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ABOUT THIS STUDY 

The New Practice Lab engaged 43 Medicaid-eligible families with young children (at least one child under age six) living 
in Minnesota, Pennsylvania, and New Mexico through a qualitative study. Participation involved an in-person workshop 
followed by an 18-month diary study, during which families received one question each week and could respond through 
text, audio, or images. Between April 2023 and November 2025, these families shared their experiences and thoughts 
on diverse topics ranging from their daily lives to their hopes for the future. All quotes below are attributed to participant 
aliases in accordance with the consent given.

This brief, which examines how low-income parents navigate children’s food preferences in the everyday work of feeding 
their families, complements a broader series of publications the New Practice Lab has shared from the study. For this brief, 
families were invited to participate in feedback sessions to review and discuss its main findings, helping ensure that their 
experiences were accurately reflected and providing an opportunity for them to share additional perspectives on feeding 
their children. 

ABOUT THIS PUBLICATION 

This publication is a product of a collaboration between New America and the Global Food Institute at the George 
Washington University.

ABOUT THE NEW PRACTICE LAB

The New Practice Lab works alongside government partners across the country to build and improve policies, public 
service delivery systems, and technologies to better support families with young children. Trained as designers, 
researchers, policy experts, data scientists, and technologists, their work to build a tighter link between policymakers and 
the families they serve has strengthened public benefits programs to deliver cash, child care, and time with loved ones to 
more than 2.8 million Americans since 2024.

ABOUT THE GLOBAL FOOD INSTITUTE

Founded in May 2023 at the George Washington University by GW and renowned chef and humanitarian José Andrés, the 
Global Food Institute works to connect academics, practitioners, and policymakers to drive meaningful change across 
the food system. The Institute’s mission is to change the world through the power of food – advancing research, fostering 
exchange, and developing the next generation of food leaders to build a healthier, more equitable, and sustainable food 
future.

https://www.nplimpact.org/explore-our-work/thriving-families-at-the-new-practice-lab
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/safe-people-places-services/
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/family-thriving-how-social-policy-can-promote-greater-connection/
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/flexibility-ease-of-access-and-compassion/
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Executive Summary
Every day, parents across America make food decisions for their 
families that take into account budgets, time constraints, cultural 
preferences, and nutrition goals. For families with limited resources, 
these decisions often involve difficult trade-offs. Alongside the well-
recognized challenges of affordability, transportation, and food 
insecurity, parents must also navigate a less frequently acknowledged 
reality: whether their children will actually eat the food they buy and 
prepare. As changes to federal nutrition assistance put additional 
pressure on low-income families’ food budgets, understanding how 
parents navigate these everyday decisions is especially urgent.

Children’s food preferences are a normal part of development, but 
under resource constraints, they can carry significant consequences. 
Buying food that children don’t like or may not eat can mean wasting 
money a family cannot afford to lose and missing an opportunity to 
ensure a child leaves the table full. As a result, parents have to make 
decisions that balance their priorities for their children’s diets alongside 
concerns about food waste, satiety, and cost.

Drawing on New America’s Thriving Families project—which engaged 
43 low-income families in Minnesota, Pennsylvania, and New Mexico 
over 18 months—and a broader body of research on children’s food 
preferences and family food decision-making, this brief examines 
how families navigate this daily challenge. Rather than focusing on 
a single policy or program, the project invited families to share their 
experiences across many aspects of everyday life. Together, their 
accounts brought attention to an issue that is often overlooked in 
nutrition policy: whether parents have the resources to test and try 
healthy options and whether children will eat and enjoy the food their 
families can access and afford.

Recognizing the important role that children’s preferences play in 
household food decisions requires designing and refining food and 
nutrition policies and services to reflect the realities families face. 
Building on families’ experiences and the broader evidence base, we 
identify policy opportunities to:
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•	 Reduce the financial risk of introducing new and healthier foods;
•	 Help children develop healthier food preferences through 

supportive food environments; and
•	 Equip caregivers with practical support for introducing new foods 

and building healthy eating habits.

Food and nutrition policies and programs have made important 
progress in improving children’s access to healthy foods. But we as a 
society can go further by recognizing not only what children should 
eat but also what families need to successfully help them build lifelong 
healthy eating habits. 
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Introduction
Feeding children is one of the most fundamental responsibilities of 
parenthood. Every day, parents across America decide what foods 
to buy, prepare, and serve, hoping to nourish their children while 
balancing the realities of work, school schedules, household budgets, 
cultural traditions, and the other countless demands of family life. 

Yet these food decisions are rarely about nutrition alone. They are 
also about what children themselves are willing to eat.

Children’s food preferences are a normal part of development, and 
most parents have experienced the frustration of a child refusing 
dinner or insisting on familiar foods. For families with greater 
resources, these moments are inconvenient. But for families with 
limited incomes, they carry much higher stakes. When resources are 
limited, buying food that goes uneaten can mean wasting money that 
cannot easily be replaced and missing an opportunity to ensure a 
child leaves the table satiated.

Drawing on New America’s Thriving Families diary study and 
research on children’s food preferences and family food decision-
making, this brief examines how children’s food preferences 
intersect with resource constraints to shape everyday family food 
decisions. It explores what families’ experiences reveal about the 
challenges of feeding children under constraints and considers how 
food and nutrition policy can better support families in those efforts.

Food and nutrition policy has made important progress in improving 
the affordability, availability, and nutritional quality of food for 
lower-income families. Yet it has paid less attention to two related 
questions: How do children’s food preferences shape parents’ 
everyday feeding decisions? And how can nutrition policies and 
programs better support families in navigating those preferences?
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Why Children’s Food Preferences 
Matter for Families
Children’s food preferences are a normal part of development. But 
developing healthy food preferences is not always straightforward. 
Children are naturally drawn to sweet and savory flavors and often 
more hesitant to accept bitter tastes, including those found in many 
vegetables.1 As they move into toddlerhood and early childhood, many 
also experience food neophobia—a normal developmental reluctance 
to try foods that are unfamiliar or differ from what they expect.2

Early Preferences, Long-Term Health
Early childhood is a particularly important period for 
developing food preferences and eating habits that can persist 
into adolescence and adulthood. Helping children become 
familiar with a wide variety of nutritious foods during these 
years supports healthy growth and diet quality in the short term 
and can help establish eating patterns that promote long-term 
health.3 Helping children develop healthy food preferences 
early is therefore about not only what they eat today but also a 
foundation for lifelong health.

These developmental tendencies help explain why simply making 
nutritious food available is often not enough. Children may need to 
encounter a new food many times before they accept it. Research 
therefore recommends repeated, low-pressure exposure: Parents 
offering unfamiliar foods in positive settings without forcing children 
to eat them, allowing familiarity and acceptance to build over time.4 

1  	Julie A. Mennella, “Ontogeny of Taste Preferences: Basic Biology and 
Implications for Health,” American Journal of Clinical Nutrition 99, no. 3 
(March 2014): 704S–11S, https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/
S0002916523049997?via%3Dihub; John I. Glendinning, “Is the Bitter Rejection 
Response Always Adaptive?,” Physiology & Behavior 56 (December 1994), 
1217–27, https://doi.org/10.1016/0031-9384(94)90369-7.

2  	Agnieszka Białek-Dratwa et al., “Neophobia—A Natural Developmental Stage or 
Feeding Difficulties for Children?,” Nutrients 14, no. 7 (April 2022): 1521, https://
www.mdpi.com/2072-6643/14/7/1521.

3  	Linda G. Snetselaar et al., “Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2020-2025: 
Understanding the Scientific Process, Guidelines, and Key Recommendations,” 
Nutrition Today 56,no. 6 (November-December 2021): 287–95, https://pubmed.
ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34987271/.

4 	S.A. Sullivan and L.L. Birch, “Infant Dietary Experience and Acceptance of Solid 
Foods,” Pediatrics 93, no. 2 (February 1994):271–77, https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.
nih.gov/8121740/.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0002916523049997
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0002916523049997
https://doi.org/10.1016/0031-9384(94)90369-7
https://www.mdpi.com/2072-6643/14/7/1521
https://www.mdpi.com/2072-6643/14/7/1521
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34987271/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34987271/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/8121740/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/8121740/
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Yet for families with limited resources, repeated exposure can carry 
real financial costs.5 Each new attempt requires a parent to purchase 
or prepare a food that a child may refuse and often to keep doing so 
despite that initial rejection. It can also demand additional time and 
persistence, whether in preparing a food differently, incorporating it 
into meals in new ways, or simply continuing to offer it. In this sense, 
many recommended feeding practices rely on resources that are easy 
to overlook: not only food itself but also money, time, flexibility, and 
ability to absorb some amount of waste.

Parents also do not shape children’s food preferences in a vacuum. 
Children are continually learning what foods are familiar and desirable 
from siblings and peers, child care and school settings, the foods 
available in their communities, and pervasive commercial marketing.6 
These environments can reinforce caregivers’ efforts to introduce 
nutritious foods—or make that work considerably harder. 

For families with limited resources, these developmental 
recommendations also operate within a broader set of constraints. 
Research on food insecurity and family feeding shows that parents 
facing constrained food budgets often place particular importance on 
ensuring children have enough to eat and avoiding foods that could be 
wasted.7 Physical limitations more likely in low-income households—
like limited kitchen equipment—can compound these challenges.8 
While understandable, these conditions can make it more difficult to 
repeatedly introduce unfamiliar foods and broaden children’s food 
preferences over time.

5  	Caitlin Daniel, “Economic Constraints on Taste Formation and the True Cost of 
Healthy Eating,” Social Science & Medicine 148 (January 2016): 34–41, https://
pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26650928/.

6  	Elsa Addessi et al., “Specific Social Influences on the Acceptance of Novel 
Foods in 2-5-Year-Old Children,” Appetite 45 (December 2005): 264–71, https://
pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16239048/; Mary Story et al., “Creating Healthy 
Food and Eating Environments: Policy and Environmental Approaches,” Annual 
Review of Public Health 29 (April 2008): 253–72, https://doi.org/10.1146/
annurev.publhealth.29.020907.090926; Georgina Cairns et al., “Systematic 
Reviews of the Evidence on the Nature, Extent and Effects of Food Marketing to 
Children. A Retrospective Summary,” Appetite 62 (March 2013): 209–15, https://
pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/22561190/.

7  	Grace Hollinrake et al., “How Does Household Food Insecurity Impact 
Complementary Feeding, in High Income Countries, in a Cost-of-Living Crisis? 
A Systematic Scoping Review,” Maternal & Child Nutrition 22, no. 1 (January 
2026): e70082, https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/40834399/.

8  	A.R. Oakley et al., “Food Insecurity and Food Preparation Equipment in U.S. 
Households: Exploratory Results From a Cross-Sectional Questionnaire,” 
Journal of Human Nutrition and Dietetics 32, no. 2 (April 2019):143–51, https://
pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30474895/.

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26650928/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26650928/
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.publhealth.29.020907.090926
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.publhealth.29.020907.090926
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/22561190/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/22561190/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/40834399
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30474895/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30474895/
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The experiences of parents in the Thriving Families study help 
illuminate what these dynamics look like in everyday family life. The 
next section examines how parents navigating significant economic 
and practical constraints respond to children’s food preferences and 
how those preferences shape decisions about what families buy, 
prepare, and ultimately put on the table.

How Resource Constraints Shape 
Everyday Feeding Decisions
Across interviews and diary entries in this study, parents described 
the everyday work of feeding children under resource constraints. 
Their experiences reflect a challenge faced by millions of families 
nationwide: In 2024, 6.7 million households with children—nearly 
one in five—experienced food insecurity.9 Most families in this study 
had experienced food insecurity; all but one received federal food 
assistance through the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) or Special 
Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children 
(WIC); and the majority had accessed food through a food bank or 
pantry. One priority consistently emerged: making sure children had 
enough to eat. Children’s developing food preferences shaped how 
parents pursued that goal.

Happy and Fed Comes First
For many of the parents in this study, the first priority was making 
sure their children left the table fed. Particularly for families that 
had experienced food insecurity, ensuring children had enough to 
eat was not simply one consideration among many; it was a central 
responsibility and source of pride.

9 	Matthew P. Rabbitt et al., Household Food Security in the United States in 2024 
(U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, December 2025), 
https://doi.org/10.32747/2025.9458834.ers.

https://doi.org/10.32747/2025.9458834.ers
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Candace put it simply:

I refuse to be the mom that makes my kid eat what she doesn’t like. 
I’d rather her be happy and fed than sad and hungry.

Hope expressed the same priority:

For me, the goal is for them to eat, because they need to eat 
something. That’s my goal. I always try to talk to them to make sure 
they eat something, even if it is something little. I don’t want them 
to stay without food, you know.

For some parents, ensuring children ate enough also meant avoiding 
conflict or pressure around food. Drawing on their own difficult 
childhood experiences with eating and mealtimes, they wanted their 
children to develop a healthier relationship with food. As Camila 
explained:

Mamá no te obliga; otra persona tampoco tiene el derecho de 
obligarte. 

(Mom doesn’t force you; nobody else has the right to force you either.) 

For families with little margin for waste, that commitment shaped 
what parents felt able to buy and serve.

Children’s Palates and Fixed Budgets
Once keeping children fed becomes the priority, children’s food 
preferences take on new significance. These preferences can become 
the difference between a meal consumed and a meal—and money—
wasted. When a child refuses a meal, parents can lose both the money 
spent on that food and the opportunity to ensure the child has eaten 
enough. As a result, for lower-income families, buying foods children 
are likely to eat becomes a practical way to reduce uncertainty and 
make limited resources go further.10 

Families’ experiences with food assistance made the costs of getting 
that calculation wrong especially visible. Hope, for example, described 
receiving foods from a food pantry that her family would not eat:

10 	Daniel, “Economic Constraints on Taste Formation,” https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.
nih.gov/26650928/.

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26650928/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26650928/
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I don’t like going to [the food bank] because they just pack food. 
Give you anything. They don’t know if it’s what you eat or not. So 
many times that I go, I end up throwing stuff away.

Parents described continually adapting their shopping, meal planning, 
and cooking around this reality. They carefully planned around both the 
resources available to them and what their children were likely to eat.

Complicating these decisions, parents described how children’s food 
preferences were shaped by experiences outside the home, including 
advertising, school meals, and interactions with peers. Evelyn, for 
example, recalled her children requesting Häagen-Dazs ice cream after 
seeing advertisements on YouTube or television, while Maria observed 
that her children would sometimes eat foods with friends that they 
refused at home.

Parents also described trying to broaden children’s diets while 
recognizing that not every attempt would succeed. Several explained 
that they encouraged children to try the family meal first while also 
keeping a “plan B” available if a child still refused to eat. Julie, for 
example, described this balance:

We have one picky eater, my six-year-old. We always have him 
try what we have made for dinner, but usually we will have an 
alternate option for him to eat if he really doesn’t like it.

Julie’s approach illustrates how some parents tried to follow 
recommended feeding practices while maintaining a safety net if 
repeated exposure did not work that day.

Nutrition Remains a Parental Priority—but 
Within a Hierarchy of Competing Needs
Parents consistently described healthy eating as an aspiration, not 
an afterthought. When resources were insufficient, parents made 
compromises in their own diets, the variety of foods they purchased, or 
other aspects of family meals rather than abandoning nutrition altogether. 

That pattern is consistent with broader research showing that parents 
often try to buffer children from food insecurity, with adults more likely 
to absorb reductions in food quantity or diet quality themselves.11

11 	Karla L. Hanson and Leah M. Connor, “Food Insecurity and Dietary Quality in 
U.S. Adults and Children: A Systematic Review,” American Journal of Clinical 
Nutrition 100 (August 2014): 684–92, https://ajcn.nutrition.org/article/S0002-
9165(23)04720-2/fulltext.

https://ajcn.nutrition.org/article/S0002-9165(23)04720-2/fulltext
https://ajcn.nutrition.org/article/S0002-9165(23)04720-2/fulltext
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The families in this study described that dynamic directly. Many 
protected the quality of their children’s diets even when it required 
sacrifices elsewhere. Several explained that if their children would 
eat the food, they prioritized purchasing more expensive items—such 
as fresh fruits, vegetables, or fish—for their children while adults ate 
cheaper or less varied meals themselves. Rather than compromising 
their children’s diets, parents described first making those 
compromises themselves.

Isabel, for example, explained that while she and her husband often 
ate the least expensive foods available, they reserved a wider variety of 
fruits and vegetables for their children:

Compramos variedad de frutas y verduras, pero solamente para 
nuestros hijos, y la que sobra en sus platos nos las comemos 
nosotros. Mi esposo y yo comemos naranjas y plátanos, que es lo 
más económico en la tienda, y cuando vamos al banco de comida, 
nos dan variedad de vegetales y ahí aprovechamos para comer 
saludable. 

(We buy a variety of fruits and vegetables but only for our children 
and we eat the rest on their plates ourselves. My husband and I 
eat oranges and bananas, which are the cheapest in the store, and 
when we go to the food bank, they give us a variety of vegetables 
and we take advantage of the opportunity to eat healthy.)

These accounts challenge the common assumption that parents simply 
choose between healthy and unhealthy foods. Instead, they suggest 
that parents continue to prioritize nutrition while navigating the 
practical realities of constrained budgets and children’s developing 
food preferences.
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Overall, children’s food preferences did not fully replace nutrition as 
a priority. But, importantly, under resource constraints, they changed 
the conditions under which parents pursued it.

Introducing New Foods, Minimizing Waste
Some parents, particularly with larger families, described 
strategies for introducing unfamiliar foods while trying to 
minimize waste and ensure their children ate enough. Evelyn, 
for example, started with small portions of new foods served 
alongside familiar favorites. Julie often separated the components 
of a meal so her children could choose what to eat, explaining 
that they might eat the noodles but leave the mushrooms. She 
also involved her children in cooking and encouraged them to try 
foods they helped prepare: “You made it, so you have to try it.” 
These strategies illustrate the care and creativity parents brought 
to feeding their children, but they required time, flexibility, and 
a willingness to risk food going uneaten—resources that were not 
equally available to all families.

Designing Nutrition Policy Around the 
Realities of Feeding Children
Nutrition policies and programs have long sought to help families 
access healthier foods by improving affordability, availability, and 
nutritional quality. These remain essential goals. Yet mounting research 
on children’s diets and development and the experiences of families 
in this study suggest an additional lens through which these efforts 
can be designed and evaluated: whether they help families introduce, 
reintroduce, and sustain nutritious choices for their children when 
money, time, and other resources are limited. 

Children’s food preferences are a normal part of development, but 
under resource constraints, they shape family food decisions in 
important ways. Parents are not simply deciding which foods are 
healthiest; they are simultaneously balancing nutrition priorities 
alongside concerns about food waste, household budgets, children’s 
satiety, and time constraints. 

Recognizing these realities does not mean lowering expectations for 
children’s diets. Rather, it means creating the conditions that make 
those expectations more achievable for families. This begins with three 
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priorities detailed below: reducing the financial risks of introducing 
nutritious foods, supporting healthy eating across children’s everyday 
environments, and equipping caregivers with practical feeding support.

Reduce the Financial Risks of 
Introducing Nutritious Foods
Developmental research shows that children often need repeated, 
low-pressure exposure before accepting unfamiliar foods. For families 
with limited resources, however, that process can be costly: Repeatedly 
purchasing fruits, vegetables, or other nutritious foods that a child may 
initially reject requires a degree of financial flexibility that many simply 
do not have. 

Major federal nutrition programs like WIC and SNAP already provide 
families with resources and flexibility that can help make introducing 
nutritious foods more affordable. Both programs reach millions of 
Americans: In fiscal year 2025, WIC served approximately 6.9 million 
participants each month, while SNAP served 42.1 million. Within 
these larger programs, smaller initiatives offer additional support for 
purchasing nutritious foods, although their reach remains limited. For 
example:

•	 WIC’s monthly fruit and vegetable benefit gives families with young 
children dedicated resources to purchase produce during the years 
when eating habits are rapidly developing. Families can use these 
benefits on a wide variety of fresh, frozen, and canned fruits and 
vegetables, including options that can be stored longer, making 
it easier to purchase foods their children already like as well as 
to experiment with new ones. The much smaller, seasonal WIC 
Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program (FMNP)—reaching roughly 1.4 
million WIC participants—offers additional benefits to purchase 
fresh, locally grown produce.

•	 USDA’s Gus Schumacher Nutrition Incentive Program (GusNIP) 
provides competitive grants to support fruit and vegetable incentive 
programs in select communities across the country. These include 
initiatives like Double Up Food Bucks, which help participating 
SNAP households stretch their benefits when purchasing fruits and 
vegetables. Yet the program’s reach remains limited: In 2023, only 
$36.3 million in grants was distributed to 14 organizations across 12 
states and territories. In addition, USDA operates a small-scale dairy 
incentive program that is testing alternative incentive methods in 
several hundred stores around the country. USDA also allows SNAP-

https://www.fna.usda.gov/fmnp/wic-farmers-market-nutrition-program?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.fna.usda.gov/fmnp/wic-farmers-market-nutrition-program?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/34-2026-CJ-FNS.pdf
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/34-2026-CJ-FNS.pdf
https://www.nifa.usda.gov/grants/programs/gus-schumacher-nutrition-incentive-program-gusnip?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/34-2026-CJ-FNS.pdf
https://www.fna.usda.gov/snap/healthy-fluid-milk-incentive
https://www.fna.usda.gov/snap/healthy-fluid-milk-incentive
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authorized retailers to offer their own incentives for purchases of 
qualifying nutritious foods, including extra funds, discounts, gift 
cards, and coupons.

Making Nutrition Benefits Easier to Use
Families in this study devoted considerable time and effort to 
coordinating nutrition benefits, in addition to planning meals, 
anticipating children’s preferences, and adapting when plans 
changed. Nutrition programs can reduce that burden through 
practical design choices—such as allowing remote or phone-based 
enrollment interviews and recertification, simplifying forms 
and documentation requirements, aligning renewal timelines 
across programs where possible, offering flexible appointment 
hours, and making it easier to use benefits online. For example, 
WIC modernization efforts such as remote certification, online 
shopping, and data-sharing with other programs to confirm 
eligibility show how service design can help families enroll 
and use their benefits more efficiently. These changes can help 
families spend less time navigating systems and more time 
feeding their families.

While WIC and SNAP provide substantial support to millions of 
households, these additional incentive programs operate on a much 
smaller scale and are not available to most participants. Maintaining 
and strengthening these programs can help reduce the financial risks 
families face when trying healthier foods. Similarly, ensuring food 
assistance benefits keep pace with food costs can give families more 
financial flexibility to continue exposing children to these foods; this is 
especially important as broader policy changes, including recent federal 
cuts to nutrition assistance, place additional pressure on many low-
income household food budgets.

The Thriving Families interviews also suggest there is an opportunity 
to broaden how we evaluate food and nutrition programs. Federal and 
state agencies, researchers, and philanthropic funders can consider 
evaluating nutrition incentive programs not only by whether they 
increase purchases of nutritious foods but also by whether they make 
repeated exposure more feasible for families with young children and 
whether this leads to greater acceptance of nutritious foods among 
children over time.

https://www.fna.usda.gov/snap/healthy-incentives?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://fna-bwbufwdzbabpezgc.z01.azurefd.us/sites/default/files/resource-files/wic-fmnp-modEval2025.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/1
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Expanding Exposure Opportunities Through 
the Charitable Food System
Food banks and pantries can help reduce the financial risk of 
introducing children to unfamiliar nutritious foods without 
risking limited grocery dollars. Federal and state policies can 
help expand these opportunities. Through the Emergency 
Food Assistance Program (TEFAP), USDA supplies food to food 
banks and pantries, including fresh, frozen, and canned fruits 
and vegetables. States and food banks may wish to consider 
using their USDA Foods orders for fruits and vegetables. Federal 
officials could increase funding for TEFAP food purchases, 
including fresh and frozen produce, while also providing funds to 
investments in storage, refrigeration, and distribution that would 
help the systems distribute more fruits and vegetables to families. 

Support Healthy Eating Across 
Children’s Everyday Environments
Making nutritious foods more affordable is necessary, but it is 
not sufficient. Children’s food preferences are also shaped by the 
environments in which they spend time every day, from child care 
settings and schools to stores, media, and their broader communities. 
These environments influence which foods children come to see 
as familiar, desirable, and normal. Creating environments that give 
children more opportunities to encounter nutritious foods—and fewer 
repeated exposures to less nutritious ones—can therefore help support 
healthy eating from an early age.

Child nutrition programs are among the most important levers for 
doing so, first and foremost because of their extensive reach. Every day, 
USDA’s National School Lunch Program and School Breakfast Program 
serve roughly 30 million and 16 million children, respectively.12 Through 
the Child and Adult Care Food Program, an additional 4.4 million 
children receive meals and snacks in child care centers, family child care 
homes, and Head Start programs.13

12 	“School Meal Statistics - School Nutrition Association,” School Nutrition 
Association, https://schoolnutrition.org/about-school-meals/school-meal-
statistics/.

13 	“Child Nutrition Programs—Child and Adult Care Food Program,” USDA 

https://www.fns.usda.gov/tefap/emergency-food-assistance-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/tefap/emergency-food-assistance-program
https://schoolnutrition.org/about-school-meals/school-meal-statistics/
https://schoolnutrition.org/about-school-meals/school-meal-statistics/
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The importance of these programs goes beyond providing children 
with enough to eat. Because they reach children regularly during 
the years when food preferences are developing, they can also give 
children repeated opportunities to encounter and become familiar 
with nutritious foods. Maintaining and strengthening school nutrition 
standards is therefore important not only for the nutritional quality of 
the meals children eat today but also for helping shape what foods they 
learn to eat and enjoy over time. Meeting strong standards also requires 
giving schools the resources, training, and investments to prepare and 
serve nutritious foods in ways children find appealing—from offering 
fresh, cut fruit to preparing vegetables in different ways.

Importantly, creating healthier food environments also means reducing 
children’s exposure to less nutritious foods. Just as repeated exposure 
to nutritious foods can build familiarity and acceptance, repeated 
exposure through advertising can shape children’s preferences and what 
they come to see as desirable. The challenge is that food and beverage 
companies spend billions of dollars marketing products such as fast 
food, sugary drinks, and candy to children.14 Policies that reduce this 
child-directed marketing—whether by strengthening protections against 
digital marketing or eliminating tax incentives that subsidize unhealthy 
food marketing—can help counter these influences.

Schools have additional tools at their disposal. Districts participating 
in federal school meal programs are required to maintain local school 
wellness policies that address foods sold outside school meals and 
food and beverage marketing on school grounds.15 Strengthening 
and consistently enforcing these policies can help reduce children’s 
exposure to and marketing of less nutritious foods throughout the 
school day.

Economic Research Service, https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-
assistance/child-nutrition-programs/child-and-adult-care-food-program.

14 	Sara Botha et al., A Review of Food Marketing to Children and Adolescents 
(Federal Trade Commission, December 2012), https://www.ftc.gov/sites/default/
files/documents/reports/review-food-marketing-children-and-adolescents-
follow-report/121221foodmarketingreport.pdf.

15 	“Local School Wellness Policies,” USDA Food and Nutrition Administration, 
updated September 9, 2025, https://www.fna.usda.gov/tn/wellness-policy.

https://www.cspi.org/press-release/predatory-marketing-prevention-act-passes-nys-senate-agriculture-committee-one-step
https://www.cspi.org/press-release/predatory-marketing-prevention-act-passes-nys-senate-agriculture-committee-one-step
https://www.cspi.org/resource/stop-subsidizing-childhood-obesity-act-0
https://www.cspi.org/resource/stop-subsidizing-childhood-obesity-act-0
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/child-nutrition-programs/child-and-adult-care-food-program
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/child-nutrition-programs/child-and-adult-care-food-program
https://www.ftc.gov/sites/default/files/documents/reports/review-food-marketing-children-and-adolescents-follow-report/121221foodmarketingreport.pdf
https://www.ftc.gov/sites/default/files/documents/reports/review-food-marketing-children-and-adolescents-follow-report/121221foodmarketingreport.pdf
https://www.ftc.gov/sites/default/files/documents/reports/review-food-marketing-children-and-adolescents-follow-report/121221foodmarketingreport.pdf
https://www.fna.usda.gov/tn/wellness-policy


18

Building Familiarity with Healthy Foods at School
Several existing school-based initiatives already give children repeated, 
low-pressure opportunities to encounter nutritious foods. These 
approaches may be especially valuable for lower-income families because 
they allow children to try unfamiliar foods repeatedly without requiring 
parents to bear the full financial risk when those foods are initially 
rejected. While existing programs provide a foundation for this work, 
there is considerable opportunity to expand their reach and give more 
children these experiences.

USDA’s Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program, for example, provides free, 
fresh fruits and vegetables to students in eligible elementary schools, 
prioritizing schools serving larger shares of lower-income children, with 
the goal of introducing children to new varieties and increasing their 
acceptance and consumption of fresh produce. However, the program’s 
reach and funding remains limited; participating schools receive only 
approximately $50–$75 per student each school year. 

In addition, farm-to-school programs often pair locally sourced foods in 
school meals with activities such as taste tests, nutrition education, and 
visits from farmers, giving children opportunities to encounter foods 
in multiple settings and forms. School gardens and hands-on cooking 
activities offer additional opportunities for children to grow, prepare, and 
taste unfamiliar foods, helping build familiarity and interest in foods they 
might otherwise reject. Federal farm-to-school grants help schools and 
other organizations launch and expand these efforts, but funding remains 
limited and competitive. In fiscal year 2026, USDA awarded nearly $20 
million to 68 projects across 37 states, leaving considerable opportunity to 
expand these approaches to more children.

https://www.fna.usda.gov/ffvp/factsheet
https://www.fna.usda.gov/f2s
https://www.fna.usda.gov/f2s/grant/awards/fy26
https://www.fna.usda.gov/f2s/grant/awards/fy26
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Equip Caregivers with Practical Feeding 
Support
Knowing which foods are nutritious and being able to afford them 
are only part of feeding children well. Caregivers also need practical, 
evidence-based strategies for navigating children’s food preferences. The 
experiences of families in this study suggest that caregivers are already 
working thoughtfully to meet these challenges; the opportunity is to 
better align nutrition programs and services with the realities they face. 

Nutrition education should address not only what children should eat 
but also the everyday realities of helping children eat it. Although SNAP 
Education, the nation’s largest federally funded nutrition education 
program, was eliminated by Congress last year, other platforms still 
exist to support caregivers in this work.16 These programs—including 
WIC nutrition education, pediatric counseling, and community-based 
family nutrition programs—can provide practical guidance on responsive 
feeding by helping caregivers recognize and respond to children’s hunger 
and fullness cues.17 They can also assist with repeated exposure, which 
encourages children to taste foods multiple times.18 And they can provide 
guidance on age-appropriate feeding strategies that support a child’s 
developmental stage, including introducing complementary foods, 
appropriate portion sizes, and self-feeding skills as motor skills develop.

Importantly, curricula and guidance for parents of young children 
should likewise acknowledge that recommended practices such as 
repeated exposure and responsive feeding can be harder to sustain 
when money, time, and flexibility are limited. And continued 
investment in developing and evaluating family-centered feeding 
interventions can also help ensure that nutrition guidance is not only 
evidence-based but also practical, culturally relevant, and feasible for 
the families it is intended to serve.

16 	Priya Fielding-Singh and Joelle Johnson, One Year Later: How H.R. 1’s Snap 
Policy Changes Are Reverberating Across The Food System (Center for Science 
in the Public Interest and the George Washington University Global Food 
Institute, July 2026), https://www.cspi.org/sites/default/files/2026-07/CSPI_
GFI_HR1Brief_Final.pdf.

17 Claire McCarthy, “Why Parents Should Use Responsive Feeding with Their 
Babies,” Harvard Health Publishing, October 3, 2017, https://www.health.
harvard.edu/blog/why-parents-should-use-responsive-feeding-with-their-
babies-2017100312524.	

18 Maureen K. Spills et al., “Repeated Exposure to Food and Food Acceptability 
in Infants and Toddlers: A Systematic Review,” American Journal of Clinical 
Nutrition 109 (March 2019): 978S–89S, https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.
gov/30982874/.

https://www.cspi.org/sites/default/files/2026-07/CSPI_GFI_HR1Brief_Final.pdf
https://www.cspi.org/sites/default/files/2026-07/CSPI_GFI_HR1Brief_Final.pdf
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/why-parents-should-use-responsive-feeding-with-their-babies-2017100312524
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/why-parents-should-use-responsive-feeding-with-their-babies-2017100312524
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/why-parents-should-use-responsive-feeding-with-their-babies-2017100312524
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30982874/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30982874/

