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Picky Eater Strategy Tracker
Research shows most kids need 10-15 exposures to accept a new food — track your progress and

stop the mealtime battles

Picky eating peaks between 18-36 months. It's developmentally normal — toddlers are wired to be

cautious about new foods (neophobia was protective in evolutionary terms). The research is clear:

repeated neutral exposure without pressure works. Forcing, bribing, or sneaking doesn't build long-

term acceptance.

The 15-Exposure Rule

Studies consistently show that children need 10-15 neutral, pressure-free exposures to a food

before taste preference develops. An 'exposure' counts even if the child only looks at, touches, or

licks the food. They don't have to eat it.

Food Exposure Tracker

Pick 5-8 foods you want your child to learn to eat. Track each exposure. An exposure = any positive

or neutral interaction with the food (on plate, touched, licked, tasted, eaten). Mark each date of

exposure.

FOOD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 STATUS

Status key: R = Rejected (won't touch) → T = Tolerates (on plate, may touch) → L = Licks/tastes → A

= Accepts (eats small amount) → E = Enjoys (eats willingly)

Evidence-Based Strategies

STRATEGY HOW TO APPLY WHY IT WORKS

Family meals
Eat together. Serve the same food to

everyone.

Toddlers learn by watching.

Modeling is more powerful than

instruction.
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STRATEGY HOW TO APPLY WHY IT WORKS

Pair new with

safe

Always include 1-2 foods you know

they'll eat alongside the new food.

Reduces mealtime anxiety. They

won't go hungry.

Tiny portions of

new foods

1 Tbsp of new food on the plate.

That's it.

A mountain of broccoli is

intimidating. A single floret is

curious.

No-pressure

language

"You don't have to eat it" rather than

"just try one bite"

Pressure creates food aversion.

Autonomy creates willingness.

Involve in prep
Let them wash vegetables, stir, pour,

tear lettuce.

Kids who help prepare food are

significantly more likely to taste

it.

Bridge foods

If they like fries, try sweet potato

fries, then roasted sweet potato,

then mashed.

Start with accepted

texture/flavor and gradually shift.

Sensory play (no

meal)

Let them play with, squish, smell

foods outside mealtimes.

Reduces neophobia without

mealtime pressure.

Change

preparation

Rejected steamed broccoli? Try

roasted, raw with dip, in soup, or

blended in sauce.

Texture and temperature matter

as much as flavor.

What NOT to Do

Avoid These Common Mistakes

Don't say "just one bite" or "try it for mommy" — Creates negative associations. Every pressured meal

makes the next one harder.

Don't bribe with dessert ("eat your veggies and you can have ice cream") — Research shows this

increases preference for the reward food and decreases preference for the target food.

Don't make separate "kid meals" every time — Serve the family meal. They can eat from what's offered.

Short-order cooking enables pickiness.

Don't give up after 3-5 exposures — Most parents stop offering after 5 rejections. Acceptance usually

doesn't start until exposure 8-15.

Don't offer snacks all day — A toddler who grazes is never hungry enough to try something unfamiliar.

Space meals/snacks 2-3 hours apart.

Don't hide vegetables in everything — Hidden veggies add nutrition but don't build acceptance. They

need to see, touch, and consciously eat the food for long-term tolerance.
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The goal isn't getting them to eat broccoli today. The goal is building a human who isn't afraid

of new foods when they're 8, 12, 25. Play the long game. Every neutral exposure is a deposit in

the food acceptance bank.
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