
Managing fussy eating in 
young children: what works?

Lee Harland

Food For Life Trainer – Nutrition & Food Quality





• Food refusal

• Developmentally normative

• Evolutionary, protective response

–Food ‘neophobia’

• Around 50% of children are ‘fussy’ 
(Carruth et al., 2004; Dovey et al., 2008) 

- but likely much higher

• Usually transient

• Can be a cause for concern





•Care-giver anxiety can exacerbate fussy eating 

• Foods only offered 3-5 times (Carruth et al., 2004)

•Caregivers reported a lack of support for dealing with 
fussy eating (Witcomb, Farrow, Haycraft & Meyer, 
2013)

–Echoed by health & childcare professionals too

• Effective, credible advice and support required







https://www.ellynsatterinstitute.org/

• Autonomy development

• Availability & accessibility

• Choice

https://www.ellynsatterinstitute.org/


Children need to learn to like tastes 
and textures 

• Takes time: 8-14 offerings
• Re-offering disliked or new foods is  

essential 
(e.g., Holley, Haycraft & Farrow, 2015)



• Unintended consequences

• Lower liking for pressured food
(Galloway et al., 2006)

• Disrupts child’s internal regulation 
(Orrell-Valente et al., 2007)





• Not using food as a 
reward or in response 
to emotions

• Can teach children to 
eat in response to 
external, rather than 
internal, cues 
(Blissett et al., 2010; 
Farrow et al., 2015) 



Play Grow

CookRead

Allirotet al., 2016; Coulthard & Sealy, 2017



• The Child Feeding Guide

• www.childfeedingguide.co.uk

• Effective, credible support 
and information for parents, 
caregivers and professionals.

http://www.childfeedingguide.co.uk/


SAPERE

History of SAPERE and Sensory Food Education

• The word SAPERE comes from the Latin meaning ‘to be able’, ‘to taste’, ‘to know’ and ‘to feel’.

• TastEd. Based on the Sapere method of sensory education, TastEd is a way to broaden 
children’s exposure to a wide range of foods, while respecting their individual likes and dislikes. 
Something that food historian and writer Bee Wilson – author of First Bite: How We Learn to 
Eat and one of TastEd’s co-founders, recognises as a problem.

• “Whatever our age, we tend to eat what we like and we like what we know. So many efforts to 
get children to eat better fail because there is too much sense of ‘should’ and not enough 
respect for the role of appetite. We have no hope of changing children’s eating habits for the 
better unless we can help them to learn new tastes.”

https://www.tasteeducation.com/
https://twitter.com/TastEdFeed
http://sapere-asso.fr/en/
https://twitter.com/KitchenBee
http://www.4thestate.co.uk/book/first-bite-7/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/oct/14/food-is-a-great-source-of-pleasure-forget-that-and-we-are-doomed-to-eat-badly





























































