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Ever wondered how your relationship 
with food developed? 

Food is for nourishment. If you use it for any other purpose, you are likely to have a 
dysfunctional relationship with it. As with all relationships, our one with food develops over 
time and many things will impact on it. But in order to make practical changes, it can be useful 
to explore our formative years. We learn how to use food from a very early age - and then rarely 
challenge the associations as adults. Hilde Bruch, a respected theorist in eating disorders, 
suggests that the confusion starts during infancy, when the child is fed when it is distressed as 
well as when it is hungry. So, from very early on, we may start to lose the ability to differentiate 
between hunger and emotional needs.

Family mealtimes are an important part of 
developing healthy self-esteem, social skills and the 
relationship an individual has with food. Think back 
to when you were a child. What were your mealtimes 
like? What were your parents’ attitudes to weight, 
food and dieting? 

What was the dominant emotion at your dinner 
table?
   

 � My mother worried about her weight / dieted 
when I was young. 

 � I wasn’t able to speak my views during mealtimes. 
 � I remember thinking about my weight when I was 

young. 
 � In my family, we thought of beauty as depending 

a lot on weight. 
 � I did not look forward to mealtimes. 
 � My parents forced me to eat foods I did not like. 
 � There was yelling / arguing during dinner. 
 � I remember feeling nervous during dinner. 
 � During meals I was told not to waste food. 

If you ticked any of these boxes: these experiences 
can create an association between food and that 
emotion. These can then be easily carried through 
into adult life. 

Top tips for happy mealtimes 
Most of these tips are valid for you, even if you don’t 
have children. 

• The aim is for mealtimes to be relaxed and happy. 
• Eat around a table - not in front of the TV (as this 

can encourage overeating due to focusing on 
something else rather than what’s going into your 
mouth). 

• Avoid using threats, bribery or force-feeding. 

• Avoid rewarding your child by giving them 
attention for not eating. This will only reinforce 
the behaviour. It is hard not to be concerned, but 
they will eat eventually. 

• Pair something enjoyable with mealtimes, e.g. 
reading a story, or non-food related conversation. 

• Try to have a regular routine for eating and 
mealtimes so that children get into the habit of 
balancing their blood sugar early on (rather than 
having to learn this as adults).

• Modelling: let your children copy you enjoying 
your food and trying different things.

• Encourage children to try new foods (make this 
a normal part of eating) - from pre-1 year old if 
possible, as it gets harder after this.

What type of eater are you? 

 � I am a perfectionist. I need to be in control (of 
food / weight / diet). 

 � I use food as a treat – to be ‘nice’ to myself. 
 � I like to please others and feel unable to say no to 

others (not just in relation to food).
 � I eat when I am angry. 
 � I eat when I am stressed.
 � I restrict my food intake to punish myself and I 

feel guilty if I fail to achieve this.
 � I eat when I feel sad.
 � I rush my food.
 � I am unable to leave food on my plate. 
 � I eat when I feel hurt/ distressed.
 � I eat in secret.
 � I eat in order to avoid conflict. 
 � I don’t have a regular routine for food. 

Look at the next page for some insights into how 
these beliefs or habits may have developed and tips 
for making changes and moving forward. 


