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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to further explore the theory that parents’ modeling of eating behaviors directly influences their children’s eating behaviors.  A sample of children observed parents choosing a healthy or unhealthy food.  Following this observation, the child was administered a brief questionnaire regarding his or her desire to eat similar foods and knowledge regarding nutritional eating habits.  A t-test was performed following this experiment to evaluate the differences between the two groups in terms of their responses on the questionnaire.  The results allowed for the conclusion that parents’ modeling of eating behavior does, in fact, influence the eating behavior and choice in foods of their children (t (28) = 9.23, p < .05).

Parental Modeling Eating Behavior and Child Reactions

Phenomenon

In a study by Moore, Tapper, and Murphy (2007), parent strategies in influencing their children’s eating habits are discussed.  Among many methods, modeling the consumption of specific foods was used to coerce children into eating the same types of foods.  Parents utilize multiple opportunities throughout the early lives of their children to impart their views on what their children should and should not be eating.  Some of their methods are successful, while others, such as restricting a child’s eating, may result in a child developing a rebellious attitude toward their parents’ requests (Moore et al, 2007).  While it is important at any age to begin developing good nutritional habits, middle school years, in particular, allow for certain behaviors to develop that will carry on into adulthood (Young, Fors, & Hayes, 2004).  It is worthwhile to note that the social environment during elementary years, preceding middle school, serves as a support system in which children may learn the value of eating fruits, vegetables, and other healthy foods (Young et al, 2004).

Since parents and others involved in a child’s social system have great power in determining how a child may eat, it is important to explore these influences further.  The phenomenon being studied in this research is the extent to which a parent’s Modeling of eating habits influences their child’s eating habits.  Much of what a child learns starts in his or her immediate environment—one shared with family members.  With that said, exploring parental influences on child consumption certainly grants us the ability to gain insight into the implications of societal eating and nutritional values within the institution of the family.

Theory

It is asserted by Young, Fors, and Hayes (2004) that if a parent is perceived as being likely to consume fruits or vegetables, a child of middle school age may be inclined to do so as well.  Similarly, this study theorizes that parental modeling of eating behaviors directly influences their child’s eating behaviors.  This may arise as a result of a child seeing this model within his or her social environment participate in the action of eating a certain food, and thus deciding that this action is a good and beneficial one.  Children will see their parents eating fruits or vegetables often, for example, and the frequency will register with the child. This frequency could translate as both positive and desirable.  In this, the probability and frequency of a child choosing healthier foods could increase.  Over time, the child will develop a higher preference for the healthier foods, and even begin to gain knowledge about the benefits of consuming foods that are nutritious in observing and participating in this social process.  

Hypothesis

This study’s intention was to test the hypothesis that, if presented with the sight of a parent choosing and consuming a healthy or unhealthy food, a child would choose the same type of food, and will increase the likelihood of repeatedly choosing it as a result of experiencing model behavior of the parent.  Through an experimental approach, this hypothesis was tested with participant observation of parents consuming various foods in order to confirm this potential relation.  This relation, between parental Modeling and child behavior, could further inform child rearing practices and nutritional development within many families if found to be significant.

Methods

Participants

The target population for this particular study was 4th and 5th grade students from Chicagoland area grade schools.  Schools were selected at random so as to represent the population in its entirety, thus resulting in a total of 6 schools.  Teachers responsible for students in 4th and 5th grade classrooms in these schools were given sign-up sheets and students were then recruited on a volunteer basis.  Information was given regarding the nature of the study, as students who volunteered to participate would have to have their parents or guardians participate as well.  This was made clear in the Informed Consent Document sent home with students who signed up to volunteer. By granting all 4th and 5th grade classes an opportunity to participate, it was intended that students were represented in a realistic manner, allowing an equal chance for all students within these schools to participate. Potential sampling disadvantages arise in the selection of the schools, since many schools have a predominantly lower class population, while others are more affluent.

Measures

Following the observation of parents or guardians making healthy or unhealthy food choices, a brief questionnaire was administered to participants that included 10 questions for participants to respond to.  The inquiries required participants to circle brief responses in answering whether or not they believed that healthy eating was important, and how important it was that their parents or guardians choose healthy (versus unhealthy) foods.  If presented with a parent or guardian choosing a nutritious food, it was hypothesized that participants would respond to questions in a manner that reflected their own preference of the healthful foods.  This, in turn, would exemplify the relationship between a parent’s choice in foods and its influence on the subsequent food choice of the child.    

Procedures

Before the participants observed their parents or guardians, the Informed Consent Document was given in the lab to be signed and turned in.  There was a great possibility of documents being lost or forgotten if sent home with the volunteer participants, so this method was chosen for efficiency and accuracy.  A signature from the parent was required on a document specifically for the parent, and another was required on behalf of his or her respective child.  If the participant’s parent was unwilling to take part in the study, the participant was thusly ineligible. Student participants were given a verbal Assent, which allowed them a greater understanding of why the experiment was taking place and how it was to be administered.  Students responded to the Assent and, if they agreed to participate, they went ahead as a subject in the study.  In total, thirty (n=30) students signed, along with their parents, and therefore participated in the study.  Students were divided randomly into two groups of fifteen, with one group termed Unhealthy Choice, and the other Healthy Choice. 

On the day of the experiment, students and their parents met with researchers at their respective schools and were taken to research labs in the downtown area. Students were situated in a room that granted visibility into an adjacent room where their parents would be consuming food in front of them.  Parents were unable to see their children while making the food choices in the adjacent rooms.  Each student was placed in a room alone, and at a predetermined time, witnessed their parent enter the other room and sit down.  A researcher then entered the room with the parent and placed a tray before him or her that contained two food choices.  Food choices for the nutritious option were one of the following: carrot sticks, grapes, or wheat crackers with peanut butter.  Food choices for the unhealthy option were one of the following: potato chips, candy bars, or French fries.  The researcher left immediately after bringing in the food.  Parents then made a choice (predetermined), and began eating the food as the child watched.  When the parent finished the small portion in its entirety, he or she got up and left the room.  At this point, another researcher entered the room with the child and gave him or her a questionnaire.  The child was instructed to complete the questionnaire within twenty minutes and to leave it in a closed box next to the door as they exited the room.  The interior of the box was not visible to the children or researchers, and the box was sealed until all participants had returned their questionnaires.  This was to ensure confidentiality and grant participants a sense of privacy as they turned in their completed response sheets.   Instructions for the questionnaire were written at the top of each one, however the questions were posed in a manner that would be easily understood by a 4th or 5th grade participant.  Once having left the room, the student was met in the hall by a researcher and given the $10.00 Target gift card to conclude his or her participation.

Results

As we consider our hypothesis, we can conclude that there exists a strong relationship between a parent’s food choices and the food choices of his or her child. 

A data set was acquired from the questionnaire responses of the participating children.  The particular data included 30 scores from the 30 participants, represented by 15 students in the Unhealthy Choice group, and 15 in the Healthy Choice group.  By comparing groups with a t-test, it was intended to test the hypothesis that a parent or guardian’s modeling of choosing a healthy or unhealthy food will result in his or her child choosing the same types of food, respectively.  To identify this potential causal relationship, the participants’ responses were scored and categorized with a score of 5 out of 10 or greater indicating an effect of parent choice on child choice and knowledge of healthy eating.  Table 1 shows that Group 2 (Healthy Choice) had predominantly higher scores on the questionnaire (M = 6.87), while group 1 trailed behind significantly (M = 2.87).  The groups had a clear difference on the average in consideration of the questionnaire responses of the participants.  It can be concluded that the parent modeling healthy or unhealthy food choices and child knowledge and choice of foods are strongly related, t (28) = 9.23, p < .05. 
Discussion


This study was designed to assess the hypothesis that parents’ food choices have a great influence on their children’s food choices.  It was hypothesized further that if parents make a habit of eating healthy foods in the presence of their children, the children will consequently make healthier food choices due to this modeling.  In analyzing the results of this experiment, it is clear that the adults’ modeling of healthy eating habits has a clear influence on a child’s choice and understanding of healthy foods.


It is important, however, to note several limitations.  To begin with, the population utilized presents potential problems.  The sample size was a mere 30 participants, which does not allow for a sure ability to generalize to a larger population.  Secondly, the food was presented in a single instance of choice, not representative of past habits within a family.  Although this instance may, in fact, represent the lifestyle of the family, it is unclear whether or not the sample of parents and children were already choosing healthy or unhealthy foods at home before the study took place.  If this were the case, the choice that the parent made in the lab setting, as well as the child’s responses, may be largely irrelevant for the purposes of the hypothesis.  Furthermore, the particular population was geographically limited to the Chicagoland area—predominantly urban, but with a mix of socioeconomic backgrounds.  Although it was a random sample, it is imperative to be cautious in generalizing to populations outside of that which was sampled.  The age of the participants must also be considered, since we also cannot generalize to children who are younger, or children who are older, who may have innumerable outside influences on the food choices they make.  In addition to all of these factors, there may exist limitations regarding the questionnaire, since it is solely self-report from a population that may lack knowledge and understanding of the intentions for the study.  It may be helpful for future studies of this nature to assign a researcher to each child and give the questionnaire verbally, in interview format, to allow time for explanations if there was to be any confusion with the questions asked.

Conclusion


The results of this study allow us to lend support to the idea that parents’ modeling of healthy eating habits influences their children’s healthy food knowledge and choices.  These results, although clear, do not suggest a true cause and effect relationship between parent choice and child choice in foods.  We can infer this, but further research is necessary to solidify the causal relationship. We know that parents’ actions result in related child actions, so research paths for the future may include experiments that allow for assessments of a child’s own reasoning for why he or she made specific decisions, so as to reaffirm the causality.  The results of this study have many implications for the well-being and healthy of society in general.  It is certainly linked to a plethora of other health issues worthy of study, such as obesity, hypertension, and osteoporosis.  It is surely enough to conclude that the study opens doors to a wide range of other topics in need of exploration that will further enable all results to build off each other and be strengthened in the process. 
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Appendix A

For the following questions, please answer to the best of your ability. When you have completed this questionnaire, the researcher outside the room will administer the gift card: (Note: Bolded Answers are desired responses for Healthy Group).

I believe that eating foods like fruits and vegetables is good for my health.

I agree            I do not agree

My parents/guardians eat fruits and vegetables at least once every day.

I agree          I do not agree

My family and I eat nutritious foods every day.

I agree            I do not agree

When I see my mother/father/guardian eating something, I

Would like to try     Would not like to        Do not care

                           the same food           try the same food

If I had to choose one of the following foods to eat, I would choose

Potato Chips      Apple Slices
I would like to eat fruits and/or vegetables at least once a day.

I agree            I do not agree

Which of the following foods is a more nutritious option:

Carrot Sticks        Ice Cream Sandwich

My parents often encourage me to eat healthy foods.

I agree            I do not agree

It is better to have a piece of fruit or some vegetables instead of a candy bar for an after school snack.                           I agree            I do not agree

If my parents encourage me to try a new type of food that they are eating, I usually do.

I agree            I do not agree
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Consent for Participation in Research

“Parental Modeling of Eating Habits and the Eating Habits of Children”

Why am I being asked?

You are being asked to be a research subject in a study to explore the possible link between parents’ food choices and the food choices of their children.  This study is being conducted by Anonymous, a Psychology 242 student at the University of Illinois at Chicago.  You have been asked to participate due to your age, and your status as a fifth-grade student, which gives you eligibility to participate in this study.  We request that you read this form thoroughly and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to participate in this research.

Your participation in this research is voluntary.  Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your current or future relations with the University.  If you choose to participate, you may withdraw at any time without affecting that relationship.

Why is this research being done?

This research is being done in order to explore the theory that parents’ modeling of healthy eating behaviors influences their children to have healthier eating behaviors.  This avenue of exploration is important as it allows us to determine the influences that parents have on their children, and how this in turn influences what society knows about eating habits and how members of society choose what to consume.  The importance carries over into potential health preventative measures, such as fighting obesity, hypertension, and diabetes.

What is the purpose of this research?

The purpose of this research is to explore the possibility that parental modeling of eating behaviors influences children to develop similar eating behaviors, particularly in choosing between nutritious and non-nutritious food items.  

What procedures are involved?

Participants will come to a lab and observe their parents eating various foods. Immediately following this observation, participants will complete a 10 item questionnaire regarding eating habits and preferences.  Questionnaires will be turned in on-site and will be reviewed after all participants have completed them.

There will be 30 participants in this study, each observing one of their parents/guardians.

What are the potential risks and discomforts?

There are no foreseen risks or discomforts associated with a brief observation and completion of a questionnaire. Risk of any form of physical or psychological harm is substantially low and unlikely.

Are there benefits to taking part in this research?

Upon completion of this study, participants will receive a $10 gift card to Target. Aside from this, there are no direct benefits for participants in this study.  Participants will, however, grant researchers the opportunity to understand greater implications for this research, and to acquire data regarding parents’ modeling of eating habits and the eating habits of their children.

What other options are there?

This is not applicable to this particular study.

Will I be told about new information that may affect my decision to participate?

During the course of the study, you will be informed of any significant new findings (either good or bad), such as changes in the risks or benefits resulting from participation in the research or new alternatives to participation, that might cause you to change your mind about continuing in the study.  If new information is provided to you, your consent to continue participating in this study will be re-obtained.

What about privacy and confidentiality?

The only people who will know that you are a research subject are members of the research team.  No information about you, or provided by you during the research, will be disclosed to others without your written permission, except:

- if necessary to protect your rights or welfare (for example, if you are injured and need emergency care or when the UIC Institutional Review Board monitors the research or consent process); or

-
if required by law.

When the results of the research are published or discussed in conferences, no information will be included that would reveal your identity.  If photographs, videos, or audiotape recordings of you will be used for educational purposes, your identity will be protected or disguised.  

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. 

Will I be reimbursed for any of my expenses or paid for my participation in this research?

Participants will be given a $10 Target gift card upon completion of the study in its entirety.

Can I withdraw or be removed from the study?

You can choose whether to be in this study or not.  If you volunteer to be in this study, you may withdraw at any time without consequences of any kind.  You may also refuse to answer any questions you don’t want to answer and still remain in the study. The investigator may withdraw you from this research if circumstances arise which warrant doing so.  

Who should I contact if I have questions?

The researcher conducting this study is Anonymous, and their advisor is Dr. David McKirnan. You may ask any questions you have now.  If you have questions later, you may contact the researchers at: 312-555-5544.

What are my rights as a research subject?

If you have any questions about your rights as a research subject, you may call the Office for Protection of Research Subjects at 312-996-1711. 

What if I am a UIC student?

Your participation in this research is in no way a part of your university duties, and your refusal to participate will not affect your employment with the university, or the benefits, privileges, or opportunities associated with your employment at UIC.  You will not be offered or receive any special consideration if you participate in this research.

What if I am a UIC employee?

Your participation in this research is in no way a part of your university duties, and your refusal to participate will not affect your employment with the university, or the benefits, privileges, or opportunities associated with your employment at UIC.  You will not be offered or receive any special consideration if you participate in this research.

Remember: Your participation in this research is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your current or future relations with the University or [insert the names of any other cooperating institutions as well]. If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without affecting that relationship.

You will be given a copy of this form for your information and to keep for your records.

Signature of Subject or Legally Authorized Representative

I have read (or someone has read to me) the above information. I have been given an opportunity to ask questions and my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I agree to participate in this research.  I have been given a copy of this form.

Signature




Date

Printed Name

______________________________
____________

Signature of parent or guardian                     Date (must be same as subject’s)

______________________________

Printed name of parent or guardian





 ______
____________

Signature of Researcher


Date (must be same as subject’s)

Appendix C
Table 1

	Participant Number: Group1

(n=15)
	Group 1, Unhealthy: Questionnaire Score
	Participant Number: Group 2

(n=15)
	Group 2, Healthy: Questionnaire Score

	1
	3
	1
	5

	2
	4
	2
	4

	3
	2
	3
	6

	4
	2
	4
	7

	5
	4
	5
	8

	6
	4
	6
	8

	7
	3
	7
	6

	8
	2
	8
	8

	9
	2
	9
	8

	10
	2
	10
	7

	11
	4
	11
	9

	12
	1
	12
	8

	13
	4
	13
	6

	14
	3
	14
	6

	15
	3
	15
	7


Appendix D

Table 2
	M group 1
	2.87

	M group 2
	6.87

	SD group 1
	0.990

	SD group 2
	1.36

	t-test results
	9.23



