
 

 
 

The information provided in this fact sheet is intended to be used as a guide only. Please consult your 
doctor or dietitian for personalised advice. 
 

Is your child a picky eater? 
The child who accepts very few foods 
 
Your child accepts very few foods – what does this mean? 
Your child consistently refuses to eat specific foods of a 
particular taste, texture, smell, temperature, or appearance. 
The food refusal in children like your child may persist over 
time and goes beyond normal childhood resistance to new 
foods. Instead, the resistance appears more deeply rooted in 
early aversive reactions, such as spitting out, gagging, or 
vomiting in response to the introduction of certain foods. 
 
Many parents first notice symptoms of this eating difficulty when they try to feed their child 
“baby foods” with small chunks and other textures, which often trigger gagging and sometimes 
even vomiting. These children may become visibly nervous if they are asked to eat foods that 
have the kind of taste, texture, smell, temperature, or appearance that they find disagreeable.  
 
Additional sensory difficulties may be present. For example, your child may be upset when 
his/her hands get messy, by loud noises, by the feeling of sand or grass under his/her feet, or 
by clothing labels rubbing against the skin. Your child’s eating difficulty can also negatively 
affect interactions with friends or family members when an event or activity involves food. 
 
What can you do to help your child? 
Feed your child foods he/she tolerates; do not push your child to try new foods and always 
respect your child’s aversions. Forcing your child to eat things he/she clearly dislikes will only 
make matters worse. 
 
If a new food causes gagging or vomiting, take away the food and try something that more 
closely resembles a preferred food. Eat new foods in the presence of your child without 
offering any; casually mention that the food you’re eating is really good. Over time, and as your 
child understands you will not force him/her to eat the food, your child will become increasingly 
interested in the food and start asking for a bite. 
 
When your child asks for a bite (and only at your child’s request), give him/her a small portion. 
Do not praise your child for trying it, and stay neutral whether your child likes the new food or 
not. Even praise can make your child anxious, and he/she may not be able to eat any more of 
the food. Over time, your child’s curiosity will lead him/her to try more and more new foods, 
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and he/she will become desensitized and able to handle more foods. Your child may still 
accept a smaller group of foods than other children, but do not force him/her to eat all types of 
foods.  
 
If your child seems especially to love desserts or candy, do not tell him/her that sweet foods 
can be eaten only after other more healthy foods are consumed. Instead, on some days put a 
small amount of the sweet food on the table at the same time as the other foods and allow 
your child to eat the sweet food first. After a while, your child will no longer think of sweets as a 
special reward and will be less likely to want to eat only sweets. 
 
If you apply these principles, over time, your child will gradually start trying and, hopefully, 
accepting new foods. Your child may still accept fewer foods than other children, but it is 
important that you do not force your child to eat foods he/she cannot tolerate. Most children 
who accept very few foods and are managed with this method grow up to be adults who 
accept a variety of foods. 
 
Family matters 
Food is such an important part of family life. Make sure that all family members and caregivers 
understand your child’s eating difficulty, agree on how to approach each meal, and do not 
force your child to eat foods he/she dislikes. They should remain neutral about your child’s 
problems with certain foods and avoid conflict over his/her limited diet. Your child should never 
be coerced to eat or force-fed. 
 
Importance of nutritional support 
Because of the very limited variety in their diets, children who accept very few foods may be at 
risk for nutrient deficiencies, depending on the types of foods that are avoided. Your doctor will 
tell you if you should add a nutritional supplement to your child’s diet. 
 
You have taken the first step to help your child – and your entire family. Over time, by 
implementing the guidelines described in this fact sheet, and working with your doctor or other 
health care providers, you should notice continuing improvement in your child’s eating 
difficulties. 
 


