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Children associate food and eating with being loved and nurtured by their parents, particularly their mothers. And to a large extent, the essential nature of the mother-child relationship—the positive aspects as well as the conflicts—is reflected in a child's attitude toward food. You'll see a great deal of evidence of this as a child moves toward adolescence.

When children experience eating as a happy part of daily life that provides a sense of physical and emotional well-being, mealtimes are anticipated as some of the best events of the day. Children as young as age six or seven start to identify with the positive ways in which their parents relate to food.

For example, just as their parents might give a dinner party, a child might enjoy planning parties for classmates or inviting friends home for a meal. Children of both sexes may identify with the nurturant qualities of the parent who is the family cook by helping to plan menus, shop for food, and prepare meals, and by taking an active interest in and deciding on what goes into their school lunch boxes.

Around the age of nine or ten, as children extend their culinary horizons by sampling new dishes and new cuisines, they may develop a liking for foods that they wouldn't have touched when they were younger. Now mealtimes have the potential to be more relaxed and pleasurable for the whole family.

Feelings Behind Food
Sometimes, eating becomes a complicated issue between a parent and child. In much the same way that a typical three-year-old throws a tantrum at the dinner table, a typical school-age child may refuse to eat as a way of exerting control over his body. His message is clear: He will only eat when and what he wants to. Sometimes, eating behavior can also become a way of controlling the whole family, particularly the parents.

For example, a child may routinely find fault with everything she finds in her lunch box, refuse to eat at the family's favorite restaurant, insist on having her sandwich only on one kind of bread, stop eating meat or fish altogether, or only be satisfied with one particular food, such as spaghetti.

The important thing is not to get involved in power struggles over food. Don't argue with a child, become too irritated, or give her the impression that you can be manipulated. If you do, you may end up reinforcing a bad habit instead of discouraging it.

A child may also use food as a way of expressing anger at a parent or a sibling. This is usually what's lurking behind persistent battles over issues like setting the table and cleaning up the kitchen after meals, or a child's ongoing criticisms of siblings' eating habits ("Why doesn't Peter close his mouth when he chews? It's so disgusting," or "Stephanie just put ketchup on her peas again. That's really gross!").

Avoiding Struggles Over Food
If a parent puts rigid restrictions on food, a child may rebel by overeating. If only two cookies are allowed at snack time or sodas are banned in a household, for example, the child may overindulge at a friend's house or wait until no one's looking and sneak food as a way of getting around the rules.

Sometimes, a child perceives ambivalence in a parent's attitude toward him, or perhaps interprets a parent's insistence on discipline as a lack of love. Or he may feel uncared for because, for one reason or another, a sibling is getting (or seems to be getting) more attention than usual. In response to feeling unloved, the child may turn to food for emotional comfort. Overeating is a form of compensation for what the child feels is missing.

If you notice that a child is overeating, ask yourself if you may be unknowingly contributing to the problem. Then try to resolve the situation by talking things out with your child and coming up with healthful alternatives to high-calorie snacks. Consider the possibility that your child needs some extra attention from you. 

As for dealing with other food problems, parents can handle them in various ways. If a child is fussy, help him make a list of healthy foods that he likes. Then make sure that at least one of the items is available at every meal. If the family has gone out to a favorite restaurant, a child may suddenly decide that there's no longer anything on the menu that she likes. Tell her she can have something to eat later but that she'll have to wait—and continue to enjoy your own meal. 

Keep in mind that eating should not come to represent a way of pleasing, displeasing, or exerting control over a parent. It should also not be something that a parent uses to control a child. During these years, eating ought to become an activity that is positive, enjoyable, and social—one of life's great pleasures. 

Take-Away Tips
· If your child is a fussy eater, involve him in making a list of his favorite healthy foods. Then try to have at least one of these items available at every meal.

· A child who overeats may be reacting against food rules that are too restrictive. For this reason, put reasonable limits on sweets and sodas. By cutting sweets out completely, you're tempting the child to break the rules and sneak food.
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