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Fussy Eaters
Ideas to help children (4-11 years) 

eat more variety in their diet

Name: …………………………………………

Date: …………………………………………..

Dietitian: ………………………………………

Tel No.  (01603) 287011
What’s the problem?

· Many children develop into fussy eaters. 

· It often started when your child was a toddler (many will have eaten well as infants).

· Food refusal is a normal part of childhood development and behaviour problems at meal times are common.

· Many children refuse vegetables and/or fruit.

· Sometimes children will only eat a certain brand of a particular food. 

· It can be difficult for families to get the balance right; allowing your child personal choice whilst still keeping parental control. 
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· You may worry that your child is not eating enough to grow and be well.  However, some children may need less food than others of the same age.  If you are worried about your child’s weight and growth, your doctor or health visitor can weigh and measure your child to check this.

· You may have family upsets caused by constant unpleasant battles at meal times.

· Adults in the family network may have differing opinions on your child’s fussy eating i.e. whether it needs worrying about or not.  

· You may worry your child is not getting sufficient vitamins and minerals in their diet.  See later for advice about mineral and vitamin supplements.
· If your child is constipated, this will reduce their appetite.
What you should expect…

· A child grows in fits and starts - sometimes they eat more than at other times so try not to worry if their appetite is variable.

· Many children will have at least one meal of the day they just pick at.  Therefore, one main meal can be a snack-type meal.  
· In addition, most children need snacks in between meals.
· Remember a child will not starve if they miss a meal! 

· Exploring and playing with food can help children to accept new foods.
· Children should eat what the rest of the family are eating.  It is a lot easier to prepare one meal for the whole family.
· Children often refuse extra food when they have eaten enough.  Sometimes parents expect children to eat more than they need.  Most children are capable of regulating their own appetite which will vary between different children.
Before you start…

Everyone involved must be consistent in their approach to your child’s food refusal including partners, grandparents, aunts and uncles, close friends and child-minders.  It is absolutely vital that everyone involved is saying and doing the same thing where food refusal is concerned.  You may find that a family discussion is needed to agree on an action plan before you tackle the problem.  Give this booklet to family and friends to read.  If everyone involved is supporting one another then handling food refusal is much easier.

Managing the behaviour…

“To get your child to behave as you would like them to, you need to praise the behaviours you like, and ignore the behaviours you don’t like”

All children love attention from their parents and mealtimes are a great place to get attention!  Children quickly learn that if they don’t eat, they often get more attention from mum or dad even if you are annoyed or anxious.  Try to ignore it when they are not eating, but give them lots of praise when they do eat. 
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Managing meal times…

· If your child feels involved with meal planning and food preparation it may help them to eat more. 

· Try to involve your child with food shopping and let them help choose the meals for the week.  

· Get your child to help prepare the family meal e.g. set the table, wash the vegetables or mix the food.
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Sit together as a family at a table as often as possible without the TV so you can chat and make mealtimes a sociable occasion. 

· Try to keep meal times at more or less the same time each day.

· Give your child a small helping, they can always have more.  It’s great for your child to feel they have finished what’s on their plate – even if it is 3 mouthfuls!  Then offer seconds.

· Set a 20 minute time limit for the first course – the majority of people will eat most of what they will eat in the first 10-15 minutes of a meal.  Dragging the meal time out only makes the experience even worse for everyone. 

· Offer a simple second course regardless if your child has eaten the first course or not.  However, offer healthy options such as yogurt or fruit otherwise your child learns if they don’t eat their main course they will still be rewarded with ‘treat’ foods such as ice-cream or chocolate.  Allow about 10 minutes for this second course. 

· Focus on the good things your child is doing – praise them for sitting nicely at the table.  Try not to worry about what they are not eating.

· Stay calm and don’t get upset if your child hasn’t eaten (outwardly at least!).  Try to ignore them, even avoid eye contact when they behave in a way you do not like unless their behaviour becomes extreme and needs to be dealt with.

· Gentle encouragement is ok, but never force feed your child.

· Encourage them to remain seated at the table for the duration of the meal, i.e. a maximum of 30 minutes.

· If your child refuses the meal, don’t offer them anything else straight away.  If they complain of being hungry later, only let them have simple food (non-treat foods) i.e. toast, breakfast cereal, piece of fruit or a glass of milk.  If you let them have crisps or a chocolate bar they will learn that if they refuse their meal, they will be rewarded with ‘treat’ foods. 

Setting an example

Your children love to copy – especially their parents and older siblings.  How can a child be expected to eat sprouts if daddy doesn’t eat them?  Parents should set a good example for a child to learn good meal time habits.  Parents and older siblings need to eat a healthy and varied diet as much as possible and should not do any other activities during the mealtime e.g. reading the paper, watching TV or talking on the phone.  Mealtimes should be a time when the family can enjoy their time together, to chat about their day etc although try not to talk about things that might lead to an argument at the dinner table!
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Give your child some control

· For smaller children it may be necessary to prepare foods that are easy to chew and easy to pick up with fingers or put onto a spoon or fork so that the child can feed themselves without help.

· If appropriate, give your child a maximum of two meal choices as they will struggle if they have too many options, but once they have decided on one, don’t then offer the second.

Force feeding

Never force feed a child!  Forcing your child to eat when they are not hungry will create bad habits for later in life.  We often take for granted the ability to eat when hungry and to stop when full.  We should encourage children to develop this ability and avoid confusing them by making them eat when they don’t want to.  If a child is forced to eat more than they want to, in the long term they may struggle to regulate their appetite.
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Bribery:

Try not to give into bribery. Remember you are the parent. Stay calm and in control! 

Stop yourself if you are saying:
“Oh dear, you haven’t eaten your meal, what can I cook you instead?” - Your child learns to get the foods they want by not eating family foods.  If your child doesn’t eat the family meal, never offer an alternative. 

“You only get your pudding if you eat all your vegetables” - Your child thinks: “Vegetables must be so bad that you need a reward to have eaten them!”

“If you are good I will give you a chocolate” Reward your child with attention, for example a trip to the park, going out as a family or playing a game together rather than with food.  

“If you stop crying I will buy you sweeties”
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Your child learns to misbehave to get what they want.

 
The drink and snack problem!
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Some children prefer to fill up on milk and squash or snacks rather than eat their meals.  Apart from drinks of water, don’t allow them to drink or snack whenever they like.  Make sure they ask you before they do.

Here’s a guide for how much fluid a child needs:

Milk

· Milk is important in a child’s diet because it is a good source of calcium.

· However, children should not drink more than a pint (568ml) of milk a day otherwise it can reduce appetite.

· If your child is drinking more than this, limit the amount of milk to 1 pint each day.

Other fluids

· The best choice is water. 

· If they drink squash or fruit juice, limit it to once or twice a day and encourage water with meals. 

· Your child needs 5 to 8 drinks a day ideally at set times after meals and snacks.  If you think drinks are affecting your child’s appetite, don’t allow them to drink for at least 1 hour before a meal.  

· The total amount needed each day will vary depending on how hot the weather is, how active they are and how much milk they have had to drink.
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Snacking

· Some children prefer to live on crisps, biscuits and chocolate bars rather than eat their meals.  If your child loves to snack on these, only allow one of them each day and agree a time they can eat it.  Remember it needs to be at least 1-2 hours before the next meal. 

· Encourage healthier snacks at other times e.g. a glass of milk, slice of toast, fruit, breakfast cereal. 

Trying new foods

· Some children will need to see a new food 6 to 7 times before they will even put it in their mouth.

· Research suggests it can take over 10 times of trying a new food before a person can be sure if they like it or not. 

· Don’t give up, keep on trying.  Children constantly change their minds.

· Introduce new foods one at a time.  Offer very small amounts at first.  Offer the new food with foods your child likes.

· Ideally offer the new food when other children are there happily eating it e.g. with older siblings, cousins or friends. 

· However, we all have likes and dislikes; try not to insist that children eat foods they really don’t like after several times of trying it.

Give yourself some credit
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All parents want the best for their child and want them to be healthy and happy.  No parent is perfect so remind yourself about all the positive things about your child.  Even if their diet is not perfect, most children will be growing well and have good energy levels. 
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Does my child need a vitamin and mineral supplement?  

Often if a child eats a limited diet, parents worry they are not getting enough minerals and vitamins. However, often a diet can be limited to a few foods and as long as all the food groups (see below) are represented in the diet, the child will be getting all the vitamins and minerals they need. 
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If you are still concerned, it is fine to give your 

child a supplement, ideally one which gives 

both vitamin and minerals such as Sanatogen 

Kids A-Z or supermarket’s own brands.

If necessary, discuss if your child needs a supplement with your child’s dietitian. 

If your child is often tired and looks pale and does not eat many iron-rich foods (ask your dietitian for a list), ask your doctor to do a blood test for anaemia. 
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If your child has an ongoing problem with constipation and you are struggling to get them to eat plenty of high fibre foods and fluids (your dietitian can give you a list), ask your doctor to help treat the constipation.  If constipation continues, your child is unlikely to improve their appetite.

Ideas for Games and Reward systems 

A: Eat-up Book

An eat-up book is a more visual version of a sticker chart.  Allow your child to choose a fun scrapbook (ideally A4 size) and a sheet of fun stars or stickers. 

Help your child to stick in the food labels or find pictures in magazines of all the foods and drinks they will currently eat.  Alternatively, if the food has no label or you can’t find any pictures, ask your child to draw and colour a picture of a food, e.g. certain fruit and vegetables, meats etc. If your child eats the food regularly, get them to put a sticker or star by the picture/label of the food. 

Whenever your child tries a new food (or water or milk if they usually refuse it), they can stick the label or picture in their book!  Once they have eaten it regularly e.g. more than 5 times, they can put a sticker or star beside the food and get a reward (see following pages about giving rewards). 
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B: Colour Game 

This game is more specifically for children who do not like fruit and vegetables.  They need to see it as a challenge! 

They need to choose at least 3 colours of different fruit and vegetables and decide which order they want to use those colours, e.g. green, yellow/cream, red, orange, purple.  Then take them shopping to choose 5 different fruit or vegetables of that particular colour.  If you don’t normally buy that fruit or vegetable, only buy a small amount and get all the family to try it.
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Here are some ideas:

	Green


	Red
	Yellow/ cream
	Purple
	Orange

	Green apples 
	Red apples 
	Bananas
	Blueberries
	Oranges 

	Green pepper
	Red pepper 
	Yellow pepper 
	Purple pepper* 
	Orange pepper 

	Broccoli


	Strawberries
	Peaches 
	Aubergines 
	Satsumas

	Peas
	Raspberries 
	Sweetcorn
	Raisins
	Butternut squash 

	French beans
	Nectarines 
	Cauliflower
	Plums
	Apricots 

	Courgettes
	Tomatoes 
	Yellow tomatoes 
	Beetroot
	Carrots

	Green grapes 
	Red grapes 
	Yellow grapes* 
	Purple grapes 
	

	Cucumber 


	
	Mushrooms
	Purple lettuce
	

	Green olives 
	
	Potatoes**
	Black olives
	


*only joking!!  

**sorry, potatoes don’t count towards your ‘five-a-day’ fruit and vegetables. 

If you think it would make it more fun, you could extend the game to include other foods as well, so your child needs to try as many green foods (e.g. green jelly, mint ice-cream etc) as they can in one week and then as many red foods in the next. 

Every time your child tries a small amount of a new fruit or vegetable, let them put a sticker on a chart.  Once they have tried them 5 times (can be either the same fruit/vegetable or different ones), reward them – see below.  Remember research has proved that it can take over 10 times of trying the same new food before a person grows to like it! 

Using Star/sticker Charts

A: Do’s

1. Be Specific about what you are providing stars/ stickers for

If you are unclear about the behaviour you want to see more of in your child, the stars are unlikely to be successful.  Being specific about the behaviour you are trying to encourage will also make it easier for you to know when to give a star/sticker and when not to.  Explain at the beginning how many stars/stickers they need to get a reward e.g. 5 stickers. 
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2. Choose small steps

One reason that reward programmes sometimes fail is that parents make the expectations of their child so big that the task may seem impossible to the child and they will give up before they have even begun.  By making the steps small you can gradually increase the expectation of your child to achieve the desired goal e.g. if a child refuses to even have new foods on their plate, start by saying they will get a sticker for just allowing a teaspoon full of the food to just sit on the side of their plate. They do not need to eat it at this stage.  Once they are happy with that, encourage them to pick up the food and smell and lick it and give a sticker for that. Once they are happy to do that, then move onto giving them a sticker for one small bite etc.  

3. Focus on positive behaviours

It is important to focus on the positive behaviour you want to see more of in your child, and not on the negative behaviour you are trying to stop e.g. reward your child for eating a small amount of a new food, ignore any food refusal.   Give attention and praise for positive behaviour and ignore negative behaviour (within reason).  Do not keep commenting to your child that they are not eating.  Only comment when they do eat (even if it is only once every 5 minutes!).  

4. Get your child involved in setting up the reward system

The ultimate goal of your star chart is to teach your child to take responsibility for their behaviour.  Getting them involved in the choice of reward and the design of their star chart is essential in helping them to become more motivated to earn stars.

5. Use inexpensive rewards

· Rewards don’t have to be expensive.  A young child may enjoy a colouring book, or a trip to the park, or an older child, extra privileges such as staying up an extra hour.  Remember children love quality undivided time with a parent, doing an activity together.


· Make sure the reward is something that motivates the child.  If the child hates colouring, then a colouring book will not work.  Let them choose their reward (within reason!).  

· Try not to use unhealthy foods e.g. sweets as a reward as it gives a confusing message.

· Make sure the reward is specific to that child and not a general activity or gift to the whole family e.g. don’t offer them a trip to the cinema if it effects the whole family – otherwise the rest of the family might blame the child for not being able to go as he/she didn’t get sufficient stickers/stars that week.

· The reward needs to be something that is different from your child’s usual routine so if they didn’t earn their reward, it is not difficult for you not to give it.  If you usually go to the park at the weekends anyway, it will be much harder to then deny it to them than if it is a treat to go to the park.

 


6. Get the positive behaviour first, then give the reward

Rewards should be given for positive behaviours after they have occurred.  For the stars and rewards to work, your child needs to be rewarded every time the positive behaviour occurs.  This way you can be consistent and your child will be clearer about the behaviours you want to see in them.

7. Make sure the star/sticker is given immediately

It is important that your child receives their star immediately after they have behaved in the desired way.  This will help to keep them motivated into earning more stars.

8. Stars/stickers and rewards can be gained over as much time as needed

It is important that your child is able to achieve the desired number of stars/stickers to gain their reward, so the chart can last beyond one week if needed.  It may be useful to leave dates and days off the chart so that there is no time limit in which your child has to achieve the goal.

9. Keep it simple

If the reward system becomes too complicated your child will be unclear about what is expected of them.  The simpler you can make it the better!

Don’ts

1. Don’t set your child up to fail by setting too high goals to get a sticker e.g. start with teaspoon of vegetables rather than a full portion.  

2. Don’t mark up a negative on the star chart

3. Don’t remove stars

4. Don’t punish for failure.  Just try not to get angry (outwardly anyway!) with your child for not achieving a star/sticker.  Just try to ignore it and don’t comment on it. 

5. Don’t abandon the chart

6. Don’t give the reward if the child hasn’t the required number of stars/stickers 

Many parents sometimes find it easier just to give the reward anyway even though the child hasn’t achieved enough stickers.  This gives the child the

message that even if they don’t behave in positive 

ways, they will still get rewards.   

Lastly, all of this requires a huge amount of patience and time.  Often getting children to eat more variety in their diet is not an easy task!

Changes 

It is a good idea to set SMART goals:

Specific (and small) 

Measurable

Achievable 

Relevant 

Time-dependant  

Each week decide with your child (and all other relevant family members) one small change they are going to try to achieve in their eating.  Use the chart on p26 to record it.  Remember you will probably have good weeks and bad weeks – if the change was not achieved one week, decide with your child if they want to carry it over to the next week or put that change on hold for some time while they work on a different change. 

If after a few weeks, it is getting rather intense, give your child a week off from any changes.


GOOD LUCK!  

	Weeks
	Changes aimed for
	Changes achieved 



	     1


	
	

	     2


	
	

	     3


	
	

	     4


	
	

	     5 


	
	


We hope this booklet proves helpful.  We welcome comments on what works for your child (and what doesn’t work!) 
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P2
I will NEVER, not EVER eat sprouts!





Great, lots of attention!





Hey mum, I still grew up without eating spinach!
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