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Like Parent, Like Child
The diet and lifestyle choices you make don't just affect you.

Dean Ornish M.D.
NEWSWEEK

From the magazine issue dated Nov 18, 2008

"Example isn't another way to teach, it is the only way to teach."
—Albert Einstein
"Your actions are so loud, I can't hear what you're saying."
—Ralph Waldo Emerson
I'd throw myself in front of a train if I thought it would save my son. Almost any parent would. If that's
true for you, then the results of a new study from Dartmouth Medical School might change your life, or
at least your lifestyle. Researchers there used a toy grocery store to find out which foods preschool
children would select when given a range of options. They found that children begin to assimilate and
mimic their parents' food choices at a very young age (2!), even before they are able to fully appreciate
the implications of these selections.
In one sense, it's not surprising that children's diets are similar to those of their parents, because most
children are eating at least some of their meals with their parents. However, researchers found that
these similarities are based on food preferences rather than simply on food availability, and that these
food preferences are based on children's observation and copying of their parents' eating behaviors.
Other factors, such as the child's age, parent's education and the availability of television in the home,
were not significant.
An earlier study by some of the same researchers found that children in a play grocery store were more
likely to select cigarettes if their parents smoked and more likely to select beer and wine if their parents
drank alcohol at least monthly. The researchers wrote, "Children are highly attentive to the use and
enjoyment of alcohol and tobacco and have well-established expectations about how alcohol and
tobacco fit into social settings. Parental behavior may influence preschool children to view smoking and
drinking as appropriate or normative in social situations. Positive expectations developed early in life
that link tobacco and alcohol use with social settings may prompt individuals to smoke or drink when
they are old enough to find themselves in similar social situations." In short, one of the most powerful
ways that we teach our children—for better and for worse—is by our example.
Knowing this can be a strong motivator for changing our own lifestyles. In my work, I have found that
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many people will do for their kids what they won't do for themselves, even those who believe that
changing their lifestyle is harder than jumping in front of a train. If I say to parents, "Consider quitting
smoking because it will reduce your risk of getting a stroke, a heart attack or lung cancer," they often
reply, "It's not going to happen to me."
But if I say, "You might consider quitting smoking in order to set a good example for your children so
they won't start" or "... so they won't have their growth stunted" or "… so they won't get asthma from
breathing your smoke," then they're often more likely to give upcigarettes. One of the most effective antismoking strategies has been for schools to educate children about the harmful health consequences of
smoking, causing many of them to go home and say, "Mommy, Daddy, please don't smoke. I love you
so much, and I don't want you to die."
We can view our choices in diet and lifestyle as austere sacrifice and deprivation—I can't eat this food
or enjoy this indulgence—but it is so much more effective and sustainable to reframe our choices as
good examples for our kids that are acts of love. For example, I'm not one of those people who love to
exercise, even though I often write about its benefits. It takes effort for me to motivate myself to work
out on a regular basis. What motivates me to do so is love for my wife and son: I want to live a long,
healthy and happy life with my true love, Anne; I want to be around to watch my son (and future
children) grow up and to support them; I want to see them graduate, fall in love and dance at their
weddings; and I want to remain healthy enough to play vigorously with them.
Sacrifice is not sustainable. Love is.
Awareness is the first step in healing, both individually and nationally. The epidemics of obesity and
diabetes affect children throughout the country. As you may have heard by now, these epidemics may
cause our children's generation to be the first to have a shorter lifespan than their parents. It has also
become clear that diseases affecting adults often begin in childhood. According to Dr. Gerald Berenson,
founder of the Bogalusa Heart Study, a continuing 30-year study of 14,000 children and young adults,
"The message of the study is that coronary artery disease, atherosclerosis, hypertension and heart
disease all begin in childhood. There is a window of opportunity where parents can have a significant
impact."
And it's not just what may happen to our kids in the future—it's what's happening to them right now. In
the Bogalusa study, researchers found early signs of heart disease much sooner than was previously
believed. Children as young as 3 often had grossly visible fatty streaks in their aortas; by age 10 it was
apparent in some kids' coronary arteries. A recent study showed that 70 percent of 12-year-olds already
have fatty streaks, which are the beginning of hardening of the arteries. Last week, a new study,
presented at the American Heart Association's recent scientific sessions, reported that overweight kids
with elevated cholesterol and triglyceride levels, had the arteries of someone at least 30 years older.
I've learned that whether they're 6 or 60, even more than feeling healthy, most people want to feel free
and in control. If I tell someone, "Eat this and don't eat that" or "Don't smoke," they immediately want to
do the opposite. Even my son, Lucas, doesn't like to be treated like a child. When he was 2 years old, I
said to him, "No one can tell you what to eat, not even me. You're in control of your own body. You don't
ever have to eat anything you don't want." But I do explain why we serve mostly healthful foods in our
home and how different foods affect how we feel.
As a result, he feels empowered and in control. He also feels regarded and respected, and free to make
healthful choices that are sustainable. He understands the reasons for eating this way rather than my
telling him, "Because I said so!" And, like his dad, he enjoys a little chocolate most days. If he wants a
treat, or some dessert, and he's eaten his meal, then he gets it. But since there isn't a charge around it,
it's not a "forbidden fruit," so he doesn't feel compelled to pig out. For example:
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"Can I have some dessert?"
"Sure, what would you like?"
"Some M&M's."
"OK, how many?"
"Five."
So he has five M&M's and feels very happy. He doesn't feel the need to eat the whole package
because it's not forbidden. "Eat the apple" doesn't work any better than God's injunction "don't eat the
apple."
Sustainable choices come from joy and openness, not from a place of command, fear and restriction.
When we understand what a powerful influence our lifestyle choices have on our children, then we can
reframe these choices from being a sacrifice to an act of love. Love made manifest.
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