
  Sensory Based Feeding Difficulties 

__________________________________________ 
 
This advice sheet has been produced for children who are having difficulty with eating a range of food 
due to sensory processing difficulties. This information is not for children who have any physical reason 
that makes eating difficult. If your child is losing weight and/or not growing, speak to your GP or 
Paediatrician. If your child has difficulty swallowing, is aspirating or choking, or has difficulty with oral 
motor control, ask your GP or Paediatrician for a referral to a speech and language therapist for further 
assessment.  
 
Many children go through a phase of fussy eating, particularly as toddlers, so this is often part of normal 
development and does not need any particular intervention. However, as eating is a complex sensory 
task, if your child has some sensory sensitivity and is a picky eater, it is likely that some of their difficulties 
with food are due to sensory issues. Below are suggestions of strategies to try with a child who has eating 
problems related to sensory processing difficulties. The list is not exhaustive and, as all children are 
different in the way that they present with their sensory processing difficulties, not all of the strategies 
and advice given in this leaflet will be appropriate. You will need to use some trial and error to find out 
the best approach to meet your child’s needs however, if you require further advice about what is relevant 
to your child, please speak to your Occupational Therapist.  
 

• Never force a child to eat as this can make them distrustful at mealtimes so they feel like they have 
to be on guard and become defensive, and this means they will eat less. Don’t try to trick or bribe the 
child into eating new foods. If they feel in control, they may be more willing to try something in the 
future. 

 

• Let the child know that you understand how hard it is for them to eat certain things and that this is 
ok. 

 

• Try to keep mealtimes as fun and positive as possible and, although it will be difficult, avoid getting 
uptight and upset when the child refuses to eat as the child will pick up on your anxiety.  

 

• Begin by making a list of everything that they do eat as this will help you to spot any food patterns or 
preferences they may have. Then use this preferred list to make a list of similar foods to help you to 
identify potential new foods to try. 

 

• Sometimes there are patterns that may give you insight about how the child is selecting food e.g. it 
may be that all the foods are a specific colour, or mostly crunchy, or very soft. If this is the case, try 
to use that as your starting point, for example if all the foods are tan, try other tan foods first and 
then slowly try to change the colour.  

 

• Introduce new foods gradually. If possible, try changing the shape, colour or size of the new food so 
that it looks more like the food that they already accept. The more familiar the food looks to them, 
the more likely they are to give it a try.  

 



• Give the child at least 12 attempts at being exposed to a food before saying that they don’t like it and 
always try the food again at a later date as preferences can change over time.  

 

• When introducing new food it is important to grade how you do it with the actual eating being the 
final part of the process. Think about what part of the process the child is at with each food that you 
introduce and then take it slowly from that stage. Be sure to praise all steps that are made towards 
eating. Repeat the process as each new food is introduced. Remember that the process of going from 
tolerating a food to eating it could take months, so be patient! 
o Tolerate – introduce the food to the child so that he/she can see it but it is not straight in front 

of them. Tell them about the food and ask them to look at it. Then try to move it closer to them 
until it is in directly in front of them.  

o Interact – this stage sees the child happy to play with or to serve the food using utensils/napkins 
etc. but not expected to touch it if they don’t want to.  

o Touch – handling the food in play activities and touching it with one finger, whole hand, arm, 
chin, lips and/or teeth (remember that the closer the proximity of the food to the mouth, the 
more threatening it will be for the child, so work slowly towards this area). 

o Taste – this includes licking flavour from the lips, licking the food, biting the food and spitting it 
out, and biting, chewing and then spitting the food out. 

o Eat – biting, chewing and swallowing the food.  
 

• Present new foods regularly for the child to try but always make sure that their preferred food is 
available also. Don’t introduce new foods at more than one meal per day to begin with. 
 

• Try to schedule mealtimes and food play at predictable times if possible and keep the routine the 
same e.g. same room, same chair, same utensils etc, in order to provide a familiar and predictable 
environment.  

 

• Try presenting new food on a separate plate so that it doesn’t touch the other food.  
 

• If the child feels overwhelmed by a variety of food, present food items one at a time. When the child 
shows that they have finished with that food, clear all of it away and allow them to wipe their hands 
and mouth before going on to the next food.  

 

• Try to be creative in the way that you talk about and engage with food without specifically telling the 
child to eat e.g. “how loud/soft can you crunch?”, “which part (of the food) do you want to bite first?”. 
Involve other family members by offering them to try the food too and/or ask the child to serve the 
food to them.  

 

• Pay attention to food temperature. Remember that your child may perceive the food to be hotter or 
colder than you do. They may not be able to tolerate extremes of temperature so need cooked food 
to be cooled to room temperature before they can eat it or left to warm up slightly after being taken 
out of the fridge.   

 

• Don’t wipe the child’s face and hands at the table if they don’t like this – move to the sink for example, 
so they don’t associate the table with this uncomfortable touch sensation. However, for the child 
who gets upset about being messy, make sure that they have access to a baby wipe or flannel to wipe 
their hands and face. 



• Give lots of praise for whatever success the child has had in eating. Even if they did not eat very much 
or they just touched the food, praise them for trying.  

 

• When trying new food, provide a bowl for the child to spit the food into if they are not able to swallow 
it. Sometimes a child will not feel safe to put a food into their mouth unless they know that they have 
permission to spit it out if they can’t handle it, so make sure that they can spit out the food without 
anyone making any sort of negative comment. 

 

• Use proprioceptive and movement activities before mealtimes to calm the child’s sensory systems, 
for example bear hugs, deep pressure massage, pushing and pulling games, bouncing on a therapy 
ball, jumping on a trampoline etc. If you are uncertain, ask your OT for ideas of appropriate activities 
for your child.  

 

• Encourage the child to rub their face and hands using deep pressure before eating. This can be done 
with just their own hands or using something that the child likes the feeling of e.g. a soft, warm towel 
or flannel. Give hand over hand assistance if required.  

 

• Take food out of the packaging before you present it to the child so that the child can explore the 
food at face value rather than judge it on whether or not the packaging is attractive or what brand it 
is.  

 

• Try to make food look appealing e.g. cut sandwiches into different shapes. 
 

• Think about the environment that the child is eating in and how this may have an impact on their 
sensory processing. Free the environment of visual distractions and think about the lighting in the 
room. Position the child so other people are not walking behind/around them all the time as they 
eat. Be aware of any noise in the environment and provide headphones/ear defenders if it will help 
or consider using background music if the child finds this calming.  

 

• Make sure that the child is sat comfortably with their feet on the floor or supported on a footrest or 
box. Ensure good posture while eating as this will help to aid digestion. 

 

• If the child uses a chewy, encourage him/her to use it before sitting down to a meal, especially if there 
are new foods involved. 
 

• Discourage distractions from iPad, TVs etc. at mealtimes. 
 

• Allow the child to eat in another room rather than in the kitchen if they are overwhelmed by the 
cooking smells. 

 

• Consider reducing the smell of a new drink by using a cup that has a lid.  
 

• If the child finds the smell of a food overpowering then use a cloth or napkin to cover the food bowl 
up and just have quick ‘peeps’ to begin with. 

 

• Don’t use food in a good food/ bad food way - for example, if we use sweets or dessert as a reward 
for eating vegetables, vegetables become bad and sweets/dessert become good.  



• Visit the supermarket and look at different types of food e.g. fresh veg one time, fresh fruit another, 
dairy produce another etc.  Buy one product that the child hasn’t tried before and take it home to 
examine it – cut it up, take it apart, feel it, smell it etc.  They can taste the food if they would like to.  

 

• Encourage the child to help with the cooking as much as possible as the more they are able to 
understand how different food products are made the more they will feel in control of their food 
choices. Also, involve them in the menu planning for the week.  

 

• Try growing vegetables/fruit/herbs in the back garden and encourage the child to be involved in this. 
Use these items in your cooking together. 

 

• Ask the child to look for foods with particular properties in the kitchen or supermarket e.g. noisy 
foods, round foods, meltable foods, red foods etc. 

 

• With the child, make a scrapbook of food that are liked, not liked and to be tried next.  
 

• Regularly engage the child in oral proprioceptive activities e.g.: 
o Blowing a paper windmill.  
o Blow football. 
o Blowing bubbles. 
o Blowing a Ping-Pong ball around an obstacle course. 
o Blowing musical instruments. 
o Using a straw to blow a pompom or cotton wool ball from end of a table to the other.  
o Move liquid from one container to another by sucking it up through a straw. 
o Suck through a straw to move Maltesers, pompoms or other suitable lightweight objects one at 

a time from one container to another. 
 

• Regularly engage the child in sensory food play activities to get them used to engaging with food away 
from the pressure of mealtimes. Make the activities as fun as possible. Please see the Sensory Food 
Play advice sheet for ideas of suitable activities.  
 

• Be patient and persevere. Making changes will take a long time so don’t give up.  
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