14
Foolproof tips
To Improve

Picky Eating
(Seriously!)

Got a finicky little diner on your hands? Skip the food fight. These tactics
will get your son or daughter on the track to a broader palate.
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Why Are They
So Finicky!?
Kids have their reasons for snubbing certain foods. Halle Saperstein,
a registered dietitian at Henry Ford
West Bloomfield, she shares a few
common culprits:
•

They’re “super tasters.” Some
children have the ability to taste
select bitter compounds, making
certain foods literally unbearable
to eat.

•

Sometimes, it can be a sign of

A

sparagus. Long, green, sour, bitter stalks with a pointed crown of tufts at the top. In other
words: Kid kryptonite. When I used to serve asparagus, you could see my three girls pulling
away from the table. Eat it? They could barely look at it. So ... I stopped trying. That’s right! I happen to love asparagus rubbed with a little olive oil and roasted until just crisp. Toss on some sea
salt and a squeeze of fresh lemon juice and I could eat a whole plate. My husband too. We simply
stopped offering it to the kids and happily ate ours, freely commenting on how good it tasted (we
might have embellished a teensy bit).
It took about three times before one of my kids, then 6, piped up, “Can I try it?” I gave her a
bite. She considered it and asked to have just one on her plate. Well, of course, then her two older
sisters had to eat some. Two of my daughters now eat asparagus – it’s not their favorite, but they
like it. One still isn’t a fan. As far as getting my kids to try new foods, I consider that a success! It
also taught me a lesson: Encouraging kids to be more adventurous eaters is a process.
Still, if you’re looking for some quick tips to nudge even the most finicky kid, we’ve got help.
Try these 14 foolproof (almost!) tips to get your kids sampling more foods – and to reconsider
whether your youngster really is a picky eater.
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intolerance. For example, maybe a
particular food causes his tummy
to hurt or gives her a headache.
•

Then again, some kids are sensitive to textures.

•

Other kids may simply not like
the food. But Saperstein reassures, “Many kids outgrow
picky eating.”

14 Pair it with something familiar.

You’ve just made new quiche packed with
sautéed spinach and diced red peppers. You
offer your 8-year-old son a slice. He utterly
refuses even one bite. Next time? Try mixing in some familiar and favorite foods with
the new one, says Akua Woolbright, Ph.D.,
community health and wellness educator
of Detroit Whole Foods Market. That hunk
of quiche is less intimidating (even with the
spinach) if you serve it with some of your
son’s go-to foods like a bunch of grapes,
buttered toast and breakfast sausage links.

13 Rethink ‘picky.’

Maybe your child isn’t so much “picky” as
she is “selective.” Woolbright freely admits
her 12-year-old son, River Blue, hates bananas – and “he hates, hates sweet potatoes,”
she laughs. “But he loves carrots. And he
loves eating greens, just not green beans.”
Your child, too, might just have a preference
for one type of a food over another. That’s
not necessarily picky so much as him figuring
out his favorites. “There are certain foods
he likes and some he doesn’t. It’s the same
for me. He loves stone fruits and pineapple.
I don’t like pineapple. I stock up on both so
that he has the kinds of foods he likes and I
have mine. As long as he’s willing to try new
foods and eats a variety, I’m OK with that.”
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12 Make it fun.

Here’s a simple idea from Kelly Healy, community health programs specialist at Spectrum Health Zeeland Community Hospital
in Zeeland, Michigan: Buy a bright-colored
plate, bowl or cup that’s just for trying new
foods. Even let your child pick one at a local
discount store. “Try lightening up the mood
with an indoor picnic, an ethnically themed
night or eating foods that all start with the
same letter,” Healy adds. “Experiment using
chopsticks, if that’s not something you normally have at your table.”

11

Appoint a sous chef.

10 Forget the clean plate.

Avoid the whole “you-must-clean-yourplate” club mentality. “I think forcing (kids)
to clear their plate is a mistake,” says Danielle Walker, a California mom of two and
author of several books, including Against
All Grain Celebrations. “I want to create a
positive relationship with food for my sons,
not have them feel like they are forced to eat
foods they don’t like. We revisit foods frequently if they don’t like something, in case
their palates have changed.”

9

In French, “sous chef” translates to “under
chef.” In professional kitchens, the sous chef
is the second in command, preparing ingredients to go in dishes, putting the food on
plates and more. Enlist your youngster to be
yours. You might even make or buy an apron
he can put on when he’s helping. Kids who
help make dinner tend to eat it, too.

Remember kids are ‘super tasters.’
“Kids actually do have more taste buds than
adults – taste buds tend to wear out over
time,” says health specialist Kelly Healy.
“This can mean taste sensations, especially
foods that are bitter, are much more intense
to kids. Eating vegetables like broccoli or
cabbage may truly be an unpleasant experience.” To make these foods more appealing,
Healy suggests including them as an ingredient in a mixed dish like a stir-fry, soup
or casserole.

Roasted Vegetables Kids Love
Baking vegetables at a high heat, or
roasting them, brings out their natural

DIRECTIONS:

1

Preheat oven to 450 F.

2

Place all vegetables in large plastic zip bag.

carrots, try roasting them. Here’s a basic

3

Add oil and salt. Shake!

recipe to get you started.

4

Pour veggies onto a baking sheet coated

sweetness – no sugar needed. If your kids
have balked before at broccoli or can’t stand

with cooking spray.
INGREDIENTS:

5

2 bell peppers, cut into chunks
2 small zucchini, cut into chunks
1 cup baby carrots, sliced into 1-inch pieces

Bake 20-30 minutes until vegetables are
just browned.

6

Remove from oven and sprinkle with
a little pepper or other seasonings like
smoked paprika.

1 Tbsp. olive oil
1 tsp. salt

3
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The Path to a
Well-Rounded
Diet
One way to encourage your kids to

8

7

Sample seasonings.
Part of getting kids to become more adventurous eaters is to tap into their innate
curiosity. Akua Woolbright with Whole Foods
put a bit of several spices on a cutting board
and let her son try them – just a dab on the
finger. Through the experiment, her son developed his love of smoked paprika. Do the
same at your house with oregano, cumin,
paprika, dill, rosemary, thyme and more.

6

Tap into positive peer pressure.
“Just having (kids) eat at a friend’s house
exposes them to new foods to try,” says
Halle Saperstein, Henry Ford dietitian. If
your daughter, Sally, has dinner at her friend
Phoebe’s house and Phoebe downs broccoli,
Sally may do the same – without complaint.
“Sometimes having others present the food
in a different setting from your home can
change a child’s reaction.”

5

try new foods is to start young – when

Rate it.
Kids can often be prompted to try new foods
if they don’t feel forced. Let them know you
want their opinion by letting them rate foods
every once in awhile. Have your preschooler
try slices of kiwi, plums and raw zucchini;
then get her take. Place a piece of each one
on a paper with a smiley face, a frowny face
and a ho-hum face. She can circle what she
thinks about each one. For older kids, let
them talk through their opinion. Start them
off by asking questions like, “What did you
think about the texture?” and “Was it too
sweet or too tart?”

Have a taco bar!
Here again: It’s about choices. This dinnertime option lets kiddos pick from various
ingredients to fill their tacos, like shredded
lettuce, sliced olives and green onions, whole
black beans, sautéed, sliced green peppers
and whatever else you can think of. Health
specialist Kelly Healy suggests lots of veggies.
Or try baked potato bars, pasta bars and
even noodle bowls.

4

you first introduce them to solids, says
Akua Woolbright with Detroit Whole
Foods Market. “I suggest that families
not start with the sweet stuff,” she says.
That means opting for the pureed peas
over peaches. “Parents can expose their
kids to a variety of flavors early on so
that kids develop a wider taste balance.
Starchy foods, like potatoes, that’s easy
– but to really get kids to try and eat
unique and different foods, that takes a
little more effort and planning.”
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Ditch the ‘ Picky
Eater’ Label

4

Channel the power of the restaurant.

3

Pick recipes together.

Maybe your child isn’t as picky of
an eater as you think, says Healy says.
“I’d recommend really trying hard not
to use the term ‘picky eater.’ I’ve seen
that once a child becomes labeled as
such, he or she tends to live up to that
expectation. Once I was facilitating a
class where we were trying different
foods. A little boy went to try a tomato.
His mom come up behind him and said,
‘Oh, he doesn’t like tomatoes.’ He put
it back and said he didn’t like it – before
he tasted it.”

Sometimes, kids will try something in a
restaurant they’d never touch at home.
That’s how my kids first decided to sample
squid. That fried calamari didn’t seem so
intimidating served on a large, white plate
with a side of fresh-made marinara and slid
onto our table by a smiling server. At first,
they only tried the smallest of pieces, but
now, they request it regularly. While we
don’t make fried calamari often at home,
the whole experience of trying – and liking
– a new food helps them to do the same at
our table.

You don’t have to do this for every meal,
but maybe once a week, hold a “recipe
night” where you and your child pick out
something new to make. It doesn’t have to
be complex or involve a lot of ingredients.
The point is for you to decide, make and
eat the dish together.

Selective eating, as she puts it, isn’t
always about the food. Sometimes, it
has “much more to do with little ones
asserting their independence. Mealtime
can be one of the few times during the
course of the day that kids get to exercise their freedom to make choices.” So
instead, give a couple of options for a
healthy snack.
“For example, offer up the selection
of having an apple and cheese or wholegrain cereal and yogurt. However, do
not become a short-order cook. Not only
will you wear yourself out, but kids will
miss the opportunity to expand their
taste horizons.”

5

2
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Honor the rule of 10.
“Experts in the field of feeding suggest it
may take 10, 15 or even 20 ‘exposures’ to
a new food for a child to decide if he or she
likes it,” notes dietitian Kelly Healy. So if your
child doesn’t like Brussels sprouts the first
time, that’s cool. Keep offering them! Try
sautéing, roasting, steaming or baking them.
Parent confession: I never liked hard-boiled
eggs. I used to gag at the sight or smell of
them. Not anymore. I decided to give them a
try on a salad when the server mistakenly put
them on my plate. I liked them. Really liked
them. I’m still not ready to dive into deviled
eggs, but I’m getting there.

Remember the goal.
Keep in mind, raising a well-rounded eater
isn’t a matter of them liking one food, one
night. It’s something that happens over the
course of their childhood and teen years – it’s
a lifelong goal. “Try not to get lost in the
meal-time mentality of ‘winning the battle
and lose the war,’” Healy cautions. “You
want to invest in your child’s food future and
help him or her learn to be adventurous and
curious when it come to trying new foods.”

Hungry for
more family food
tips and tricks?
Chew on this and more at
MetroParent.com/Food.

