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Feeding kids can be a struggle at the best of 
times and new research conducted by Galaxy 
Research and commissioned by Meat & Livestock 
Australia reveals that the stressful experience 
of dealing with fussy eating is widespread in 
Australian households. 

Eighty two percent of mums with young children1 use the 
term ‘fussy’ to describe their children’s eating habits and for 
many this is leading to increased anxiety levels. At the end 
of the nightly meal up to eight out of ten mothers are 
unsure if their child’s nutritional needs have been 
met and 68 percent wonder if their child has 
eaten enough to meet their energy levels. 

Leading Sydney 
paediatrician Dr Michael 
Kohn, who specialises in 
children’s eating behaviours 
reviewed the fi ndings and 
believes that in spite of 
the stress it may cause 

parents, fussy eating and leaving food on 
the plate is normal child behaviour. “Kids 
eating behaviours and choices are affected by a broad range 
of infl uences. External distractions, (especially TV and sibling 
issues), likes and dislikes for food, appetite, activity levels and 
growth all strongly impact the amount of food eaten at meal 
times,” he explains.

But 70 percent of mothers with young children admit to 
feeling unsure about how much food they should give their 
child in order to meet their nutritional requirements with the 
majority of Australian youngsters (53 percent) leaving food on their 
plate at least half of the time. Around half of young children (51 percent) 
have a sweet or savoury treat or snack on all or most days.

“Children have a tremendous capacity to self regulate their food intake 
ensuring adequate energy and nutrition, despite being sometimes fussy 
or restrictive eaters. It’s important that parents continue to offer what they 
know their child needs, and not what their child wants,” advises Dr Kohn.

1 Young children are defi ned as those aged between 1 and 7 years of age.

Kid Friendly Kid Friendly 
RecipesRecipes
For some inspiration at the meal table why not give these nutrient-rich 
recipes a go which are also delicious:

Beef fajitas Serves: 4

Ingredients:
600g lean beef strips 
2 tbsp olive oil
1 red onion, shredded
1 red capsicum, shredded
1 green capsicum, shredded
1 lime
4 lavash breads

Method:
1. Coat 600g lean beef strips with 2 tbsp olive oil

2.  Preheat a large, heavy based frying pan until moderately hot; cook the 
beef in two batches. Remove beef from pan and set aside

3.  Add shredded red onion and shredded red and green capsicum to the 
pan, cook for 1 minute

4.  Return beef to pan, stir to warm and squeeze the juice from a fresh lime 
over the beef. Remove beef from pan immediately

To serve: spread warmed or char-grilled lavash bread with a spoonful of low-
fat natural yoghurt or tomato salsa, shredded lettuce and reduced-fat grated 
cheese, top with warm beef strip mixture. Let the kids roll them up and enjoy.  

Lamb and pasta salad Serves: 4

Ingredients:
2 (about 300g each) thick-cut trimmed 
lamb steaks (rump, fi llet or tenderloin)
250g farfalle (bowtie) pasta, cooked
1 punnet cherry tomatoes, cut in half
½ cup small black olives
200g reduced fat cheddar cheese 
cut into squares
100g baby spinach leaves or lettuce leaves
¼ cup olive oil
2 tbsp red wine vinegar

Method:
1.  Barbecue, char-grill or pan-fry the steaks until done to your liking. 

Remove from heat and rest the steaks for a few minutes  

2.  While the steaks rest, toss the remaining ingredients together (keep the 
olive oil and red wine vinegar aside for dressing)

3.  Slice the steaks thinly and mix with the pasta salad. Mix the olive oil and 
red wine vinegar together and let the kids dress their salads

For more information and other kid friendly recipes visit 
www.themainmeal.com.au.

The survey of young children and their eating habits was commissioned by 
Meat & Livestock Australia and conducted online by Galaxy Research in 
Australia in February 2008 among 305 mothers of children aged 1-7 years.   

Making Making 
Meal Times Meal Times 
ManageableManageable
For many parents meal times can be the 
most stressful part of the day as children 
become tired and getting them to eat 
what’s good for them can be a struggle. 
To help relieve some of the strain try 
using these useful hints and tips:

Establish a routine; children respond 
well to routines. Try and establish a 
regular time and place for meal times. 
Feed small children dinner early, as tired 
children are a recipe for disaster. 

Be patient; table manners are a learned 
skill and what adults may consider 
disgusting is sometimes part of children 
naturally learning about food. Touching, 
squishing and spitting out food are all normal 
behaviours that will diminish with age. By 
the age of fi ve children should be practicing 
basic table manners most of the time. 

Try to remain calm; when children 
start misbehaving. Food that is thrown 
should not be picked up when they are 
watching and a fi rm ‘no’ is the best 
response. For older children, give them a 
warning followed by a clear consequence 
such as removing food or asking them to 
leave the table.

Listen to your child; don’t force a 
child to continue eating if they say they 
are full. They will instinctively know how 
much food to eat (but not which foods 
and in what quantity). 

Vary food to your advantage; when 
children are hungry is the best time to 
experiment with new foods, combine 
new fl avours with foods they enjoy, or 
with food from your own plate – other 
people’s food always tastes better.  

Get your kids involved; let them help 
make the salad, set the table or serve 
themselves. Kids will often eat something 
they’ve had a hand in making.  

Consult your doctor or dietitian; if 
you’re constantly forcing your child to eat 
and they seem to be lacking in energy. 



Choosing Nutrient-Choosing Nutrient-
Rich FoodsRich Foods

A Guide to A Guide to 
Portion Sizes Portion Sizes 
for Kidsfor Kids

So while fussy eating and leaving food on the plate is 
normal child behaviour, it is also normal for parents to 
worry about their child’s nutritional wellbeing. 

If your child will only eat a few bites at meal-times, one of 
the best ways to reduce anxiety levels around your child’s 
nutritional wellbeing is to make sure the few bites they do 
have are from a range of nutrient-rich foods. This means 
low in energy but also rich in those nutrients required for 
health and growth – lean red meat, whole grains, low fat 
dairy products, fruit and vegetables.

With a unique bundle of iron, zinc, vitamin B12 and 
omega-3s, lean red meat is one of the most naturally 
nutrient-rich foods available, and according to Australian 
mums with young children, meat is less likely to be 
rejected than other nutrient-rich foods such as sprouts, 
pumpkin, peas and carrots.

By the age of four, children should be 
eating a variety of foods from each 
of the fi ve food groups. The following 
daily serves and portion sizes are 
recommended for children between 
4-7 years of age. 

Serves Per Day
Cereals and grains 3-7 
Fruit 1-2 
Vegetables 2-4 
Dairy 2-3 
Meat/ Protein ½-1 
Other foods 0-2 

Portion Sizes 

“If your child will 
only eat a few bites 
at meal-times, 
choose nutrient-rich 
foods, and make 
every bite count.” 
Dr Michael Kohn

Foods that 
are naturally 
nutrient-rich 

include lean red 
meat, whole 

grains, low fat 
dairy products, 

fruit and 
vegetables.

Cereal and grains: 
1 serve = 2 slices of bread 
or 1 cup of cooked rice, pasta, noodles 
or 1 cup of porridge 
or 11/3 cups of breakfast cereal 
or 1/2 cup of muesli

Meat, eggs, fi sh, 
legumes and nuts: 
Enjoy lean red meat 3 – 4 times a week

Try to eat fi sh 1 -2 times a week
1 serve of meat = 65-100 grams of lean red 

meat/chicken, or 1/2 cup of cooked beef mince or 
2 small lamb chops or 2 slices of roast beef or 2 small eggs. 
1 serve of fi sh = 1 fi sh fi llet roughly the size of your child’s hand. 
1 serve of legumes = 1/2 cup of cooked lentils, chickpeas or 
canned beans. 
1 serve of nuts = 1/3 cup of peanuts or almonds or 1/4 cup of 
sunfl ower or sesame seeds.

Other foods:  
which are not needed 
for healthy growth and development should be 
consumed only sometimes and in small amounts. 
1 serve = 3-4 sweet biscuits or 1 slice of cake 
or 1/2 a bar of chocolate or 30 grams of potato chips 
or 1 tablespoon of butter.i

Dairy:  
1 serve = 1 cup of milk (250 ml), 
or 2 slices of cheese or 1 small 

carton (200 gm) of yogurt 

Fruit: 
1 serve = 

1 medium piece 
such as an apple, 

or 2 small pieces of 
fruit such as 

2 plums, or 1 cup 
of chopped fruit

Vegetables: 
1 serve = 1 medium piece such as a 
potato, or 1/2 cup of cooked vegetables, 
or 1 cup of salad vegetables

i  http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/publications/synopses/_fi les/n31.doc
Accessed 25/02/2008


