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Ten Tips for Picky Eaters
Children ages 2-4 often become picky at mealtimes refusing to eat certain foods or often whole food groups.  
Sometimes this persists through adolescence.  Here are some simple tips to provide families who struggle with this 
common concern.

1. Set a mealtime routine. Serve meals and snacks at about the same times every day. Eliminate food as well as 
juice and milk between meals. If your child comes to the table hungry, he or she may be more motivated to eat. 

2. Be patient but persistent with new foods. Young children often need to touch or smell new foods, and may 
even put tiny bits in their mouths and then take them back out again. Your child may need over 15 exposures to a 
new food before he or she takes the first bite. Encourage your child by talking about a food’s color, shape, aroma and 
texture — not whether it tastes good. 

3. Be playful. Serve broccoli trees and other veggies, even cooked ones, with a favorite dip or sauce. Cut foods into 
various shapes with cookie cutters. Offer breakfast foods for dinner. Start by introducing healthier elements into foods 
that your child already likes. For example, offer blueberry pancakes, carrot muffins, fruit slices over a favorite cereal, 
chunks of bell pepper in a potato salad, or shredded veggies over rice. 

4. Include your child in the meal plan and preparation. At the grocery store, ask your child to help you 
select fruits, vegetables and other healthy foods. Don’t buy anything that you don’t want your child to eat. At home, 
encourage your child to help you rinse veggies, stir batter or set the table. If they feel some ownership over the meal, 
they may be more likely to eat it.

5. Eat with your child and role model healthy eating. If you eat a variety of healthy foods, your child is more 
likely to follow suit. Encourage kids to “eat their colors.” This game works well with younger kids. Eating a variety of 
brightly colored foods provides more nutrients in greater variety. 

6. Minimize distractions. Turn off the television or other distractions during meals.

7. Don’t be a short order cook. Preparing a separate meal for your child after he or she rejects the original meal 
may encourage your child’s picky eating. Keep serving your child healthy choices until they become familiar and 
preferred. 

8. Don’t allow complaining about food at mealtimes. Encourage a “no thank you” bite, allowing him or her the 
opportunity to taste and experience the food once. Never punish your child for refusing to take one bite of a new food.  
Encourage him or her to allow the non-preferred food to remain on the plate. If necessary, provide a discard bowl that 
he or she can place the non-preferred food in. 

9. Avoid pressure or punishment at mealtime. Never pressure, beg, or bribe your child to eat foods. Pressure 
around eating can progress to a power struggle which in turn prolongs the picky eating. 

10. Don’t extend mealtime. Don’t keep your child sitting at the dinner table after the rest of the family is done.  
This will only cause your child to develop unpleasant associations with mealtime. If he suddenly wants to eat, give him 
5 extra minutes. 

There is a balance for parents to strike between providing positive reinforcement for successful  
mealtime experienced tempered with encouragement to expand the diet and achieve age appropriate  
mealtime behaviors. If your patient’s family expresses concern over persistent or problematic picky 
eating, consider referring to our Feeding Team at 860.545.9889.


