain food is “bad,” kids may feel they need to “eat it in secret, hide the 
evidence, binge it, and feel shame for eating it,” said Williams.

And while you may think that you’re limiting your negative comments to the food in question, kids will 
quickly connect the dots between what’s being eaten and who is doing the eating. If fries are bad, for 
example, your child may feel like they are bad for eating or liking fries.

“We also don’t want kids to judge themselves by what they eat or have us judge them or ourselves by what 
we eat,” said Lampert.
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   “You can have as many brussels sprouts as you want — they’re 
good/clean/healthy.”
On the flip side, labeling other foods as “good,” “clean,” “healthy” or “safe” may seem more innocuous 
than pointing out others as “bad,” but it has the same effect.

Kids will quickly infer that if a food can be “good,” then “the more good foods I consume the better I 
am,” said Williams.

Such moralizing, Rumsey said, “can cause deprivation and food guilt, which typically leads to kids eating 
more of the perceived ‘bad’ foods, eating in a way that is disconnected from their bodies, and/or eating 
past the point of fullness.”

“I was good today, so I deserve a second helping.”
This takes the moralizing one step further, from a label you’ve applied to certain foods and extending it 
to your own worth.
Statements like these “imply that food is meant to be earned or our bodies are meant to be changed,” 
said Rumsey.

And while you may think that by limiting your comments to your own body, you’re protecting your kid, 
but that’s not how it works.

“Even if you don’t comment on your kid’s food or weight, they are watching you and listening to how 
you speak to yourself, they internalize this,” said Rumsey.

“I ate cookies earlier, so I’m only going to let myself have salad now.”
Without even using the words “good” or “bad,” here, you’re conflating cookies with wrongness and 
salad with punishment. You’re also teaching your child that what they ate earlier that day, not their 
body’s hunger cues, should dictate what they eat now.

You might be wondering what exactly you can say to your kids at the table, or if it’s even safe to talk 
about food at all. But keeping food talk neutral doesn’t mean you can’t mention what’s on your plate — 
only that you do so without moralizing.

When it comes to family mealtimes, explained Lampert, “let’s enjoy each other and the connection, not 
just make it all about the food.”

When you do talk about food, try using sensory details instead of value-laden terms. Cookies might be 
chewy or crunchy, lettuce crispy, tomatoes sweet.

Ask your child to describe the food they’re eating. What does it taste like? How does it make their body 
feel?

“By modeling that you are the expert of your own body, it allows your kids to continue to be the expert 
of theirs,” said Rumsey.While we don’t fully understand the complex causes of eating disorders, we do 
know that the first lessons kids learn about food and eating will stick with them for the rest of their lives. 
It’s possible to unlearn food-related attitudes and behaviors as an adult, but it isn’t easy.

If we watch what we say and refrain from moralizing foods or bodies or encouraging disconnected 
eating, then we’re providing our kids with the foundation to trust and respect their bodies and enjoy the 
food they eat.

“A home where all foods fit and all bodies are valued strengthens a child’s ability to trust the only voice 
that matters — their own,” Rumsey said.
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INGREDIENTS
Olive oil spray

2 pounds carrots, peeled and cut into 1/2-inch 
pieces on an angle (6 heaping cups)

2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

1 tablespoon minced fresh thyme leaves

¼ cup chopped fresh Italian parsley, 
plus more for garnish

3 garlic cloves, minced

2 teaspoons kosher salt

Freshly ground black pepper, to taste

106 Calories |  PREP TIME: 15 mins  |  TOTAL TIME: 50 mins
YIELD: 6 | COURSE: Side dish | CUISINE: American

HERB ROASTED 
CARROTS
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These easy herb roasted carrots are 
baked in the oven with garlic, thyme, 
and parsley. They’re a healthy side 
dish that goes well with any protein, 
like roasted chicken or turkey.

Nothing beats the natural sweetness of 
oven-roasted carrots which are 
elevated by using fresh herbs. The 
result is savory and delicious! This 
recipe calls for two pounds of carrorts, 
but you can easily halve it if you need 
to serve fewer people.

Nutrition Information 
Serving: 2/3 cup, Calories: 106 kcal, Carbohydrates: 15 
g, Protein: 2 g, Fat: 5 g, Saturated Fat: 0.5 g, Sodium: 
480 mg, Fiber: 4.5 g, Sugar: 7 g
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INSTRUCTIONS
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1. Preheat oven to 400F. Spray a large sheet pan with oil.

2. In a large bowl, toss the carrots with the olive oil.

3. Add the herbs, garlic, salt and pepper to taste and toss to evenly coat.

4. Spread the carrots in an even layer on the prepared sheet pan and roast in the 
oven for 35 to 38 minutes, tossing every 10 minutes, until the carrots are 
browned on the edges and tender.

5. Transfer to a serving platter and garnish with fresh parsley.
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  » Do it: 
   

Start in a half-kneeling position with one foot and one knee on the floor, 
both knees bent 90 degrees. Or stand with your feet about hip-width apart. 

Hold a kettlebell bell-up at your chest with both hands gripping the handle. 
This is the starting position.

Lift the weight to eye level and slowly circle 
it around your head counterclockwise, 
making a halo shape. As you circle the 
weight around your head, maintain a tight 
core, and keep your elbows close to your 
body to engage your triceps.

Reverse the movement to return to the 
starting position.

Then repeat in the opposite direction. 
This is 1 rep.

Do 5 reps.
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