
Your words matter. They can influence how a child acts and feels around food and have an 
influence on their life-long relationship with food.

This resource is designed to help you reframe the way you talk about food with your tamariki. 
It allows you to reflect on your own relationship with food, and how it has been influenced by 
your own upbringing.

Letting tamariki decide themselves puts trust in their judgement. Allowing them to choose if 
and how much they eat supports them to be in tune with their hunger and fullness cues. This is 
vital to maintaining a healthy body throughout life and fostering a positive relationship with food.

Self-reflection, to ease the 
pressure off kai times.

How to support 
food explorers 

There may be occasions where 
tamariki do not want to eat 
a meal or much food at all. 
Allowing tamariki to skip a 
meal is a difficult concept 
because most of us were 
raised to finish all our food. 
Why? War shortages, many 
mouths to feed, politeness, 
social expectations, etc.
So why do we feel like we 
are depriving them?” Are we
worried they might go to bed
hungry? Are we so scared of
having hungry tamariki that
we want them to ‘just eat
something’? Or are we indulging
them because we feel they need 
cheering up with food? Why is it
so hard to let a child skip a meal or
leave food on their plate?

Resource for whānau - how to talk about food.



Growing up, what were 
mealtime pressures you 
remember? What were 
some of the expressions 
and expectations of you 
at your dinner table?

How to reframe the way we talk about food.

I was 
expected to 

finish everything 
on my plate, I 

remember being
 really upset.My mum 

used to 
compare what 

my sister 
and I ate.

I was not 
allowed dessert 
until I ate all my 

vegetables, 
I don’t like veges 

much now.

1. Give your child autonomy and respect them to make their own choices around 
food and develop their own beliefs and feelings. 

This will in turn empower your child to manage and respond to their own hunger and fullness cues.

Certain phrases are best left unsaid.

If you eat all 
your veges, you can 

have dessert. You must be hungry 
or 

You’ll be hungry later.

You won’t 
like that.

My child is such 
a fussy eater.

My dad used 
to make me eat 

tinned peas, and 
I hated them!

Why can’t I 
let my child 
skip a meal?

Why 
do I insist 

my tamariki 
eat their 

vegetables 
first?

Why do I 
allow grazing 

around 
mealtimes?

A child may begin to think that someone else knows better than they do if they are hungry or full, 
so they learn to override their internal messages, and in the future, this may lead to overeating or 
disordered eating.

Why do I use 
dessert or 

alternative foods 
as a reward or 
motivation?

You’ll make 
Mummy really 
happy if you 

eat your peas.



2. Develop a child’s vocabulary about their feelings for food and their fullness and 
hunger cues.
Non-verbal signs:

Too much messy play – a child in a highchair may start to fidget and play with food when they 
start to feel full. Help them recognise this by saying, “Thank you for showing me you are no longer 
hungry”, then clean up and let them down. 

Leaving the table – many tamariki want to leave and play rather than eat – simply remind them 
that if they leave, snack time is over and there is no more food until lunch. “If you are still hungry, 
you can stay”. The decision is then theirs.

“I don’t like that.”

“I’m not hungry, 
I don’t want lunch.”

“I’m hungry.” 
(outside of meal/snack time)

“But I don’t want 
broccoli for lunch.”

“You don’t have to.”

“Let’s not say yuck about a 
food unless you’ve eaten it 
yourself.”

“That’s okay, everyone likes 
different things,” or “But one 
day you might, perhaps you just 
haven’t learnt to like it yet.”

“That’s okay, you don’t need to 
eat, but you do need to come 
and sit with us for five minutes.”

“Not everyone likes everything 
all the time, that’s okay not to 
eat the broccoli, I wonder what 
else we have for lunch?”

“Let’s get you a drink of water, 
afternoon tea is coming up,” 
“Do you think you should have 
eaten more dinner?” 

“Great idea! Tonight is 
Daddy’s favourite, but let’s 
do that tomorrow night.”

“Do you feel you have had enough? 
As there won’t be any more food 
until breakfast.”

“I want mac and cheese 
for dinner.”

“I want to get down.”

When you hear: Say this: Because:

It takes the pressure off 
the child.

It can influence food choices 
of others.

Everyone has different taste 
preferences.

Chances are they will stay 
longer.

It shows respect for their 
preferences.

This is a good opportunity 
for them to learn to link their 
feelings with their earlier 
eating experience.

This encourages their input.

This helps build their 
awareness of how they 
are feeling.

“That looks yuck!”

 “I don’t want to try it.”



Mealtime expectations 
and the division of 
responsibility.
Boundaries still have a place in 
pressure-free mealtimes. Whānau 
are responsible for deciding when, 
where and what tamariki will eat, 
and tamariki are responsible for 
deciding how much they will eat. 
A pressure-free environment 
encourages reluctant eaters to 
participate in the mealtime. 
Once tamariki are at the table and 
observing others eating, they often 
decide to eat too.

Recommended boundaries and expectations 
to set with your tamariki.

1.   Mealtimes are always provided, with snacks in between.

2.  Everyone is to sit at the table, regardless of what or if they eat.

3.  No snacking before meals. No grazing after leaving the table.

4.  If a new food is introduced, include a familiar food as well.

5.  No influencing other children’s food choices by calling food, “yucky”.

6.  No distractions at mealtimes – no screens, tv, books or toys.

7.  If dinner is not to everyone’s liking, there is no alternative cooking, but suggestions are 
     welcomed for the next day.

Avoid bribing with food. 

Easy-to-like food has a way of motivating tamariki in the moment, but can create negative 
food behaviours later in life, for example - when they feel anxious, sad or challenged, they 
may use food to cheer themselves up.  

It can also install long-term habits like overeating or needing a food reward when they have 
achieved something. 

Aim to motivate tamariki using liked activities such as, time with a parent without other siblings, 
an extra book to read at bedtime, a special playdate or bike ride. 

For more information visit heartfoundation.org.nz


