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What is Selective Eating?

Some tips to help your child

Many young children go through phases of eating a limited range of foods, or 
don’t want to eat certain foods. Some may refer to this as ‘fussy’ or ‘faddy’ eating. 
It is a normal stage of a child’s development.

However, in a few cases, this becomes more of a problem for the child and their 
family. This is known as selective eating.

The child may:

●● Become distressed, panicked or anxious at 
mealtimes. They may also gag when they see or 
smell unfamiliar food

●● Eat extremely limited types of food or drinks

●● Be extremely resistant and anxious when offered 
new foods

●● Dislike getting their hands or face dirty

●● Dislike having changes to their routine

●● Never force your child to eat. This will only reduce appetite and make 
mealtimes stressful.

●● Offer three meals and three snacks per day. Offering small frequent meals will 
increase appetite.

●● Offer a portion size that your child can easily manage

●● Encourage family mealtimes. Children are more likely to find mealtimes 
enjoyable and try new foods if eating with other people.

●● Mealtimes should last no longer than 20 minutes

●● Let your child get messy when eating

●● Allow your child to try and feed themselves. Giving your child control makes 
them more confident to try new foods.

●● Eat the foods you want your child to eat. Children are more likely to copy 
adults.

●● Allow your child to eat the foods they like. Calorie intake is more important than 
a healthy diet at this stage.

Introducing a new food

●● Some children need a very gradual 
introduction to a new food. They 
may need to get used to seeing, 
touching and smelling it before they 
are confident enough to taste it.

●● Messy food can be used to 
desensitise children to new food

●● Children need to taste a new food 
on repeated occasions before they 
learn to like it

●● Start with a food that is similar in 
taste or texture to an accepted food

By the age of 4 or 5 children’s food preferences become more 
influenced by their peers. They may be more willing to try 
foods that their friends are eating.


