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Parenting can be challenging,
especially when mealtimes feel
stressful or overwhelming. Many
tamilies experience picky eating, power
struggles, or meltdowns at the table.
These moments can leave both children
and caregivers feeling frustrated and
discouraged. The good news is that
science-based strategies can help create
calmer meals and make mealtimes
more positive for everyone. With a few
practical tools and a little patience, you
can build routines that support both
your child’s needs and your peace of
mind.

Ellyn Satter: Division of
Responsibility

'The Division of Responsibility, developed by dietitian When families follow the division of responsibility:
Ellyn Satter, is a research-based approach designed to
reduce mealtime stress and create a calm, supportive *  Mealtimes often feel calmer.
eating environment. It gives parents and children clear
roles and responsibilities, so everyone knows what to *  Power struggles decrease.
expect. Many parents feel stuck in a cycle of bribing,
negotiating, or battling over “just one more bite.” *  Children learn to listen to their hunger and fullness
cues.
'The Division of Responsibility helps break the
mealtime meltdowns by shifting the focus away from *  Parents can focus more on connection instead of
pressure and toward trust and connection. control.
Who does what at mealtime? You provide, and your If you've ever pressured your child to eat or told
child decides. them what to eat at meals, that’s okay! You're not alone.
It might take time for them to fully trust a new routine.
Parent’s responsibilities With patience and consistent routines, you can expect
*  Decide what foods are served. to see steady progress in how they eat and interact with
food. Over time, this routine builds trust and confidence.
*  Decide when meals and snacks happen. Children feel safe and supported, and parents can set clear

boundaries without turning every meal into a standoff.
*  Decide where eating takes place.
Source: https://;www.ellynsatterinstitute.org/how-to-feed/
Child’s responsibilities division-of-responsibility/
*  Decide whether to eat the foods offered.

A parent’s job is to be consistent, not to convince; this
*  Decide how much to eat from the foods offered. is the foundation of a child’s positive lifelong relationship
with food.


https://www.ellynsatterinstitute.org/how-to-feed/division-of-responsibility/
https://www.ellynsatterinstitute.org/how-to-feed/division-of-responsibility/

Tlps to get you started
Serve meals and snacks at regular times, without
letting your child graze in between. Thls typically
looks like three meals at the same time each day,
plus two to three snacks. This reassures the child
that another opportunity to eat is coming.

*  Always offer one or two familiar “safe” foods
alongside a new food for a “food adventure.” It can
help to introduce new foods at breakfast or snack
time, when your child is very hungry. Try to avoid
introducing new foods at dinner if it tends to be a
struggle. You or your child may be tired by dinner
time. Evenings can be busy with homework and
other activities.

*  Avoid pressuring your child to eat. Don’t use
phrases like “just one more bite” “clean your plate,”
or “eat your veggies before dessert.” Check the
section below on “Instead of saying this, try saying
that.”

*  Respect your child’s hunger and fullness cues. Let
them decide when they are full. This helps them
build confidence and control how much they eat,
even when their appetite seems unpredictable. It
will! They are growing and learning.

*  Offer new foods that have similar characteristics to
a food that is already accepted. For example, try
sweet potato fries instead of French fries; try
freeze-dried vegetables instead of crunchy chips; try
creamy squash soup instead of soft mac and cheese.

*  Provide a “no thank you bowl” — where your child
can always place food they are not ready to try and
don't enjoy yet.

*  Think preference over picky — your child is
learning what they like; remember, as the adult,
there are foods you also don’t enjoy.

* It normally takes 15 to 20 times of food exposure
before any new food is accepted. Just having the
food on the table is exposure. Remember to prepare
foods in many different ways and include your child
in the cooking!

*  Seek a dietitian’s support if your child eats fewer
than 10 foods or if growth is affected.
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Parental Modeling

Research shows that actions speak louder than words
when it comes to shaping a child’s eating habits and
behaviors. How parents approach food and mealtimes
has a powerful influence on their child’s behavior. This is
known as parental modeling. During regular family meals,
parental modeling is important for raising confident and
adventurous eaters.

Sharing regular family meals provides parents with
genuine time to connect with their children, helping
children to observe and interact with food in a positive,
relaxed environment. When parents eat a variety of foods,
don't label food as “good or bad,” and model responses
to hunger cues, children naturally begin to do the same.
Over time, this helps children understand when they are
hungry and when they are full.

Research has linked family meals to many benefits,
including increased fruit and vegetable intake, reduced
disordered eating, and protection against binge eating
in adulthood, leading to stronger emotional connections

with family.

Even three to five family meals per week can have
a lasting impact. You can start small, try one meal a
week. These simple habits help create strong family
connections and support healthy attitudes toward food
that carry into adulthood. Supportive language below
helps children understand their hunger and fullness cues,
builds confidence, and keeps mealtimes calm, positive, and
pressure-free:

* Instead of “Clean your plate,” try saying “Is your
belly full or happy?”



* Instead of “Have just one more bite,” try saying
“Isn’t this delicious? Tell me more, is it soft or
crunchy?”

* Instead of “You wouldn’tlike it,” try saying “Let’s
explore this together.”

* Instead of “You have to try it,” try saying “You can
bring it closer to your plate when you are ready.
You don’t have to try it, here is the no thank you
bowl.”

* Instead of “I'm so glad you ate that!,” try saying

“It’s fun to try new foods! You're a food detective.”

Source: Lvova, Y., Eichele, H. (2021). Beyond a
Bite Parent Edition: Practical Approaches to Sensory and
Feeding Challenges with Autism Spectrum Disorder and
Neurodivergent Clients. (n.p.): Skelly Skills.

Battle of the Bites? Make Food Fun!

Below are examples of how you can make mealtimes
fun without pressure. When parents bring a sense of play
to the table, children associate mealtimes with enjoyment,
bonding, and fun, making them more comfortable trying
new foods and building a positive environment with
lasting impact.

Food Art: Invite your child to create art using food,
like making smiley faces with vegetables, a “sea of soup,”
paint with broccoli, or make mountains of spaghetti. You
can add a photoshoot afterward to create a gallery of food
art at home.

Colorful plates: Challenge your child to create the
most colorful plate using different foods. Can they make
a rainbow using different fruits and vegetables? This
encourages variety in a playful, low-pressure way.

Role playing: Ask your children to mimic different
animals eating the food you are offering. For example,
how do bunnies eat lettuce? You can act this out with
them. The sillier you are, the more fun your children are
going to have.

Table Talk: Children love to talk about themselves
and be silly with their grown-ups. Have a fun ritual
around meals, such as gratitude or simple questions like:

“If you could eat this food like any animal, what

animal would it be? Show me how they would eat that
tood!”

“If you had a magic wand, what part of your day
would you freeze and do over?”

Develop healthy family connections that result in
lifelong positive feelings around food and body image.
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