Prevalence of Picky Eaters among Infants and
Toddlers and Their Caregivers' Decisions

about Offering a New Food
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Objectives To determine the prevalence of infants and tod-dlers who were considered picky eaters, the
predictors of picky eater status and its association with energy and nutrient intakes, food group use,
and the number of times that caregivers offered a new food before deciding their child disliked it.
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Design Cross-sectional survey of households with infants and toddlers (ages four to 24 months) was
conducted. Subjects/Setting National random sample of 3,022 infants and toddlers.
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Methods Data included caregiver's socioeconomic and de-mographic information, infants' and toddlers'
food intake (24-how - recall), ethnicity, and caregivers' reports of spec-ified times that new foods were
offered before deciding the child disliked it.
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Statistical Analyses For picky and nonpicky eaters, t tests were used to determine significant mean
differences in energy and nutrient intakes. Logistic regression was used to predict picky eater status,

and x,2 tests were used for differences in the specified number of times that new foods were offered.
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Results The percentage of children identified as picky eat-ers by their caregivers increased from 19%
to 50% from four to 24 months. Picky eaters were reported at all ages for both sexes, all ethnicities, and
all ranges of household incomes. On a day, both picky and nonpicky eaters met or exceeded current age-
appropriate energy and dietary reccommendations. Older children were more likely to be picky. Those
in the higher weight-for-age percentiles were less likely to be picky. The highest number of times that

caregivers offered a new food before deciding the child disliked it was three to five.
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Applications/Conclusion Dietetics professionals need to be aware that caregivers who perceive their
child as a picky ealer are evident across gender, ethnicity, and household incomes. When offering a new
food, mothers need to provide many more repeated exposures (e.g., eight to 15 times) to enhance
acceptance of that food than they currently do.
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Number of Times That Caregivers Offered a New Food

Picky and non-picky eater groups did not differ significantly in the number of times that caregivers
offered a new food before deciding the child disliked it; therefore,

Figure 2 represents results for total sample (n=3022). Three to five times was the most frequently
reported category for offering a new food. Only 6% to 9% of caregivers offered a new food six to 10 times.

For each of the age groups, about 25% of the caregivers offered new foods only one to two times before



they decided their child disliked the food.
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Meat and other protein sources were consumed by considerably less than half the infants,

ages seven to 11 months, but, by the second year, more than three-quarters of toddlers




consumed foods from this group. Within the meat group, chicken was the most commonly
reported. A greater proportion of non-picky eaters consumed mixed dishes than did picky
eaters, with spaghetti, ravioli, and lasagna as major items reported within that category. For
both picky and non-picky eaters, few infants four to six months of age received sweets,
sweetened beverages, or desserts on the day of the recall, although the percentage consuming
foods from this food category increased steadily with increasing age
The proportions of picky and non-picky eaters using other foods and beverages also increased
with age.
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‘Tahle 3, Percentages of children consuming food categories by picky eater status and age®
Age (mo)®
Food Category 46 78 g-11 12-14 15-24
_ ‘ Picky Picky Picky Picky Picky
5;:':;::3 grain products n=1380 n=3Mesn=1M0 n=4Mesn=190 n=24%sn=1No n=3Mesn=2900 Yes
Fruits n=573
wktmdd milk products %
at an i
other protein sources 77 79 92 8 9 9% 98 % 9% o
a7 50 68 67 76 65 79 72 84 77
57 64 90 83 89 89 94 84 84 87
100 100 100 100 100 100 99 100 97 97
5 7 13 20 45 33 75 72 89 86
Mixed dishes (eg, casserole, sandwich, pizza) 13 14 46 52 66 58 72 68 71 67
Sweets, sweetened beverages, desserts 12 14 45 48 61 58 76 I 89 86
(Other (water, added fats, salty snacks) a1 41 59 64 75 69 87 86 93 93
Children classified as picky eaters were raled by their caregivers as a very or samewhat picky eater on the day of the telephone interview.
®Data represent one 24-hour recall per child in each of the 5 age groups.
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Studies in older children have shown that eight to 15 repeated exposures to a new food are necessary

to enhance acceptance of that food.
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The importance of early exposure to later dietary variety was studied in a group of children
participating in a longitudinal study (2 to 96 months), and the results suggest that early exposure may
affect later food acceptance. Fruit exposures in the first two years were predictive of fruit variety in the
diet when the children were of school age. The number of vegetables liked by the mother predicted the
vegetable variety consumed by the children.
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