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Promoting dietary variety in children and young people 
 
Please note – it is important to liaise with a medical professional if you have any concerns 
around your child’s safety while eating. This advice is intended for children who are able to 
safely eat, but where there is limited variety within the diet. If children gag, choke, cough or 
appear in discomfort while eating then you should seek further guidance. 
 
You should also gain advice if you feel your child is not gaining weight or growing as you 
would expect. It is important to be aware of other issues which can impact on eating such 
as pain, dental issues or previous adverse events around food such as choking. 
 

 
In this factsheet we are considering how to support young people who have a limited 
variety in their diet – sometimes referred to as picky or fussy eating. Often these are young 
people who eat a reasonable amount of food but have a limited repertoire of accepted 
foods. This could include a preference for specific flavours, shapes, textures, colours or 
brands of food. 
 
Young people who are pickier with their eating often struggle to try new foods. They may 
become upset or frustrated when new foods are presented to them. We know that young 
people naturally go through stages where their food preferences change, but we would 
expect them to progress out of this over time. While the strategies within this factsheet 
may still be helpful during these stages, it is particularly aimed at young people who have 
more persistent difficulties. 
 
There are some important questions to ask before we begin any work around dietary 
variety – 
 
1. Am I happy that my child is able to eat safely? 

 
Please make note of the information at the top of this page. Unfortunately there is no 
specific NHS service for picky eating. However, if there are concerns around 
swallowing or growth then this may need to be reviewed by a medical professional. 
 

2. What are we trying to change and why? 
 

It is helpful to have a goal in mind before setting out on any work. Often we have a 
broad goal in mind, such as for a young person to be able to sit with the family and eat 
the same meal as everyone else. Whilst this is a very appropriate long-term goal, we 
may need to consider smaller steps which will help us to work towards it. 
 
We also need to consider why we are trying to change – who is it that wants this 
change to take place? How appropriate is a young person’s diet at the moment? 
 
If diet is not providing sufficient nutrition then there is a clear reason to change. 
However, we may also need to consider whether supplements are appropriate to 
support this. You can discuss this with a medical professional such as your GP, 
Pharmacist or Dietician. If a young person is not motivated to change their diet but are 
gaining sufficient nutrition, then it might not be the right time to try and change. We 
sometimes see that motivation changes as a young person gets older – particularly as 
they see the social opportunities which come with eating. 
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3. What is my own diet like? 
 

Young people gain a lot by what they see modelled to them. It will help for them to see 
adults and peers around them eating and enjoying a range of foods. We will all have 
our own food preferences. However, it is important that your own likes and dislikes do 
not overtake those of your child. You need to be able to support them if they want to try 
a food which you don’t like. 
 

4. Is anxiety a broader concern? 
 
Our aim is to address eating in a way which feels safe to a young person. However, at 
times it may evoke some anxiety. If you feel anxiety is a broader concern then it may 
be helpful to discuss this with your child’s school or another professional. It is also 
important to acknowledge your own anxieties around your child’s eating – consider 
what impact this has on mealtimes, and the pressure it puts a young person under. 
 

5. What should we be eating? 
 
It is helpful to remind ourselves what a varied diet should contain. Information can be 
found in the NHS eat well guide – www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/the-eatwell-guide 

 

 
We know that eating is a complex experience with various different senses being used – 
for example, we register what a food looks like, what it feels like, what it smells like and 
how it sounds when we squash it. The sensory experiences around us, such as how busy 
or noisy an environment is, are also important. There is a hierarchy with eating, and we 
need to consider each sense in turn when supporting a young person to expand their 
dietary repertoire – 
 

 

 
 

Our overall aim for a young person is to develop their eating skill not their dietary 
repertoire. Over time, as skills develop, the repertoire will expand to. However, it is 
important for us to be aware of this focus before setting out with any work – without skill, 
and young person cannot expand the variety in their diet. 

•  Able to tolerate food being around us in the same environment 

•  Able to interact with food items using a toy, utensil or other item 

•  Able to tolerate the smell of foods 

•  Able to touch foods, and move them closer to our mouths 

•  Able to place food in our mouth (but not to bite, chew or swallow) 

•  Able to bite food, and then chew food and then swallow it 
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We need to separate meal times from ‘learning about food’ times. At meal times we should 
focus on a young person being able to eat the foods they are comfortable with. We want to 
ensure they are eating a sufficient amount, but do not want meal times to become a 
negative experience. We should have some clear expectations at meal times, such as 
sitting at the table or eating what is put on your plate. 
 
We need to think about separate opportunities for a young person to learn about food. This 
is our opportunity to support them in working through the above hierarchy, and will take 
place away from mealtimes (and probably away from the environment in which you usually 
eat). This is what we will focus on as you progress through this factsheet. 
 

 
There are two ways in which we can consider the eating hierarchy: 
 

 The first is in relation to a specific item of food which we would like a young person 
to work towards eating. We can work through the steps of the hierarchy in turn, 
increasing a young person’s tolerance to being around a food, then interacting with 
the food, smelling the food and so on. 
 

 The second is as a broader way of desensitising to the experience of eating. We 
would spend time focusing on each step of the hierarchy, ensuring a young person 
is confident with each sense. 

 
Both of these are valid approaches, and tend to occur in combination – for example, we 
may be doing some broader work around tolerance to smells and textures, but keep 
revisiting one or two specific food items which we are working towards eating. 
 
There is no quick solution to improve dietary variety – it is an approach which 
takes time, with a focus on small steps. For example, a young person may 
become more tolerant to being around different food items – whilst this may not 
feel like progress because they have not eaten any new foods, it is a significant 
step in working through the eating hierarchy.  
 
 

 
 
It is important to consider the environment in which young people eat. If 
there are lots of distractions then they may find it more difficult to focus on 
eating. Ideally a young person will eat at a table and at the same time as 
their family. This ensures there is positive modelling of appropriate eating 
behaviour. 
 
It is important to ensure a young person is able to sit in their chair with their 
feet flat on a stable base with their knees at a right angle. This helps them 
to feel positionally secure, allowing them to focus on eating. The table level 
should be between belly button and breast level. 
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We need to consider strategies that help young people to progress through each step of 
the eating hierarchy. You may feel that a young person is already confident at a particular 
step, but it is often helpful to revisit some of the strategies with them. 
 
If a young person is struggling with strategies, you may need to return to the previous step. 
We want young people to have a positive experience around food, and forcing them to 
continue when they feel uncomfortable will reinforce negative thoughts about food and 
eating. If a young person is struggling with an eating experience, try to encourage them to 
move the food away from them rather than needing to leave the table. 
 
We should always take an approach which is appropriate for a young person’s age and 
developmental level.  
 
For older children, we can consider working through the hierarchy as a ‘food scientist’. 
This is helpful where a young person has some desire to change, and allows us to develop 
our understanding of food by completing ‘experiments’. We can encourage them to think 
more scientifically – for example, using more descriptive or scientific terminology. 
 
 

 
 
Keep a record of any work you do around food, ideally using of photos or videos. This 
helps you to keep track of what you have done, as well as allowing a young person to 
revisit their achievements and share their progress with other people. This can be 
particularly helpful in trying to generalise progress between settings. For example, if a 
young person has made a step towards eating at home, they could share the photo with 
their teacher to help make the same step at school. 
 

 
Wherever possible, at least one adult should eat at the same time as a young person. This 
ensures they have modelling of good eating behaviour. If a young person is known to have 
sensory needs, it may be helpful to engage them in some calming sensory activities prior 
to a meal. 
 
If you have the same routine before each meal, which can include consistent sensory 
activities, it will act as a prompt that it is almost time to eat. 
 
Try not to ask too many questions during a meal, particularly with a younger child. They 
may be working hard to process all the experiences associated with eating. If we ask them 
questions, we can distract them from this process. 
 
Where we do ask questions (which might be later in the meal), try to avoid ‘did you like it?’. 
This places a lot of pressure on a young person. Instead try questions like ‘what did you 
think?’. 
 
It is also important to try and avoid comments such as ‘I told you that you’d like it’. This 
places additional pressure on a young person. We need to celebrate the steps a child 
takes towards eating (which may not involve tasting it). This could involve a reward when 
particular steps are made (ensuring these steps are achievable for the young person). 
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We also need to offer reinforcement to siblings or other adults about their eating. This 
ensures that positive eating behaviour is identified for a young person. It can feel 
uncomfortable to praise other adults for their eating behaviour, but it can be really helpful 
for reinforcing what we would like a young person to do. 
 
 

 
 
At meal times we can introduce a learning plate. This is an additional plate on which we 
can initially place a single food item that we would like a young person to learn about. This 
would typically be a specific element from a meal that someone else is eating (for 
example, a single pea or piece of carrot). We can ask the young person to describe the 
food – perhaps what it looks like, what it feels like or what it smells like. They may be more 
comfortable interacting with it using a utensil or cutlery. 
 
Over time, we can place new food items on a young person’s plate (you will need to work 
through the steps in this factsheet before you can do this). If the young person isn’t ready 
to try the food, they can move it to their learning plate whilst also learning about it. 
 

 
After a meal, try to encourage a young person to clean their own hands and face (if 
necessary). If you do need to help them, try to move away from the table first. It may be 
uncomfortable for the young person when we wipe their hands or face, and we want to 
take this experience away from the eating environment. 
 
 

 
 
A young person may struggle if they have to do any cooking at school. It can be helpful to 
introduce clear goals or expectations before this work is completed. 
 
There is often an expectation that a young person will taste any foods; however, we could 
instead suggest that we want them to learn one thing about the food such as how it smells 
or how it feels.  
 

 
On the following pages you will find more information about activities which you could use 
at the different steps on the eating hierarchy… 
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Step 1 - tolerating food around you – 
 
This is an important first step – young people need to be happy for different food items to 
be around them. If they are not ready to do this, then we cannot progress through the later 
steps. 
 
There are lots of ways we can achieve this – 
 

 Ensuring a young person is able to see different people eating different foods, 
although with no expectation that they should do the same. This can be achieved at 
home as well as school, where other young people will be eating different foods. 
There are also opportunities, particularly in primary school, for a young person to 
see the foods which are available at lunchtime. 
 

 Visits to shops where foods are on display. 
 

 Using toys foods in play, particularly for younger children. 
 

 Drawing attention to foods in TV programmes, movies and books. In particular, it 
may be helpful to watch cooking shows where they show a raw product being 
prepared in to a more familiar food. 
 
The book How Are You Peeling? Food with Moods by Saxton Freymann and Joost 
Elffers (available in print and as an ebook) can be a helpful tool for both exploring 
foods and feelings. 
 

 Observing any cooking or food preparation – this helps young people to see how 
we prepare and change foods, as well as understanding what we do to create a 
familiar meal. 
 

 Talking with a young person about their food preferences – it can be helpful to do 
this together with the whole family, siblings, friends or as a class. This ensures they 
don’t feel the entire focus is on them. Rather than just asking questions, we can use 
pictures and photos to aid the conversation. We can sort pictures in to ‘like’, ‘to 
learn about’ and ‘dislike’. Alternatively, you can rank them from most to least 
favourite. 

 
 

What will change look like? 
 
We want young people to be calmer around new or different foods, and understand that 
they can be around foods without being asked to eat them. 
 
As young people get older, we want them to be able to have a conversation about food. It 
may be that we can consider their motivation to increase the range of foods they eat. 
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Step 2 - interacting with food – 
 
Our next step, once a young person is more accepting of foods being around them, is to 
begin encouraging more interaction with food items. At this stage this doesn’t need to 
involve touch, so we can make use of toys or utensils. 
 
This is our opportunities for a young person to start learning about what different foods 
feel, smell and sound like. We can also start exploring the different ways in which we can 
change foods; for example, by cutting them up or squashing them. 
 
You could try – 
 

 Introducing different food items in to familiar play activities, where a toy can be used 
to move or interact with the food 
 
Remember, it is good for children to play with food in general. This helps them to 
learn about all the sensory experiences associated with food and eating. In 
particular, wearing your food is part of the process of learning about it. 
 

 Being involved in food preparation, with an understanding that they do not have to 
eat the foods being prepared. As part of this, or as a separate activity, we can 
explore the ways in which we can change the appearance of food – for example, by 
cutting them in to different shapes. 
 

 Helping cook or serve foods for other people 
 

 Talking about a food item, considering the best words we can use to describe it. We 
want to use scientific words rather than judgemental words – for example, ‘green 
and like a leaf’ rather than ‘yuck’ or ‘horrible’. 
 

 We can begin to do experiments with food as a ‘food scientist’. This could include 
looking at packaging in order to compare items, considering the appearance of 
different foods or asking questions to other people about their food preferences. 

 
 

What will change look like? 
 
We want young people to be happy to interact with and talk about food items, 
acknowledging again that they can do so without being expected to eat them. 
 
We would initially expect a young person to be more tolerant to food items which are a 
firmer or dryer texture, rather than foods which are wetter or softer. 
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Step 3 - smelling food – 
 
It is often the smell of foods which young people can struggle with, particularly if they are 
more sensitive to smells in general. 
 
As such, we want to gradually increase tolerance to items with different smells, as well as 
help a young person to understand how the smells of foods may vary. We could achieve 
this by: 
 

 Introducing items with different smells in to play – this may be food, but can also 
include non-food items. Many non-food items have their own distinctive smell, but 
you can also use items which have a food-like smell – for example: 
 

o Toiletries which food-like smells such as scented soap (including crazy soap) 
or bath foams 
 

o Air fresheners or similar which have food-like smells 
 

o Scented stationary such as scented pens and rubbers 
 

 Creating a matching game, where items with different smells are hidden in cups 
which a young person needs to match with a selection of images. This is also 
something you can do on a regular basis – taking a single smell and labelling it 
using the name and picture. 
 

 Labelling smells in the kitchen or other environments – for example, ‘that smell is 
from the onion I am cooking’. 
 

 We could create a scale of smells, where a young person rates smells from one to 
five. For example, a one smell could be one which is mild and doesn’t cause a 
problem, whereas a five smell would be much stronger and less tolerable. 
 

 Identifying two similar food items and asking a young person to consider the 
differences in their smells. The intention here is to help a young person understand 
that, even though a food may look different, the smells may be quite similar. 

 
 

What will change look like? 
 
We want young people to be able to tolerate the smells of a wider range of foods, 
acknowledging that foods with particularly strong or distinctive smells may continue to be a 
challenge. 
 
Young people are likely to stick with foods which smell familiar before branching out 
further. Initial change may be about increasing tolerance to foods similar to those they 
already eat, helping a young person realise they smell the same. Over time, we can 
introduce foods which increasingly different smells. 
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Step 4 - touching food – 
 
This is very much a natural progression from the previous two steps. We can utilise some 
of the same strategies we used to interact with food, beginning to utilise our hands rather 
than a toy or utensil. We can also explore smells more as we begin to touch foods. 
 
As in previous steps, play is a key way of increasing tolerance to different tactile 
experiences. As well as utilising food in play, we can also consider a range of messy play 
activities using non-food items. The will gradually increase tolerance to the tactile 
experiences associated with eating. 
 
Remember, these activities should take place at a separate time (and perhaps in a 
separate place) to meal times. This helps a young person understand at which times it is 
appropriate to play with their food. 
 
Activities we can consider include – 
 

 Using food items to create images – there are lots of ways to do this, such as: 
o Using sauces as paints and food items (such as broccoli or cauliflower) as a 

brush 
o Creating potato prints, again using sauces as the paint 
o Finger painting with different food items 
o Creating pasta pictures, sticking pasta or other food items to a page 

 

 Utilising food items in messy play – in doing so, we need to start with items which 
are dryer and less likely to stick to us. This means they are easier for a young 
person to clean off their hands once they have finished playing. Over time we can 
gradually introduce foods which have a softer or stickier texture. Further ideas for 
messy play can be found at the end of the factsheet. 
 

 There are a range of ways in which we can use experiments when learning about 
how different foods feel. This could be as simple as having two different foods and 
comparing how they feel, ensuring we use scientific words in our description. We 
could also squash foods to see what happens, roll them along a table to see which 
goes quicker, cut them in half to see what they look like inside or weigh & measure 
them. 
 

 

What will change look like? 
 
A young person will become more tolerant to the tactile experiences of different foods. As 
with smells, we should expect young people to become more tolerant to foods which are 
similar to those they already eat. These are likely to be dryer foods initially, but over time 
we can introduce foods with increasingly soft or wet textures. 
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Step 5 - tasting foods by placing it in our mouth – 
 
We can break this step down in to several stages. You will see that we haven’t jumped 
straight to eating a food (which involves biting, chewing and swallowing). Instead we will 
consider each of these in turn, and swallowing won’t happen until step six. 
 
Aspects of this step will involve a young person spitting food out of their mouth. This is an 
important skill for a young person to have, particularly in their early years. We need to be 
able to spit food out of our mouth in order to prevent ourselves from choking or gagging. 
One of this reasons we separate our learning time from meal times is that, at these 
learning times, it is appropriate to spit food out as part of the exploring process. At meal 
times we would have different expectations for a young person. 
 
These steps may need modelling for a younger child. They may need to watch you 
complete a stage several times (potentially over several days) before they are ready to try. 
You could take a ‘my turn, your turn’ approach, allowing them time to take a turn but not 
forcing them to do so. 
 

1. The first stage will be to place a food in our mouth and then remove it again. 
Hopefully this is an opportunity to taste the food, albeit only briefly. This is often 
best achieved using foods which are harder and dryer, rather than foods which are 
soft and wet. This ensures a young person is able to easily remove the food again. 
If a young person is not ready to place the food in their mouth, then they could stick 
their tongue out to touch it. 

 
2. The next stage will be for a young person to place a food item in their mouth and 

take a single bite before removing it or spitting it out. This again allows them to 
explore the taste, as well as considering the texture within their mouth. 

 
We can continue with this, increasing the number of chews each time and then 
spitting the food out. 

 
As an alternative, particularly if we are using softer foods, we could spread a small amount 
on a spoon which the young person can place in their mouth. The focus again would be on 
them experiencing the flavour, rather than eating the food from the spoon. 
 
We can also consider how we can change tastes. For example, we can allow a young 
person to add seasoning to an item of food to see what impact it has on the taste. 
 
 

What will change look like? 
 
A young person will be able to place an increasing number of food items in their mouth to 
experience their flavour and texture. As with previous steps, this is likely to start with food 
items which have similar flavours and textures to foods they are already comfortable with. 
However, we can increasingly diversify these foods over time. 
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Step 6 - eating food – 
 
This final step can only be achieved if a young person has worked through each previous 
step. It builds on their knowledge of how a food feels, smells, looks and tastes.  
 
Continuing on from step five, once a young person has been able to chew a food, we 
would encourage them to swallow a small amount. In doing this, it can be helpful to ensure 
they have a drink available. 
 
This final step may feel like the shortest – there aren’t a huge range of strategies to 
support it. However, it represents the final stage in a young person’s journey through the 
eating hierarchy. They may have only tried one food, but over time they will build in their 
confidence to work through the same process with new and differing foods. 
 
For anyone taking a food scientist approach, we can talk to young people about how they 
may need to try a food in excess of ten times before they can really know whether they like 
it or not. This doesn’t mean ten times in a row, or ten big portions – just at least ten 
opportunities to try it and make a decision. 
 
 

What will change look like? 
 
A young person will accept biting, chewing and swallowing a new food items. This is likely 
to be a single item initially which is similar to something they already eat. However, over 
time we will be developing their ability to try more new foods. 
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Other sources of information: 
 
The Infant & Toddler Forum 
 www.infantandtoddlerforum.org/toddlers-to-preschool/fussy-eating/extreme-food-refusal 
 
 
Making Sense of Sensory Behaviour 
 tiny.cc/sensorybehaviour 
 
 
Food Refusal and Avoidant Eating in Children, including those with Autism Spectrum 
Conditions: A Practical Guide for Parents and Professionals by Gillian Harris and Elizabeth 
Shea, published by Jessica Kingsley 
 
 
Just Take A Bite: Easy, Effective Answers to Food Aversions and Eating Challenges by 
Lori Ernsperger and Tania Stegen-Hanson 
 
 
Helping Your Child with Extreme Picky Eating: A Step-by-Step Guide for Overcoming 
Selective Eating, Food Aversion, and Feeding Disorders by Katja Rowell and Jenny 
McGlothlin 
 
 
Change for Life 
 www.nhs.uk/change4life 
 
 
The Eatwell Guide 
 www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/the-eatwell-guide/ 
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Ideas for messy play! 
 
For the beginner – 
 
It is best to start with items which are dryer and less likely to stick. This could include: 
 

 Sand 

 Uncooked rice 

 Uncooked pasta (different shapes) 

 Lentils or dried beans 

 Oats 

 Shells, leaves or pine cones 

 Packing peanuts 

 Flour 

 Dry cereals 

 Hole punch pieces 

 Beads 

 Foam beads 

 Fabric 

 
With these items we can: 
 

 Hide toys to be found 

 Draw picture, either using a utensil or our hands 

 Use toys (such as cars) to crush, move or explore 

 Create imaginary worlds, using toys and other items (such as boxes, cardboard 
tubes etc) 

 
There are then ways we can begin changing the colour or texture of these items: 
 

 Coloured rice 
 www.learning4kids.net/2015/07/26/how-to-colour-rice-for-sensory-play 

 Sand foam 
 www.learning4kids.net/2015/05/26/how-to-make-sand-foam 

 Cooking the rice or pasta slightly to change its texture 
 
 
Becoming more confident – 
 
We can begin to introduce items which are more mouldable and have a softer texture, 
while still not becoming too sticky or wet. This could include: 
 

 Playdough 

 Theraputty 

 Spaghetti (cooked in coloured water & cooled) 

 Moon sand 

 Play foam 

 Plants and flowers 
 
Other activities could include: 
 

 Making squishy bags – filling sealable sandwich bags with various substances such 
as shaving foam or paint. If using paint, you can place different colours in each 
corner of the bag which will mix as the bag is played with 

 Rice and ice 
 www.learning4kids.net/2015/07/19/rice-and-ice-sensory-activity 

 Microwave playdough 
 www.funathomewithkids.com/2015/05/easiest-ever-5-minute-microwave.html 
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When we are ready to get a bit messier – 
 
We can now think about activities which involve wetter or stickier substances, of which 
there are plenty to choose from including: 
 

 Shaving foam 

 Yogurt 

 Mud 

 Ice (with items frozen inside it) 

 Spaghetti and washing up liquid 

 Mouldable soap 

 Finger paint 

 Jelly (with items set inside it) 

 Water 

 
Some recipes that may be helpful: 
 

 Rubbery goop 
 www.learning4kids.net/2015/08/30/homemade-rubbery-goop-recipe 

 Homemade edible finger paint  
 www.learning4kids.net/2014/10/07/homemade-edible-finger-paint 

 Gloop 
 www.learning4kids.net/2012/05/24/playing-with-gloop 

 Foam/bath bombs 
 www.funathomewithkids.com/2015/02/diy-foam-bombs-for-bath.html 

 Slimes 
 www.funathomewithkids.com/2014/06/the-ultimate-guide-to-slimes.html 

 Elephant toothpaste 
 www.funathomewithkids.com/2013/08/fun-science-experiment-for-kids.html 

 Snow dough 
 https://theimaginationtree.com/snow-dough-recipe-for-winter-sensory 

 Puffy paint 
 https://theimaginationtree.com/lemon-scented-puffy-paint-recipe 

 
 
Some additional tips – 
 

 Keep it simple – stick to one or two messy items at a time 

 Cover up, with plastic dustsheets on the ground and aprons or old clothing for the 
child 

 Take the activity outdoors or do it in the bath 

 Use washable play materials 
 
It is important with any activity to ensure you go at the pace of your child, and join them in 
their play. A child may feel more confident seeing you engage in messy play, or guiding 
your play, before they join in themselves. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This document contains various links to online blogs and other websites. Their inclusion does not indicate an endorsement by 

University Hospitals Plymouth NHS Trust, and no responsibility is taken for the use of any strategies or resources. Young 
people should be directly supervised when engaging in any messy play activities. 


