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Introduction to fussy eating
Many children go through phases of refusing to eat certain foods. This is 
particularly common in young children but can occur at any time. It is often a 
child’s way of exerting their independence and testing the boundaries, which 
is a normal part of growing up. This ‘common fussy eating’ affects at least a 
third of toddlers. It is often frustrating and stressful for you as a parent, but 
rarely causes any serious nutritional, medical or growth problems, and is a 
phase that is grown out of. 

Strategies to help
Try looking at the five areas A to E below to help your child to move on with 
their eating. Look and tick the things you are currently doing. Then work 
towards putting more in place for your child. Pick one or two to start with and 
persevere with the change until it is part of your usual routine, then pick one or 
two more.

A: Establish an  
eating routine

 Offer three small meals a day – 
breakfast, lunch and dinner, plus 
two or three snacks 

 Try to eat at similar times each 
day, to help your child regulate 
their appetite – eg breakfast at 
about 8am, a snack at about 
10am, lunch at about 12 midday, 
and so on 

 Keep mealtimes short but not 
rushed – roughly twenty to thirty 
minutes at the most

 Have a routine at the beginning 
and end of eating times that 
involves your child. For example, 
the routine may include washing 
hands and laying out the cutlery 
and then helping clear up and 
washing hands at the end. 

B: Limit drinks
 Drinks can fill up your child’s small 

stomach – so don’t offer them 
for about thirty minutes before a 
meal or snack time. Try giving a 
drink towards the end of a meal 
or snack time instead

 Formula or breast milk is the 
main source of nutrition until 
your child is a year old. After that 
it is important for your child to 
have three portions a day of dairy 
foods (a portion is 200ml full fat 
milk to drink, a 125ml yoghurt or 
fromage frais, or a matchbox size 
piece of cheese). Try to see milk 
as a food with meals rather than 
a drink throughout the day, as it 
may fill your child up and reduce 
their appetite for other foods. 
Limit milk as a drink to a pint, 
20oz or 600ml a day, or less
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 Encourage your child to have all 
their drinks from a cup or beaker 
rather than from a bottle – you 
can offer drinks from a cup from 
as young as six months old.

C: Foster a healthy attitude 
towards eating

 Eat with your child to help them 
learn by copying you 

 Give your child gentle 
encouragement to eat, but not 
too much, and never force feed

 Keep meal and snack times calm 
and relaxed

 Eat sitting down – at a table or in 
a comfortable area

 Avoid distractions such as 
television or toys – see mealtimes 
as a chance for your child to learn 
about and explore food, which 
needs them to pay attention to 
the food! 

 Encourage your child to learn 
to eat to their appetite. Try not 
to insist on them clearing their 
plate and let them have second 
helpings if they are still hungry 

 If your child refuses to eat or lets 
you know they’ve finished, take it 
away without comment and then 
wait until the next planned meal 
or snack time to offer food again

 Offer a dessert such as fruit or 
yoghurt as the second course of a 
meal (or even before or as part of 
their main course) whether or not 

your child has eaten their main 
course. Try to avoid using dessert 
as a reward or bribe for eating 
other foods 

 Involve your children in lots of 
things involving food outside 
mealtimes. This could include 
shopping, food preparation, 
laying the table and food play

 Try to notice all the behaviours 
that you want at mealtimes – 
sitting still, trying something new, 
and use praise, star charts, outings 
and other non-food rewards 
to encourage more of these 
behaviours. Ignore any behaviours 
you don’t want them to repeat 
eg throwing food, refusing foods, 
whinging etc. 

Try not to encourage your child’s 
fussy eating unwittingly by giving into 
their requests for favourite foods or 
letting them graze on snacks or drinks 
throughout the day. In addition, giving 
them lots of attention (positive or 
negative) for not eating well can end 
up encouraging the very behaviour you 
are trying to avoid.

D: You decide what to offer
 Offer two courses at each main 

meal: a savoury main course and 
a sweet dessert 

 Offer your usual family food if 
possible - mashed, chopped or 
modified if necessary 
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 Serve up small, manageable 
portions so that your child is not 
overwhelmed

 Young children often don’t cope 
well with lots of options. If you 
want to let them choose, give 
them only two options: “Do you 
want spaghetti Bolognese and 
salad or pizza and salad?” 

 Young children usually enjoy 
eating more when they feed 
themselves. If they can’t manage 
cutlery well, modify your family 
meals and snacks so they can 
feed themselves with finger 
foods. Some ideas for finger 
foods include fruit dipped into 
yoghurt, bread and hummus, 
raw vegetable sticks, roasted 
vegetable strips, strips of meat, 
fish and cheese, fish or lentil and 
rice cakes, home-made burgers  
or sandwiches

 If your child isn’t gaining weight 
well, make sure you are offering 
full-fat foods and snacks (milk, 
yoghurts, cheese, butter or 
margarine on bread), plus a 
pudding at each meal. If they 
are only eating small portions, 
you can add extra grated cheese, 
butter or cream to their food to 
maximise the calories they need 
to grow well

 For some children, you can 
incorporate foods they have 
refused into other dishes. This 
could include mashed vegetables 
in mashed potatoes, pureeing 
meat and vegetables into pasta 
sauces, pizza toppings and 
gravies, or adding vegetables 
and fruit into cake, muffin and 
biscuit mixes. For others, this is 
best avoided as they easily detect 
these changes and reject the food 
as they feel it is ‘contaminated’

 Vitamins A, C and D supplements 
are recommended for all 
children under the age of five, 
and vitamin D for all over 5. See 
page 9 for more information on 
supplements. 

E: Persevere
Many children go through phases 
of fussy eating. For the majority of 
children, these phases are short-lived 
and cause no harm to their health. Your 
job as a parent or carer is to do your 
best to ride out these phases. Often the 
less fuss you make about your child’s 
eating, the quicker the phase will pass. 

Many children are naturally nervous 
of new things, and may need to taste 
a new food more than ten or even 
twenty times before they start to 
like the taste, so keep offering those 
vegetables with gentle encouragement 
to first touch, then sniff, then lick and 
then taste them.
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What will you work on first? 
Which of the above haven’t you tried? Which ones will you try? When will you 
start and how will you start? Who will help you with it? 

Try writing yourself a plan like the one below. 

The first change I am going to make 

When I am going to start making this change (date and time)

How I am going to make this change? (Do I need to buy anything else?  
or prepare anything?)

The people I will ask for help are (if anyone!)

How long I will keep trying this for? (Aim for at least a month to see a 
sustained change)
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Comparing your child’s diet to the 
government’s healthy eating guidelines

Crisps

Raisins

Frozen
peas

Lentils

Soya
drink

Cous

Cous

pasta

Whole 
wheat

Bagels

Porridge

Low fat
soft cheese

Tuna

Plain
nuts peas

Chick

Semi

milk
skimmed

Chopped
tomatoes

lower
salt
and
sugar

Beans

Whole

grain
cereal

Potatoes

Spaghetti

Low fat
Plain

yoghurt

Lean
mince

Lower fat
spread

Sauce

Oil
Veg

Rice

Each serving (150g) contains

of an adult’s reference intake
Typical values (as sold) per 100g: 697kJ/ 167kcal

Check the label on 
packaged foods

Energy
1046kJ
250kcal

Fat Saturates Sugars Salt
3.0g 1.3g 34g 0.9g

15%38%7%4%13%

Choose foods lower 
in fat, salt and sugars

Source: Public Health England in association with the Welsh Government, Food Standards Scotland and the Food Standards Agency in Northern Ireland © Crown copyright 2016

Use the Eatwell Guide to help you get a balance of healthier and more sustainable food. 
It shows how much of what you eat overall should come from each food group.

Eatwell Guide

2000kcal        2500kcal = ALL FOOD + ALL DRINKSPer day

Eat less often and
in small amounts

Choose lower fat and

 lower sugar options

Eat more beans and pulses, 2 portions of sustainably 

sourced  fish per week, one of which is oily. Eat less

red and processed meat

                               Potatoes, bread, rice, pasta and other starchy carbohydrates

         Choose wholegrain or higher fibre versions with less added fat, salt and sugar
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Choose unsaturated oils 
and use in small amountsDairy and alternativesBeans, pulses, fish, eggs, meat and other proteins

6-8
a day

Water, lower fat 
milk, sugar-free 
drinks including 
tea and coffee 
all count.

Limit fruit juice 
and/or smoothies 
to a total of 
150ml a day. 

The energy (kcal) 
amounts on the 
Eatwell Plate 
are for adults, 
please ask your 
dietitian for your 
child’s nutritional 
requirements.
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Use the table overleaf to evaluate your child’s diet against the government’s healthy 
eating guidance (the EatWell Plate below), and see if there are any big gaps. Aim for 
what is “good enough” if your child’s diet is far from the recommended ideal. If you 
have concerns speak to your GP or a dietitian. 
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tomatoes
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Potatoes
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spread
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Check the label on 
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Fat Saturates Sugars Salt
3.0g 1.3g 34g 0.9g

15%38%7%4%13%
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Source: Public Health England in association with the Welsh Government, Food Standards Scotland and the Food Standards Agency in Northern Ireland © Crown copyright 2016

Use the Eatwell Guide to help you get a balance of healthier and more sustainable food. 
It shows how much of what you eat overall should come from each food group.

Eatwell Guide
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 lower sugar options
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                               Potatoes, bread, rice, pasta and other starchy carbohydrates
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and use in small amountsDairy and alternativesBeans, pulses, fish, eggs, meat and other proteins

6-8
a day

Water, lower fat 
milk, sugar-free 
drinks including 
tea and coffee 
all count.

Limit fruit juice 
and/or smoothies 
to a total of 
150ml a day. 



Food Group What’s included How much is recommended? What’s ‘good enough’? What does my child eat?

Fruit and 
vegetables

All fruit and vegetables 
including fresh, frozen, canned, 
dried and juiced varieties.

Eat plenty of fruit and vegetables. Aim 
for at least five portions of a variety of 
fruit and vegetables every day.
A portion = 80g of fruit or veg (about 
a handful), 30g dried fruit (a small 
box), 150ml fruit juice or smoothie (a 
small glass). Portion sizes for fruit and 
vegetables for under 5s are smaller – 
about the size of a handful for them.

A portion a day.

Potatoes, 
bread, rice, 
pasta and 
other starchy 
carbohydrates

Bread, rice, potatoes, breakfast 
cereals, oats, pasta, noodles, 
maize, cornmeal, couscous, 
bulgur, polenta, millet, spelt, 
wheat, pearl barley, yams and 
plantains.

Eat some at each meal, ideally 
wholegrains.

Eat some every day.

Dairy 
and dairy 
alternatives

Milk, cheese, yoghurt, fromage 
frais, quark, cream cheese. 
This also includes non-dairy 
alternatives to these foods.

Aim for three portions a day.  
A portion = 200ml milk, a matchbox size 
piece of hard cheese (30g) or a small 
(125g) pot of yogurt.
Choose full-fat versions for under 5s, 
then switch to lower fat versions. 

A portion a day.

Beans, pulses, 
fish, eggs, 
meat and 
other proteins

Meat and poultry (includes 
bacon, sausages and burgers), 
fish, shellfish, nuts, eggs, beans 
and pulses such as lentils, 
chickpeas, baked beans, 
vegetarian meat alternatives 
eg tofu, Quorn.  

Eat some every day.
Include two portions of fish a week 
including one of oily fish (mackerel, 
sardines, trout, salmon, whitebait,  
fresh tuna).

Eat some twice a week.

Oils and 
spreads

Vegetable oil, rapeseed oil, 
olive oil, sunflower oil and 
spreads.

Eat in moderation.
Choose unsaturated oil.

Not essential.

Foods to eat 
less often 
and in small 
amounts

Cakes, biscuits, chocolate, 
sweets, puddings, pastries, 
ice cream, jam, honey, 
crisps, sauces, butter, cream, 
mayonnaise.

Eat sparingly (one - two times a week). Not essential.

Fluids Water, milk, tea, coffee, all 
drinks count and we also get 
fluids from foods.

Approximately six - eight glasses  
per day. Younger children need relatively 
smaller drinks (e.g. 120–150 ml) and 
older children need larger drinks  
(e.g. 250–300 ml).
Tea and coffee are not recommended 
for young children.

Enough so that your child 
is not dehydrated. Colour 
of urine is a good indicator 
of hydration – a light straw 
colour is ideal. The darker 
yellow the more likely they 
are to be a bit dehydrated.

TM 
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Food Group What’s included How much is recommended? What’s ‘good enough’? What does my child eat?
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about the size of a handful for them.
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wheat, pearl barley, yams and 
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Eat some at each meal, ideally 
wholegrains.

Eat some every day.
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and dairy 
alternatives

Milk, cheese, yoghurt, fromage 
frais, quark, cream cheese. 
This also includes non-dairy 
alternatives to these foods.

Aim for three portions a day.  
A portion = 200ml milk, a matchbox size 
piece of hard cheese (30g) or a small 
(125g) pot of yogurt.
Choose full-fat versions for under 5s, 
then switch to lower fat versions. 
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Beans, pulses, 
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meat and 
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fish, shellfish, nuts, eggs, beans 
and pulses such as lentils, 
chickpeas, baked beans, 
vegetarian meat alternatives 
eg tofu, Quorn.  

Eat some every day.
Include two portions of fish a week 
including one of oily fish (mackerel, 
sardines, trout, salmon, whitebait,  
fresh tuna).

Eat some twice a week.

Oils and 
spreads

Vegetable oil, rapeseed oil, 
olive oil, sunflower oil and 
spreads.

Eat in moderation.
Choose unsaturated oil.

Not essential.

Foods to eat 
less often 
and in small 
amounts

Cakes, biscuits, chocolate, 
sweets, puddings, pastries, 
ice cream, jam, honey, 
crisps, sauces, butter, cream, 
mayonnaise.

Eat sparingly (one - two times a week). Not essential.

Fluids Water, milk, tea, coffee, all 
drinks count and we also get 
fluids from foods.

Approximately six - eight glasses  
per day. Younger children need relatively 
smaller drinks (e.g. 120–150 ml) and 
older children need larger drinks  
(e.g. 250–300 ml).
Tea and coffee are not recommended 
for young children.

Enough so that your child 
is not dehydrated. Colour 
of urine is a good indicator 
of hydration – a light straw 
colour is ideal. The darker 
yellow the more likely they 
are to be a bit dehydrated.
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Supplements
The government recommends that all children from six months to five years’ 
old should take a supplement containing vitamins A, C and D (eg Healthy 
Start vitamins – available to some parents for free – ask your health visitor). 
This is especially the case for those not eating a varied diet, such as fussy 
eaters. The government recommends that everyone over 5 should consider 
taking a daily vitamin D supplement, particularly between October and March.

You could also consider giving your child a standard multivitamin and mineral 
and also fish oil supplements if there are large gaps in their diet – just check 
on the label that it is suitable for your child’s age and you are not doubling up 
on nutrients by taking multiple products. Your GP or dietitian may also advise 
a specific supplement such as calcium or iron or a prescribed comprehensive 
multivitamin and mineral supplement if your child’s diet has big gaps in it.

For reliable guidance on healthy eating and supplements see the NHS Choices 
website at www.nhs.uk. 
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When to get more help
Most children who are fussy eaters remain healthy and their eating improves 
as they get older. If their eating isn’t affecting your child’s health or growth 
there is often no need to see any specialist health professionals. If their eating 
is affecting their health or growth or is causing you or your family health 
problems from stress then seek more help. 

Some of the professionals you could seek help from first are your GP, health 
visitor, school nurse or practice nurse. These professionals should be able 
to check your child’s growth and either reassure you or make a referral to 
specialist services. 

The different specialists who may be able to help with fussy eating include: 

Paediatricians (children’s doctors) – can help to rule out and treat any 
medical reasons that could underlie eating problems

Speech and language therapists (if they specialise in eating problems) 
– can assess and treat children for physical and sensory swallowing and
chewing difficulties as well as fussy eating

Occupational therapists can help with managing physical-and  
sensory-related eating problems (if they specialise in sensory 
integration problems)

Clinical psychologists – can help with changing eating behaviours

Dietitians – can assess your child’s diet and advise on changing eating 
patterns and behaviours. They can recommend nutritional supplements 
where necessary. 

Ask your GP to refer your child to one or more of the above specialists  
if you feel their eating problems need more investigation or you need  
more support. 
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