
This was no ordinary race, with professional runners who 
train for months in advance. No, this was a fun run. A one-
mile obstacle course with: foam, slime, water guns, cargo 
nets that required climbing, mouse traps which needed to 
be avoided, and balance beams that required, well, balance. 

This was supposed to be “fun,” right? As a single mother of 
two young girls, I was nervous. How would they do? Was 
the course too difficult or too far? Was I going to get slime 
in my eyes? 

How did I get us into this mess? 
A friend of mine invited us to 
sign-up with her and her family. 
“Sure!” I exclaimed. I am an avid 
runner, and have completed five 
half-mile marathons. What I have 
not done is involve my children. 
This sounded like the perfect 
family event. 

The night prior to the race I prepared my daughters. We 
laid out our perfectly pink outfits and I gave them a good 
pep talk about racing etiquette. “This is for fun.” “Stay with 
our team.” “Don’t run ahead.” “Please help me not get slime 
in my eyes.” You know, the usual race day advice. 

Back at the race, the gunshot boomed and we were off. Did 
my darling daughters listen to me and stay with the group? 
No - they ran ahead and never looked back. They amazed 
me. One obstacle after another they tackled with pure joy 
and excitement, never knowing how hesitant their mom was 
watching their every step. 

As parents, I think we often underestimate our children’s 
abilities. Experiencing something new with my daughters 
opened my eyes to what they are capable of. Once we 
crossed the finish line, we were rewarded with our finisher 
medals. I will cherish those medals above all others on 
my wall.

hree, two, one, go!” The fake gunshot boomed 
and we were set loose. The butterflies in my 
stomach started to fly away as we began 
jogging through the warm spring air on our 
first race as a family.T
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Be a Role Model 

Let them see you try new things (new foods, 
activities, and self-care techniques). 

Try new foods together. If you try something and 
don’t like it that’s okay, but let your children see you 
try new foods and encourage them to do the same.  

Don’t give up too early. 
Some studies suggest that 
a child needs to be exposed 
to a food nine to 15 times 
before they like it (adults 
only need three to five 
times). On the other hand, 
do not force them to eat 
everything on their plate. 
Offer a new food and allow them to take one bite. Do 
not force them to eat an entire serving of something 
they don’t enjoy. 

Eat meals together. This improves 
physical and mental health for all 
members of the family. Turn off the 
TV and enjoy each other’s company. 

 

Set Your Family up for Success 

Limit screen time. Standard 
recommendations are to limit screen 
time (TV, computer, video games, tablets, 
phones) to two hours or less per day. 

Encourage physical activity. 
Have a designated area in your home 
with age appropriate activities: jump 
ropes, sidewalk chalk (for hopscotch), 
balls, sporting equipment, hula hoops, 
bicycles, etc. 

Have healthy food in your 
pantry, refrigerator 
and freezer. You don’t need 
to have “kid foods” on hand. 
Prepackaged foods that appeal 
to children are typically loaded 
with sugar, salt and fat. Focus 
on whole and minimally 
processed foods. Examples 
include: nuts or natural nut 
butters, apples or no-sugar-
added applesauce, grapes, 
carrots, snap peas, yogurt or 
cheese sticks. 

 
Anticipate Setbacks 

It’s unlikely that everyone in your family 
will be in the same place with their desire 
to change. Some members of your family may 
really enjoy their nightly bowl of ice cream 
while watching TV and may not want to change 
that behavior. Be open and honest with how 
that affects you and your health goals and come 
up with creative solutions to 
support each other.

Set small, attainable 
goals and build on them 
each week. For example, “We 
will watch our favorite TV 
show together this Tuesday 
after we’ve gone on a 15 
minute walk.”

Offer Rewards 
and Celebrate 
Accomplishments  

Create a non-food based reward system. 
When you meet your daily or weekly goals 
as a family, reward yourselves with a trip to a 
favorite park, museum, art show, festival, movie, 
etc. Get creative and find things that you enjoy 
doing together. 

steps to build healthy habits as a family: 



Practical Tips

Food 

Eat Breakfast. It 
can be small and simple, 
but plan at least a few 
minutes every morning 
for breakfast. Examples 
include: yogurt with berries 
and granola, whole rolled 
oats (add cottage cheese or 
protein powder if you need 
to increase your protein 
intake) with a banana, 
whole wheat toast with nut 
butter and a small drizzle of honey.

Prepare Meals Together. Have the kids 
help in the kitchen. Studies have shown that 
children who help prepare meals are more likely 
to eat the food being served. Young children 
can help wash produce and stir or pour items in 
recipes, and older children and teens can help 
you prepare entire meals.

 
 
Limit fast food. On busy nights, stop at 
the grocery store and grab a rotisserie chicken, 
ready-to-steam frozen vegetables, and an easy-
to-prepare whole grain side (brown rice, quinoa, 
or minimally processed sweet potato fries).

Eliminate Sugary 
Beverages. Numerous studies 
point to the negative health 
effects of drinking beverages that 
contain calories. Keep your home 
environment free of beverages 
that provide calories from sugar. 
Soda, sports drinks, juice drinks, 
etc. should be limited to special 
occasions only.  
 

Eat More Fruits and Vegetables. If you 
tend to leave fruits and vegetables rotting on 
the counter only to throw away once they’ve 
gone bad, spend a little more money and 
purchase pre-cut produce. Keep fruits and 
vegetables on the counter or eye level for your 
children in the refrigerator. Wash and cut 
produce as soon as you get home from the store 
(again, remember ask your children to help).

Sleep and Support 

There are different recommendations 
for sleep for the entire family. Adults 
need about eight hours per night, teens need 
around nine hours, children need 10 hours, and 
preschoolers need about 11 hours (including naps).    
 
Create a bedtime routine. Listen to relaxing 
music or a guided meditation, read a book as a 
family, or simply rub a calming scented lotion 
(such as lavender) on your hands and feet and take 
a few deep breaths before you get into bed.

  
Be aware of your self-talk. Don't criticize 
your own body or make negative remarks about 
others. Avoid comparing your 
weight and size to other 
people. Little (or maybe 
big) ears are listening. 
Show appreciation 
for each person’s 
uniqueness and focus on 
life-long, healthy habits - 
not a number on the scale. 

Activity
Limit screen time to two 
hours or less per day.

When you do watch TV 
have a dance party 
during commercials 
- put on a current 
favorite song and dance 
with your children.

Sign your children up for a 
recreational sports league. Keep 
trying different activities until they 
find one they truly enjoy. 

Go on walks together 
as a family. Make it 
an adventure!  
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CONCLUSION 
It’s never too late to change family patterns. It takes 
continual effort, persistence and focus to make a change. 
Each family has different needs, likes and dislikes, schedules 
and many other factors that need to be considered. 

Think of yourselves as a team. Sit down as a family and 
decide what’s important to you, choose a team name and 
set rules and expectations. When you work together and 
support each other, the sky’s the limit - just watch out for 
slime if you sign up for a fun run! 
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The Obesity Action Coalition (OAC) is a National non-profit organization dedicated 
to giving a voice to individuals affected by obesity and helping them 
along their journey toward better health. Our core focuses are to 
elevate the conversation of weight and its impact on 
health, improve access to obesity care, provide 
science-based education on obesity and its 
treatments, and fight to eliminate weight 
bias and discrimination.
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The OAC knows that the journey with weight can be challenging 
but we also know that great things happen when we learn, 
connect and engage. That is why the OAC Community exists. 
Our Community is designed to provide quality education, ongoing 
support programs, an opportunity to connect, and a place to take 
action on important issues. 
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