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PICKY EATING:  A GUIDE FOR PARENTS WITH CHILDREN 1–5 YEARS OLD 

 
Mealtime struggles (or picky eating) is normal, but it can make you worry! Knowing about the 
feeding relationship can help you deal with mealtime stress. The feeding relationship between 
young children and parents is like any other relationship. Each has a clear role. The parent’s 
job is to decide what foods to offer, when to offer food, and where to eat. The child’s job is to 
decide if he will eat and how much to eat. 
 
Q: My two-year-old son used to eat 
everything I offered him, but all of a sudden 
he seems to be picky about almost all the 
food I give him. Mealtime is becoming a real 
struggle and I’m worried he’s missing out on 
some important nutrients his body needs. 
What can I do? 
 
A: Picky eating is normal and common during the 
toddler years, but it can make you worry. 
Children eat for different reasons than adults and 
don’t always like new things. They eat a food 
when it tastes good, not because it is good for 
them. Unfortunately for parents, toddlers have changing appetites and may decide that what 
tasted good one day tastes awful the next day. That makes it hard to plan meals for your 
family and you may find your menus starting to shrink as you try to adjust to what your son will 
eat. Before you begin changing your family meal plans, it is important to understand that 
parents and children have different jobs when it comes to feeding. The parent’s job is to 
decide what, when and where to offer food. It is the child’s job to decide whether to eat and 
how much to eat. To prevent feeding problems later on, both of you will need to do your jobs. 
 
Q: What can I feed him to make sure he at least eats something? 
 
A: Parents do the grocery shopping and decide what food to bring home and prepare. If you 
have good, nutritious food in your home, it is much easier to stick to a healthy diet. Choose a 
variety of healthy food choices that are outlined in Canada’s Food Guide. Think about what 
your family likes to eat, but do not limit the menu to foods your family easily accepts. When 
you introduce new foods make sure to offer a small amount first. Try to have one food at the 
table that your child likes and keep introducing new foods, one food at a time. Offer the new 
food at the beginning of the meal when your child is hungry and more likely to try it. 
Encourage your son to try one bite of the food when he says he doesn’t like something.  He 
can decide by tasting it if he wants to eat it or not. Respect his decision and don’t force him to 
eat the food. It may take as many as 10 to 15 times before a new food is accepted, so even 
having it on your son’s plate will help him become familiar with it. Try offering the rejected food 
in a different form at another time.  
 
Q: How do I know if my son is getting enough to eat? 
 
A: Your child’s steady growth and active life is the best way to tell that he is eating enough to 
be healthy. Children’s appetites change, so the amount your son eats may vary from day to 
day. Children know when they are hungry and when they are full, so don’t pressure your son  
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to finish all the food on his plate.  He will know how much to eat. His portion sizes will tend to 
be smaller than yours as well, although he will probably eat more during a growth spurt. 
Unless there is an underlying medical problem, children will not starve themselves on purpose. 
 
Q: Should my child have snacks? 
 
A: Children have small stomachs and need to eat small amounts more often during the day. 
They need the routine of regular meals and snacks to grow well (usually three meals and two 
to three snacks a day). Plan snacks for at least two hours after a meal and two hours before 
the next meal. Make sure snacks are small so they won’t interfere with mealtime appetite. If 
you plan meals and snacks at regular times, your son will be hungry when it is time to eat. 
Knowing that there are meals and snacks at regular times helps your child feel safe about 
eating and helps him not to think about food all the time. 
 
Q: How can I make mealtime more relaxed? 
 
A: Remember to be positive—it does not work to force your son to eat. It is easier to eat well 
when there is good food and good feelings. Eat at the table together and turn off the TV and 
radio during meals and snacks. Involve your child in making meals.  Even small children can 
help out and may take more interest in eating something they have helped to make.  Serve 
food in a form your child can handle. Remember that it is okay for children to eat with their 
hands!  Present foods matter-of-factly in a calm, comfortable way, making sure you eat and 
enjoy the same foods yourself. Your child is watching you all the time so be a good role model. 
How you approach new foods will have a huge effect on your child so don’t expect him to eat 
something you won’t. Think carefully about the messages you are sending to your child and let 
him figure things out on his own. He may decide he likes a certain food if he has eaten it when 
he was hungry in a positive, relaxed environment.  
 
Q:  How much fluid should my child have? 
 
A: Too much milk or juice can fill children up and take away their appetite for solid foods.  Limit 
milk to no more than 2–3 cups per day.  Young children need to drink at least 2 cups of fluid 
milk to meet vitamin D requirements.  Children under 2 years need whole/homogenized (3.5% 
MF) milk.  Juice is not necessary. If you do serve juice, serve no more than ½ cup or 125 ml of 
full strength, 100% pure unsweetened juice.  Offer water anytime; offer juice or milk only with 
meals and snacks. 
 
Q: Where can I get more information? 
 
• Contact your doctor or speak to a nurse 24 hours a day, seven days a week by calling: 

Health Link Alberta toll free at 1-866-408-LINK(5465); Mandarin Health Link Alberta at 403-
943-1554; Cantonese Health Link Alberta at 403-943-1556 

• www.calgaryhealthregion.ca/nutrition - see infants and children (0-6 yrs) to find links to a 
variety of topics and classes about feeding your child or picky eating.   

• Translated versions of Eating well with Canada’s Food Guide, www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fn-an/food-
guide-aliment/order-commander/guide_trans-trad-eng.php in 12 different languages 

 
If you want to read any of the previous “Road to Healthy Living” series articles, please go to 
www.calgaryhealthregion.ca/programs/diversity/multilingual_health_services.htm and get 
health information in your own language. 


