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she insists.

«Parents don’t need to force, bribe or battle their child into
eating well — in fact, those approaches tend to make things
worse,” Eaton states.

«What children need is a calm, predictable food environ-
ment that allows appetite to develop naturally, and curiosity
around food to grow over time. If we focus less on ‘getting
food into children’ and more on helping children feel com-
fortable around food, many so-called fussy eating behav-
iors never take hold in the first place.»

Eaton offers seven straightforward strategies to prevent
fussy eating from taking root:

1. Create gentle gaps between snacks and meals

Allowing sufficient time for genuine hunger to build is cru-
cial. Children who arrive at meals with a strong appetite are
far more receptive to trying new foods. Eaton notes that
constant access to snacks often means children aren't truly
hungry at mealtimes

2. Keep food language neutral

Avoid labelling foods as ‘good’, ‘bad’, ‘naughty’, or ‘treats’.
Neutral language reduces anxiety and resistance towards
unfamiliar items. Children are exposed to discussions about
allergies, processed foods, dieting, and health from a young
age, absorbing emotional cues long before they understand
the words.

«When adults approach meals with anxiety, negotiation or
constant discussion about what's ‘good’ or ‘bad’, likely to
add weight or reduce it, children quickly learn that eating
is something complicated and emotionally charged, rather
than something relaxed and routine,” Eaton warns. “This
atmosphere alone can contribute to resistance and caution
around unfamiliar foods.»

3. Serve one family meal whenever possible
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Routinely preparing multiple alternative meals should be
avoided. When children observe everyone eating the same
meal in a relaxed manner, familiarity and acceptance natu-
rally develop over time. “Shared family eating experiences
remain one of the most protective habits against long-term
fussiness,” Eaton stresses.

4. Pay attention to sensory preferences

Children experience food differently. Some are visual, pre-
ferring colourful, organised plates; others respond to sound
and texture, favouring crunchy foods. Some need to physi-
cally explore food by touching or dipping before tasting.

5. Let curiosity develop before expectation

Allow children to see, touch, or smell foods without any
pressure to eat them. “Repeated low-pressure exposure
often leads to tasting when the child feels ready,” Eaton
advises.

6. Make mealtimes predictable and calm

A consistent time, venue, and routine for meals are invalu-
able. “A simple routine with the same mealtimes each day,
sitting together where possible with minimal distractions, all
help children to feel secure and more willing to engage with
food,” Eaton says.

7. Practise relaxed eating

Children learn more from observation than instruction.
When adults eat a variety of foods without excessive dis-
cussion, children gradually absorb this ease.

«Children who regularly see adults eating a variety of foods
in a relaxed way are more likely to imitate those behaviours
over time,” Eaton notes, highlighting that conversation at the
table, rather than negotiation over bites, helps children as-
sociate meals with connection, not pressure. “Over months
and years, this atmosphere makes a significant difference
to how flexible children become with food,” she concludes



Here are
children from being

Alicia Eaton, author of Mind How Your Kids Eat, explains
how calm, predictable eating times can prevent mealtimes
turning into a battleground.

Fussy eating is a pervasive challenge for families across
the UK, with studies indicating it affects more than 80 per
cent of households with young children.

Byl CMypARU ayisl - 4
OlgW Caaaiy amiaed (EaLTAL Gyay alshall JIALYI yia,
pual Gl o by Zling laty (Adhaydll gi ou—alall 09)4'79

aBgx3 J18 adLiiul gf alebll

2Byl Gruy Jyuill g3~ 5

algluil hid (593 aning amalg plehll d35 dlsb‘)l.l ol
LBa Y AL ] 53 Lo lLE ylin] 93 piall oAy=illa
alng Aalina calyagll caldgl Jeal - 6

ana fpal plsbll Joliil orialh (439)9 (lSag 89 34385 3 =
olaVLs jgmill e JALYI scluy L5 dia (g0 L2a (uglalld
JSW Slatinl ST amlen g

plehbll Jolus 4 8918 (S - 7

Jahll sy Lasind aagill o yiST AR Mally LY aloiy
Ao BT Gl Jaay a3l8 (pgamy Acgiia dawhl (glgliy il
09I (5 Yy B Alall Gle fsalall ylgall of La& L jayxs
bl ¥ Jualyilly plehbll by Gle scluy (Slagdlll Gle

The impact extends beyond the dinner table, with past re-
search by healthcare company Abbott revealing that 60 per
cent of parents feel frustrated by their child’s selective eat-
ing habits.

A significant third admit it causes them worry, while 27 per
cent report feeling anxious and powerless as a result.
However, this common parental struggle can be proactively
addressed, or even prevented entirely, according to behav-
ior change psychotherapist Alicia Eaton, author of Mind
How Your Kids Eat.

«Many parents feel that fussy eating is becoming more
common, and in many ways they’re right,” Eaton explains.
“Families today are raising children in a food environment
that's more complex, more stimulating and more choice-
driven than at any point in previous generations.” She adds
that “too much choice leads to overwhelm, indecision and
anxiety, which then has an effect on appetite.»

to prevent
picky at mealtime

Eaton identifies several factors contributing to picky eating,
including excessive snacking between meals, specific sen-
sory preferences, and a natural caution towards unfamil-
iar foods, often compounded by mixed emotional signals
surrounding food choices. Regardless of the underlying
cause, mealtimes need not devolve into a battleground,
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