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[Music playing]
Voiceover (00:01):
Welcome to Sound Bites, hosted by registered dietitian nutritionist, Melissa Joy Dobbins. Let's delve into the science, the psychology, and the strategies behind good food and nutrition.
Melissa Joy (00:21):
Hello, and welcome to the Sound Bites Podcast. I'm your host, Melissa Joy Dobbins, a registered dietitian nutritionist and a certified diabetes care and education specialist.
Today, we are coming to you live from the expo hall floor at the 2025 Food & Nutrition Conference & Expo, the annual meeting of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, and the world's largest gathering of food and nutrition professionals.
This episode is part of a special four-part series from Danone North America. Today's episode is brought to you by Danimals. Throughout the series, I'll be sitting down with experts to explore the latest science and practical strategies that help people of all ages eat well and feel well.
And because we're recording live here at FNCE, we'll also be taking questions from the audience. So, be sure to stick around until the end of each episode to hear these questions answered by our guests.
And I want to be sure to mention that this episode has been approved by the Commission on Dietetic Registration for one CPEU. For more information about this continuing education activity, go to my website at soundbitesrd.com/freeceus. That's where you'll get all the details about how to listen, learn, and earn one free continuing education credit.
Today's episode focuses on child nutrition, specifically a public health issue known as “hidden hunger,” when children get enough to eat, but their diets don't deliver the vitamins and minerals needed for healthy growth and development.
Joining me is Dr. Caree Jackson Cotwright, former Director of Nutrition Security and Health Equity at the USDA Food and Nutrition Service. She's a national leader in childhood nutrition, equity, and community-based health promotion.
Dr. Cotwright and I are both paid consultants to Danone North America to share the science and support for yogurt's role in a healthy eating pattern. Commercial support for this series has been provided by Danone North America.
Caree, welcome to the podcast. I'm so glad you're here with us in Nashville today.
Dr. Caree Cotwright (02:24):
Thanks so much, Melissa, for having me, this is so exciting.
Melissa Joy (02:27):
Yeah, this'll be fun. Being here live, it's very exciting.
Let's start with the big picture and what kids are missing when it comes to nutrition. When a child gets enough to eat, that doesn't always mean that they're well-nourished. What are some of the most common nutrient gaps we're seeing in children today?
Dr. Caree Cotwright (02:46):
Yes, I'll start by highlighting that even though most US kids are getting enough calories, they may fall short on key nutrients. For example, more than 90% of kids don't eat enough vegetables, 80% don't eat enough fruit, and about 70 to 90% are falling short on dairy.
So, that means that there are shortfalls in nutrients like calcium, fiber, potassium, vitamin C. And when you consider how these key nutrients are a part of development, that's a huge gap, Melissa.
Melissa Joy (03:16):
Yes, absolutely. Those are some shocking statistics.
Let's define the term “hidden hunger” before we move forward into this topic. As I mentioned, hidden hunger occurs when kids get enough calories (you just said the same thing), but their diets are falling short on these essential nutrients.
How does the concept of “hidden hunger” show up in your work, and why is it such an important issue for us to address like early in life?
Dr. Caree Cotwright (03:41):
Well, we know that children can be even overweight, but malnourished. And so, if our work is looking at preventing childhood obesity and hidden hunger can be tricky, because when you think about how kids may appear healthy on the outside, but on the inside, their bodies might be missing key nutrients for things like bone development, brain development, immune function, those things are so important.
So, this is where things like picky eating can mask hidden hunger, and it's really common for kids to go through those phases of rejecting certain foods. Melissa, you know, you might have to introduce a food 10 to 15 times before a kid likes it.
And so, we have to continue to do that because we have to address the gaps early. And in my work, we introduce food concepts to children between the ages of zero to five.
And so, we're working with teachers, we're working with parents, and we're working with young kids. And we promote fueling up on foods with fun methods like characters, videos, songs, books, and we have to do that.
And I'll just go back, thinking about early child development, we're missing out on key nutrients like calcium and vitamin D and iron. There are so many things that we have to really work to promote. And so, as we are doing that, I dare say that we have fun doing it.
And then I do want to mention as well, we also have a need to promote healthy beverages. 
Melissa Joy (05:09):
So, some of these foods might fill the belly, but they're not filling those nutrient gaps, right?
Dr. Caree Cotwright (05:15):
Yes.
Melissa Joy (05:16):
For some families, hidden hunger isn't just about access to foods, it's also about preferences. You mentioned picky eating, that can be a very common part of childhood as their eating patterns develop, becoming familiar with different foods, but it's still obviously something parents struggle with.
How does this really play into the nutrient gaps that we're talking about?
Dr. Caree Cotwright (05:40):
As we talk about picky eating, or what we call picky eating, it's really a broad description for having strong food preferences, and maybe hesitancy to try new foods, which we term as neophobia. And so, as we're thinking about that, it really is a natural part of developing a healthy eating pattern.
So, while it's not a medical diagnosis, it's a common phase for children as they're growing up. So, even when healthy options are available, picky eating might make it harder for kids to get enough variety. So, a child that avoids vegetables or dairy, for example, may be missing out on calcium, vitamin D, fiber, those things that we talked about earlier.
And so, a good friend of mine, lovingly known as Dr. Young, she tells kids that they don't like something yet. So, they say, “I don't like that.” She says, “Say, I don't like it yet,” because that offers an opportunity to taste again.
And I love that framing because they are still developing their taste and the flavors that they like and the textures that they like. So, again, remembering to offer over and over and over is so important.
Melissa Joy (06:39):
And you mentioned the variety. I mean, a kid might like broccoli and bananas, but no other fruits and vegetables, and those are excellent choices, but the variety is still important. And yes, that familiarity, I love that too.
It's not like, “Oh, I don't like this, and this will always be this way.” Very good.
How widespread is hidden hunger in the US? You gave me some statistics earlier, but also are there certain communities or age groups where we see it more often?
Dr. Caree Cotwright (07:08):
Yes. So, we know that hunger is such a problem in the US, and even during my time at USDA, one of the things that we promoted is that one in four Americans were on the food and nutrition assistance programs that we have.
So, we want to make sure that people are able to thrive, and we don't want hunger to be an issue, and it's something that we have to continue to work on.
But particularly, children in underserved communities are especially at risk, partly because of limited access to affordable foods that are nutrient-dense, fruits, vegetables, whole grains, dairy. And then children and teenagers are particular.
I have an adolescent myself, she's in the 6th grade, and they're starting to make their own food choices. They're having more independence. So, we want to make sure that school-age kids are having the opportunity where they're spending time making healthier choices, and we want to make that easy and appealing.
One thing that I do, Melissa, sometimes is when my kids come home, before they even get in the door, I'll make a tray, and I might put carrots with some dip, turkey pepperoni, I may put sliced apples, peanut butter.
So, I'll have some type of protein source, some type of dairy source, I put out yogurt to give them the little yogurt packs when they come in, and it makes them feel so great because they don't have to think about it, it's right there. It's easy, and it's accessible.
Melissa Joy (08:23):
Yeah, that's awesome. I'm glad you mentioned the adolescents as well, because that age group has some increasing nutrient needs and oftentimes, some decreased intake for a variety of reasons. I, myself, was on food assistance programs when I was small, and they made all the difference in our family, and I often think about that.
Dr. Caree Cotwright (08:55):
The programs are there to help meet those gaps. Again, providing those healthy foods for parents.
And you mentioned, Melissa, that that helped your family make ends meet. And that's what we are here for. And again, one in four Americans are enrolled in the programs like SNAP, like WIC. We know that 30 million children participate in the National School Lunch Program.
We want to make sure that everyone that is eligible is enrolled. And one of the things that we promote is healthy school meals for all. And when you think about that, think about how much of a difference that can make for our children when we know that many of our children are not receiving food from other places.
So, to any of our listeners who need to be a part of those programs, you can definitely visit your local offices. And definitely make sure that as dietitians, we spread the word about the impact and effectiveness of the programs without stigma, without shame, because the programs are there to assist Americans.
Melissa Joy (10:30):
Excellent, thank you. Hidden hunger isn't always obvious, it isn't always easy to spot. There's a lot of misunderstandings about what it really means. What are some of the biggest myths or misconceptions that you've seen about hidden hunger, and how do you help people better understand this issue?
Dr. Caree Cotwright (10:48):
I think there's a myth that if a child appears to be overweight, that they are getting too much food, they're getting all the nutrients that they need. And that simply just is not true. And so, as we address this, I really reframe the conversation by focusing not just on how much kids are eating, but the quality of the foods that they are eating.
And so, making sure their plates are filled with those nutrient-dense foods that we talked about. Even thinking about simple things like in terms of my plate, making half your plate fruits and vegetables. I shared those statistics earlier. We are not getting enough fruits and vegetables as a nation; not just the kids, but the adults.
And so, making sure those fruits and vegetables are present, that they're available. And as we talk about picky eaters, that it's not always realistic to do a massive overhaul at once. Introducing small changes, introducing things one at a time, again, veggies with dip, using different spices, allowing the kids to be a part of the choices that they make is really wonderful.
I never met a parent that wouldn't buy an apple over a bag of chips for their daughter and their son.
Melissa Joy (11:48):
When I think about that aspect, the weight issue, we want to focus more on quality versus quantity, and the nutrient-rich choices. And also, the access and the variety, to your point as well. So, let's dig a little deeper beyond the numbers.
Why does this issue matter so much? Like how does hidden hunger relate to issues of equity and nutrition security in the US? I know this is really a passion area for you.
Dr. Caree Cotwright (12:17):
Yes, and I want to pause for a moment, Melissa, and make sure our listeners know what nutrition security is. So, nutrition security is defined as everyone in our country having consistent and equitable access to healthy, safe, and affordable food that is optimal for their health and well-being.
And that's a long definition, but it's so rich and it's so wonderful, because if we can achieve nutrition security, think about how much greater we would fly as a nation. And so, as I think about that, I want to address the terms that hidden hunger matters, because it can affect kids' ability to succeed.
And so, when we think about children going to the classroom, not being ready to learn because they haven't eaten the food that they need, that's a major focus. They can become tired, sick more often, are struggling to focus in class, then that may translate into behavior issues, but it's simply the hunger issue.
And so, sometimes, that's not easily recognizable. So, we have to really find ways within communities to acknowledge this and make sure that our children are well fed and prepared to learn.
Melissa Joy (13:24):
I couldn't agree more. You've worked extensively with schools and communities. What are some of the real-world ways that hidden hunger shows up in those settings?
Dr. Caree Cotwright (13:35):
Yes, and in schools and communities, I will say, we know that for our national programs like the School Breakfast Program and our National School Lunch Program, oftentimes, that's the only meal that some of our children receive. And that's sad news, but it's the reality – the whole day.
And so, we just have to address that and again, work and partner with our teachers. I have been so blessed to be in the community to do our work. And I'll give you a wonderful example. I was working with the Food Bank of Northeast Georgia, and they had a mobile food pantry for schools.
And so, they would work with us in my laboratory to make sure they had recipes available for the parents because they would get in all types of produce. So, one day, Melissa, they got kohlrabi.
[Laughter]
Melissa Joy (14:16):
What do I do with this?
[Laughter]
Dr. Caree Cotwright (14:18):
They were saying, “The parents aren’t going to want to take this, what should we do?” And my students got together, and we took a lo mein recipe, and we taught the parents how to shred the kohlrabi into that kind of a cabbage-like vegetable, for the listeners that may have not experienced kohlrabi.
We threw out that seasoning pack for ramen noodles and put our own flavors. And the parents and the kids, they loved it. So, sometimes, it's just making those simple changes, doing things, meeting people where they are, and making budget-friendly recipes.
But what I love more than anything is we allow them an opportunity to taste and see how it was prepared before their eyes.
Melissa Joy (14:56):
Oh, I love that so much. I'm involved in my community's food pantry, and we get quite a bit of fresh produce donated, and let's say it's rhubarb, people think rhubarb pie. There's a lot of other things you can do with rhubarb. You can make a pie, but there are other things you can do that are a little more nutritious.
And giving people those tips and recipes … I haven't gone so far to do like a food demo like you do. But yeah, it's really important to connect the dots. You can't just give them something that they're not familiar with and expect them to know how to prepare it, how to utilize it. Parents are often doing the best they can with what they have.
What challenges do families face in trying to make sure that kids get the nutrients they need? And how can health professionals, and especially dietitians, support them in that effort?
We have so many dietitians here at FNCE, so I'm looking at asking you, curious, what role dietitians can play in recognizing and addressing hidden hunger in different settings?
Dr. Caree Cotwright (16:01):
Yes, Melissa, parents have so many things they're juggling. So many pressures where you think about time and preparation of food, cost, access, the picky eating that we talked about. And even with the best of intentions, it can be hard to consistently provide nutrient-rich meals.
We are registered dietitians, Melissa, and it can get to be very busy, and so that preparation can be so important. So, in terms of supporting parents with practical and realistic strategies, it’s so critical. One of the times or one of the things that we do, is working with parents within Head Start settings.
We've done virtual cooking classes. So, if a mom can't turn on her camera or if she can't cook right there, we record the session so she can go back and use those recipes and use that food. And we've heard Head Start moms and parents say, “Oh my gosh, my child ate whole grain pasta. Who are you?”
[Laughter]
Just making sure that we are meeting people exactly where they are, and that's so important. And dietitians can really make a huge difference because we can help families identify nutrient gaps, and then we can suggest small, meaningful ways to do food swaps.
Things that they will still enjoy, they will still like, but they're still getting those nutrient-dense replacements that we really want them to incorporate. And so, ultimately, addressing hidden hunger requires all of us, parents, dietitians, schools, communities, pediatricians, policymakers. I really think that's important as well.
So, we can get the work done if we are helping with parents and again, providing them with ways to build their confidence. Because sometimes, I think it's so overwhelming. It's fun for us, we love to get in the kitchen, but everybody doesn't like to. So, we can make those practical suggestions. I think it makes a world of difference for parents.
Melissa Joy (17:46):
Yes, and those realistic tips, absolutely. So, we've talked about why hidden hunger matters. Let's talk a little bit about why it happens. What are some of the main drivers of hidden hunger in the US?
Dr. Caree Cotwright (18:00):
Many of the drivers for hidden hunger are thinking about … you want to think about knowledge, access, and choices. And so, when we think about that, it's not just the individuals. Our food environment has a lot of foods that are not nutrient-dense. They may be cheaper than our healthier options.
And so, we have to really consider that and teach our parents, our communities how to make those healthy choices within their budget. And that's something that we just talked about. What can registered dietitians do?
I love that you have this podcast. I love that you are spreading the word. We have to do that. Using social media, there is power in that and allowing parents to tune into that. So, as we do that, parents can sometimes think these things are out of reach, and their kids are seeing advertising and marketing, they might be influenced by other children and the things that they're eating.
And so, how do we make (as I would say it when I was at CDC) the healthy choice the easy choice? How can we really make it to where even our policies and our environment support the things that we say about healthy living?
Melissa Joy (19:01):
Yes, I love that: making the healthy choice the easy choice. And going back to one of the first things that you mentioned, about maybe sometimes making it the fun choice. Like you said, kids are bombarded by marketing, but you have used cartoons and characters and that sort of fun thing with the nutrient-rich foods, so that's very effective.
How do factors like affordability and food access shape what kids eat? I mean, we've talked a little bit about that, but I'd love to hear more from you on that.
Dr. Caree Cotwright (19:29):
Affordability is a huge barrier, Melissa, and healthier options like our fresh produce, lean proteins, and fortified foods can be more expensive than the calorie-dense foods or the nutrient-poor alternative.
So, as we think about that, if a budget is a concern for parents, they might choose not to purchase those foods because they're worried about whether or not the kids will eat the food. And so, they don't want to have food waste. And so, as we think about that, I love the option of offering frozen foods or foods on sale.
I will make a menu off of things in Atlanta, the store that I have has BOGO (buy one get one free). So, that's the menu we're going to have this week. Or sitting down and planning with your family and your kids and saying, “You know what, we're going to have the tacos that you love, but we're going to try a new, different type of veggie pasta.”
Or recommending that, “All you have to do is try it and we're going to rate this recipe and see how you like it.” But doing it with things like frozen foods that may be on sale so that if it's not liked, it doesn't hit the budget too hard.
Melissa Joy (20:33):
Excellent. I'm a former supermarket dietitian, so eating healthy on a budget is one of my favorite topics, and a big aspect of that is the food waste part. And we do think that produce needs to be fresh, but the frozen, the dried, the canned, the juices, those count, and they have the nutrition.
And in my opinion, that's one of the biggest misconceptions that people don't know that those are just as nutritious. And when it comes to the canned, with the vegetables, you want to get the lower sodium or no salt added, with the fruit in its juice instead of the syrup.
And even canned beans, rinsing those off lowers the sodium. So, there's just, I think, a lot of things that can help families that they're maybe not aware of.
So, as we're talking about parents balancing convenience and cost and those day-to-day challenges like the picky eating, how do these dynamics end up influencing the foods that kids end up with on their plates?
Dr. Caree Cotwright (21:35):
You just dropped some great nuggets in terms of what you recommended, but parents want to do the best for their kids. And so, when we think again, we're going back to time and budget and availability, there are often barriers. And so, that's why we need those realistic and affordable and even culturally relevant alternatives for parents to try.
And so, I always say we really don't want to shame anything in terms of what parents are serving and what they are eating (and especially those cultural foods), but to celebrate them. And so, think about those key nutrients, how do we get access to those things that we like? And so, as we think about what is coming onto the plates, there are so many things that play into that, even day to day. What's going on? Kids are involved in activities and those things.
So, how do we get that meal planning in there ahead of time? And I'll tell you, Melissa, one of the things that we do on Sunday around the dinner table is to just ask a question. My kids are still little. They are 11, 10, and 7, and we just say, “What are the things you'd like to have this week?” And we just give suggestions, and we balance it out.
And it helps me because it helps me to meal plan. And so, if I have the food in the house, and they’re coming in from volleyball, forced to make something really quickly, but I know what I'm going to do, it makes a world of difference.
So, that planning also helps to think about what exactly would go into play. So, planning ahead, which can be difficult, I recognize. But the more we can do it, the more habits we can form doing it, I think the better.
Melissa Joy (22:59):
Well, you just gave a great example of how meal planning (which sounds daunting even to me) can be as simple as just talking with your family about what types of meals that they're liking. And if you're making something that they've said they want to eat, again, less likely to end up with food waste there.
So, for the dietitians tuning in, what should we keep in mind about the systems and environments that shape children's food choices?
Dr. Caree Cotwright (23:24):
Melissa, we have to recognize as dietitians that the gaps aren't always about knowledge. I think most of us know that, but they're also about access and opportunities. And again, we can use social media to increase access to the knowledge that we have and so many different programs that we have, but this means that counseling really reflects real-world constraints.
When I was at USDA, one of the things that we were doing for WIC, is really diversifying the WIC workforce and making sure that the dietitians that were working with families were representative of those communities. And I love that.
And so, it's not about telling families what they should eat, but helping them identify affordable, accessible, nutrient-dense foods within their own context. How do we do that? If you love lentils, if you love beans, if you love rice, how do we get that into a balanced plate? How do we promote that in a way that is healthy and reassuring to the family?
So, ultimately, the things like access and affordability are systemic issues. Again, it's not just the individual. So, as we work through that, families shouldn't have to carry the burden alone. And that's what we are here for.
And I just want to get the word out about how helpful and how wonderful registered dietitians are, and how much training we have, and how much we have to share.
Melissa Joy (24:39):
Absolutely. We're the champions trying to coach and be partners with these families and support them. So, thank you for addressing the barriers of access and affordability.
Let's shift to solutions and some effective ways to close these gaps and support children's nutrition. What are some practical strategies that parents can use at home to help kids get the nutrition they need, even when the resources are tight?
Dr. Caree Cotwright (25:11):
Yes, Melissa, we addressed some of this, but families really don't need to make big, expensive changes. These small shifts are really important. We actually had a healthy beverage campaign to promote healthy beverages, and it was all shift.
So, shift from drinking these sugary beverages to drinking more water. Water is free. We can save in that manner, and it's healthy for us. But we've already talked about the frozen veggies, and using the beans and the protein and the fiber sources that are available, we can use yogurt for calcium and vitamin D. And again, these will help to close those nutrient gaps.
So, as we plan ahead – one of my kids' favorite meals is chili. Chili is not that expensive. You get it together. We can do veggie chili if you don't want to put in that extra protein, but you're getting protein from the different beans.
And I will tell you, I use all types of beans in my chili, Melissa. I use chickpeas, I use cannellini beans, I use pinto beans, kidney beans. And again, as we said, we can get those beans, we can rinse them all, we can use lower sodium.
We're using canned tomatoes, we're using tomato sauce, I use frozen corn, I pack it with veggies. And so, as we're doing that, we can even add a dollop of low-fat yogurt on top instead of sour cream. So, there's so many ways to do that. And here's a healthy, affordable meal that most kids like.
Melissa Joy (26:30):
Well, this is such a coincidence because I use at least three different colors of beans in my chili as well. I use the cannellini ones, black beans, and either light or dark red kidney beans. So, that's so fun.
One of the things I've heard you reference before is the idea of nutrition resilience. Can you share a little bit about how you define nutrition resilience and how you see that coming to life in families and communities?
Dr. Caree Cotwright (26:56):
Yes, Melissa, when I think of resilience, I think about the ability to bounce back from hardship. And so, nutrition resilience is about giving kids and parents the skills and ability and the habits to enjoy nourishing foods now, and the confidence to carry those choices into adolescence and adulthood for the kids.
And so, when I think about that, even if kids and families aren't applying all of the healthiest habits right now, we all wane if we all go back and forth with it. But there's no reason why we can't reset what we are serving in the kitchen.
And so, as we're doing that and we're doing it as a family, we can begin to start again. We can begin again and get really good results. And one of the things that I love in terms of working with families is just going over what you're doing.
And then when I offer these examples and say, “Okay, we don't have to eat beets if you don't like beets. Let's go over all the vegetables that you love and think about how we can prepare them in a way that is delicious.” Because sometimes people don't like certain types of vegetables because of the way they are prepared.
Have you tried roasting? Have you tried sautéing instead of boiling? Have you tried a different type of seasoning? And that can really make a world of difference for an entire family. In one of our projects, we were focusing on the moms.
And not to say moms are often doing so many things within the family, but we were focusing on them as being role models. And one mom said, “No, it's not just my responsibility, it's a family affair.” And so, that's why I really encourage getting everybody involved as the drivers of the healthy habits, because it really is a family affair and a community affair. It takes all of us.
Melissa Joy (28:32):
Very, very good. Let's talk a little bit more about the role of dietitians and other healthcare professionals. How can the power of collaboration between dietitians, teachers, pediatricians, and families in communities help in identifying and addressing hidden hunger, especially given all the drivers at play that we've been discussing?
Dr. Caree Cotwright (28:57):
Yes, Melissa, collaboration is just essential. No single professional, pediatrician, dietitian, parent can really conquer hidden hunger alone. So, teachers are often the first to know this when a child is tired or struggling.
And I do a lot of work to train teachers on healthy policy, even within their classroom, because in their classroom, they are the policy directors, they really drive the habits that are going on in the classroom. What types of snacks are you promoting? What types of drinks? Are they just able to have water? So, that type of thing.
And then with pediatricians, they can identify growth patterns or lab results that suggest nutrient gaps, and then refer to dietitians so that we can help with that. So, families bring the day-to-day perspective of what's realistic at home.
Dietitians can connect all those dots, and really translate the nutrition science into those practical strategies that we discuss to ensure that families feel supported and not judged. We want to definitely make sure that our families know that we are here to cheer them on and give them the resources they need.
Melissa Joy (29:57):
That's such an important point. And even if we're not intending to judge, if we are aware that that could be perceived as judgment, then we can be that much more compassionate and supportive.
How can dietitians approach conversations with parents and caregivers about nutrient gaps in a way that, like we've said, is supportive and nonjudgmental, but also encouraging versus overwhelming?
Dr. Caree Cotwright (30:24):
Conversations with parents should really focus on encouragement, again, that practicality, and acknowledging the challenges that the family has. And one of the things that I often say is, listen first. We go in sometimes with these preconceived notions, “Oh, the child has these nutrient gaps. What's going on? What are the things?”
And if we listen first, and like you said, leading with that empathy and just, “I just want to know what you like, what are the things that you don't like? What are the challenges to getting healthy food on the plate?”
That really helps to build the parents' confidence, and it doesn't make them have that guilt or shame. We don't want to do that because we know parents want to do the best for their children. So, we can also provide those much-needed resources that we talked about and even skills training.
And so, I've seen so many parents working in the programs that we had to come and say things like, “You know what? The recipe you had, I didn't even add any more salt to it, and it was really good. I won't do that anymore.” Or “I really feel more confident in the kitchen now.” Or like I said, “My child is actually eating these things, and I couldn't get them to do it.”
But we also suggest ways for kids to help their parents in the kitchen. And that can be frustrating when you don't have a lot of time and you're trying to get those things on the plate, but there are simple things they can do, like putting the pasta in the water, stirring something, cracking an egg that will make that child feel totally included. And it's again, a family affair.
Melissa Joy (31:46):
Yeah, no, I know when my kids were younger, I struggled with that. Like okay, I can get dinner on the table quickly, or I can involve them. So, it is something we definitely want to encourage.
So, Caree, we've covered a lot today so far, but we have a few questions from our listeners. The first one is, “Families often tell me eating healthy is too expensive (which we've touched on). How do you help shift that perspective?” I mean, that's a common statement that we hear all the time.
Dr. Caree Cotwright (32:18):
I think we should start by validating their concerns. First of all, food costs are higher right now for many families. And it's important to acknowledge that healthy eating can feel more expensive, but it doesn't have to be.
So, we want to make sure that we acknowledge that food costs are rising but give them the tools and the resources to make budget-friendly meals and meeting them where they are. So, recognizing that it's a concern is the first step. But then even giving them those healthy swaps.
You just talked about the fruit in the 100% juice, which is often on sale. The frozen and canned things. I love to make black beans. I make them on the stove, but dry beans are very affordable. Fortified foods like whole grains. We know, again, what a great source of nutrient-dense food yogurt is and getting in that calcium.
Also buying things in bulk. I love to buy the big container of oatmeal so I can do it for breakfast, or I might make a healthy oatmeal cookie and different things with applesauce and things like that for my kids.
And I love to make things like stews and soups, my family happens to love that. I know some people don't like the combination foods, but for me, I’ll give you an example; chickpea stew with carrots. And I love that because you're getting the protein, it's very affordable, the flavors are amazing.
You can add coconutmilk, you can add curry powder, cumin. And then, Melissa, we can put it over a healthy grain like brown rice or even pasta if you wanted to. But just thinking about how do we suggest those types of things to parents that are nutrient-dense, but the cost is not overwhelming.
And then there's simple things, whole grain pasta with veggies and tomato sauce. How do we recommend things that kids think are nutritious? Well, I don't know if they mind if it's nutritious, but kids think are delicious, and parents feel it’s nutritious. That's what I want to say.
Melissa Joy (34:07):
That soup sounds delicious. And I think we talked about buying in bulk and buy one get one free. And sometimes, if it's perishable, that could be a food waste issue. So, sometimes that's maybe where the community can also come in. And if you have neighbors or something that you can share some of that with and divide the cost that way.
Dr. Caree Cotwright (34:27):
Wonderful idea.
Melissa Joy (34:29):
I do that myself (laughs). So, as we said, parents want to do the best for their children. They're trying their best, they are feeling really overwhelmed.
How do we talk to parents and caregivers about these nutrient gaps without creating that guilt? I mean, you already said, “First of all, listen, validate,” two very important tips. But is there any other advice you have for really just not adding to their guilt that they probably already feel?
Dr. Caree Cotwright (35:01):
I think, again, going back to leading with empathy, because we know parents are doing the best they can, but framing the changes, these small shifts that they are making, as small wins. So, if you're able to grab a yogurt pack on sale and when your child comes in, you got that ready sitting out.
Or like I said, you might think … again, we talked about things being healthy but affordable — slicing up cucumber. Cucumber is pretty affordable. Going to the farmer's market, if you have an opportunity to do that, getting the produce for a lower price.
But I will slice those things up, and just go upstairs and get on my next call, and they will come in and say, “Wow, look at this tray.” And so, it's really, really encouraging. So, I think, again, making sure that parents feel like that is a win.
Providing any type of nutrient-dense food for your kids to enjoy with foods they're familiar with, but also introducing new foods. So, again, we talked about the frozen things. Sometimes you can introduce a frozen fruit to a child and let them taste it in that manner as well.
My kids love frozen pineapple, and that's cheaper oftentimes than me cutting up a fresh pineapple if it’s not on sale. So, those are those types of examples.
But really celebrating the progress that they're making, celebrating the progress when they're in the kitchen and they learn a new skill. “Oh my gosh, I didn't know that roasting these vegetables would be so delicious and tasty.” I do a delicious – I'm always talking about food, Melissa, but I do a delicious-
Melissa Joy (36:20):
You're making me hungry.
Dr. Caree Cotwright (36:22):
(Laughs) I do a delicious roasted cabbage steak. Cabbage is so affordable. And you put your seasoning, your olive oil, you roast it. You really don't have to do a ton of work, so that saves time for the parents as well.
Melissa Joy (36:33):
Yes, yes. When I was growing up, the Brussels sprouts were not roasted. They just weren't, they were boiled or whatever (laughs). And actually, I didn't mind them, they were fine. But now-
Dr. Caree Cotwright (36:45):
It makes a huge difference.
Melissa Joy (36:46):
So many more people like Brussels sprouts roasted. Caree, thank you so much for joining us today and helping us unpack this important issue of hidden hunger.
We covered a lot of ground, we defined what hidden hunger is. We talked about understanding how common it is in the US, why it matters for equity and opportunity, and how families and dietitians can work together on practical and affordable solutions.
I think one of the biggest takeaways for me is that hidden hunger isn't always visible, and it is preventable. Small everyday steps, whether it's at the dinner table or in the school system, or with dietitians working directly with families and in communities. That can make a big difference in helping kids grow and learn and thrive.
If you had one major takeaway that you wanted to leave our listeners with about tackling hidden hunger, what would it be, Caree?
Dr. Caree Cotwright (37:54):
Well, Melissa, I've dedicated my career to making sure that children thrive. And so, as I think about that, every child deserves the chance to reach their full potential. And that starts with the foundation of good nutrition.
So, families don't have to do it alone, we are a team. It's a family affair, it's a community affair. And as we think about that, that means that dietitians, schools, doctors, communities, can all be a part of the solution, and our children as well. They often give me wonderful examples and suggestions on how to make things better.
So, when we focus on access, affordability, and practical strategies, we can really build nutrition resilience and knowledge and access and participation that really works toward a lifetime.
And I've seen some beautiful examples even within my community, where there's an organization that started by serving spaghetti dinners to our unhoused community members. And now, in the same neighborhood, there's a grocery store that offers free groceries, mainly, to seniors who would not have any access to a grocery store.
And something as simple as spaghetti can change into a grocery store. So, if we all partner together and we all work together, we can really address this issue and ensure that our children can thrive. And I've always said, I just want to be known as the lady that gets kids to eat their fruits and veggies.
[Laughter]
Melissa Joy (39:13):
I think you're known for a lot more than that. So, thank you so much, Caree. Thank you to our live audience here at FNCE for being part of this important conversation. This episode is part of a special four-part series, brought to you by Danone North America.
We'll be continuing these conversations with other leading experts on topics that matter for every age and every stage of life, from diabetes risk reduction to weight management, and gut health. So be sure to check out the other episodes in this series. You don't want to miss them.
And remember, go to my website at soundbitesrd.com/freeceus. That's where you'll get all the details about how to listen, learn, and earn one free continuing education credit. And where you'll also have access to resources related to this podcast episode.
Thanks again for tuning in. And as always, enjoy your food with health in mind. Until next time, I'm Melissa Joy Dobbins, and this is the Sound Bites Podcast.
[Music playing]
Voiceover (40:15):
For more information, visit soundbitesrd.com. This podcast does not provide medical advice. It is for informational purposes only. Please see a registered dietitian for individualized advice.
Music by Dave Birk, produced by JAG in Detroit Podcasts. Copyright © Sound Bites, Inc. All rights reserved.
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