IS YOUR CHILD
A PICKY EATER?

Building healthy, lifelong eating habits.
We all want the best for our children and that includes good
eating habits. Although it is quite normal for a child to refuse to
eat part (or all) of a family meal or particular foods, it can be
worrisome for parents and caregivers.
Dietitians of Canada has recently introduced an online nutrition
screening tool called “Nutri-eStep” for parents or caregivers with
toddlers (18 to 35 months) or preschoolers (3 to 5 years). Visit
www.nutritionscreen.ca and select the questionnaire that is most
appropriate for your child’s age. You will get personalized
feedback and resources that will help to build healthy, lifelong
habits for optimal growth and development.
Scroll down for additional information or contact your local
Public Health Nutritionist at 306-691-1536.

Feeding Your Picky Toddler or Preschooler
We all want the best for our children and that includes good eating
habits. A child may refuse to eat part or all of the family meal or only
certain foods. This can be frustrating or worrisome.
If mealtimes are a struggle, following these tips will help your child
develop better eating habits.
Sharing the Responsibility
Parents and children have different jobs in feeding. Follow this advice
to help your child learn to eat a variety of food.
The parent’s/caregiver’s job is to decide:
 What food and drinks are served. Make one family meal, not
separate meals. When you eat and serve a variety of healthy
foods according to "Eating Well with Canada’s Food Guide"
www.healthcanada.gc.ca/foodguide, your child will learn to eat
these foods too.
 When food is served. When children eat at set times they are
more likely to come to the table hungry and try new foods.
 Where food is served. Children will eat healthier when you eat
together at the table.
.

Your child’s job is to decide:
 If and how much to eat from the food and drinks you have
served. Trust that your child knows when he is hungry or full.

1. Eat together as often as possible. This helps to teach your child
healthy eating habits, table manners and how to use utensils. It also
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provides an opportunity to role model healthy eating.
2. Keep mealtimes pleasant and relaxed. Let your child eat with his
fingers. Don’t expect good table manners yet. That way he will want to
come to the table to eat.
3. Set regular meal and snack times. Offer 3 meals and 2-3 snacks at
regular times each day. Do not let your child graze or eat throughout
the day. Offer only water in between meals and snacks. Even a little
milk, juice or few crackers can spoil your child’s appetite. This will help
your child come to the table hungry and ready to try new foods. If your
child refuses a meal or does not eat anything in about 10-15 minutes,
calmly remove his food. Let him down from the table to play quietly
while the rest of the family finishes eating. It could be your child is
filling up on milk or juice. Offer only 125 mL (½ cup) of milk or juice at
a meal or snack. If they are still thirsty offer him water.
4. Seat your child at the table securely in a high chair or booster
seat for meals and snacks. Avoid distractions such as the telephone,
TV, computer, radio and toys at the table. This helps you and your
child to focus on eating.
5. Don’t make separate meals for your child. Your child will not learn
to eat a variety of food if you only serve what he likes to eat. Always
serve one food you know your child will eat (for example, bread, milk,
rice, potatoes) so they won’t go hungry.
6. Let your child decide if and how much to eat from the food you
serve. Your child’s appetite will vary depending on growth spurts,
activity level and his overall health. Trust that his body will let him
know when he is hungry or full. Give him smaller portions and let him
ask for more. As he gets older he can serve himself.
7. Avoid pressure, praise, rewards, tricks or punishment. Children
do not eat well when they are pressured to eat.
8. Offer a variety of foods at each meal. Serve new food in:
 Small amounts with familiar food.
 When you child is healthy and hungry.
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Different ways. Carrots can be mashed, soft cooked or grated into
muffin or meatloaf.

Don’t be discouraged if your child does not like it on the first try.
Sometimes it can take 8-10 tastes before a child likes a new food.
9. Grow, pick, cook and shop for food together. Your child will be
more open to trying new food.
Common questions and answers
How do I know if my preschooler is getting enough?
If your child is growing well, seems healthy and happy he is likely
doing fine. When your child grows faster, he will eat more. When he
grows slower, he will eat less. There is no need for concern about the
odd skipped meal. Contact your health care provider if:





You are concerned about your child’s growth or general health.
Your child does not have 500 mL (2 cups) of milk or fortified soy
beverage most days. He may not be getting enough calcium and
vitamin D.
Your child refuses foods from an entire food group. He may not be
getting enough nutrients such as iron.

Should I give my toddler a vitamin-mineral supplement?
Most children do not need supplements. Ask your health care provider
before offering supplements. Whole foods offer more nutrition than
supplements can provide.
What can I do when my child wants a snack and it’s not snack time?
Tell your child that they can eat at the next meal or snack time. Offer
water between meal and snack times. Be lovingly firm about no food
between meals and snacks. Try to redirect your child to do something
else.
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My child wants to eat the same thing over and over again. What
should I do?
This is a “food jag.” It is common and can last several weeks or
months. Usually it is no cause for concern. As long as your child’s
favourite food is nutritious continue to offer it to your child. Keep
offering a variety of food from all four food groups as well. For
example, if plain pasta is your child’s favourite, you can serve that but
also offer cooked frozen peas, hard-cooked eggs, apple slices and milk.
In time they will eat different foods.
My toddler gags. Is that normal?
Gagging or coughing food back up is normal. Choking is not. This
happens when food is not swallowed properly. Help prevent gagging
by:
 Cutting up food into small pieces.
 Reminding your toddler to chew his food and eat slowly.
 Ensuring foods are enjoyed when seated at the table. Do not offer
food in the car, or while playing or watching TV. Focus on the food
and sharing time together.
 Always supervising meal and snack times, in case of choking.
If gagging, trouble swallowing or choking happens often contact your
health care provider.
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© 2010 Dietitians of Canada. All rights reserved.
May be reproduced in its entirety provided source is acknowledged.
This information is not meant to replace advice from your medical doctor
or individual counseling with a registered dietitian. It is intended for
educational and informational purposes only.



Updated: 2010-03-23 | PAGE 4

