
popular with toddlers however, totally unnecessary.  
If consumed, limit juice to a half a cup a day. Encourage 
water to meet additional fluid needs. Avoid serving 
toddlers large amounts of fluid just before a meal.

•   A child’s stomach is about the size of their clenched 
fist. Serve less than you think the child may eat (as a 
rough guide - ¼ to ⅓ of an adult serve). Alternatively, 
present a meal ‘buffet style’ and allow them to choose 
what and how much goes on their plate.

•   Toddlers are becoming independent and learning  
to say ‘no’. 

•   If you want to try new foods better to try at the 
midday meal rather than the evening meal when they 
may be tired and not hungry.

Don’t delay introduction of lumpy foods to babies. 
Studies have shown waiting to introduce lumpy foods till 
around 10 months means the child will be much more 
likely to be a fussy eater compared to children who had 
lumpy food introduced at 6-9 months.

How can you cope?
•   Look at the overall intake over 3-5 days, not just daily 

intake. Keep food records if really worried. Sometimes  
all the grazing through the day can mean enough is 
being eaten. If this is the case make sure ‘tooth 
friendly’ foods are the ones grazed on.

•   Eliminate distractions during the meal (e.g. Remove 
toys, turn off the television).

•   Keep meal times happy and peaceful. If the child 
associates the dinner table with arguments and tears, 
then it becomes a battleground.

•   Make use of your child’s natural inquisitiveness and 
interest in the world by applying it to food: involve 
them in shopping, simple food preparations or 
growing herbs and vegetables.

•   Let them feed themselves. Encourage independence  
in eating and drinking. 

•   Drinking from bottles after 12 months of age may lead  
to a toddler drinking too much. Teach them how to 
use a cup or spout cup.
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Food Fights
Tips and hints for parents dealing with fussy eaters

Parents want to provide their child with a nutritious start 
to life; however things may not always go to plan if they 
find themselves confronted by a ‘fussy eater’. 

Three important points to remember:

1.   ‘Fussy eating’ is not unusual for toddlers. It may be a 
relief to know that when it comes to toddlers, ‘good 
eaters’ are probably the exception rather than the rule.  
In a recent survey of parents, most felt guilty, worried 
and frustrated regarding the variety of foods their 
toddler’s ate and a third felt their child didn’t eat enough.

2.   No one food is essential or irreplaceable in a child’s 
diet. Food refusal or food fads may only be a problem 
if whole food groups are left out of the diet and if this 
persists for a long time. 

3.   ‘You can lead a horse to water but you can’t make it 
drink’. The same is true of toddlers. The best you can  
do is provide appropriate food choices. Parents 
decide what and when their child eats. Children 
decide whether to eat and how much to eat.

Why do children refuse to eat?
Parents may be concerned about two things - either  
their child is not eating enough and/or they are not 
eating a sufficient variety of foods. 

•   Toddler’s growth rate is slowing - It may be a surprise to 
find an 18 month old eating less than they did as a 10 
month old. A baby gains approximately a kilo every two 
months. Between the ages of 1 and 3 the growth rate 
slows and a toddler may only gain 2 kilos in a whole year. 
So toddlers have smaller appetites because they don’t 
need as much food, even though they are ‘on the go’ all 
day long. The amount of food that a child needs depends 
upon the speed at which they grow. 

•   If a child drinks large amounts of milk or juice through the 
day this can dull the appetite. 600 mls of milk per day is 
adequate. Sweet fluids like fruit juice and cordial are 
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•   Don’t give too much choice. Do not offer  
a replacement food if the two choices are rejected.  
A healthy child will NOT starve themselves, but a 
normal toddler WILL try to manipulate you into giving 
them what they want. 

•  Don’t forget to set a good example yourself.

•   Don’t try to force feed or insist on them ‘cleaning the 
plate’. This overrides their natural appetite cues.

Introducing New Foods

•   Introduce a new food together with something  
that is preferred/familiar.

•   Peers who are willing to try new foods can be a 
positive influence. Eating as a family also helps to 
encourage the development of positive food habits.

•   Let the child determine the amount that they want  
to sample.

•   Praise the trial of a new food, even if it is only  
a mouthful.

•   Your child may just not like particular foods. We all 
have different taste preferences.

Alternatives to what is missing  
in toddler’s diets

‘My child won’t drink milk’: 
Milk is great for protein and calcium, but so are many 
other foods Cheese, yoghurt, custard are as good as 
milk. These can be added to other foods e.g. grated 
cheese in a jaffle or yoghurt mixed with stewed fruit.

‘My child hates vegetables’ 
Vegies contain fibre and vitamins and minerals, but so 
does fruit and salads. If your child enjoys eating some 
vegetables raw e.g. carrot that’s fine, no need to cook 

them. Hide vegies in wet dishes e.g. red lentils and 
grated vegies in spaghetti Bolognaise.

‘My Child avoids meat like the 
plague’
Meat is a great source of protein and iron. However 
children may find meat dry, hard to chew or dislike the 
texture or taste. Mince, slow cooked meats or meat 
cooked in a pressure cooker should mean tasty tender 
meats that are easier to chew. Add meat to sauces, 
soups or sandwiches. Making tacos is a great way for 
kids to add some meat, veg and cheese. They can help 
themselves. Just make sure you can hose your dining 
room floor out at the end!! Wholegrain breads and 
fortified breakfast cereals are great for iron as well.

Make food fun
For toddlers enjoying food means more than just eating 
it. Let them feed themselves. Try serving nutritious foods 
as finger foods.

Contact Us!
This fact sheet is produced by the Central Coast Public Health/Community  
Nutrition Team. If you have any suggestions or nutrition topics you would like  
covered please contact us by telephone on 4320 3691 or fax on 4320 2828.


