
Stop Telling Yourself to Eat Less and Exercise More:   
The WISE Approach to a Happier & Healthier You

1. We are President & CEO of the Clean Plate Club.
Although well-meaning, when we are forced to eat beyond our appetite, we lose touch with when we feel 
hungry or full. We begin to unlearn our innate feelings of satiety because we are frequently being told to 
eat beyond our limits.  Because we are so insistent, our children become resistant, which creates tension 
around food and mealtime. They begin to associate emotional discomfort with physical discomfort, and if 
reinforced, this can become a generalized response to every-day stress. 

2. Believing there are “good” foods and “bad” foods.
Somewhere along the way, many of us come to believe that foods can be labeled as good or bad. The 
problem is that we begin to internalize the message that we are, by extension, “good” when we eat an 
apple and “bad” when we eat ice cream.  This creates guilt and anxiety that causes us to alternate between 
starving (I was bad and must now punish myself by going on a diet and eating only “good” foods) and 
bingeing (I’m really not a good girl so I may as well binge on bad foods).  We give the power to inanimate 
objects to decide how we feel about ourselves at any given moment.  This has definite implications in 
terms of whether we develop a weight problem.

While there is no such thing as good and bad foods, (i.e., no food in a single, reasonable serving meets 
or exceeds any healthy dietary guideline), there are certainly over-all eating plans that are healthier than 
others.  For example, most of us can safely eat around 60 grams of fat a day and still be in a healthy range.  
Not even a Big Mac meal with fries exceeds that limit.  Thus while accurate nutritional information and a 
focus on foods that contribute to our well-being is important, giving foods the power to determine our 
self-worth is dangerous. 

Top 10 Mistakes that All Smart Parents Make  

Food for Thought

•	 If	we	choose	smaller	portions,	we	won’t	waste	food	and	it	is	easier	to	evaluate	if	we	are	still	hungry.

•	 Children	will	not	allow	themselves	to	starve	(unless	they	are	using	it	as	a	tactical	weapon	against	their	parents	
who	are	the	forcing	these	issues).

•	 We	are	born	with	the	natural	instinct	to	eat	when	hungry	and	stop	when	full	–	it’s	well-meaning	adults	who	
mess	this	up	by	trying	to	control	how	much	we	eat,	what	we	eat	and	when.

•	 Children	(and	enlightened	adults)	will	naturally	self-select	a	healthful	diet	if	given	a	variety	of	choices.

•	 Replace	dieting	with	eating	when	you’re	hungry	and	stopping	when	you’re	full.		Over	time,	you	will	create	
a	positive	rhythm	with	food	and	eating,	and	the	“stuffed”	feeling	as	a	result	of	overeating	will	become	
unpleasant.

1



A variation on this is thinking that no carbs/high protein/low fat makes you lose weight or that eating fat 
and sugar makes you fat.  No type of food makes you gain or lose weight.  How much we weigh is largely 
determined by how much we eat.  Our overall health is largely determined by what we eat.

3. Using food as love.  
  - Eat this for Grandma – I cooked all day for you.

4. Using food as a reward.  
 - If you’re good at the grocery store, you can have some candy. 

5. Using food as punishment.  
 - If you don’t eat your broccoli, you can’t have dessert.

6. Using food as a soother.  
 - Hurt your knee?  Have a lollipop.  Had a bad day?  Have a piece of cake.

7. Using food as a babysitter.  
 - I’ll try to be home early but there are cookies in the pantry if you’re hungry.

8. Using food to ease guilt.  
 - I know I’m late again – let me make up for it by stopping for pizza. 

All of these create the same problem: they “emotionalize” food. In fact, this starts at birth – what is the 
first thing our parents did when we began to cry?  They immediately stuck a bottle or breast in our 
mouth! While babies do fuss when hungry, it can also be due to fatigue, gas or feeling out of sorts.  But 
we immediately create the link between food and soothing as a way to decrease our children’s stress as 
opposed to having the patience to allow them to develop self-soothing strategies for pain and discomfort 
(emotional or otherwise) that don’t involve food.  The more the link between food and soothing is 
reinforced, the more we continue this on a larger scale as an adult.  This is ground zero when it comes to 
establishing emotional eating and is the major reason we eat our stress and become overweight.

Food for Thought

•	 Legalize	all	foods.	By	telling	ourselves	and	our	children	that	we	cannot	eat	certain	foods,	we	are	giving	
them	a	special	cachet	that	will	only	make	them	more	desirable.		Let’s	worry	about	moderation	and	
proportion	later	on.

•	 Understand	the	difference	between	quantity	and	quality:		if	we	eat	nothing	but	carrots	but	exceed	the	
number	of	calories	we	need	in	a	day,	we	will	gain	weight	(and	turn	orange).		If	we	eat	nothing	but	whipped	
cream	but	consume	under	the	number	of	calories	we	require,	we	will	lose	weight	(but	increase	our	risk	of	
cardiovascular	disease).

•	 Ask	your	children:	Do	you	want	something	hot	or	cold?		Sweet	or	savory?		Smooth	or	crunchy?		Hearty	or	
light?		The	idea	is	to	involve	our	children	in	our	food	choices	and	to	build	confidence	and	trust	in	them	to	
naturally	self-select	a	healthy	diet.	
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The larger danger is that we create a mindset where food is the answer to everything. Happy?  Eat!  Sad?  
Eat!  Guilty? Eat!  Stressed?  Eat!  

Thus, regardless of the reasons why we originally made a link between food and comfort, we now 
overeat no matter what the stressor.

Food for Thought

•	 If	someone	tries	to	make	you	(or	your	child)	feel	guilty	for	not	eating	their	food,	ask	if	it	can	be	brought	
home	so	that	it	can	be	enjoyed	the	next	day.

•	 Instead	of	“rewarding”	ourselves	(or	our	children)	with	food	the	next	time	we	experience	success,	create	a	
list	of	non-food	compensations	and	pick	one	of	those	instead.

•	 Next	time	you	want	chocolate,	have	it	and	skip	the	carrots.
•	 If	sad,	bored,	lonely,	angry	or	anxious,	cry,	call	a	friend,	take	a	bath	or	go	for	a	walk.		The	solution	must	fit	

the	problem!		We	must	also	begin	to	break	the	conditioned	response	we	have	between	emotion	and	food.		
This	can	only	happen	if	we	stop	reinforcing	this	behaviour	and	replace	it	with	others.

•	 The	number	of	times	a	week	we	prepare	and	eat	a	nutritious	meal	as	a	family	is	directly	related	to	you	and	
your	family’s	positive	relationship	with	food.		

•	 Stressed	out,	guilty	parents	create	stressed	out,	insatiable	kids.		This	can	take	the	form	of	food,	computer	
time,	electronics	or	other	must-have	stuff.		Stop	the	madness.		Take	an	honest	look	at	how	your	family	deals	
with	stress	and	its	consequences.

•	 Learn	to	differentiate	between	mouth	hunger	(emotional)	and	stomach	hunger	(physical):	

Mouth Hunger

Comes on suddenly

Unrelated to time

Persists despite fullness

Leads to guilt & shame

   Stomach Hunger

Gradually builds

Within 2-4 hours after your last meal

Goes away when full

Leads to feeling of satisfaction
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9. Food as a game. 
 - See the airplane going into the hangar. 

During our first year of life, our children will eat anything and eat it often.  This is because their caloric 
needs are enormous (due to our huge amount of physical and mental development) and because it takes 
them awhile to figure out that meals will be coming on a regular basis.  But near our first birthday, our 
caloric needs start to decrease as growth slows down and we make the connection that food arrives on a 
regular basis.  Thus, we begin to want less food and become pickier about what we will eat.  This is exactly 
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when we as parents begin to panic, certain that our children are not eating enough and alarmed that 
although they used to eat anything placed in front of them, they now have definite preferences.  Hence, 
the beginning of the begging, pleading, cajoling and airplane games, (the precursor of having to clean our 
plates).  

10. A mother diets because of her weight/a father comments on his  
     child’s weight. 
We learn our ideas about food and eating directly from our parents (and our children from us). If they are 
preoccupied with their or our body image (and by extension, food choices), we come to believe that it is 
normal to have these types of concerns and begin to develop an unhealthy relationship with food, eating 
and our bodies.  

The classic trigger (but not cause) for an eating disorder is a dieting mother and/or critical father who 
pinches their child’s waist and says something like, “You’re getting a little chunky – boys don’t like girls who 
are chunky.”  You can see why it is even easier to develop disordered eating habits that can lead to being 
overweight:  it doesn’t take much to create an unhealthy relationship with food.

Food for Thought

Food for Thought

•	 If	you	are	full,	stop	eating.		If	your	child	does	not	want	to	eat	any	more	food,	do	not	force	the	issue.		No	one	
will	starve.		

•	 Don’t	eat	foods	that	you	don’t	like.		If	a	child	does	not	want	to	eat	any	more	of	a	particular	item,	point	out	the	
other	choices,	let	them	know	that	this	is	all	that’s	being	offered	for	dinner	but	don’t	force	them	to	eat	items	
they	don’t	like.

•	 Specific	food	preferences	are	common	and	should	be	accommodated	within	reason.		(Although	never	to	the	
point	of	making	separate	meals.)

•	 Stop	dieting	–	until	you	get	out	of	this	vicious	cycle,	you	will	continue	to	be	overweight.		If	you	have	put	your	
child	on	a	diet,	take	them	off	it	immediately.

•	 If	you	are	making	critical	comments	about	your	weight	or	the	weight	of	a	family	member,	stop.
•	 Do	not	make	comments	about	certain	foods	being	“fattening”.
•	 Avoid	bringing	up	hot	topics	over	dinner.		The	more	we	can	pair	positive	family	interactions	with	a	relaxing	

dinner,	the	more	unlikely	we	are	to	associate	food	and	negative	emotions.
•	 Let	go	of	the	struggle.		This	is	your	chance	to	break	free	of	the	guilt	and	angst	so	many	of	us	have	about	food.
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