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To develop messages that can be delivered to parents 
of middle school children in order to: 

(1) Encourage parents and their children to interact 
and communicate about food in positive and 
supportive ways. 

(2) Support parents in their efforts to encourage 
children to make healthier food and drink choices.

Objectives

• Phase 1: Conducted 7 focus groups with mothers 
(n=46). 45% in their thirties and 46% in their 
forties; 29 white and 12 black; 44 high school 
educ; half on government assistance; 18 rural and 
26 urban. Identified food and drink behaviors seen 
as most important for children’s health and which 
were easier or harder to put into practice.

• Phase 2: Interviewed 25 parents (mean age: 40; 24 
mothers, 1 father; 22 high school educ; 23 white, 2 
black; 3 Hispanic; 9 on government assistance; 14 
urban, 11 rural). Parents ranked messages 
addressing core nutrition practices promoting 
fruits/vegetables and low-fat dairy, and limiting 
sweetened drinks; selected 2 strategies deemed 
feasible with their family. 

Methods

Phase 2 Results

Fruit

• Eating a variety of fruit is important for your 
child’s health!

• Your children will follow your lead. Eat and 
enjoy a variety of fruits and your kids will too!

• Sometimes adjusting to new foods takes time.  
Offer new fruits many times. Give your kids a 
taste and be patient as they grow to like the 
new flavors.

• Schools now offer a variety of fruit each day. 
Talk to your children about the fruits they eat 
at school. Ask what fruits they like and what 
they might want to have at home.

• All children and adults need to eat a rainbow of 
vegetables to grow strong and stay healthy

• Most schools now offer both raw and cooked vegetables 
during school lunch. Talk to your children about the 
vegetables they eat at school. Find out the vegetables 
they like the best and what ideas they might have for 
vegetables to eat at home.

• Even as children get older, they learn from watching you.  
Eat and enjoy veggies and your kids will too!

• Sometimes new foods take time - it can take up to 20 
tastes for a child to appreciate a new vegetable! Offer 
children a taste and be patient with them.

Vegetable 
General 

• Cook together. Eat together. Talk together. Make mealtime a family 
time.

• Make meals and memories together. It’s a lesson they’ll use for life.
• As parents you are the most important influence your children’s 

habits and development – this is true even for middle school age 
children!

• Having healthy foods in the house makes eating healthy easier for 
everyone!

• Support your children’s healthy food choices by noticing when they 
are eating foods that are good for them. Encourage them to keep up 
the healthy habits!

Drink 

• Water is the best way to quench your thirst and keep you healthy!
• Drink water while playing sports! Water keeps you hydrated and limits added 

calories from sports drinks. For information on that added sugar and salt in 
sports drinks click here.

• Soda and other sweetened beverages fill you and your child up with empty 
calories.

• Drinking sweetened beverages changes your children’s taste expectations and 
can cause them to crave more sweets.

• Remember to limit juice! Even 100% juice has lots of sugar. Enjoy no more than 
12 ounces of juice a day. For more information on juice, click here.

• Growing bones need calcium! Low-fat or fat-free milk provide as many 
nutrients as regular milk.

• Schools have made important changes in the drinks they offer to students. Did 
you know that schools only serve fat-free or 1% milk?

• Keep the protein, vitamin D, and calcium, cut the fat! Choose low-fat or fat-free 
milk!

Strategies for encouraging fruit 
consumption:
 Try having fruit in a bowl on the 

counter or cut up in the fridge 
ready to eat as snacks. For ideas 
on eating fruits as snacks click 
here.

 Try offering fruit at every meal this 
week – breakfast, lunch, snack, 
and dinner! For ideas on recipes 
that include fruit click here.

 Pick out 1 or 2 different fruits to 
offer your family this week.  For 
ideas on different ways to serve 
your favorite fruits, click here.

 Try having fruit as a dessert 
instead of cookies, cakes, or ice 
cream.

 Eat a fruit for snack each day this 
week. See if your kids notice the 
change!

 Try buying canned or frozen fruit 
this month when you shop. This 
way your family can enjoy a 
variety of fruit all month long.

Strategies for encouraging water &low-fat milk 
consumption:
 Add a healthy twist to the water you and your children 

drink. For ideas on how to liven up your water with a 
twist, click here.

 Add a lemon slice to your child’s water bottle and help 
them quench their thirst in a healthy way!

 Add more water to your diet by drinking at least 3 
glasses of water each day this week.

 Try replacing your full fat milk with 1% or skim milk this 
week and see if your family notices! If they do, talk to 
them about the importance of limiting unnecessary fat 
in your diets.  For more information click here. 

Strategies for encouraging vegetable consumption:
 Ask your child to pick out 1 or 2 new vegetables to have 

during family meals this week. For ideas and recipes 
follow this link.

 Try having vegetables with fun dips for snacks this week.  
For ideas on vegetable snacks and dip recipes, click here.

 Add variety to your meals this week. Pick 2 new 
vegetable recipes to share with your family.

 Challenge yourself to eat 2 vegetables this week that you 
wish your children would eat more often. For ideas for 
how to prepare healthy and tasty vegetables click here. 

Conclusions:

 Parents identified and discussed successes and challenges of 
food and nutrition related dialogue and parenting practices 
with their middle school children. 

 Messages and strategies that reflect a balance of parent 
interests and concerns identified in Phase 1, with additional 
feedback from parents in Phase 2, to inform future messages 
to more accurately reflect interest in and preference for 
specific nutrition and parenting practices and behavioral 
outcomes. 

 Parental responses identified additional concepts for future 
resources (i.e., validation, encouragement, other areas of 
nutrition interest).

Future research:

• Exploration of dyadic perspectives (both middle schoolers and 
their parents) to design effective messaging for both groups.

• Examination of the evolving gender roles (i.e. mothers’ and 
fathers’ roles and parenting practices in regards to food and 
nutrition).

• Further study the impact of rural versus urban settings on food 
related behaviors.

Conclusions & Next Steps
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In Phase 2, parents ranked messages in order of preference within each category. Preferred messages are bolded. In Phase 2, parents selected 2 strategies for each behavior that would be feasible and effective in their 
families. Most frequently selected strategies are bolded. 

Eating vegetables everyday

Phase 1 Results
Eating fruits 
everyday

Eating vegetables as snacks

Trying 
new 
fruits

Trying new 
vegetables

Drinking enough water

Drinking less soda

Drinking low fat milk

Drinking white milk rather than flavored milk 
(least important overall, easiest rural only)

Drinking only diet 
(not regular) soda

Drinking only 100% juice (least important 
overall, easiest urban only)

Drinking milk with meals Drinking fewer 
sugary drinks 
(least important 
overall, easiest 
rural only)

Consuming 2-3 
servings of 
dairy/day

Parent modeling healthy 
eating

Respecting children’s food preferences

Having snacks at set times
Letting your child decide 
how much to eat

Letting your child 
decide what to eatNot eating 

cookies/chips for 
snacks

Having 
healthy snacks 
in the houseEating at least one 

meal/day together 
as a family

Eating variety 
of vegetables

At meals making half the 
plate vegetables/fruits

Encouraging children to try new foods

Eating at least one meal together 
as a family (hardest rural only)

Cooking the same meal for 
everyone in the house 
(hardest urban only)

Ha
rd

es
t

Most Important

Least Important

Eating vegetables as snacks (most 
important overall, easiest urban only)

Cooking the same meal for everyone 
in the house (easiest overall & rural)

Eating fruits as snacks

Engaging children 
in food purchasing

Turning TV off 
during meals

Limiting unhealthy food in 
the house (easiest rural only)

Eating variety of fruits (easiest urban only)

Finding support from other adults 
in the house (hardest rural only)

“I don’t drink water at 
all so how can I tell 
him to drink water.  I 
tell him and he's like 
well you don’t drink 
water.“ (urban)

“I can’t get her to stop to 
drink.  So when she stops to 
drink it's usually at a meal 
and then she usually drinks 
milk.” (rural)

“We do fruits more than vegetables 
to be honest because that is just 
what they prefer.  Like cut up an 
apple or peel me an orange or 
whatever.  We don’t really sit down 
and have vegetables as snacks that 
often.“ (rural)

“I love to try 
different fruits 
but it depends on 
what the pay is.” 
(urban)

“When we are at 
home parents can 
really encourage 
them.  Monkey see, 
monkey do.  I am 
eating it, you know 
why I am eating it.” 
(urban)

“I feel like if he 
would eat carrots 
everyday for 365 
days, that doesn't 
bother me, 'cause 
at least he's 
eating some 
carrots.” (urban)

“Normally, by this stage of their life 
they know what they like and what 
they don't like and you should 
know it too.” (urban)

“I think that is more on the weekends because 
my kids do all sorts of activities. I think either 
Saturday or I will say Sunday more because 
Saturday has activity.” (urban)

“It depends on the child. I have a picky eater who will find 
any kind of snack in the house. No matter where we hide 
it or no matter what it is set aside for and then I have 
another kid who reaches for the baby carrots.” (rural)
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