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What is Messy Food Play? 

Some children can be more sensitive to tastes and textures than others. 
These children are more aware of differences in the way that food looks, 
tastes and smells. They also dislike getting their hands dirty and may 
have worries about changes in routine. 
 
Messy food play is about introducing different food smells, tastes and 
textures through play. It is hoped that by experiencing foods in a fun 
way a child will be more willing to try tasting and eating new foods. 
 
 

Some Tips to Help Your Child 

Some children may need encouragement to fully join in activities. You can 
do this through giving praise, joining in the game yourself, as well as 
physically helping your child to touch foodstuffs. With wetter foods it may 
be helpful for your child to wear plastic gloves, which can be gradually 
removed as your child develops in confidence. Start with dry foods first. 

 

 Always start food play by washing and drying your child’s hands. This 
will help them to accept textures more easily. 
 

 Remember that a child needs to go through lots of different steps in 
order to finally taste a food e.g. tolerate: being in the same room as 
the food, looking at it, stirring it with a spoon, smelling it and 
touching it. 

 

Messy Food Play Ideas 

Here are some ideas of games and activities you can play with your child. 
 

 Filling up plastic cups with dry cereal, porridge oats, and breadcrumbs, 
and knocking them over with skittles. 
 

 Pushing toys around in dry foodstuff. 
 

 Place food items in a feely bag for them to touch and smell e.g. lemon 
juice, tomato ketchup, fromage frais or to touch texture e.g. dates 
(sticky) apples (smooth) biscuits (hard) marshmallows (soft) and 
yoghurt (wet). 

 

 Finger painting with different sauces, ice-cream, sweet sauces, cheese 
spread, and mayonnaise on a wipe able mat or mirror. 

 

 Playing in a bowl of wet noodles/rice/pasta, placing small pieces of 
cooked vegetables and encouraging your child to pick out as many as 
they can find. 

 

 Mashing down cooked vegetables and fruit on a tray, and making 
handprints on paper. 

 

 Playing in jelly, mousse, angel delight and then coating your hands in 
hundreds and thousands/chocolate sprinklies. 

 

 Making fruit and vegetable faces on paper plates. 
 

 Making cooked rice and pasta sandcastles and decorating them with 
cooked vegetables. 

 

 Blowing pureed fruit and vegetables  
      with straws. 

 

 Ask other family members and friends to join in with you. Children 
are more likely to join in if other children are participating as 
well. 
 

 Encourage your child to take part in cooking activities e.g. threading 
food kebabs, making soups and smoothies, biscuits and cakes. 
 

 Have pretend tea parties with toys using real foods, where your 
child takes the lead role in deciding the menus! Allowing your 
child to take control will give them more confidence with 
foods. 
 

 Finally, make it ‘Fun, Fun, Fun.’ positive experiences will mean 

that they will be more willing to taste new foods. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


