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FNS Core Nutrition Education Messages 

for Low-income Mothers and Kids

An Audience-Focused Approach…

USDA Food and Nutrition Service



Maximizing the Message: Helping 

Moms and Kids Make Healthier Food Choices

• 16 Core Messages

– 7 for moms of preschoolers

– 4 for moms of 6-10 yr old kids

– 5 for 8-10 yrs old kids

• Supporting Content on 3 Topics

• Research Findings

• Implementation Guidance

• Potential Communication Channels



Why Core Messages?

 Consistency 

 Repetition

 Visibility

 Relevancy

 Accuracy



Core Messages 

• Consumer tested

• Support nutrition education priorities and 
policies

• Support national and USDA goals (HP2010)

Let us make a bigger impact together!



Process of Message Development

Step 1: 
Form 

Workgroup 
to ID 

Audience, 
Behaviors, 
Concepts.

Step 2: 
Conduct 

Formative 
Research/ 

Test 
Concepts

Step 3: 
Create 

Messages

Step 4: 
Test 

Messages 
(qualitative 
research)

Step 5: 
Select 
Final 

Messages

Step 6:
Develop 

and 
Peer 

Review 
Guide



Key Behaviors Addressed

 Moms and kids eat recommended amounts of 
fruits and vegetables.

 Moms eat and prepare foods with their 2-5 
year old kids more often.

 Moms allow their 2-5 yrs olds to decide 
whether and how much to eat.

 6-10 year old children consume recommended 
amounts of milk & milk products, selecting 
primarily  low-fat and fat-free options. 
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D

e
c
e
m

b
e

r „0
7

M
a
y
/J

u
n

e
 „0

8
J
u

ly
 „0

8

Phase 3: Raleigh, NC; Tampa, FL; San Antonio, TX

Evaluative Groups: Preschool Moms (3)

Phase 2: Los Angeles, CA; Chicago, IL; Birmingham, AL 

Formative Groups: Preschool Moms (3)

Evaluative Groups:  Preschool Moms (3), Elementary School Moms 
(3), 8-10 y.o. Children (6) 

Phase 1: Rochester, NY; Baltimore, MD; Dallas, TX 

Formative Groups: Preschool Moms (3), Elementary School Moms 
(3), 8-10 y.o. Children (6)



Participants-Moms’ Groups

• Lived with their child

• Were low-income (gross household income 

≤185% of U.S. Poverty Income Guidelines)

• Were primary food 
shoppers/preparers in their 
households

• Spoke and read English 



Demographic
Characteristics 

Preschool  

Moms

(N=95)

Elementary 

School Moms

(N=45)

Race/Ethnicity

Black or African American 40 21

White or Caucasian 29 15

Hispanic 24 9

Other 2 --

Level of Formal Education

High school or less 40 10

Some college 45 30

College graduate 10 5

Employment

Not employed 38 19

Employed part time 23 8

Employed full time 34 18

Participate in WIC, Free/Reduced Lunch, Food Stamps

Yes 57 34

No 38 11
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They take their lead from you.

Make mealtime a family time.

It’s a lesson they’ll use for life.
Let them learn by serving themselves. 

Give them a taste at first and be patient with them.

Messages for Mothers 

of  Preschoolers
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They learn from watching you. 
Eat fruits and veggies and your 
kids will too.

They take their lead from you. 
Eat fruits and veggies and your 
kids will too.



Role Modeling Messages

• Moms preferred messages emphasizing mothers’ 
abilities to “lead” their children through positive 
example.

They learn from watching you.  

Eat fruits and veggies and your kids will too.

They take their lead from you.  

Eat fruits and veggies and your kids will too.



Role Modeling Messages

• Mothers preferred messages with: 

“Eat fruits and veggies and your kids will too.”

• And disliked: 

“Eat fruits and veggies, and eventually, your kids 

will too.”

• Found unrealistic:

“Serve fruits and veggies at every meal to help them 

grow up healthy.” 
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“I see my daughter peeping 
around the corner 
seeing what *I’m+ eating and 
running in and saying, 
‘I want some, I want some.’” 

-Mother of Preschooler, 
Birmingham, AL
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“…I think of things my parents 
used to do and I think those are 
things I should try to do–they 
[kids] take their lead from you. 
They’re very impressionable. 
Whatever you do, they do, too.”

-Mother of Preschooler, 
Chicago, IL



Role Modeling Messages

• Mothers had mixed feeling about: 

Meals are a great time to play follow the leader.  
Eat fruits and veggies and your kids will too. 



Cooking and Eating Together

• Many reported eating together with 
their child (mostly dinner); many did not 

• Reasons for not eating together: 
scheduling conflicts and challenges         
of feeding a preschooler 

• For some, dinner time was               
“family time” and TV time

• Most did not involve children in 
any food preparation activities
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Cook together. Eat together. 
Talk together. Make mealtime 
a family time.

Make meals and memories 
together. It’s a lesson they’ll 
use for life.



Cooking and Eating Together

• Strong positive response to meals as family time

• Connected with the idea of food preparation as a 
learning opportunity for their children

• Examples of age appropriate cooking activities 
motivating to mothers

– High preference for activities that appeared practical 
and not too time consuming

• Liked: washing vegetables, stirring and adding ingredients, 
etc.

• Disliked: the idea of their child putting on a “cooking show” 
or making a cookbook 



Division of Feeding Responsibility 
Messages

• Disbelieved children when 
they say “I’m full.”

• Stated children don’t need 
to eat all, but need to eat 
“enough.”

• Voiced strongly negative 
reactions to letting 
children “decide” how 
much to eat.



Division of Feeding Responsibility 
Messages

Want to grow healthy kids? Set the table with healthy food choices. 

Then relax. Let kids decide how much to eat.

Make mealtime a healthy and fun time. You put healthy meals on 

the table. Let them choose how much to eat.

When you offer healthier foods, you know your kids are getting what 

they need.  Let them decide how much to eat.

No pressure. No bribes. No food fights. Just healthy meals, happy 

kids and happy moms.

Make eating together fun and healthy. You choose the food. Let 

your kids choose how much to eat.

First Concept Statements Tested (Phase 1)
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“Even though it’s a tiny little bit, 
well, you have to force them to 
eat. So if I just let them decide 
how much they’re gonna eat, 
they won’t eat.”  

Mother of Preschooler, 

Dallas, TX



2
3

“I can’t trust her when she says, 
‘I’m all done,’ because it means… 
‘I wanna go play.’”  

Mother of Preschooler, 

Raleigh, NC



Division of Feeding Responsibility 
Messages

• More receptive to 
messages emphasizing:

– Helping children learn 
new skills/ become 
more independent

– Helping children learn 
by serving themselves

– Letting children decide 
how much to eat of 
“new” foods; offering 
small tastes
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Let them learn by serving themselves. 
Let your kids serve themselves at dinner. Teach 
them to take small amounts at first. Tell them 
they can get more if they’re still hungry.

Sometimes new foods take time. 
Kids don’t always take to new foods right 
away. Offer new fruits and veggies many 
times. Give them a taste at first and be 
patient with them.
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Patience works better than pressure. 
Offer your children new foods. Then, let them 
choose how much to eat. Kids are more likely 
to enjoy a food when eating it is their own 
choice. It also helps them learn to be 
independent.
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“One of the things that I’ve taken 
out of [this discussion] is 
teaching my son how to serve 
himself so that he can learn good 
portion sizes and learn to 
become more independent.”

-Mother of Preschooler, 
Tampa, FL



Mothers of 
Elementary 
School Age 

Children



Mothers of Elementary School Age 
Children:  General Findings

• Moms and kids connect 
fruits and vegetables with 
being healthy

• Few kids eat fruits and 
vegetables at snacks

• Consider moms’ hectic 
schedules and concerns 
about time

Real-life

Specific/

Practical

Give Kids

Active Role

Fresh
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Want your kids to reach for a healthy snack? 
Make sure fruits and veggies are in reach.

When they come home hungry, 
have fruits and veggies ready to eat.
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Let your kids be “produce pickers.” 
Help them pick fruits and veggies at the store.



Availability/Accessibility Messages

• Mothers identified with:

– Kids come home hungry
after school

– Kids are more likely to 
eat fruits and vegetables 
when they are “easy to 
see”

– When kids pick their own 
fruits and vegetables at 
the store, they are more 
likely to eat them. 



Availability/Accessibility Messages

• Mothers disliked:

– Statements perceived as too 
dramatic/condescending

• “It doesn’t take a miracle…”

• “Is healthy snacking a stretch? 
Not when you keep fruits and 
vegetables…”

– “When they come home 
hungry, feed them ready-to-
eat fruits and veggies.”

– Labor intensive tips/disliked 
foods



“Make it Easy…” Testing

Formative Concept Statements

Help your kids be “taste explorers.” Try new fruits and veggies.

Let your kids be “produce pickers.” Have them choose fruits and 

veggies in the grocery store!  

Choose in the grocery store – eat at the table.  Help your kids pick their 

favorite fruits and veggies.

Give them the simple snack – give them fruit.  Just wash and bite.

Evaluative Messages

Fresh.  Frozen.  Canned.  Dried.  Teach your kids to find fruits and 

veggies all over the store.

Let your kids be “produce pickers.”  Help them pick fruits and 

veggies at the store.
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More than likely, when you let kids pick 
it out, they will eat it, because that’s 
how my youngest does when I take him 
to the grocery store.  If it’s something 
mom picks out, he would be reluctant to 
eat it. 

Mother of Elementary School-age Child, 

Los Angeles, CA
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“It was all over the place for me.  
Fresh, frozen, canned, dried.  Okay, 
which one do you want me to look 
at?  I need it to be more direct.  I 
don’t think they all belong in the 
same category.  Canned isn’t as good 
as fresh.” 

Mother of an Elementary School-age Child, 
Birmingham, AL



Milk and Elementary School-Age 
Children

• No milk at dinner

• Preference for other 
beverages

• Several moms said their 
children could get the 
calcium they need through 
cheese and/or the milk 
provided at school.
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“Now they’re older, they have 
choices, and they do other things to 
get their calcium. My kids are big 
cheese and yogurt eaters. So if 
they’re not drinking the milk, I really 
don’t care...”

-Mother of Elementary School-Age Child, 
Chicago, IL
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“When they’re a toddler, yeah (it’s 
important to serve them milk), but 
when they get older there’s just so 
much out there, like the juices.”

Mother of Elementary School-age Child, 
Birmingham, AL
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They’re still growing. 
Help your kids grow strong. 
Serve fat-free or low-fat milk at meals.



Milk Messages for Moms

• Testing in the evaluative phase (Phase 2) only
Tested Messages

Pour some for everyone. Fat-free or low-fat milk helps the whole 

family stay healthy.

Pour some for everyone.  Fat-free or 1% milk helps the whole 

family stay healthy.

They‟re still growing. Help your kids grow strong. 

Serve fat-free or low-fat milk at meals.

Fat-free and low-fat milk: same nutrition but lower in fat.

Pour the goodness at every meal.
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“The fat-free or 1% milk didn’t 
sound like it would be as nutritious 
as the low-fat milk.”

Mother of Elementary School-age Child, 

Los Angeles, CA
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“Low-fat says we reduced the fat a 
little bit while 1% says it’s only 1% 
milk.” 

Mother of Elementary School-age Child, 
Birmingham, AL



Design for Children’s Groups

• 12 groups; 73 children total

• 45 minutes; 6-7 children per group

• Half formative (exploratory/concept testing)

• Half evaluative (message testing with images)



Children Participants: 
Demographic Characteristics (N=73)

Total

Race/Ethnicity

Black or African American 34

White or Caucasian 22

Hispanic or 16

Other 1

Gender

Boys 35

Girls 38

Age

8-year-olds 18

9-year-olds 30

10-year-olds 25

Participate in WIC, Free/Reduced Lunch, or Food Stamps

Yes 50

No 23
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Examples of Messages Tested
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Eat smart to play hard. 
Drink milk at meals.

Eat smart to play hard. 
Eat fruits and veggies at meals and snacks.
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Fuel up with milk at meals. 
And soar through your day like a rocket ship.

Fuel up with fruits and veggies. 
And soar through your day like a rocket ship.
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Snack like a super hero. 
Power up with fruit and yogurt.



Messages for Children

• Most popular:

– Eat smart to play hard

– Rocket ship

– Super hero

• Components of well-received messages:

– Fun

– Creative but applicable to kids’ lives

– Simple

– Kid-speak is important



Messages for Children

• Less popular:

– Messages where fruits, veggies or low-
fat milk were the pay-off

– Messages /concept statements 
promoting “asking behaviors”

• “Remind mom which veggies are your 

faves, then she will know to offer them 

at dinner.”

• “Use your kid power.  Help mom choose 

the fruits and vegetables you like from a 

rainbow of colors.” 

• “Make mine low-fat milk!”

• “Ask Mom to make yours low-fat milk, 

please.  Help her by adding low-fat milk, 

cheese and yogurt to the grocery list.”
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“…if I eat healthy food, I could play 
harder and play better in the game.”

-Boy, Chicago, IL
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“If you eat smart and you drink milk 
at your dinner, then you can play 
harder and be more active, and you 
can do more things, because you’ll 
have more energy.”

-Girl, Chicago, IL
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“*I like it+ because I actually want to 
soar. And I actually want to go to the 
moon and stuff like a astronaut.”

-Girl, Los Angeles, CA
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“When you try to eat it, it’ll make 
you stronger, and then you can be 
like a super hero and have more 
energy.”

-Girl, Chicago, IL



Applications for Programs

 Cafeteria Fruit, Vegetable 
and Milk Promotions 

 Classroom

 Parent Materials

 Facilitated Discussions

 Social Marketing 
Campaigns

 Web-based Education          
and Promotion

 Social Media 
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Core Messages
In Action  
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New Hampshire: 
Parent Newsletter 

Core 
Message 

Supporting 
content  

developed by 
UNH 

Extension 
Service



New York: Social Marketing

• Develop a cross-
program social 
marketing plan

– PH Detailing project for 
health care providers

– Posters, book marks, 
grocery bags

– Point-of-sale messages 
(clings)

– Radio Public Service 
Announcements

– Add to Website



Consider Appropriateness 
with Specific Audiences

 Messages tested with English speaking:

 Hispanics 

 Non-Hispanic
 African Americans

 Caucasian

 Test before using with other groups or in 
other languages



Core Message Home Page 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/fns/corenutritionmessages/default.htm

Access site 
thru NE

Download Guidebook & other 
resources. 



Phase 2

• Whole grains 
Messages

• Milk messages for 
moms

• Supporting content 
for other messages

• New DFR messages



How Can You Help?

• Help get the word out 

• Integrate messages into program materials

• Share your successful efforts via the Web site

• Volunteer to be a  part of Phase 2

– Reviewer/tester

– Contact Judy Wilson 
• Judy.Wilson@fns.usda.gov



Maximizing the Message: Helping 

Moms and Kids Make Healthier Food Choices

Coming Soon: 

Print copies available for 

ordering through the Team 

Nutrition Web site
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Questions?


