
Great Nutrition for Kids: The Picky Eater     

As parents, one of our most important responsibilities is to make sure our children get the 

right foods to help them grow into strong and healthy adults. This is getting harder and harder to 

do; children are constantly bombarded with encouragement to eat unhealthy, processed, over-

ǎǳƎŀǊŜŘ ŦƻƻŘΤ ǿŜΣ ŀǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ Ŏƻƻƪ ŦǊŜǎƘΣ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻǳǎ ƳŜŀƭǎΤ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŜǎƘ 

foods grown and processed in large corporate farms contain fewer nutrients and more anti-

nutrients than fifty years ago. And then to make things more difficult, children do not always want 

to eat the nutritious food that we provide for them, becoming more picky with the passing years. 

How can we encourage our kids to eat the foods that we know will keep them healthy? 

     This Nutrisheet will focus on the Picky Eater; first looking at some gen-

eral strategies for  helping control behavior problems over food and getting nu-

tritious food into your child instead of onto the floor. Next we will look at three 

specific age ranges and their unique food habits.  

     What makes children become fussy about food as they grow from infant-

hood into the toddler years? Why does it continue once they start school 

and beyond, sometimes into adulthood? Well, the earlier you start with 

some simple strategies to help with fussy food behavior, the easier it will be 

to get your kids get on the road to healthy eating: 

Accept a division of controlτYou control the foods, your child controls 

the amounts. Right from the beginning, babies know exactly the nutrition 

they need to grow and appetite is a good example. By over-encouraging a 

baby to eat or by trying to schedule hard-and-fast feeding times you may be 

teaching your baby to ignore the signals she will need to prevent overeating in the fu-

ture.  Children want to feed themselves when and how they want, but you can make the 

choice of what foods to provide.   

Use your window of opportunityτBetween twelve and 24 months your child will 

learn to enjoy virtually any new food you offer.  Your one-year-olds sometimes annoy-

ing habit of putting everything in his mouth is instinctual, assuring that he will make the 

essential transition to adult food. Exploit this behavior and introduce food that you 

would like him to develop a taste for: fresh fruits and vegetables, legumes, and whole 

grains.  

Exploit the variety principleτ¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƘŜƭǇ ǎƘŀǇŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŀǇǇŜǘƛǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜŦŜǊπ

ences by the number and kinds of foods you offer.  Almost any combination of foods 

can provide sufficient calories and protein for a young child, but only a varied diet with a 

rotating mix of foods can give your child the right balance of vitamins, minerals, and 
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phytochemicals that he needs. Babies under two years instinctively know this and will enthusiastically try 

new foodsτespecially if you are eating them, too.  

Understand the rule of fifteenτCautious two-year-olds may need to be offered a new food up to fifteen 

times before it is accepted.  As your child gains more mobility and independence it is important that she 

be cautious about putting unfamiliar things in her mouth. This is a beneficial behavior, but it will also make 

her cautious about new foods...and maybe some old favorites that she has forgotten about.  Use patience 

and a low-key persistenceτbe prepared to offer the food up to fifteen  times until it is 

accepted. Rotate it in to the menu every few days and make sure you eat some yourself 

to show her how good it is. 

Use bridges of familiarityτIntroduce foods by moving smoothly from established 

favorites to similar, but new items.  If your child enjoys one type of food, then use that 

and introduce something similar, such as trying tangerines (without the seeds) if one of 

his favorites is oranges.  

Teach by example and keep outside influences outsideτYour child learns by imitating you.  When your 

nine-month-old sees you enjoying sweet potatoes, she will want to do the same. Your more cautious older 

child will also want to imitate your enjoyment of sweet potatoes, but her conservatism with new food may 

make the process longer.   

Forget persuasionτYour child will learn to dislike any foods you push on her. Focus instead on offering 

food opportunities.  Kids learn to reject foods that are actively encouraged, either by incentives or de-

mands. Preferences for less-healthy foods are  actually reinforced by pressure to 

eat healthy ones.  

¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ȅƻǳǊ ΨƘǳƴǘŜǊ-ƎŀǘƘŜǊŜǊΩτGrowing and gathering...or even shopping 

for...foods encourages consumption.   Toddlers seem to have an innate interest 

in growing or gathering things. By growing your own vegetables or even talking 

about them at the grocery store, we can create an interest that may lead to the 

enjoyment of a new and healthy food.  

Your child is now  at a time of development and 

metabolic maturity to promote adventurous and enthu-

siastic eating. Provided you are low-ƪŜȅ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ 

push foods that you want your child to like, this is the 

perfect time to get your toddler settled into a diverse 

diet of adult foods. Three toddler instincts are very help-

ful to establish a varied diet: 

Ë He still wants to put everything in his mouth  

You can exploit this by providing a variety of 

foods that are interesting in taste, texture, and 

color. 

Ë IŜ Ƙŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǳǊƎŜ ǘƻ άŘƻ ƛǘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦέ  He 

has not yet mastered the spoon, but by giving 

him the opportunity to eat finger food and ex-

periment with utensils, he will feel empowered 

to eat what is in front of him with fewer battles. 

Ë He has an instinct to copy you  Imitation is how 

a child learns and during this 

time he is programmed to imi-

tate everything you do and eve-

rything you eat. Setting a good 

example yourself is one of the 

important keys to raising a 

healthy eater.  

The Adventurous Eater: 12 to 24 Months 
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The Social Eater: Kindergarten and Up 
    School-aged children are not only 

influenced by you, but also by their 

peers and other adults in their 

world. Television personalities can 

take on a familiar and friendly  per-

sona and this is not just restricted to the stars of the 

ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ŦŀǾƻǊƛǘŜ ǎƛǘ-com. Children who watch TV regu-

larly see the same commercials many times and the chil-

dren and adults in those advertisements become old 

ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻǾŜǊ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊ 

and food choices. Your child will also begin to absorb the 

behaviors and food habits of his peers at school.  

    5ƻƴΩǘ ŘŜǎǇŀƛǊΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΦ !ǎ Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ ȅƻǳ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ 

ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻǾŜǊ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜŀǘƛƴƎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊǎΦ  

He still spends much of his time trying to mimic every-

thing you do. Take advantage of this and of his greater 

awareness in the world to reinforce the healthy eating 

habits that you have already instilled in him.  

Ë Use activities to encourage interest in healthy 

foodsτAll kids are drawn to experimenting with 

how the world works and learn new things best by 

doing them. Cooking is the ultimate experiment; 

foods start out as separate ingredients and are 

transformed into dinner.  Nurture your budding sci-

entist and influence healthy eating by letting your 

child help in the kitchen. 

Ë Harness good outside influences and limit question-

able outside influencesτRead books and watch vid-

eos that send good messages about food. Limit TV 

ǾƛŜǿƛƴƎΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪŜŜǇ ǳƴƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ŦƻƻŘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ 

and offer to take healthy snacks to a playmates 

house.  

Ë 5ƻƴΩǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƻǾŜǊƭȅ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƎƛǾŜǎ 

in to the temptation sometimesτThe healthy hab-

its you have instilled in your child will survive the oc-

casional treat. You might even join him!  

The Conservative Eater: The Two-, Threeς and Four-Year-Old 
    After the relatively quiet months of the one-year-old, 

ǘƘŜ άǘŜǊǊƛōƭŜ ǘǿƻǎέ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ǎƘƻŎƪΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘǿƻ-year-

olds new independence is balanced by her increased 

conservatism and pickinessτespecially when it comes to 

new foods. Here are a few hints for continued healthy 

eating for your preschooler: 

Ë Keep control battles from becoming food battlesτ

Food refusals are not always from orneriness; they 

can be lack of hunger, lack of familiarity, or unpleas-

ŀƴǘ ǘŀǎǘŜΦ hŦŦŜǊ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ǎƛȊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

try to push your child to clean her plate. Have consis-

tent rules for mealtimes, for instance: everyone stays 

at the table through the main course; leave refused 

foods within reach incase of a change of heart; offer 

a plain alternative like cereal and milk with little or 

no comment; and let her see you enjoy 

the food she refused.  

Ë /ƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ άwǳƭŜ ƻŦ CƛŦǘŜŜƴέ 

and practice variety to introduce new 

foodsτA three to fourteen day interval for foods 

that are unfamiliar will help your child begin to see 

them as something to try...remembering that it may 

take up to fifteen times for her to give the food a try.  

Ë Use gardening, cooking , and shopping to keep in-

terest in the foods you want her to likeτLittle ones 

love to be involved in the procuring and making of 

food.  Your preschooler will be much more interested 

in eating an unfamiliar food if she had a hand in cre-

ating it.  
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