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How Can Children be Encouraged to Change their Eating
Habits for the Better?

Fruit and vegetables form part of a healthy, balanced diet. It is recommended that children (and
adults) eat at least 5 portions of fruit and vegetables a day. However, very many children
currently eat less than this.

Many of our attitudes to health and the influences on our lives are set in childhood and research
suggests that food consumption patterns are established early in life. It is clearly important then,
that any attempts to produce long-term improvements in the nation@ diet should start with
children.

The Food Dude Programme was originated in 1992 by the Bangor Food and Activity Research
Unit (BFARU) at the University of Wales Bangor, UK. It incorporates known psychological
principles to help children change their eating habits

The programme works by encouraging children to taste fruit and vegetables repeatedly, so that
they are able to discover the intrinsically rewarding properties of these foods and develop a liking
for them. In the process, the children come to see themselves as @uit and vegetable eatersCand,
because they have become part of a @ultureOthat strongly supports the eating of fruit and
vegetables, they are also very proud to be able to identify themselves as such. These biological
and psychological factors work in combination to maintain the children® change of eating
behaviour over time.

Wherever the Food Dude Programme has been introduced, it has been shown to significantly
increase children® consumption of fruit and vegetables at school, as well as at home. These
changes in consumption, moreover, are long lasting and have been shown to be in effect up to 15
months after the introduction of the programme. Unsurprisingly, teachers and parents have many
positive things to say about the programme and its impact.

“Several children who had previously not tried certain fruit and veg were tempted to have a go when the
rewards were offered and discovered that they did in fact like the food and went on to eat it the next time
around.” (Teacher)

“She’s eating a lot more and she’s asking for vegetables that I'd never ever bought before... It’s fruit and
veg that I thought she would never have liked.” (Parent)

"She was willing to try more fruit and vegetables, which she has continued to eat, even though the project
is over."” (Parent)

“It’s helped the other two [children] as well. They sit down to eat it now rather than moan like they used
to do.” (Parent)
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Programme Design

The Food Dude Healthy Eating Programme is specifically designed for use in primary schools to
increase 4-11 year old children@® consumption of fruit and vegetables. Its components B Food
Dude Videos, Rewards, Food Dude Letters and Homepack - are described below.

Initially, children are introduced to the Food Dudes who, via videos, letters and rewards,
encourage them to venture regular tastings of fruit and vegetables. This introduction provides
sufficient opportunities for children to repeatedly sample fruit and vegetables, and, in the process,
develop a liking for them. Once the Food Dude Programme has established a @ulture(of healthy
eating, schools are then helped to support the children® increased consumption of fruit and
vegetables and move towards a self-sustaining system through in-house reward schemes.

Food Dude Videos

Children become familiar with the Good DudesOvia six 6-minute video episodes. The Food
Dudes themselves are young superheroes who are involved in saving the Qife ForceGfrom the
Qunk Punks@who plot to take away the energy of the world by depriving it of fruit and vegetables.
The children watch the Dudes getting the better of the Punks in a series of video adventures.
They see the Dudes eating and enjoying a range of fruit and vegetables whilst extolling their
health-giving properties and taste, and see that these eating choices are part and parcel of the
Dude's winning strategy. The videos urge the children to be like the heroic Food Dudes and keep
the Life Force strong by eating fruit and vegetables. The purpose of the Food Dudes is thus to
provide influential social models for children to imitate.

Food Dude Letters

There are a series of short Food Dude letters which teachers read out to their class. The letters
are a key means of communication between the Food Dudes and the children, providing
important information about prizes and the benefits of eating a healthy diet, as well as giving
encouragement and praise for the children® eating efforts.

Rewards

Small rewards (ranging from stickers and certificates to a variety of Food Dude prizes) give the
children the incentive to follow the Food Dudes' healthy eating advice and ensure that children
get enough repeated tastes of the foods to begin liking them for their own intrinsic qualities.

Homepack

Once children begin to increase their consumption of fruit and vegetables, they need do so in as
many contexts as possible. The Food Dude Homepack has been designed to encourage children
to eat more fruit and vegetables at home through a system of self-monitoring.
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CURRENT STATUS OF THE PROGRAMME

Our research to date has been carried out in a range of schools of different sizes, geographical
location and level of socio-economic deprivation and ethnic mixes. Results clearly indicate that
the Food Dude Healthy Eating Programme can be incorporated into the standard timetable of any
primary school and can be easily implemented by school staff. It is greatly effective in boosting
children's consumption of fruit and vegetables to very high levels (regardless of age, ethnic or
socio-economic status) and these are long-lasting effects. In schools where fruit and vegetables
are available, but where no programme is introduced, children® consumption of these foods
remains low or even decreases.

To help reduce the incidence of heart disease and cancer, the governments of numerous
countries are committed to increasing the consumption of fruit and vegetables. As many people
would agree, including food producers and school caterers, fruit and vegetables can be made
available, but this does not necessarily result in their being eaten. However, our work
demonstrates that the Food Dude Healthy Eating Programme is very effective at bringing about
the necessary changes in children® eating habits.

In recent years, the Food Dude Healthy Eating Programme has attracted a great deal of interest
from several government agencies. In Scotland, a modified version of the programme has been
rolled out to 210 schools in Glasgow and piloted in schools in Forth Valley. In England, the
Department of Health has trialled a modified version of the programme in London and Plymouth.
In Wales, the BFARU carried out an evaluation, commissioned by the Food Standards Agency
(Wales), of the Food Dude programme in six primary schools. In the Republic of Ireland, the
programme, funded by Bord Glas and Fyffes, was piloted in schools in Dublin and Dundalk.

The most extensive roll-out of the programme to date has been conducted by the Irish
Government. With support from the EU and Industry, in 2005 they launched a pilot scheme in 150
primary schools across Ireland, which was independently evaluated by academics at University
College, Dublin. The scheme proved so successful (with children, parents and teachers) that the
Government has now announced that it is to be made available as a national scheme to all
primary schools in Ireland. The success of the programme was also recently recognised by an
award for Counteracting Obesity given by the World Health Organisation.

There are now growing indications that other countries, such as Canada, Italy and the United
States, also would like to introduce the Food Dude Programme to help combat childhood obesity
and other health disorders. The results of the studies to date clearly show that the programme
can bring about large and long lasting increases in children's consumption of fruit and vegetables.
If implemented widely, this could result in major health benefits for millions of school children.

Other applications of the programme are planned for the future, including, the further
development of a similar package to be used in pre-school nurseries, and a package for parents
to use at home. The BFARU are also investigating how the programme may be adapted to
increase physical activity levels and to tackle the rapidly increasing problem of child obesity. Initial
findings suggest that an intervention modelled closely on the Food Dude Programme is very
effective in increasing physical activity in primary school children.

More information aboutthe Food DudeProgramme can befoundon our webdte at
www.foodduds.co.uk

We can also be contacted by phone: 01248 388201 or e-mail: fooddudes @bangor.ac.uk
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