
Sensory 
Feeding 
Difficulties



Picky eating

Picky eating is a 
common and normal 
behavior, starting 
between ages 2 and 3.



More than picky eating

For some children, feeding difficulties and selective 
eating are not a phase but symptoms of differences 
like:
- sensory processing differences, 
- ADHD, 
- autism, 
- and/or, at the extreme end, Avoidant/Restrictive 

Food Intake Disorder (ARFID).

Physiological reasons should also be considered for 
example reflux, bowel difficulties or food 
intolerances.



Sensory 
Modulation

Sometimes sensory systems can be:

under-responsive (causing us to seek or 
not notice sensory input) 

or

over-responsive (causing us to avoid or 
be ‘fussy about’ sensory input) 



How his impacts on mealtimes 
When the child is sensory seeking

Taste:

Craves stronger flavours.

Disinterested in bland 
foods.

Poor taste discrimination 
may lick or taste non-food 
items

Visual:

May not notice 
the visual features 
of food.

Visual sensory 
seeking can be a 
distraction from 
mealtimes.

Smell:

Unaware of 
environmental odours.

May like to seek out 
different smells

Touch:

Unaware of different food textures.  

May cram or overfill mouth as they 
cannot sense a small amount of food 
in the mouth. 

May seek crunchy or chewy foods

May prefer very warm/ cold foods

May lick / bite/ eat non-food items

Unaware of messy hands/ face.

Auditory: 

Unaware of the sounds 
in the mealtime 
environment

May appear day dreamy 
or make sounds to 
themselves.





How his impacts on mealtimes 
When the child is sensory avoidant

Taste:

May avoid stronger flavours, too 
sweet/ sour

Prefers bland foods.

Visual: :

May be overly sensitive to the 
lights and movements within the 
environment.

May become upset by small 
changes to food appearance i.e. 
changes to packaging/ fruit with 
bruises/ broken biscuits.

Smell: 

Overly sensitive to smell 
that others do not notice

Touch: 

Overly sensitive to feeling around and 
in mouth.  May avoid certain textures, 
for example dislike lumps, too much 
juice, too squishy etc. Resulting in food 
refusals

Dislikes mess around mouth

Takes food off fork with teeth, lips 
retracted.

Auditory: 

The background noise 
may become 
uncomfortable and 
cause distress or 
distraction.



…



Look for food patterns:
•Preferred foods: these are foods that your child 
will eat most of the time (50% or more) when 
presented with the foods. It's OK if they sometimes 
don't want those foods, but if they usually eat 
them, put the food in this column.

•Sometimes eats: these are foods that your child 
will eat less than half of the time when presented 
with the foods.

•Used to eat: these are foods that your child used 
to eat at some point in his or her life, but refuses to 
eat them now.

•Never eats: these are foods that your child has 
never eaten. Either they refuse to try them 
altogether, or they spit them out after trying the 
food



Introduce 
new 

foods

Start with similar foods 
to the noes your child 
tolerates

Concentrate on one 
new food at a time

Trying portions

2 weeks exposure 
before moving on

Do not try to trick or 
surprise your child





Encourage them to communicate their 
preferences and respect them!

“I especially hate any foods with bits in 
it, or things mixed together with each 
other”

“I don’t like to eat any food which is 
the wrong texture, too slimy, too 
squishy, too soft.”

“Crackers are my favourite food.  I like 
the way they look, and taste, and the 
colour, smell and texture of them”


