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Mom’s Advice to Finish Everything on Your Plate 

Just might have been the correct advice 
 
 
 

The Problem  
 
It was an article in the New York Times about how much edible food we, as Americans, 
throw out that got me thinking. The article states that Americans waste an astounding 
amount of food — an estimated 27 percent of the food available for consumption, 
according to a government study — and it happens at the supermarket, in restaurants and 
cafeterias, and in our very own kitchens. This wastage works out to about a pound of 
food every day for every American.  
 
“It’s not much better in the food industry,” said Claudine Johnson Eaddy, Owner / Chef, 
Autumn's Custom Catering, VA. “Professionally,” she continued, “because of the strict 
health dept rules, many edible items get tossed. After catering a function, you can't reuse 
or take the food out with you so often if it’s not eaten, it goes in the trash. A lot of food 
ends up this way and often it saddens me. Not only because of the expense but also 
because it is such a waste. It happens in restaurants too and you can't donate food without 
additional licenses and agreements. Plus you run the risk of lawsuits if someone gets sick 
because they didn't handle or refrigerate something you donated correctly.” 
 
“It’s sad,” Eaddy said, “but is a true reality of the food service industry as well as in 
many American homes.” 
 
Eat your food. We heard it from our mothers as children whenever we sat down for a 
meal: “Finish everything on your plate before you leave the table.” Usually this was 
under some sort of penalty. Talk to anyone over the age of 35 and you’ll hear stories of 
having to sit at the table until you finished your dinner, had a timer used, or was forced to 
eat the food the next day.  
 
We shudder at the memories and we vowed that we would never put our kids through 
such an ordeal. After all, we didn’t want our kids to be as food traumatized as we grew up 
to be, right?  
 
But at what cost?  
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We now have children who know they don’t have to eat everything, who know that if 
they take only one fork-full of vegetables (just one, honey) they will be entitled to eat 
dessert. We have kids who think nothing of taking two bites out of an apple and then 
tossing the rest. We are raising a generation who refuse to eat everything on their plates 
and in so doing waste literally tons of food and parents who feel this is acceptable.  
 
While the starving children of Africa from our early youth’s dinner threats are indeed still 
starving, it has become nothing short of a social crime to throw away wasted edible food 
simply because we don’t feel like eating it. In a world where according to the United 
Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, 1.02 billion people go to bed hungry each 
night, even here in the United States 10 percent of all households are considered “food 
insecure”, perhaps our mother’s stern advice to eat everything on your plate whether you 
like it or not was, in hind site, not such bad advice.  
 
Not only does all this good nutritious trash equal a lot of wasted food but it also 
represents a lot of money that’s literally  being thrown away in the trash. Add that to the 
fact that the rotting food that ends up in landfills produces methane, a major source of 
greenhouse gases (it doesn’t just gently disintegrate) and I knew my family and I had to 
make some changes.  
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The Solution 
 
In an effort to curb the waste of edible food and to show my children how much even 
those of us conscious of food waste it, for one month, I decided to have my family 
(consisting of 2 adults and 6 children ages 18 – 10) weigh every ounce of edible food that 
was being thrown away.  
 
I placed a large silver food scale in the middle of the dining room table and at the end of 
each meal any edible scraps (pizza crusts, errant green beans, meatloaf hidden in napkins, 
as well as leftovers that had gone bad) were put into the scale bowl and weighed. Daily 
weight totals were recorded on a large poster board kept in the kitchen.  
 
At first the children accepted the challenge and even helped each other clean their plates. 
Crusts went to the older kids who had lost their sandwich edge squeamishness. Some of 
the kids even volunteered to eat vegetables off  anothers’ plates. 
 
The children became more aware of what was being wasted and with effort the weight 
numbers stayed low. That is until “Cowboy Stew” entered the picture. A recipe calling 
for browned ground beef, baked beans, and sliced potatoes, the usually well accepted 
recipe was nixed by all when I added some left over ricotta cheese into the mix with the 
intent of using up some leftovers. The result looked more like something the dog made 
said one of the older boys.  
 
Try as they could, the family could not make themselves eat the “grey goop”. Roughly 
two pounds were added to the scale that day.  
 
Learning my lesson, I was then careful to make sure foods were attractive as well as 
healthy.  
 
Even being aware of what we were doing, we ended up throwing out over 20 pounds of 
good edible food by month’s end. To me that was a crime, not only were we wasting a 
valuable resource, but I was also wasting too much of my already-tight-as-it-were food 
budget on stuff that was simply not needed.  
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Lessons Learned 
 
As a result of our food experiment, we made some changes in how we buy and store our 
foods. I no longer buy all the produce for the week on one day and I now use glass see-
through containers in which to store leftovers so that I can tell what they are.  
 

I am not alone in realizing how senseless it is to throw away good food. Melinda Mallari, 
owner Precision Market Services, OH said in an email that in her household she buys 
organic, grows food (herbs, salad, tomatoes), composts and, yet still less of it though, 
because she has recently made some changes to her food buying and storage habits. Some 
of her tips include:  

  
1. Keep all perishables visible in the fridge. There is nothing worse than to buy 
something you already had because you didn't see it buried under something else. 
2. Use better storage containers to keep perishables fresher longer (and visible). Airtight 
containers cost more, but save more in the long run.  Learn how to store and date 
perishables. 
3. Buy from local producers as much as possible (farmers markets, neighbors, etc). You 
have a better idea of how fresh the produce is because it's usually been picked within 
days - if not hours - before your purchase - and therefore lasts longer (plus it's more 
nutritious). 
4. Make up a week's worth of menus and buy only what you need for those meals.  
5. If you see food is going bad and can't eat it immediately - see if someone else wants it, 
try to share with others.  
  
As for trying to cut down on wasted food being left on plates (especially with kids or 
guests) Mallari has the following suggestions:  
 

• Let people serve their own plates. They'll take more of what they know they like 
and maybe just a polite serving of something else, so less gets tossed out 

• Serve yourself half a portion at a time. You can always go back for seconds and 
even thirds. If you serve yourself too much, it just gets tossed.   
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Frequently Asked Questions  
 
Why? Why on earth would I want to weigh my edible food waste? I mean yuk, 
right?  
Yes, yuk indeed. But that’s kind of the point. It is disgusting how much good edible food 
we discard simple because our eyes were bigger than our stomachs, or we think it’s 
impolite to clean off our plates, or we don’t want to think that our children might be in 
the least bit hungry after a meal.  
 
But try it. Teach your children that food is a resource. It takes energy to make the food 
and money to buy it.  
 
 
 
What constitutes edible waste?  
Edible waste includes leftovers, uneaten food, and food that spoiled because you weren’t 
paying attention. (food that fell on the ground or went bad in the fridge). Be sure to check 
those little napkins as good food often finds hiding places in there.  
 
Things like peelings. (apples, potatoes) are not considered edible food waste (although 
I’m sure that if you really wanted to, you could make an apple peel pie).   
 
 
Is this a weight loss program, are you trying to get me to limit the food my kids or I 
eat?  
Not at all. Being aware of how much food you throw out has nothing to do with calories 
or weight, but with waste. However, having said that, once you start taking reasonable 
portions instead of loading up your plate in an effort to not waste food, don’t be surprised 
if you notice a weight loss. When you start to be aware of how much you eat and how 
hungry you are, you become more in tune with your body. The more aware of the food 
that you eat, the less of it you tend to eat.  
 
 
Won’t this make my kids feel bad about food? 
Not at all, in fact, this should make your kids appreciate food even more. If they can start 
making connections between wasted food and their actions, they might start seeing food 
as something that is valuable and that should be treated with respect.  
 
How much is this going to cost me?  
 
Well other than buying a scale. Nothing. In fact, this little experiment might end up 
saving you money if you start adjusting your food portions (cooking and buying less) in 
response to the amount of food you might be throwing out.  
 
 
 



 

 9 

My kids eat lunch at school, what do we do then? 
My family knew that this was a month long challenge we were doing. If they packed a 
lunch for school, they brought home anything that they didn’t eat.  
 
On the rare days they bought the school lunch (usually on pizza day) they needed to bring 
home any leftovers in a small plastic container they had packed.  
 
 
Okay, so we do the challenge, then what?  
Talk about this challenge with your kids. Talk about how some people go to bed hungry 
at night while you might be throwing away food.  
 
Consider taking a field trip to a restaurant to look at the amounts of food people throw 
away.  
 
Most importantly ask you children how could we avoid this? I’ve listed some changes 
that we made in our house as a result of this challenge. See if your kids can come up with 
other ideas.  
 
 
I’m disgusted at how much we threw away. 
Don’t beat yourself up if you find out that you ended up throwing away a lot of food. The 
point of this challenge is to teach you to do better.  
 
If you wasted a lot of food, then learn from your mistakes. Change how you view and 
treat food and stop wasting it. While you’re at it, pat yourself on the back for making a 
positive change. Go you.  
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Commit to The One Month Challenge 
 
This is intended to be a social learning experience for you and your family. It’s not about 
deprivation, it’s not about trying to get your kids to eat less. It is about having everyone 
learn about the value of food and what an important resource it is.  
 
There will be plenty of time during the month to discuss the results of this experiment 
with all involved. Use it well. Do research on the web about hunger. For every ounce that 
is collected put some money in a jar to donate to a food charity. Volunteer at a food bank. 
Visit a fast food restaurant and notice how people who are in a hurry tend to throw out 
edible food without even thinking.  
 
As an Instructional Designer, I know that the most difficult teaching situation is one 
where you are asking people to change their behavior.  
 
People don’t like to change. There has to be a reason for them to stop doing what they are 
doing.  
 
When you see the food waste in your house, when you figure out the money that you are 
literally throwing away, I’m confident that some change for the better is going to take 
place.  
 

Assurances  
This challenge is intended to be a learning opportunity, it is:  
• It is not a weight loss program (although you might lose weight)  
• It is not a calorie counting program  
• It is an educational program designed to teach you and your children about 

unnecessary food waste  
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Keeping Track of Daily Food Waste  
 
In order to do this challenge you will need to buy a food scale. We bought a large (up to 
four pound XX) one at a local department store for around 15 dollars.  
 
It helped to keep our scale on the dinner table at all times to serve as a vivid reminder of 
what we were doing.  
 
Each evening after everyone has finished eating; record the weight for any edible food 
that has been discarded. As you are weighing all food for the day, including all three 
meals, depending on your waste, you might want to take separate recordings for 
breakfast, lunch and dinner.  
 
Record the total weight for the day on the food weight chart under the Daily Weight 
column. In the Accumulated Weight keep a running total to date of all food waste 
collected.  
 
 

• Note: If you compost, that’s fine, you can also feed any excess food to your pets 
(as we do to our chickens) but still count it as edible food that a human didn’t eat.  

 
 
Example:  
 
Month: June Daily Weight Accumulated Weight  
1 5 ounces 5 ounces 
2 3 ounces  8 ounces 
3 1 lb. 2 ounces  1 lb. 10 ounces  
4 0 ounces  1 lb. 10 ounces  
5 7 ounces  2 lbs. 3 ounces  
6 Total Weight: 2 lbs. 3 ounces  
 
Remember that there are 16 ounces in one pound. You can either weigh the food waste 
all in ounces and then divide at the end by 16 to see how many pounds you have or you 
can do the conversion from ounces to pounds as you go along.  
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Edible Waste Tracker  
Month:  Daily Weight Accumulated Weight  
1   
2   
3   
4   
5   
6   
7   
8   
9   
10   
11   
12   
13   
14   
15   
16   
17   
18   
19   
20   
21   
22   
23   
24   
25   
26   
27   
28   
29   
30   
31   
 Total Weight:  
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About the Author  
 

As a mother of 6 bright and entertaining kids, being thrifty has always been a way of life 
for Wendy Thomas. Now with tough economic times, she finds herself creating new 
challenges and sharing what she has learned about saving. Wendy is a firm believer that 
having fun and creativity does not need to break the bank. 
 
Wendy Thomas is journalist who wrote a long running column for The Nashua 
Telegraph: Simple Thrift. It described simple, real, honest-to-goodness things you can 
do to save money, because after awhile even pennies add up. She has written several 
series. One chronicled her decluttering adventure where, over the course of a year, her 
family removed over 5,000 pounds of unwanted stuff from their house. Another series 
described seasonal thrift saving tips and ideas. 
 
She has been heard on NH Public Radio and seen on WMUR Channel 9.  Wendy has also 
been a guest on the Chicken Whisperer’s radio show and has been featured in Parenting 
NH, Backyard Poultry, Woman’s Day, and Reader’s Digest for her chicken stories and 
adventures in thrift. 
 
Wendy is currently chronicling the experiences she and her family are having while 
raising backyard chickens as a source of food (eggs only – Wendy refuses to eat anything 
that has been given a name). What had started off as a challenge to be thrifty has turned 
out providing endless hours of entertainment, as well as life lessons on the care and 
feeding of kids and fowl.   
 
As a contributor to the Savvy B2B Marketing blog, www.savvyb2bmarketing.com  
Wendy also shares her journalistic marketing experiences and advice on writing 
marketing and advertising copy. 
 
Wendy lives in New Hampshire with her tribe of kids, her husband, 11 egg-laying hens, 
and her 3 (very yappy) Maltese dogs. 
 
She is available for presentations on thrift, raising backyard chickens, and creative 
parenting. 
 

Contact Wendy at wendy@simplethrift.com and visit her blog at 
www.simplethrift.wordpress.com 

 
 


