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ABSTRACT
This study aimed to explore the attitudes and behaviors of Latino mothers around
feeding their children. Using qualitative methods, we conducted four focus groups in
Spanish with 41 Latino mothers of elementary school-age children in San Diego County,
CA. Latino mothers’ mean age was 41 years; 90% were foreign-born; and 74% had a high
school education or less. We explored cultural viewpoints around feeding and cooking
and feeding strategies used. Focus groups were analyzed based on a priori and emergent
themes. The following themes around feeding emerged: feeding attitudes central to the
maternal responsibility of having well-fed children and feeding behaviors that centered
on cooking methods, supportive behaviors, and reinforcement strategies for “eating
well.” These findings increase our understanding of the Latino maternal role to feed
children and can help to inform more culturally appropriate research to effectively
address nutritional issues and obesity prevention in Latino children.
J Acad Nutr Diet. 2014;114:230-237.

L
ATINOS ARE THE LARGEST AND FASTEST GROWING
minority group in the United States (16.3% of the
population)1 and are expected to triple in number by
2050.2 They comprise one quarter of US newborns3

and by age 5 years, 33% are overweight/obese (hereafter
referred to as overweight) compared with 25% of non-Latino
white 5-year-olds.4 Overweight children are more likely to be
overweight throughout the life course,5 contributing to the
rapid increase in metabolic disturbances and type 2 diabetes
in adolescents6-9 and adults.5,10-12 With the disproportionate
impact of obesity and type 2 diabetes among Latinos, the Na-
tional Institutes of Health’s Health Disparities Strategic Plan13

has urged research in childhood obesity to create effective in-
terventions forminority groups. Because parents play a critical
role in the development of child eating behaviors,14-17 under-
standing how Latino parents approach feeding their children
is a primary step in this process. Identifying Latinomothers’ at-
titudes and behaviors around feeding their children is neces-
sary to determine whether there are specific practices to
address in this population.
To date, there have been limited data on Latino feeding

behaviors. Most studies have focused on parental behaviors
known to influence childhood obesity and have, therefore,
focused on understanding methods for decreasing fat intake
and increasing F/V consumption.18-20 In some reports, Latino

mothers promote the consumption of hearty, high-calorie
meals so that children can become “big and strong.”19,21

Consequently, Latino mothers do not often limit their chil-
dren from eating foods, be it healthy or unhealthy, and might
use more coercive parenting practices, such as bribes, threats,
and punishment to get their children to eat.22 Such parent-
centered directives promote control over children’s eating
through external means and are less focused on the child.23

In contrast, others have found that Latino mothers are more
likely to be indulgent in their feeding practice and permissive
in parenting.23-26 This type of feeding style, characterized by
few rules and demands on children, has been associated with
higher child weight status.23 However, another group
recently found that among Mexican mothers, positive
involvement in eating, which is characterized by more
authoritative parenting styles and includes such behaviors as
monitoring the child’s intake and limiting consumption of
high-calorie foods, was associated with lower child weight
status.27

Given these variances in the literature to date, research is
needed to understand the underlying attitudes and behaviors
Latino mothers demonstrate around feeding their children.
Previous studies have included Latinos living in Boston, MA;
northern California; and Houston, TX, representing a diverse
Latino culture.23,25,26 The diversity of US Latinos can present
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different attitudes or behaviors among them, resulting in
different study findings. Research focusing on Latino mothers
in the US�Mexican border region could provide unique in-
formation about Mexican-American feeding behaviors and
attitudes, as the border region is a unique cross-cultural
context, with the existence of two cultures and combined
practices from both. For example, in a qualitative study of 10
Mexican mothers living in colonias (neighborhoods) along the
US�Texas border, researchers found that mothers primarily
focused on their children, and that their goal was to provide
the best available resources for their children and engage in
food practices that would make their children happy, healthy,
and well fed.28 Our goal was to better understand attitudes
and feeding behaviors of Latino mothers living in San Diego, a
US�Mexican border region, using focus-group methodology.

METHODS
Design and Sample
We conducted four focus groups between April and May
2011. Mothers were recruited through flyers distributed in
two low- to middle-income elementary school districts and
Spanish-language parent groups in east and south San Diego
County. All parents who responded to the flyers were allowed
to participate. Forty-one Latino mothers with elementary
school-aged children participated. Upon completing the focus
group and short questionnaire, mothers received a $20 gift
card. The study was approved by the Institutional Review
Board at the University of California, San Diego.
Focus-group discussions were conducted in Spanish, con-

sisted of 10 to 11 participants, and lasted 1 to 1.5 hours. Two
took place at an elementary school on a school day during
morning hours and two took place at the school district office
during after-school hours. Before the start of the focus
groups, each mother completed an informed consent and
self-administered questionnaire that assessed maternal de-
mographics including age, education, family income, and
employment status.
Focus groups were facilitated by two Mexican-American

bilingual (Spanish/English) researchers trained in qualitative
methods and experienced in conducting focus groups. Each
facilitator had a note taker who assisted with follow-up
questions. To explore the maternal role in feeding as well as
feeding behaviors and attitudes, we developed a guide

of focus-group questions that was based on researcher exper-
tise, previously conducted key informant interviews, and
empirical literature. Facilitators followed the guide, which
included questions about maternal attitudes toward feeding
and specific feedingbehaviors, including cookingpractices and
reinforcement methods (Figure 1). For the purpose of confi-
dentiality and coding, womenwere assigned a number, which
they said aloud every time they spoke. Focus-group discus-
sions were audio- and videotaped. Audiotapes were tran-
scribed verbatim by a certified Spanish translator. When the
audio was unclear, the transcriber stated “inaudible.” Tran-
scripts were played back to confirm the “inaudible” segments,
and video recordings were then accessed to clarify these seg-
ments. A second translator reviewed the tapes and included
information regarding context, such as laughter among par-
ticipants and head nods in the videotapes. Videoswere used to
quantify hand raises when answering country of birth. Head
nods were noted and provided reassurance of specific themes
that were being verbalized by participants.

Analytic Strategy
We used focus-group methodology and qualitative
methods.29 Focus groups were transcribed verbatim in
Spanish to maintain the integrity of the participants’ re-
sponses. Only quotes included in this article were translated
into English and back-translated to Spanish by E.B. to check
for accuracy. Authors (S.M.M. and E.B.) independently coded
Spanish transcripts for major themes to develop a reliable
coding scheme. First, one investigator read all transcribed
focus groups and applied the principles of microanalysis30

(an in-depth analysis of the text to generate initial themes
to create a preliminary coding scheme). The second investi-
gator (E.B.) then attempted to apply the initial coding scheme
to each transcription. Then the investigators together refined
the coding scheme, discussed new emergent themes using
the constant comparison method,30 and reached consensus
on the definition and application of each code. Codes were
associated with segments of dialogue based on a priori (ie,
questions asked in the focus group) or emergent themes (ie,
central ideas from the data). Different codes could be applied
to the same segment of dialogue. Both investigators coded
each focus group and reached consensus on coding discrep-
ancies. We used the qualitative data analysis software Atlas.ti
version 6.1 (2011, Scientific Software Development GmbH) to

When do your children eat and who feeds them?
What strategies do you use to feed your children?
How do you get your children to eat?
Who does the cooking in your home?
Who does the grocery shopping in your home?
What do you think about healthy eating, cooking, and shopping?
In the past few months, has anyone made changes in the way they shop or cook to make food healthier?
Do you think you could change the way you cook, shop and eat?

What do your children eat after school? What types of snacks do they eat?
How do you motivate your child to eat healthful foods?
How many of you set or try to set limits on when or what your children should eat?
What kind of limits? How do you do it (eg, do you use rules)?

Figure 1. Focus group guide for Latina mothers of school-aged children in San Diego, CA.
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