EATING – a 3 part series

Experts explain how children gain control over the eating process.  Food involves issues of love and autonomy. Choosing what, when, and how much to eat are some of a child's first decisions. Our three experts explain how children gain control over the eating process.   This month, we look at children from birth to 2.

BIRTH TO TWO 
By James M. Herzog, M.D.

One of the first discoveries an infant makes is that nursing gives him great pleasure—emotional as well as physical. As he sucks on his mother's nipple and milk is released, the newborn experiences the satisfying sensation of feeling full and soothed.

What started in the womb as a symbiotic relationship—the child actually feeding off the mother—now begins to develop as something that baby and mother do together. When the baby feels uncomfortably empty, the breast or bottle appears. After having this experience repeatedly, he comes to realize that there is something (or someone) beyond himself that fills the emptiness and makes him feel calm and satisfied.

When a parent consistently responds to a baby's feeling of hunger by providing food, she is helping the baby develop a sense of trust. Being fed gives him the confidence that the external environment is aware of his needs and able to satisfy them. As time passes, the basic sense of trust extends to a general feeling of optimism about the world.

Once in a while, a parent may notice that the baby refuses the breast or bottle. These attempts at controlling food intake signal a child's early efforts to establish separateness. In other words, the baby is coming to realize that he and his mother are not a single person, but distinct individuals. The infant has started to work out what is probably the key challenge of childhood: striking the right balance between being connected to his mother and being separate.

The Active Eater
Starting around the second half of the first year, the way that the baby eats begins to change dramatically. Gradually, she becomes less passive; with solid foods, she's learning to chew, which is far more active than simply swallowing. She is sitting up in her high chair and starting to feed herself. She's exerting more control over what she eats by choosing some foods, ignoring others, and throwing still others on the floor.

You'll also notice another way in which the baby is taking control over eating. She'll refuse her mother's offer of "one more bite." Keeping her mouth shut and refusing to comply allows her to say "no" long before she has developed the ability to formulate the word.

Between 18 and 24 months, the relationship between eating and autonomy becomes more pronounced. A toddler will develop distinct food preferences. Her favored foods may be anything from applesauce to crackers, and parents often worry that the baby's health will be affected by her limited diet. Fortunately, this is almost never the case. The parents' role is to gradually introduce new foods into a child's diet and allow her to select among them.

The baby's job is to establish autonomy, and the question for her is whether she or her parents control what she eats. By making her own food selections, a toddler asserts that she is in control of the eating process. Of course, it will be some time before a child can assume total responsibility for what she eats. Throughout the early years of childhood, eating is a process that will continue to require the active cooperation of someone else—an older sibling, a caregiver, a parent. But her choices now reflect the child's crucial first steps toward learning to take care of herself physically and psychologically.

Take-Away Tips
· When the baby turns away from the bottle or breast, don't worry. He's taking a healthy first step toward establishing a separate identity.

· A toddler may develop a liking for one food—applesauce, for example—and refuse others. This finicky behavior won't last long, so there's no harm in allowing him to have what he wants. —K.R.
Dr. James M. Herzog is senior scholar in child psychiatry at Harvard Medical School and a practicing child and adult psychiatrist.

Katherine Ross is a freelance book and magazine editor based in New York City.
-www.sesameworkshop.org
