Picky Eaters

By Erin Helms, Doctor of Occupational Therapy student

What is a Picky Eater?
If mealtime feels like a constant battle at home, your child may be a picky eater,
selective eater, or there could be a more serious feeding problem occurring.
Approximately 50% of children experience picky eating or food selectivity at some
time throughout development. When a child or adolescent is a picky eater, they
often reject certain food types or food groups. Some children will also show a
strong preference for certain foods. Picky eating can be considered as a normal
stage of development. It is more common in early childhood and becomes less
frequent by the age of 6. About ½ of picky eaters will outgrow this phase and be
more open to trying new foods, however some children do not and may require
additional support. A picky eater is classified as eating 20 foods or less.

Signs that your child may be a picky eater:
1. Ongoing poor weight gain or dropping or losing weight.
2. Frequent choking, gagging, or coughing when eating meals.
3. Avoiding foods that have certain textures.
4. Avoiding foods that are a certain color.
5. Avoiding a certain group of food (meats, fruits, vegetables, grains)
6. The child only eats a certain brand of their favorite and preferred foods.
7. Eating less than 20-30 different foods.
8. Mealtimes are a constant battle.
9. The child does not like various food items to be touching on his/her plate.
10. The child does not like sauces, spices, or strong flavors

Causes of Picky Eating
There are several factors that can influence eating and mealtime behaviors such
as a child’s hunger level, motivation to eat, stress, gastrointestinal problems,
prematurity, respiratory problems, cardiac problems, sensory processing
challenges, oral motor skills, and developmental abilities. The environment that a
child is eating in can also have a large impact on their food preferences and intake.
The environment includes a family’s culture, mealtime routines, pressure, and
stressors.
If a child is pressured to eat a certain food or certain amount of food, they are less
likely to eat and more likely to have a limited palate. For example, telling your child
that they cannot have dessert unless they finish all of the food on their plate can
have a negative impact on their eating habits. It is important to focus on being
relaxed and calm during mealtime, and not putting pressure on your child to
perform a certain way.
It is very common that picky eating is related to sensory processing skills, oral
motor skills, stress and anxiety, or behavior.

Sensory Processing Skills
Eating is a complex task that requires a lot of different bodily functions and
processing skills! We need to be able to see, smell, feel, taste, and even hear our
food to properly ingest, digest, and use our food for energy! We also rely on
internal sensory systems and brain functions to help us know when we are feeling
hungry, thirsty, or full. If a child is struggling with sensory processing skills, eating
can be an uncomfortable and difficult experience!
Sensory processing skills, also known as sensory integration skills, refers to the
ability to identify, register, and interpret sensory input from the environment. This is
how our brain receives, organizes, and responds to sensory information in a way
that is purposeful.

Why are sensory processing skills important
Throughout development, children are exposed to various inputs from their
environment including sounds, visual input, auditory input, textures, smells, and
tastes. As the brain matures, children can associate meaning to the sensory input
and organize these sensations to help them respond or react appropriately to
their environments. When a child has strong sensory processing skills, they can
respond to their surroundings with appropriate behavior, attention, emotional
control, physical control, and self-regulation.
They can sit and pay attention in school, play on the playground, and engage in
social situations with their peers. Some children may be overresponsive or
unresponsive to sensory input. This means that they can have a bigger and more
exaggerated, or underactive reaction to certain input. Children may have oral
overresponsivity, meaning that they have a bigger reaction to the feeling of
certain things in their mouth when doing activities like brushing their teeth, or
trying different food textures or temperatures. Some children have tactile or touch
sensitivities where they do not like certain clothing textures or food textures.
Sensory processing skills can be improved through increasing exposure to new
sensory experiences such as textures, smells, sounds, or visual input. Your child
may benefit from occupational, physical, or speech therapy to better understand
how they are processing sensory information, and if they may require sensorybased therapy approaches to help!

Signs that a child may be struggling with sensory processing skills
Strong preferences/
dislikes to certain foods,
smells, textures, or
sounds
Difficulty sustaining
attention
Inappropriate behaviors
such as screaming or
throwing tantrums
Enjoys spinning,
jumping, twirling more
than others

Overly active or fidgety
Becomes upset or
anxious in large crowds
or social settings
Very lethargic
May appear floppy or
loose
Learning difficulties
Poor sleep patterns
Frequently bumps into
objects or others

Appears overreactive to
certain input (loud
sounds, bright lights,
certain textures or
clothing)
Increased anxiety
Decreased coordination
and play skills
difficulty regulating
emotions

Oral Motor Skills
Some children who are picky eaters may have trouble with their oral motor skills.
Oral motor skills include coordination, strength, endurance, movement, and
awareness of the mouth, tongue, jaw, cheeks and lips. If your child struggles
during teeth brushing, chewing certain textures, chewing their food fully,
pocketing food in the back of their cheeks, or food falling out of their mouth, they
may have trouble with their oral motor skills! Here are a few fun activities to try at
home that can help enhance these skills:
Bubble Mountain: Fill a bowl with water and a teaspoon of dish soap.
Take a straw and show your child how to blow bubbles. Have your child
continue blowing bubbles to create a big bubble mountain! Have fun
popping the bubbles together afterwards for another great sensory
experience. (Be sure to educate your child on not inhaling or sucking in
the soapy bubbles!)
Straw Soccer: You will need a cotton ball, 2 straws, and 4
pencils/pens/or markers. Set up your pens on one end of the table or
floor to make a goal post and set the other two on the opposite side.
Lay on your belly and use your straw to blow the cotton ball into the
other person’s goal.
Blowing Bubbles: Good old fashioned bubble-blowing can help your
child develop strong oral motor skills
Making Silly Faces: Practice making silly faces in the mirror. Have
your child imitate your facial expressions. Use this time to talk about
what each facial expression looks like to help with emotion regulation
skills as well!
Talk with your doctor, occupational or speech therapist for more information if you are
concerned about your child’s oral motor skills.

What can I do at Home to Help my Picky Eater?
There are a few things that you, as a parent or caregiver, can do at home to try to
help your child! The most important advice I have to offer is to be patient! This
process can take time and may require additional support from a professional.
Here are a few tips and tricks based on different ages for you to try out at home!

General Mealtime Strategies
Make Mealtime, Family Time. Think about everyone’s weekly routine and carve out a time for the
entire family to have dinner together. Set a goal to have dinner at least one night a week together
and increase it from there! Try to make mealtime a stress-free environment!
Take the Focus off of your Picky Eater. Rather then focusing on what your child is or is not eating,
focus on creating comfortable and engaging conversation that involves your child. Ask what their
favorite part about their day was, ask them to tell you about a funny memory they have, talk about
something you are looking forward to. Sometimes picky eaters feel like they are under a microscope,
and this can only enhance the anxiety and discomfort associated with unpreferred foods.
Eliminate Distractions. Limit screen time, distracting pets, homework, or other distractions during
mealtime. Consider the lighting and clutter in the room as well. If the lighting is too bright, it may be
uncomfortable for a child to eat in.
Be a Good Role Model. If you are open to trying new and unique foods, your child will be more
motivated to try new foods.
Planning, Shopping, and Prepping. Have your child help select one meal that they want to have
each week. This gives your child a sense of control and comfort. You can also have them join you in
the grocery store and let them pick out something new that they want to try.
Offer Choices and Control. Be sure to offer your child 2-3 choices for snacks, but not too many
choices or it can become overwhelming! Offering choices helps your child feel that they have some
control over what they eat and this can help alleviate anxiety or discomfort associated with
mealtimes or snack time. Offer new foods in a separate bowl and allow your child to serve
themselves.
No Short-Order Cooking. When creating a family meal, be sure to include one preferred food item
for your picky eater as a side or entrée. If everyone else is eating the combination of food, they may
be motivated to try the other options during the meal as well.
Small Changes Over Time. Remember that this is a gradual process, and that trying new foods can
be scary and overwhelming! Offer your child no more than 3 foods at a time, with only 1 new food
during a meal or snack.
Rewards and Reinforcers. Identify a preferred toy or food and let your child understand that if they
take a taste, lick, bite, or eat an unpreferred food, there will be an immediate reward at the end. For
example, if the new food is a carrot, and the preferred food is a chicken nugget, allow the child a lick
or bite of the chicken nugget immediately after they take a lick/bite of the carrot. Slowly increase the
number of bites of the new food, as well as the bites or exposure of the preferred food or toy. Be
sure to have the reward (preferred food or toy) in the child’s sight and provide it to them immediately
after trying the new food. This is a slow gradual process, so be patient! (Reinoso, Carsone, Weldon,
Powers, & Bellare, 2018).
Practice Calming and Coping Mechanisms Before Meals. As a family, take 5 slow, deep breaths
before you start to eat. Have your child use a weighted blanket or wrap up tightly in a blanket before
mealtime to help calm and regulate their nervous system. Make mealtime a comfortable, relaxed
activity!

Tips and Tricks for Children ages 2-8
Heavy work first! Incorporating heavy work into your child’s play routine can help regulate and calm
their nervous system before they engage in tactile play or touching and playing with new and
unpreferred textures. The purpose of doing heavy work is to increase body awareness, tactile or
touch input, and to help regulate the nervous system for the more intense tactile/touch experiences
associated with trying new foods! A lot of these activities can also help your child develop the small
muscles in their hands and upper extremity, which can help with handwriting as well!
Obstacle courses! Have your child help create an obstacle course around the house or
outside. Use pillows, furniture, balance boards, swings and more to encourage your child to
climb, balance, crawl, and use their muscles!
Animal walks. Encourage your child to use their muscles while performing these fun
animal walks around the house (bear walk, crab walk, frog jumps, snake crawl, log roll,
wheelbarrow walk). Try incorporating these into an obstacle course!
Carry heavy grocery bags. Have your kids help carry heavy bags, laundry baskets, or a
bag of books around the house!
Scavenger hunt. Collect items around the house or yard in a basket or a bag and have
your child carry a backpack or basket and collect items throughout the house or yard
Wall pushes. Have your child stand with their feet flat on the floor and try to push the wall
away from them. You can do this on a tree outside too!
Climbing, jumping, and hanging from monkey bars. Go out on the playground and let
your child climb, jump, and hang from the monkey bars! Jumping on a trampoline is a great
activity too!
Play with food! Have a tea party and let your child feed their dolls or stuffed animals with a toy food
first. This creates a positive association with food and does not put too much pressure on the child to
actually try a new food yet (Berry & Foster, 2016). Give your child a special job in the kitchen that
involves mixing and getting their hands messy! Try painting with food by using a chicken nugget or
preferred food to paint a picture with an unpreferred sauce. Use a broccoli to paint trees or snow!
Messy play, ALL DAY! One of the most beneficial things you can do for your little one is to allow
them to get messy! Incorporate different textures into play time. Exposing your child to new and
diverse textures can be overwhelming and scary, but it will help them be more open to trying new
food textures in the future. See below for some ideas for messy play!
Shaving cream
Finger painting
Sand or dirt play
Picking fresh herbs or
vegetables from the garden
Water play

Messy food play- use food to paint a
picture with sauce
Cooking
Playdoh
Sensory gel bag
Make your own slime

Tips and Tricks for Older Kids and Teens
Have your child get involved in the meal planning, preparation, and cooking
process! Allow your child to pick one night a week that they will choose the family
dinner (even if it is chicken fingers and mac and cheese every week). Allowing your
child to have some sense of control in the kitchen can be really beneficial! Teach
your child how to follow a simple recipe, boil water, or chop vegetables.
Help your child improve their self and body awareness. Encourage your child to
use descriptive language to explain what the food feels like, looks like, smells like,
etc. Encourage language such as “smooth,” “slimy,” “crunchy,” rather than just saying
the food is “gross” or “smelly.” Encourage them to understand and discuss why they
do not like certain foods. Is it the way it feels, looks, or smells?
Try to incorporate new foods every day. If they are able to tolerate interacting with
and trying some new foods, have them track their progress by keeping a log of new
foods they have tried. You can categorize this log by different color, texture, or group
of food!
Slow progression over time. Start by having your child try a lick, bite, or sniff of the
new and unpreferred food. Provide a reward (preferred food) after they try it! Slowly
encourage more bites each day. Make small changes, starting with preferred foods.
For example, if your child likes dinosaur chicken nuggets, try the
cauliflower/vegetable dinosaur chicken nuggets. If they like cheese pizza, try making
the pizza on a whole grain crust. If your child loves French fries, try making
homemade French fries by baking them in the oven.
No short-order cooking! Rather than making a special meal for your child, include
some of their preferred foods in the family meal, in addition to some new foods.
Having a familiar and preferred food on the table can be comforting and make trying
the new food a little less scary.

*Address anxiety and psychological factors with a professional*

The General Do's and Don'ts of Picky Eating
Do's
Eat dinner as family
Remove distractions from mealtime (computer, tv, tablet)
Introduce only one new food at a time, and progress slowly
Introduce new food at beginning of the meal when the child is hungry
Give your child choices (do you want 3 or 5 carrots)
Allow your child to play with their food and get a little messy!
Take baby steps
Change the way the food is presented or cooked (cooked vegetables
vs. raw)
Try one bite at a time
You do not have to like it, you just have to try it
Repeated, regular exposure
Try Incentives (see incentive section)
Give your child a mealtime job!
Praise your child for small steps!

DO Not
DO NOT force your child to try a food
DO NOT punish your child for not trying a food
DO NOT force your child to clean their plate
DO NOT label your child as a picky eater
DO NOT focus your mealtime conversations about what your child is
or is not eating
DO NOT give up!

When to seek professional help
If you are concerned about your child’s eating habits and the impact it has on
their overall health and wellness, contact a local specialist!
Annapolis Children’s Therapy
1911 Lincoln Dr, Annapolis, MD 21401
410-573-1064
actcemail@gmail.com
Website: http://www.annapolischildrenstherapy.com/
Children at Play
1610 West Street, Annapolis, MD Suite 207
443-745-0926
Samantha@ChildrenatPlayAnnapolis.com
Website: http://www.childrenatplayannapolis.com/
Therapy Solutions for Children
836 Ritchie Highway, Suite 6, Severna Park, MD 21146
410- 421-8920
Website: https://www.therapysolutionsforchildren.com/
Kuhl Therapies
1665 Crofton Center, Crofton, MD 21114
410-774-9269
info@kuhl-therapies.com
Website: https://www.kuhl-therapies.com/
Blossom Pediatric Therapy
Davidsonville, MD
240-421-3154
https://www.blossomhorticulturaltherapy.com/about
**Does not accept insurance
Building Bridges Pediatric Therapy Services
8626 Brooks Drive, Unit 303
Easton, MD 21601
410-822-2213
info@buildingbridgespeds.com
Website:http://buildingbridgespeds.com/?
fbclid=IwAR3cXuEyafdfxt1pNxF8v1hU9shm9SJsyo9iDqV8_b2SD_XxMbKCrdp
BX2o

When to seek professional help
If you are concerned about your child’s eating habits and the impact it has on
their overall health and wellness, contact a local specialist!

Kids Thrive Therapy
22 West Road, Suite 101
Towson, MD 21204
443-836-8499
jmoyer@kthriveot.com
Website: https://www.kthriveot.com/
New Beginnings Pediatric Rehab
9256 Bendix Rd #105-106, Columbia, MD 21045
410-796-8499
shari@newbeginningpediatric.com
Website: http://www.newbeginningpediatric.com/
Abilities for Life
69 Murdock Road, Towson, MD 21212
410-377-8599
johanna@abilitiesforlifeOT.com
Website: http://www.abilitiesforlifeot.com/about-us

Websites and Books
The Picky Eater Project- Natalie Digate Muth and Sally Sampson
Helping Your Child With Extreme Picky Eating- Katja Rowell and Jenny McGlothlin
Poor Eaters: Helping Children Who Refuse to Eat- Joel Macht
From Picky to Powerful: The Mindset, Strategies and Know-How to Empower Your Picky
Eater- Maryann Jacobson
https://recipes.doctoryum.org/en/makers
https://www.abcpediatrictherapy.com/childrens-therapy-serving-dayton-and-cincinnati/picky-eaters/
https://www.ot-mom-learning-activities.com/dealing-with-picky-eaters.html
https://theinspiredtreehouse.com/15-tips-for-picky-eaters/
https://sensoryhealth.org/node/1004
https://www.cddft.nhs.uk/media/659640/feeding%20resource%20pack.pdf
https://www.cddft.nhs.uk/media/659640/feeding%20resource%20pack.pdf
https://www.ot-mom-learning-activities.com/dealing-with-picky-eaters.html
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/toddler/nutrition/Pages/Picky-Eaters.aspx
https://childmind.org/article/how-to-help-kids-who-are-picky-eaters/
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