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Advance praise for The 7 Secrets of Raising Happy Eaters

“Any parent eager to get kids to eat vegetables must read this instant classic right now. It celebrates the fun and joy of parenting—even of picky eaters. This book makes it a pleasure to teach kids about delicious food, encourage healthier eating habits, and counter the relentless marketing of junk food, without ever turning the dinner table into a battlefield.”

—Marion Nestle, author of Eat Drink Vote:

An Illustrated Guide to Food Politics

“Get ready for children who have healthy attitudes toward food and not only eat their veggies but like them, too. I absolutely love the idea of teaching them to eat well through the Taste Training program—a true ‘fix’ for picky eaters!”

—Lisa Leake, author of 100 Days of Real Food

“Want your kids to be food lovers? Karen takes away the pressure, stress, and frustration of mealtime with interactive food games and simple recipes that make eating a joy for the whole family!”

—Catherine McCord, author of Weelicious

“I simply adore this book, as it is bursting with simple, down-to-earth, practical ways to ‘taste-train’ and educate children to enjoy healthy foods through fun games and activities. The underlying principle is that children can learn to eat well, just like they can learn to ride a bike or learn to swim, which I wholeheartedly agree with. Karen’s book is a must-read for parents who battle ‘fussy eaters’ and dread meal times.”

—Sue Atkins, author of Parenting Made Easy:

How to Raise Happy Children
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To Sophie and Claire, my best “taste testers”
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Foreword

Obesity rates have skyrocketed in the past several decades, largely driven by unhealthful lifestyle behaviors in an increasingly automated “on the go” world. Aggressive food marketing has also fueled the childhood obesity epidemic by inducing children to crave high-calorie, low-nutrient foods and providing families with economic incentives to purchase them. Now more than ever, parents need effective strategies to help their children develop healthful eating habits for life.

As a pediatrician with expertise in pediatric obesity, one of the questions I am frequently asked is “How do we get children to eat what is good for them?” While this might seem like a simple question, the answer is incredibly complex. Karen Le Billon offered some thought-provoking ideas in her New York Times article “Why French Parents Are Superior (in One Way).” In it, Karen described how French parents effectively teach their children that “good-for-you foods” taste good, while American families often unwittingly do the opposite. In striking contrast to the limited repertoire of tastes preferred by many American children (and children in many other nations), the majority of French children learn to accept a large variety of tastes, flavors, and textures from an early age, and most of what they eat is healthy. It’s not surprising then that North American children are three times more likely to be overweight than French children. Intrigued, I picked up a copy of Karen’s first book, French Kids Eat Everything, and was transported to a small French town filled with wonderful flavors where Karen and her husband successfully converted their two children from picky eaters to foodie omnivores with the help of forward-thinking government-backed nutrition policies and savvy parenting strategies.

In her long-awaited second book, The 7 Secrets of Raising Happy Eaters, Karen translates the current scientific evidence and her own experience transforming her children’s eating behaviors in France into a treasure trove of valuable lessons to help parents everywhere to do the same. Her “Secrets” offer carefully researched, evidence-based yet highly practical advice to help parents tame finicky eaters. Karen provides a great explanation of how children develop tastes and how this impacts their willingness to accept new foods. She then offers insightful and practical strategies to get children to try new foods through taste-training experiments that teach children (and their parents) important but often-neglected food experience skills in a non-threatening and fun way. I was particularly impressed to see that Karen adopts the avant-garde concept of parents themselves marketing healthy foods to children; the latest research has shown this to be a much more effective approach than sneaking foods into children’s diets.

As a medical educator and the mother of four children with very distinct personalities and taste preferences, I am always looking for evidence-based, adaptable, and user-friendly materials I can use at home and with my families at work. My sometimes-finicky children and I have had a lot of fun trying some of the taste experiments in this book (they recently discovered they like/are okay with grapefruit), and my kids have declared several of our “test” recipes positively yummy!

The 7 Secrets of Raising Happy Eaters is a must-read for parents who want to not only teach but also show their children that healthful foods can truly be “yummy.” This book beckons families to embark on a taste discovery adventure and methodically shows them that food can be a great source of joy and exploration. I thoroughly enjoyed the adventure with my family and hope that your family will enjoy it, too. Welcome aboard!

Dr. Jenny Cheng

Pediatrician and Clinical Director

One Step Ahead (Preventive Weight Management) Program

Harvard Medical School


Introduction

When I first met Jessica, her 3-year-old son Lucas would not eat a single vegetable. Not one! Among Lucas’s list of forbidden foods were meat (with the exception of hot dogs), “mushy” foods (even roasted potatoes), and “anything green.” Jessica was at her wits’ end. “The dinner table feels like a battleground. I leave feeling so stressed. My husband and I don’t know what else to do,” she told me.

A few months after adopting the taste-training method in this book, Lucas’s eating habits dramatically improved. Previously off-limits foods were now among Lucas’s favorites: green beans, oranges, grapefruit—even raw spinach! Best of all, Lucas’s baby sister, who benefited from taste training right from the start, happily eats anything put in front of her. “As a result of taste training,” Jessica explained, “we’ve adopted new routines that have changed our family’s eating habits for the better.”


What is taste training, and why is it useful for parents?

Taste training is a hands-on, practical approach to food education that uses games and fun activities to help children learn to like healthy foods. The underlying principle is that children can learn to eat well, just as they learn to read. The idea that taste can be taught is a hopeful, positive message. The goal is simple: children will enjoy eating healthy foods because they want to (not because they have to). Your children will develop positive eating routines (how, where, and when to eat) that foster balanced appetites and healthy attitudes to food. They’ll be healthy, happy, savvy eaters.

Of course, many food cultures—the French, the Italians, the Japanese, to name a few—have been practicing their version of taste training for generations. It’s only recently that scientists and educators have studied the effects of taste training, and explained how and why it works so well. Researchers have spent the past few decades doing hundreds of amazing (and sometimes downright funny) experiments on babies and children: feeding babies slightly acidic water (their “sour face” looks just like an adult’s); asking toddlers to eat fake green “grasshopper” icing (they will, happily); or dyeing food blue to see if peer pressure works to encourage reluctant kids to eat “scary” things (it does).

The core message of the scientific research on taste training is simple and inspiring: kids can actually learn to like new tastes (even if they are cautious about them at first). And that’s not all. Specific taste-training techniques improve children’s eating habits, make them more willing to try new foods, and change their long-term eating habits for the better. Kids who have gone through taste training eat healthy foods more regularly and eagerly, even months after the taste training is over.1 In fact, scientific studies show that taste training works better than nutrition-focused education methods!2

Our family’s story: Curing picky eating

How do I know so much about children and food? My best qualification is being a mom to two wonderful daughters who were both picky eaters (one of those “blessed obstacles” that was a source of enormous stress when I was a new mother). I’m also a university professor, so I love digging for answers to complex problems. These two parts of my identity collided when my husband and I moved to France with our two young daughters, who were then subsisting on a “beige food” diet (pasta, Cheerios, buttered toast, and crackers—you get the idea!). Because taste training is widespread in French homes and schools, my daughters received a food education similar to what I describe in this book. Within a year, the two girls (then 5 and 2) were eating—and loving—a huge range of foods, including beet salad, creamed spinach, broccoli, and mussels. (No, I am not making this up!)

I was so inspired by the positive change in our family’s eating habits—and convinced that we had learned life-changing lessons that could be of use to parents worldwide—that I wrote a book about our experience, French Kids Eat Everything, which has gone on to be published in a dozen countries and ten languages. Readers wrote to me with heartfelt stories about how the ideas in French Kids inspired them to feed their families better. Others requested more recipes, tips, and practical advice. “The memoir was a great read,” wrote one mom, “but when are you coming out with the parenting book we’re all looking for?” So I’ve spent the past two years exploring and integrating research from many different fields: education, medicine, neurobiology, nutrition, psychology, sociology, and even comparative anthropology. In The 7 Secrets of Raising Happy Eaters, I’ve distilled the results down into key lessons and strategies for parents. (And I let off steam in the kitchen by developing and testing the recipes on my own family!)

I’ve been blessed to share the journey of writing this book with more than two dozen test families as well as more than 40 preschoolers at the Alphabet Academy in Connecticut. Their amazing stories and breakthroughs appear throughout this book and will, I hope, inspire you as much as they did me.

Could my family benefit from taste training?

Have you ever found yourself thinking any of these things:


	I know what my child should be eating, but I can’t figure out how to get them to eat it!

	I want my child to eat better, but I don’t want to use force, bribery, nagging, or begging.

	I often struggle to get my child to eat the recommended five servings of fruits and vegetables per day.

	My child reacts strongly or even refuses to eat when I serve new foods.

	I frequently make two or more meals at mealtime— one for the adults and one for each child.

	I sometimes substitute “kids’ food” for healthier foods that my child rejects.

	Feeding my child is a source of stress.



If you responded “yes” to any of these statements, then this book is for you.

How does taste training work?

Taste training has a simple goal: to help you teach your child to enjoy being a healthy eater. Because we often assume that kids’ tastes are innate, teaching a child to eat might sound odd. How often have you heard a parent say, “My kid is such a picky eater!”? We don’t often think of eating as something that we learn; rather, we assume that eating is just something that we do. But kids can learn—and be taught—to eat well.

In order to achieve this goal, taste training involves three basic activities—fun games, simple recipes, and healthy eating routines—introduced in a strategic sequence: the “Seven Secrets” of healthy eating for kids. The underlying principle is that by improving how, when, and why you eat, you can improve what you eat.

Secret 1 explains how to teach your kids to enjoy tasting new foods. Secret 2 reveals how to use the power of food marketing to make healthy food more appealing for kids. Secret 3 helps you overhaul your family’s eating routine through eliminating random snacking. Secret 4 introduces some mealtime magic: rituals and routines that make kids—and adults—eager to come to the table (and happy to stay there for a full meal). Secret 5 explains how to wean your kids off “kids’ food” (if that’s what they’re used to eating). Most kids will feel more enthusiastic about this if they’re helping in the kitchen—which is why Secret 6 is about child-led participation in cooking and family meal planning. And because parental emotions and attitudes are a key ingredient in your success, Secret 7 reveals techniques for keeping a Zen attitude despite the angst often associated with feeding our kids.

How do the games help?

Each of the Seven Secrets is associated with a set of fun games and experiments. Games are a fun, light-hearted yet effective way to introduce your child to new ways of eating and to deepen their understanding of food. The taste-training games (some of which are actually basic science experiments) are based on principles of experiential education. The underlying idea is simple (and backed up by research): kids need to experience what they are learning, in a “hands-on” way, not simply be told what to do.3 Plus, games make learning to like new foods fun—for kids and adults alike.

Some of the games help children understand how eating relates to all five senses (touch, smell, sight, hearing, taste). As children become more comfortable with the physical sensations that different foods evoke, they become more confident eaters.4 For example, Game 9 (The Sour Fruit Game) on page 83 teaches children that a grapefruit tastes sour, but that this taste is not unpleasant. Many of my test families’ children became grapefruit lovers after playing this game!

Other games are designed to solve (or prevent) common childhood eating issues, as shown in the list that follows. For example, children who have difficulty mixing foods of different textures may find Game 16 (The Mixing Game) to be helpful.

How the Games Can Help





	If your child has difficulty with this …
	Try this!



	Eating different foods mixed together
	Game 16: The Mixing Game (page 144)



	Accepting the texture of specific foods
	Game 13: Terrific Textures (page 123)



	Eating too quickly
	Game 18: The Slow Food Experiment (page 161)



	Disliking sour foods
	Game 9: The Sour Fruit Game (page 83)



	Accepting changes to their favorite dishes
	Game 19: The Same Food Three Ways Experiment (page 162)



	Being sensitive to strong tastes
	Game 3: Tasty Taste Buds (page 42)



	 
	Game 4: The Supertaster Game (page 44)



	Refusing to eat healthy foods
	Game 5: The Silly Name Game (page 64)



	Preferring junk food to healthy food
	Game 6: The Smell–Taste Experiment (page 65)



	 
	Game 8: Store Brand versus Name Brand Blind Taste Test (page 68)



	 
	Game 14: The Color Confusion Experiment (page 127)



	 
	Game 15: The Yogurt Game (page 128)



	Sitting still at the table
	Game 12: The Rose, Thorn, and Bud Game (page 105)



	Eating salad
	Game 17: Make-Your-Own Kids’ Salad Game (page 146)




How do the recipes work with the taste-training approach?

The recipes in this book are designed in a sequence, with age-appropriate recipes for babies (approximately 9 to 18 months), toddlers (18 months to 4 years), preschoolers (4 to 6 years), and school-age children (6 years and older). The idea is simple: just as you teach a child math in a series of small steps, so too do you teach a child to eat in a series of steps. You start by exposing babies to basic tastes (as you would teach them to count to 10). Then, you add textures, particularly at the toddler stage (as you would teach them to count even higher and introduce number sequences). Preschoolers then begin expanding their range of knowledge about food as they try new taste/texture combinations (addition and subtraction). Finally, they’re able to eat like adults (advanced calculus—kidding!). The recipes are designed to follow this sequence, and progressively introduce more complex tastes and textures to your child’s diet. Take red peppers, for example: the recipes include a Roasted Red Pepper and Tomato Soup (page 254) for babies, followed by Red Rocket Hummus (page 255) for toddlers, Pinwheel Pepper Wraps (page 257) for preschoolers, and Ratatouille (page 258) for older kids. The beauty of this approach is that each of these recipes is designed to be tasty for adults, too—even the purée, which is actually a simple soup.

The recipes are also designed to be deliberately adventurous. You might be surprised by some of the ingredients (such as sage or anchovies), but please put your doubts aside. You may find (as my test families often did) that your kids can enjoy these ingredients, even if they aren’t usually considered typical kids’ food.

Is taste training like sleep training?

Eating is a basic bodily function, like sleeping. But eating well is a complex skill that takes years to acquire. Taste training is best compared with reading. Learning to read well takes time and effort; it takes years before a child becomes a competent, confident reader. But this doesn’t mean that reading is unpleasant. And neither is taste training. Curling up with a young child and reading them a book is one of the cosiest things you could imagine. Remember how excited you were to rediscover your favorite kids’ books with your child? Or what it was like when your child learned to walk or managed to bicycle on their own for the very first time? Now imagine you felt that way about teaching them about eating, about exploring the wonderful world of food together. What if you felt that way about introducing new foods—as something to be anticipated and celebrated?

Can all children learn to eat well?

Your belief in your child’s capacity to become a competent eater is a key factor in their success. Some children will take longer (and some much longer) than others, but most children can learn to eat well. However, if you suspect your child has particular difficulty eating, they may have an underlying medical issue (including allergies, autism spectrum disorder, or a sensory processing disorder) that is best dealt with in consultation with your health-care provider.

At what age can I start taste training?

Taste training can be started at any age. (In fact, some of my test families reported their biggest successes with formerly picky parents!) Although it is easier with younger children, it’s never too late to start. If your children are older (as mine were when I started), don’t worry: it may take a little longer, but kids are remarkably adaptable. For older kids, The 7 Secrets of Raising Happy Eaters can work as a “rehab” program, helping your children to wean themselves from processed foods and create new, positive eating habits. If you have a baby under the age of 2, your journey will be much easier. Taste training at this age is like preventive medicine. Your goal will be to nip picky eating in the bud and perhaps even prevent it from appearing altogether. Plus, you’ll be able to take full advantage of the simple recipes at the back of this book. If you’re starting at this age, you’re lucky! You can create healthy eating routines right from the start.

Won’t kids just grow out of picky eating on their own?

The majority of children (around 3 out of 4 in most studies) are selective about the foods they eat: rejecting new foods, preferring a small range of favorite foods, and even developing deep attachments to specific “fetish” foods (such as pasta). Pickiness, in other words, is normal for some children. But with simple taste-training techniques even the most hard-core picky eaters will diversify their diets.

At this point you may be congratulating yourself, saying, “My child isn’t picky!” Good for you (and for them)—but don’t celebrate too soon. Selective eating varies with age, in a fairly predictable pattern. It often appears during toddlerhood, but can also occur at other ages, for different reasons. About 4 out of 10 babies are eager eaters (particularly when they’re hungry) who will enjoy or at least try new foods. Another 4 out of those 10 babies are strong-willed eaters who show strong food preferences right from the start. About 2 in 10 will be fussy eaters right from the start.

From about the age of 2 and up, some previously eager or strong-willed eaters will start to be selective. They might be fussy (refusing foods they’ve previously eaten and enjoyed, and often changing preferences from one day to the next) and/or picky (refusing to try new foods and making demands to eat familiar foods). Picky eating (termed “neophobia,” or the fear of new foods) often emerges at around the age of 2 and usually peaks at about 4 or 5. Some research suggests that boys, on average, tend to be pickier than girls at this age.5

By the time they start school, most children have a consistent sense of their likes and dislikes, and these preferences tend to remain stable over time. By the ages of 10 to 12, picky eating declines in most children, although food preferences change as children approach adolescence. If the family is experiencing power struggles over food, or an adolescent is experiencing other personal issues, pickiness may intensify. Pickiness may be related, for example, to concerns over personal health, body image, or eating disorders. Eventually, however, most children grow out of picky eating.

When this pattern of development was first explained to me, I was relieved. I realized that picky eating was a normal phase of development for many kids that arises from a combination of factors, including a child’s innate eating type, family food habits and routines, and social pressures and experiences inside and outside the home. No more guilt! (Getting rid of guilt is one of the first steps in developing a healthy family eating routine.)

Most important, I also realized there was something I—and all parents—could do about picky eating. For most kids, picky eating is a phase, not a lifelong condition. Just as firm, responsive parenting can help kids grow out of the “no” phase, taste training can help your child grow out of picky eating.

What if my child resists? Won’t it make picky eating worse?

If you’re worried about resistance, start with the games listed in each chapter. They’re great for awakening your child’s natural curiosity about food. They’ll help you teach your child to like the taste of healthy foods and to adopt healthy eating habits throughout the day. The premise of this approach is that food is fun.

Yes, that’s right. Food is fun. What does this mean? It means that you can enjoy meals with your children. You may not believe it right at this moment (and, believe me, when struggling with my young children’s eating habits, I wouldn’t have believed it either), but you and your child can have fun trying healthy new foods.

For really resistant kids, you might want to skip ahead to Secrets 6 and 7. Secret 6 explains how to replace pressure with kids’ participation and introduces “child-led” learning strategies that are designed to get your child working with you rather than against you. Secret 7 has some suggestions for maintaining parental calm and detachment in stressful eating situations: the more relaxed (yet firm) you are when providing guidance, the more successful you are likely to be.

What about allergies?

Taste training is based on the belief that we don’t need to be afraid of introducing a wide variety of foods and tastes to children of all ages (in fact, the younger the better). This approach is supported by recent medical advice that encourages parents not to delay the introduction of any foods—even those previously thought of as “allergenic”—to babies older than 6 months. In fact, doctors are now studying the possibility that delaying the introduction of allergenic foods—such as peanuts— may increase the chance of developing allergies. This idea (not yet scientifically proven) suggests that eating a wide variety of foods may actually protect against allergies. In summary, doctors recommend that a wide variety of foods be introduced early and eaten regularly.6 Taste training offers a method that enables you to put this advice into practice.

What taste training is not

Taste training is not a method for producing “perfect” eaters (there is no such thing!). Nor does it assume that your child will eat everything. Children, just like adults, have taste preferences that should be respected.

Taste training is not about nutritional education. Extensive research shows that nutritional education is not very helpful for changing behavior or creating positive behaviors. In other words, getting your child to eat well has very little to do with nutrition. Don’t get me wrong, nutrition is important—micronutrient deficiencies (particularly iron, zinc, and calcium) are still an issue for too many children, even in relatively wealthy societies—but research has shown time and again that using nutrition-based arguments is not the best way to convince your child to eat better.

Taste training is not a “blame and shame” approach to eating. Rather, it’s a positive approach that treats food as a source of joy and exploration, like a shared adventure. It’s about how we might inspire our children—and ourselves—to eat better, because it’s something that they—and we—enjoy doing. So you won’t hear me repeating the well-known information about the problems. Instead, we’ll focus on solutions.

Finally, taste training is not about dieting or eating only “healthy” food (however that is defined). The recipes provided in the second part of the book focus on fruits and vegetables, which tend to be what children have a harder time learning to like. But I like to steer clear of labels (like “good” and “bad” foods). Rather, you’ll teach your child that there are different approaches to foods: some they can eat regularly and some are occasional treats. My view is that there is nothing wrong with treats—in moderation. In fact, “moderation rather than deprivation” is a key principle of this approach. Research shows that depriving children of certain foods makes them more likely to crave them. Equally, forcing children to eat “healthy” foods (or using treats as a bribe) makes it more probable that children will dislike those foods. Taste training takes a different approach: assuming that children can and will like all sorts of foods because they are inherently tasty. Broccoli … yum! That’s why snack and dessert recipes are included, too.

How long will this take?

You may be thinking, Sounds good, but how quickly will I see a change? I won’t kid you: it’s not an instant process. Good eating doesn’t happen overnight. If you’re firm about the new approaches that you adopt, you will see changes in most toddlers within a week or two. School-age children will take longer. Adolescents might take up to a month or more. Be patient and gently persistent.

How much time per week will this take? If you play one game every day and introduce one new recipe a week, then you’ll be spending 30 minutes a week on taste training—that’s less than 5 minutes per day! Be warned, however: taste training grows on you. As my test families found out, once you start—and once your child surprises you with their breakthrough new food “likes”—you won’t want to stop. Most test families found themselves doing more, not less, taste training over time.

Your family food journey is likely to be a bit of a roller-coaster ride. Your child will nibble on broccoli one day and balk at it the next. They’ll whine at the table and forget their manners, then surprise you with their sweetness. Some family meals will be grumpy—this is where mindful eating can help. When applied to parents, I take it to mean “Take a deep breath, resist the temptation to yell or scold, and remember that this too shall pass.” Remember that taste training, in the long run, will be worth it. You’ll be spending less time in the kitchen because you’ll be introducing the principle of “one family, one meal” to your household and eliminating short-order cooking. Your child will be less fussy at mealtimes and, in most cases, will have become an “easy eater.” Ultimately, you’ll be able to focus more on enjoying your child rather than being stressed about what they do (or don’t) eat—and shouldn’t that be the ultimate goal?

Let your family food adventure begin!

Love,

Karen

P. S. I’ve included lots of helpful information on my website GettingToYum.com, including recipes, menus, research sources, tips, and more. Please do visit!
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