
‘Fussy eaters’ 

 

 

Sometimes it can be difficult to encourage young children to eat certain food in appropriate 

amounts. Fear of new foods affects up to one in every five children, typically when they’re between 

18 months and two years old. But getting them involved with making their meal, whatever their age, 

can often help make sure they try what’s on the plate. 

Food fussiness is the reception of any foods that are both familiar and unfamiliar.  

Food neophobia – reluctance to try new foods 

 

Fussy eaters tend to:  

• Be willing to eat only limited amount of food 

• Eat small meals 

• Eat slowly  

• Be unwilling to try new foods 

• Have limited intake of vegetables and other foods 

• Be sensitive to food textures and smells 

Study show that even up to 50% mums consider their children to be fussy eaters.  

Another challenging eating behaviour in children is overeating.  

Overeating involves eating large amount of food in excess of that needed for normal 

functioning and growth.  

 

 

 



Overeating children tend to: 

 

 

• Eat quickly 

• Eat until uncomfortable 

• Eat when not feeling physically hungry 

 

Important thing for parents to remember is that fussy eating tends to be age related. Most 

children grow out of fussy eating by the age of 5.  

However other challenging eating behaviours such as overeating and food preferences tend to 

stay throughout childhood and beyond. That’s why it’s important to establish healthy eating habits 

from the early years to increase the likelihood of healthy choices from early on in their life.   

Eating behaviours are not set in stone, parents and carers can change eating habits by positive 

eating experiences, colourful fruits and vegetables etc.  

 

Ways to encourage children to accept certain foods: 

 



• Be a healthy eating role model (lead by example) 

• Familiarise children with wide variety of foods (cooking, growing, shopping, pictures, 

repeated experience) 

• Stick with it. It can take up to fifteen tries of a new food before children accept it, and their 

tastes will often change. Every now and then, try them again with a food they’ve said no to 

in the past. 

• Start small. Give them a tiny taste of a new food first – they can always have more. 

• Give them control – let them spit it out if they really don’t like it! 

• Praise them for having a go. 

• Take them shopping. When you’ve got time, explore the fruit and veg aisle with them and 

get them choosing a new fruit or veg they haven’t tried before. 

• Serve children what you’re eating – they’re more likely to try things that the whole family’s 

tucking into. 

 

• Avoid pressuring or coercing (what to avoid: (1)you must finish all the broccoli on your 

plate(pressure),(2)you will not watch your favourite TV if you don’t eat your 

broccoli(threats/punishment), (3)eat your broccoli and then you can have pudding(bribery), 

(4)I’ll be cross if you don’t eat your broccoli(pressure/emotional blackmail) 

• Offer food in a relaxed way without putting any pressure. Try not to worry if they don’t 

finish all food.  

• Don’t use favourite foods as a reward if your child tries something new – you’re only making 

them prize those foods even more. 

Use non-food rewards: 

 

Rewarding children for trying new foods or eating previously rejected foods can increase the 

likelihood that they will do this again in the future.  

• Only use non – food rewards such as praise, stickers, prize chart 

• Never use ‘treat’ foods as a bribe 

• Never punish a child if they refuse to eat a food 

 



Ways to encourage children to eat appropriate amounts of foods: 

 

• Responsive feeding: recognising and responding to children’s signals of hunger/fullness, 

• Let kids serve themselves. Put the different parts of the meal in different bowls and let them 

fill their own plates. Encourage them if you need to  

• Be creative – use foods of different shapes and colours. 

• Give them small servings at first. They can always have seconds but can feel put off by big 

portions. 

• Bring the food to life. A simple noodle soup? ‘Wiggly Worm Soup’ sounds so much more 

fun…. 

• Individual-sized portions in smaller dishes makes you feel like the food was made especially 

for you – and can make kids more likely to eat it. 

 

Do not encourage children to eat in an absence of hunger or beyond fullness, offer only 

preferred, highly palatable foods (biscuits, crisps, chocolate) 

Avoid using food to soothe or placate, emotional feeding is associated with increased intake of, 

and preference for less healthy food and tendency to overeat.  

 

 

 

 

 



Create a healthy home: 

 

• Stock up on variety of healthy choices, keep the fruit bowl full 

• Avoid bringing less healthy food into the house or store them out of site  

• Limit exposure to food advertising 

• Limit distractions – (TV while eating) 

• Mealtimes are about so much more than food. Try to sit down together to eat whenever you 

can, turn off the TV and use the time to chat – research shows this also helps build children’s 

confidence 

• As frustrating as it is, don’t get cross or force children to eat. Take their plate away without 

comment if they haven’t eaten what’s on it 

• Try and stick to set mealtimes, to help make sure they’re not too tired or hungry to eat 

• Use positive peer pressure – invite other children who are good eaters to join you for a 

meal; it can work wonders! 

 

Helping children learn what different foods feel, smell, look and taste like is one of the best ways 

to combat fussy eating. But if there are still some fruits and vegetables that your kids just won’t 

entertain, you might need to get a bit sneaky as a last resort. Ultimately, it’s about helping them eat 

a good diet. 

•Add cooked and mashed carrots, butternut squash, sweet potato or swede to normal 

mashed potato. 

•Throw carrots, peppers and onions into bolognaise sauce. 

•Try secret ingredient for chocolate cake – beetroot keeps it beautifully moist 

•Put fruit in puddings – Peach and Raspberry Cake and Tutti Fruity Crumble go down a treat. 

•Chop ripe banana into bite-sized pieces and freeze them. Frozen banana chunks look and 

taste great and make a healthy alternative to ice-cream or lollies. 

 



 

 

Understand about appropriate portion sizes 

 

 

 

 

  


