
How to support the child or early learning space: 
Use structure, routine, and choice to support autonomy. Avoid pressure, bribing, or repeated
substitutions. Stay neutral in your reactions and focus on creating an enjoyable mealtime
atmosphere.

Understanding Eating Patterns:
Children may eat small but frequent
amounts. 
Keep a routine: 3 meals, 2-3 snacks, with
active play before eating. 
Expect appetite to vary from day to day. 
Many prefer simple foods and may linger
during meals. 
Food is more than nutrition – it’s social
and sensory. 

Eating preferences can stem from a mix of factors like child temperament, developmental stage,
food experiences, and sensory sensitivities. Most children go through a selective phase — some
grow out of it quickly, others need more time and support. It’s important to focus on consistency,
exposure, and positive mealtime routines rather than forcing or negotiating food intake. 

Key Takeaways: 
1.Eating preferences are common and often

developmental phase, often between ages 2–3. 
2.Children need time, repeated exposure, and a

calm approach to explore and accept new foods. 
3.Creating a consistent, pressure-free mealtime

routine helps children build a healthy
relationship with food. 

Eating Preferences 

Sources referenced in this tip sheet include: 
KidsAbility – Picky Eaters (2017 Video)
Canada’s Food Guide
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Signs of Selective Eating:
Eats only 10-15 foods or fewer. 
Refuses entire food groups. 
Shows anxiety, tantrums or gagging
when offered new foods. 

Reminders:
Children need multiple exposures to
accept new foods. 
Eating is a sensory experience – It may
take time to feel safe. 
We can’t make a child eat – rewards,
substitutions, or pressure can create
long-term issues. 
Offering a second meal teaches that
refusing leads to a preferred alternative. 
If your child shows physical discomfort
with eating, speak with your family
doctor. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yOmMaJrBrUA
https://food-guide.canada.ca/en/
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Encourage control: 
Involve children in food prep and meal
choices. 
Offer two healthy options – no third
option if refused. 
Stick to water between meals to preserve
appetite. 
Introduce new foods alongside familiar
foods.

Manage reactions:  
Stay calm- no reaction is the best
reaction. 
Accept “no” without pressure or added
emotion. 

Change the Cycle:
Save uneaten meals for later, offer again
when hunger returns.
At the next mealtime, serve saved meal
with one healthy addition. 

Create consistency: 
Do not prepare second meals – hunger
often leads to eating. 
Keep mealtimes regular. 
Try a visual daily schedule to reduce
anxiety around eating. 

Sources referenced in this tip sheet include: 
KidsAbility – Picky Eaters (2017 Video)
Canada’s Food Guide

Steps towards trying new foods: 
Allow food on the plate. 
Touching, smelling, kissing, or licking the
food. 
Child putting food in their own mouths
(even if it’s spit out). 
Chewing and swallowing are last steps in
a long process!

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yOmMaJrBrUA
https://food-guide.canada.ca/en/
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