
 

This leaflet is intended as information for parents or 

carers of children who are refusing food or have a limited 

intake, provided the child appears to be growing well and 

does not have any nutrition-related health issues.  

 

An over-the-counter vitamin and mineral supplement can 

help to ensure that a child with a limited diet meets their 

requirements for vitamin and minerals. If there are 

concerns regarding poor growth, or a child with autism, 

who display a very rigid eating pattern, a referral to the 

dietitian may be appropriate.    

 

This leaflet may be issued to patients by doctors,  

nurses, and allied health professionals. 

  

Warwickshire Dietetic Service 

Encouraging Your 

Child to Eat 

  



 

Introduction 

 

 Many children go through phases of refusing food.  It is especially common in young  

    children.   

 

 Although the situation can be worrying for you as a parent or carer, it is often a sign of the child 

showing their independence in making food choices, and is a normal part of growing up. 

 

 Most children will grow out of the behaviour, although patience is required, as it can often take 

some time. Your child needs to start to enjoy mealtimes and develop a positive relationship with 

food.  Changes with actual food intake will come after that. 

 

 Poor intake in terms of variety and quantity should not have any adverse effects in the short-term 

and children often continue to grow normally. An age-appropriate over-the-counter vitamin and 

mineral supplement can help to ensure that your child meets their vitamin and mineral 

requirements despite a limited diet. 

 

 

When should you seek help? 

 
See your GP 

 If your child drops two centiles on their growth chart or has been identified as having 
faltering growth by a health professional. 

 If your child is frequently ill. 
 If your child is lethargic and inactive or has poor concentration. 
 If your child has been diagnosed with a vitamin or mineral deficiency. 
 

Children with autism may be very rigid in their eating patterns and the behavioural techniques described 
in this leaflet may not be effective.  In these cases, referral to a dietitian to assess nutritional adequacy 
of the diet may be appropriate. 

 

 

Managing food refusal 

 
Consider the following: 
 

 Is there a mealtime routine? 
 
 What is the mealtime environment like? 
 
 Are your expectations realistic? 
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Establishing a regular mealtime routine 
 
 Setting a routine for your child can help them to know what to expect from mealtimes.   
     
 Try to establish a regular meal pattern, with 3 main meals and snacks in between if required. 

Meals and snacks should be at set times. Try to leave about two hours between snacks and 
meals. 

 
 Drinks are best offered after meals.  Sometimes children will fill up on drinks, reducing their 

appetite for food. If a child wants a drink between meals, offer water – if they are thirsty they will 
drink it. By the age of one year give drinks from a cup not a bottle during the day.  Stop bottles at 
bedtime by 18 months. 

 
 Avoid giving children free access to food or drink between meals.  
 
 Keep meals short; no more than 30 minutes.  If the child has not eaten the meal at that point take 

it away without comment. Limit snack times to around 10 minutes.   
 
 You may wish to offer 2 courses at lunch and evening meal. Pudding courses should be offered 

even if the first course is not finished.  Make it clear that the pudding is not a reward, just part of 
the usual routine. 

 
 Avoid preparing another meal or replacing it with an alternative snack food, even it if has been 

requested or little or no food has been eaten all day. It reinforces to the child that if they do not 
accept the meals offered, they will not be given something else. It may also stimulate their 
appetite and they will have the opportunity to eat at the next meal/snack time. 

 
 Try to have regular family mealtimes.  It makes the meal more interesting for the child and it may 

encourage them to eat when they see parents and siblings eating.   It also takes the focus off the 
child. 

 
 

Food tips: 
 

 Give food you know that your child likes and enjoys. Consider offering new foods alongside 
familiar foods,  as they may be more easily accepted in this way. 

 
 Offer child-friendly portions. 
 
 Try to offer a variety of foods and remember no food is a bad food. 
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Setting up a suitable mealtime environment 
 

 Try to eat at a table, away from distractions such as televisions, mobile phones and computers. 

 

 Try to make the mealtime a pleasant time to be together, discussing subjects such as holidays, 

sports and friends rather than focusing on food or commenting on how much or how little is being 

eaten. 

 

 
Expectations 
 

 Try to have realistic expectations.  It is sometimes surprising how little children need to eat.    
Only give your child amounts you know from past experience that they can finish.   

    Remember, you can always give more later on if they want it. 
 
 Children are very good at regulating their intake to meet energy requirements. 
 

 Never force a child to eat – mealtimes must never become a battle.  Keep mealtimes  
    relaxed.  ‘Anxiety’ is an appetite suppressant.   

 
 If a child refuses food try not to show you are annoyed or stressed.  Ignore any negative 

behaviour, as drawing attention to it can make the problem worse. 
 

 Be positive and praise your child for interest in food or food that is eaten, regardless of the 
amount.  Children respond well to praise and it helps to create positive and happy  

    memories of mealtimes.  Do not over-praise as this can have a negative impact. 
 

 Even with younger children, encourage the child to self-feed rather than relying on you to feed 
them, regardless of what quantity they actually manage. Self-feeding promotes independence 
and helps them to develop essential skills. Bin liners, old sheets or newspapers will protect the 
floor if it is a messy process. 
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Practical ideas to help encourage your child to eat 
 
Messy play / Exploration of new textures and smells 
 
Feeding problems sometimes start and remain because of a difficulty with touch, texture and smell of 

substances.  This can be anything from materials, paints, creams and foods.  “Messy play” can help to 

overcome this problem. If, as a parent, you find this difficult, try not to show this to your child, or 

perhaps ask someone else to do the following: 

 

 Encourage any touch and smell experiences with different substances such as: sand, paints, 

soil.   

 Exploring smells can also be helpful, for example: perfume testers, fish and chip and curry 

smells.  

 The above approach can then be used with foodstuffs to help a child become more 

comfortable with unfamiliar items. 

 This should be done away from the usual mealtime table environment. 

 Allow the child to touch, smell and explore the shape of new foods without any 

pressure to try eating the food e.g. pasta shape pictures, potato printing, play with tray 

of jelly. 

 Try to involve your child in preparing meals and cooking together. 

 

   
Reward charts 
 
Some children are very receptive to having positive behaviours rewarded in some way. This can be 
used as part of the process of encouraging your child to eat. 
 

 Try keeping a chart of new foods tried or amounts eaten, using stars or stickers to 
represent these: 

 e.g. one star or sticker for each new food or for every three mouthfuls eaten 
and swallowed. 

 
 Agree on a reward for achieving a certain number of stars: 

 This reward must not be food-based. 
 For toddlers and young children this reward should be given immediately, not 

promised tomorrow or next week. This allows them to identify the reward with 
their positive behaviour. 
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Trying new foods 
 

 It may take a child up to “14 tries” before they will accept a new food. Try not to be 
disappointed if your child does not enjoy a food the first time they try it. Let them know that 
new flavours have to be tasted lots of times before we start to like them. 

 
 Messy play (see previous page) may be the first step for a child to become comfortable with 

touching a new food. 
 
 Introduce new foods alongside familiar foods. 
 
 Gradual introduction may be necessary, e.g. rather than giving the new food directly onto 

the child’s plate, it may be useful to introduce it to the table in a bowl or give it on a 
separate plate alongside the child’s usual meal. 

 
 Smelling or licking a new food may come before tasting it. 
 
 Find some quick and easy child friendly recipes that your child can be involved in.  

Chocolate crispy cakes or flapjacks for example.  Using fingers to lick the bowl can be 
encouraged! 

 

Key messages 

 
 Never force your child to eat. This always makes things worse. 
 
 It is important for you to take control of mealtimes rather than allowing your child to 

control mealtimes. If a child realises that they can manipulate the situation and get 
their own way, they will continue doing so unless the habit is broken. 

 
 It takes time to change. Set a plan and stick to it for at least seven days.  If you are 

unsuccessful in the beginning, try not to give up. Persevere and you will get results. 
 
 Ensure that everyone who is involved in mealtimes and feeding the child has the 

same approach. 
 
 Be prepared for resistance whilst your child is getting used to the changes. 

 
 Consider introducing an age-appropriate over-the-counter vitamin and mineral 

supplement to help ensure that your child meets their vitamin and mineral 
requirements whilst having a limited diet 

 
 A child that is offered food will not starve! 

 
 
Useful link: http://www.childfeedingguide.co.uk 
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The following process may be useful for both messy play and encouraging your child to try new foods. 
 

Step-by-step guide to food acceptance 
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Step 1  Choose a new food. Put a tiny amount (size of fingernail or less) of the new food on to 

your child’s plate. 

 Put the new food in the same place on the plate each time, ensuring it does not 

touch accepted foods. 

 If putting the new food on the same plate as accepted foods causes any upset, 

put on a separate plate at the side. 

Step 2  Encourage your child to smell the new food on the plate. Get involved by smelling the 

food too – your child may copy. 

 

Step 3 Encourage your child to pick up the new food with a fork or spoon. Your child will not 

usually try to eat the food at this stage. 

 

Step 4  Encourage your child to touch the new food with their fingers. 

 

Step 5 Then encourage your child to pick up the new food with their fingers. 

 

Step 6 Encourage your child to touch the food to their face then to their lips (‘kiss the food’) 

and then to their tongue. Do this at a rate that suits your child – some children may do 

all steps at one mealtime, others will take several. 

Step 7 Encourage your child to lick the new food then put in their mouth (they can remove 

without chewing and swallowing – this step allows them to experience the taste and 

feel of the food in their mouth). 

 

Step 8 Encourage your child to bite, chew and then swallow a very small amount of the food. 

Step 9 Finally—gradually increase the amount of the food eaten, but to no more than a 

“normal” portion. The food then becomes an accepted food for your child. 

Step 10 You can then start the process all over again with another food. 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you have any queries about your diet, please contact us: 

 

Dietetic Department            Dietetic Department 

George Eliot Hospital  Warwick Hospital 

Nuneaton    Warwick 

Tel 024 7686 5098   Tel: 01926 495321 Ext 4258 

 

Equality Statement 

 
At South Warwickshire NHS Foundation Trust we are fully committed to equality and diversity, 

both as an employer and as a service provider. We have a policy statement in our Equality 

Strategy that clearly outlines our commitment to equality for service users, patients and staff:  

 

You and your family have the right to be treated fairly and be routinely involved in decisions  

about your treatment and care. You can expect to be treated with dignity and respect. You will  

not be discriminated against on any grounds including age, disability, gender reassignment, 

marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex or sexual  

orientation. 

 

You have a responsibility to treat other service users, patients and our staff with dignity and  

respect 

 

Our information for patients can also be made available in other languages, Braille, audio tape, 

disc or in large print. 

 

PALS 

 

We offer a Patient Advice Liaison Service (PALS). This is a confidential service for families to 

help with any questions or concerns about local health services. 

You can contact the service by the direct telephone line on 01926 600 054 by email: 

Pals@swft.nhs.uk or by calling in person to the PALS Office which is located in the Lakin Road 

Entrance to the hospital. 
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