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Introducing Theme 3: 
Choose to boost veggies and fruit.
This theme is about encouraging kids and families to make vegetables and fruit a part of every meal and 
snack. Veggies and fruit give kids the vitamins, minerals, and fibre that they need to stay healthy.

Reaching for vegetables and fruit throughout the day will help kids get at least 5 servings a day, which is 
the amount recommended by Canada’s Food Guide. During Theme 3, Healthy Kids Community Challenge 
communities will be working to support kids eating more vegetables and fruit by: 
• Increasing access and availability in the places where kids spend time.
• Improving kids’ knowledge, skills and behaviours around healthy eating.

Communities will be doing this through campaigns, policies, programs and other supports.
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Why kids need to eat more 
vegetables and fruit
• Vegetables and fruit go hand in hand with 

healthy eating. Eating a diet rich in veggies 
and fruit:

May prevent certain types of cancer1.
Is linked to a lower risk of heart disease2.
Is linked to healthy weights and lower risk of 
obesity3. The Canadian Community Health 
Survey found that children aged 2-17 who ate 
vegetables and fruit less than 5 times a day 
were much more likely to be overweight or 
obese than those who did so more often4.

• Eating vegetables and fruit provides more fibre 
than juice5. Fruit juice is not a better option. 
Even though it has more nutrients, it contains 
as much sugar (though from naturally occurring 
fruit sugars rather than added sugar) and 
calories as soft drinks6. Whole fruit is lower in 
sugar than juice7.

• When people eat more vegetables and fruit as 
part of a healthy diet, combined with physical 
activity, it reduces the cases of chronic disease8.

• The presence of neighbourhood supermarkets 
and farmers’ markets and access to affordable 
vegetables and fruit9 is linked to lower BMI 
(Body Mass Index) and healthier weight in kids10.

Healthy behaviours: What do we want kids to eat?
Over the next several months, our Healthy Kids Community Challenge community will be working to 
encourage kids and families to reach for more vegetables and fruit. Canada’s Food Guide recommends 
children aged 2-13 years old eat 4-6 servings of veggies and fruit each day. However, we know kids and 
adults often fall short of this goal.

Recommended Number of Food Guide Servings per Day11

Age in Years 2-3 4-8 9-13

Number of Vegetable 
and Fruit Servings

4 5 6
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What’s a serving?
People may understand that vegetables and fruit are a healthy choice. But many do not know what a serving looks like. Canada’s Food 
Guide offers these examples of serving sizes for common vegetables and fruit12.

One serving of vegetables can include:
• 125 mL, (½ cup) or 1 ear of corn
• 125 mL, (½ cup) or 4 florets of cauliflower or broccoli
• 125 mL, (½ cup) or 1 large carrot
• 125 mL, (½ cup) or 6 spears of asparagus 
• 125 mL, (½ cup) of cooked fresh, frozen or canned vegetables 

such as beans, carrots, okra, bitter melon, bok choi or squash
• 250 mL, (1 cup) of raw leafy greens such as lettuce, kale, 

or spinach
• 125 mL, (½ cup) of tomato, or tomato sauce

One serving of fruit can include: 
• 1 medium apple, orange, peach, pear or banana
• 20 cherries or grapes
• 125 mL, (1/2 cup) of fresh or frozen berries, melon, 

mango or plantain  

Key Facts:

Canada’s Food Guide recommends that children: 
1. Eat a mix of veggies and fruit each day. This means at least one 

dark green vegetable (broccoli, spinach, romaine lettuce) and 
one orange vegetable (carrots, sweet potatoes, winter squash).

2. Choose vegetables and fruit prepared with little or no added fat, 
sugar or salt. Veggies that are steamed, baked or stir-fried are 
best –not deep fried13.

Studies show that most children are not meeting the goal 
of 5 servings of vegetables and fruit each day:
• The Canadian Community Health Survey (2.2) shows:

59% of Canadian children aged 2-17 had less than 5 servings 
a day of vegetables and fruit14.
Among those aged 4-8, 7 out of 10 children did not meet 
this minimum.
From ages 9 to 13, 62% of girls and 68% of boys do not meet 
the 5 serving guideline.
These patterns continue into adulthood. Almost half of Canadian 
adults fall short of 5 servings of veggies and fruit a day15.

• Ontarians are eating fewer vegetables and fruit:
42% of those 12 and older ate at least 5 servings of vegetables 
and fruit in 2003. That number dropped to 38% in 201416.

• A 2009/2010 survey looked at eating habits in school-aged 
children and youth across Canada. It suggests that fewer 
children are eating vegetables than fruit on a daily basis17.

In particular, kids need to eat more orange and green vegetables. 
Among Ontario children in grades 6-8:

43% of boys and 53% of girls reported eating fruit once or 
more a day.
41% of boys and 50% of girls reported consuming vegetables 
at least once a day.
14% of boys and 18% of girls ate dark green vegetables at 
least once a day.
16% of boys and 17% of girls ate orange vegetables at least 
once a day.
For students surveyed in grades 9 and 10, vegetable consumption 
was even lower across all categories. This suggests that kids tend 
to eat fewer vegetables as they get older.

• As children and adults, females are more likely to eat the 
recommended amount of vegetables and fruit than males18.

In 2014, 47% of females over age 12 ate vegetables and fruit 
5 or more times daily. 32% of males did so.

• In the 2007/2008 First Nations Regional Health Survey, parents/
guardians of First Nations children reported that 58% of 
children (aged 2-11) “always” or “almost always” ate a nutritious 
balanced diet. About 4% of children very rarely or never ate a 
nutritious balanced diet. Specifically:

35% of children ate vegetables several times a day.
49% of children ate fruit (not including juice) several times a day19.

• As children enter adolescence, they are often less likely to meet 
recommended guidelines for vegetable and fruit servings20. 
This is why it is so important to build healthy habits in young 
children, as well as target older kids and youth.
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Supporting healthy behaviours: 
What factors help kids eat more 
vegetables and fruit?

Early Exposure
• Food preferences are set early in a child’s life. 

This means that families and childcare settings 
have a big role to play. Children who eat 
vegetables and fruit as toddlers are much more 
likely to do so later in childhood21.

Role Modelling
• Children learn about food by watching others. 

Research shows that children are more likely 
to eat the recommended amounts of vegetables, 
fruit, and milk after they see adults eating 
these foods22.

• Watching other children’s behaviour can 
also have a positive effect. In one study, 
preschoolers were more likely to choose and eat 
vegetables after seeing other kids do so23.

Family Meals and Food at Home
• Children who help prepare meals at home also 

tend to eat more vegetables and fruit. These 
kids were also better at choosing and eating 
healthy foods for themselves24.

• Parental attitudes may also affect healthy 
eating in kids. For example, using food as a 
reward is linked to nutritional problems for 
children. But when parents offer support 
and verbal praise, kids are more likely to eat 
vegetables and fruit25.

• Recent research by Public Health Ontario (2016) 
shows that when Ontario parents serve raw 
vegetables and fruit as snacks to their children 
between meals, those children were almost 5 
times more likely to meet recommended daily 
intake amounts26.

• Studies with Ontario parents show that when 
families eat meals together, away from the 
TV, children are 67% more likely to eat the 
recommended servings of vegetables and fruit27.

School and Community Programs
• In Northern Ontario, kids in schools with 

nutrition programs that provide healthy meals 
and snacks eat more vegetables and fruit. These 
kids also improve their knowledge and attitudes 
around healthy eating28.

• A systematic review of 27 school-based 
programs showed improvement in consumption 
of primarily fruit vs. vegetables, suggesting 
that more emphasis may need to be put on 
promoting vegetables in these settings29.

• School garden and food preparation 
interventions have been shown to increase 
children’s level of vegetable and fruit 
consumption30, as well as food literacy.

One study showed that grade 2 students 
who participated in a nutrition and garden 
education group knew more about nutrition 
and rated food as tastier. They were also 
more likely to eat vegetables during their 
lunchtime than groups that received nutrition 
education only31.
Youth in garden-based nutrition programs 
also tended to eat more vegetables and fruit. 
Younger children were also more willing to 
taste vegetables and fruit32.

• Programs that address many aspects of healthy 
eating work best. A review of school and 
community-based efforts to encourage kids to 
eat more vegetables and fruit33 reported that 
interventions are most successful when they: 

Focus on helping kids eat more vegetables 
and fruit, instead of general nutrition;
Involve kids in hands-on activities involving 
food preparation and tasting;
Provide special training for teachers;
Set up role models or peer 
leaders such as student 
leaders or fictional 
cartoon characters;
Involve parents at school 
and home; and
Put healthy nutrition 
policies in place.
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Childhood Overweight and Obesity
• Almost 30% of Ontario children are considered

to have unhealthy weights34.
• Obesity in childhood carries a higher risk of

chronic disease and premature death as adults35.
• Children and youth with excess weight are

more likely to become obese adults. In one 
study, overweight 2-5 year olds were more than 
4 times as likely to be overweight as adults36.

• Adults with obesity are more likely to have
coronary artery disease, a stroke, high 
blood pressure, breast and colon cancer, 
type 2 diabetes, gall bladder disease and 
osteoarthritis37.

• Unhealthy weights can influence self-esteem,
success socially and mental health in children 
and youth38.

To learn more about the 
activities in our community 
or to get involved, contact 
your Healthy Kids Community 
Challenge project manager:

Learn more about healthy eating for  
kids at Ontario.ca/healthykids
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