
 
Eating problems in toddlers 

 

Children that do not want to eat, refusing meals or eating very little is a very 

common problem in young children. In 90% of children there is no underlying 

medical reason for this, but in order to exclude a possible medical condition or poor 

growth it is important to see your paediatrician who will measure your child and 

make the correct recommendations. 

 

If your child is growing well and is very active and energetic, sleeping well and 

stooling well, there is usually no reason to worry. 

 

Normal weight for age has a wide variety between the lowest and highest normal 

standards and all children do not look and weigh the same. It is important not to 

compare your child with other children his/her age, but to get the right information 

regarding your child from your paediatrician.  

 

From year 1-5 children grow relatively slowly and therefore do not always want to 

eat a lot. They do not eat every day the exact same amount and it differs from 

some days where they tend to eat continuously, to the next day where they refuse 

all food. On the average over the next couple of days, they tend to eat enough. 

 

Also remember during periods of growth spurts they will eat more, only to fall back 

to their normal eating pattern there-after. 

 

A few reasons why children do not want to eat: 

1. Pressure of the parents. By making the child eat more than his appetite allows, a 

child can start having defiant behavior and blandly refuse to eat. 

2. Constant eating in between meals: Juices, sweets, cold drinks, chips, etc. have a 

very high calorie content and by constantly snacking on these their appetites 

decrease. It is also true for babies who still drink a lot of milk. If their milk intake 

is too high they will refuse meals. 

3. Starting too late with solids:  It is only true if the child starts with solids after 

6 months. Then they are reluctant to the feel of food in their mouths. 

4. Persuasion to encourage feeding:  By offering the child money, sweets, toys etc. 

if he has eaten well you teach the child that eating is not a normal thing of every 

day, but something he/she can use in order to manipulate the parent. 

5.  Negative stage: Around 18 mo and 3 years children go through a negative stage. 

They learn the word ‘no’ and enjoy the total consternation their refusal creates. 



6. Developing of independence: Children love to feed themselves. If parents are in a 

hurry and try to feed a child that already is able to feed himself it can also result 

in refusal to eat. 

7. Appearance: Children, just like adults have a like and dislike in certain foods. 

Either the taste or appearance leads to refusal. They love bright colors. They are 

naturally suspicious of unknown foods, and often like to eat a lot of the same type. 

If children are left to eat what they want, it will appear unbalanced over a short 

time period but viewed over a month it usually is balanced. It is difficult to 

accommodate their exact tastes in the household, but a certain degree of attention 

must be given to their choices.  

8. Appetite: As adults, children’s appetites differ from day to day and even from 

meal to meal. 

9. Mimicking of parents: Children do what their parents do. So if the parents are 

picky eaters the children will most likely not be open to a variety of foods even if 

one of the parents is a healthy eater. 

 

How to deal with the picky eater: 

1. Do not force children to eat. They have to join the family at mealtime 

around the table and are not allowed to leave halfway through. 

2. Table manners can be taught from 3 years onwards. At a younger age it will 

only create defiant behaviour. 

3. Never scold young children from making a mess. Rather encourage them to 

eat themselves. Messing with the food leads to a better acceptance of the 

different textures. 

4. Portion sizes must be on the smaller side rather than the larger side so that 

he/she doesn’t feel overwhelmed by it. He/she must feel that they can cope 

with it and they can get always more. 

5. Do not try to persuade them, have special gimmicks or scold them for not 

eating. If they do not eat at the table, ignore them. 

6. Do not overly prize them for eating. It is normal behavior and making a big 

deal of them eating will only enforce manipulation. 

7. Decrease the amount of milk or sweets, cold drinks, juices etc. The 

recommended amount of milk after 1 year is 500ml. 

8. Be creative in preparing food to look appetizing. A piece of bread with 

lettuce for hair, cucumbers for eyes and a tomato for a mouth is an example. 

9. Let the children have an input in the choices of meals and in the preparation 

thereof. 

10. Even if a child does not want to eat a specific type of food it has to be on 

his plate. He has to mentally form a picture of what a balanced plate of food 

looks like. 

11. Do NOT give any alternatives to the prepared meals. They very quickly learn 

that if they refuse to eat – they are rewarded with something nice. By not 



giving alternatives you teach your child to eat when he hungry and not to be 

picky. If he refuse the meal, keep it aside for him, and when he is hungry 

later you can try the same food again. 

12. Have patience and lots of it. Take your time during feeding time and have 

fun. 

 

Feeding must be a pleasant experience to your child as well as you. Do not make it a 

battlefield.  

 

Good luck and look out for the other articles on feeding issues, recommended diets, 

and plans how to make meals more nutritious. 


