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We've got a problem. But relax.
It can be solved—and we’ll even have something to laugh about.
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INTRO

It is 6:07 p.m., dinner has been on the table for
approximately forty-three seconds, and your child has
already identified the threat. Not the hot plate. Not the knife
accidentally left too close to the edge. The parsley. One
microscopic green fleck has landed on a perfectly
acceptable piece of chicken, and suddenly the meal has
become a forensic investigation. “What is that?” You know
they know what it is. They watched you chop it. They may
even have helped carry the bunch home from the grocery
store. None of this matters. The parsley has crossed a
border without authorization. You remove it. Your child
studies the chicken again, suspicious now that there may be
additional parsley operating undercover. You say, "“It's fine,
just try it.” They say, "l don't like it."” You point out, with the
flawless logic of a person who has not yet realized logic has
left the building, that they have not tasted it. Five minutes
later, nobody is discussing hunger anymore. You are
conducting high-level negotiations over one forkful of food
while your own dinner quietly cools into a historical artifact.

Perhaps your version involves broccoli, peas, spinach,
avocado, anything mixed together, anything with “bits,”
anything touching sauce, anything made differently from last
Tuesday, or a yogurt that has committed the unforgivable
crime of changing its packaging. Maybe your child will eat a
food at daycare but reject the identical food at home as if
the daycare has access to classified seasoning technology.
Perhaps yesterday strawberries were the greatest
achievement of agriculture and today they are “wet."
Parents living with picky eating become unusually skilled at
absorbing contradictions. You learn that a banana can be too
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yellow, toast can be "wrong” because someone cut it
diagonally, and a single herb can apparently contaminate an
entire casserole through emotional proximity. Eventually you
start approaching meals like a bomb disposal technician.
Nobody make sudden movements. Do not mention the
zucchini. And whatever happens, do not let Grandma say,
“Just one bite."”

The exhausting part is rarely just the food itself. It is what
the food starts to mean. If your child rejects vegetables, you
may wonder whether they are getting what they need. If
their accepted foods seem to shrink, you worry you missed
something. If another parent casually mentions that their six-
year-old “loves salad,” you may experience an entirely
unreasonable desire to ask for documentary evidence. Then
come the opinions. Someone says children will eat anything
when they are hungry enough. Someone else says you need
to hide vegetables in muffins. Another person suggests
making meals more fun, which sounds reasonable until you
find yourself at 7:10 a.m. attempting to build a smiling owl
out of toast, blueberries, and your remaining dignity. The
advice piles up because picky eating looks simple from the
outside. Food is provided. Child eats food. End of process.
Actual families know there are approximately nineteen
undocumented stages between those two sentences.

This book starts from a less dramatic idea: a child
refusing food is not automatically a referendum on your
parenting, and a difficult meal does not need to become a
contest that somebody wins. Children can be cautious
around food for many ordinary reasons. Familiarity matters.
Texture matters. Smell matters. Temperature matters.
Predictability matters. Appetite changes. Tired children are
not famous for embracing novelty. Neither are tired adults,



which is why very few people finish a miserable day at work
and think, “Tonight feels perfect for an unfamiliar stew with
several mysterious textures.” None of this means every
feeding difficulty should be shrugged off. Some children
have problems that deserve individual medical or specialist
assessment, especially when eating becomes extremely
restricted, painful, frightening, physically difficult, or
connected with concerns about growth, hydration,
swallowing, choking, or other health issues. But between
“my child happily eats everything” and “this clearly needs
specialist evaluation” lies a huge territory where ordinary
families spend an impressive amount of time arguing with
vegetables.

The goal here is not to turn you into a more persuasive
negotiator. You probably have enough experience already. If
repeated explaining, bargaining, bribing, praising, hiding,
pleading, threatening dessert restrictions, performing
enthusiastic demonstrations of chewing, and saying “you
liked this last time"” were reliable solutions, your child would
currently be requesting roasted Brussels sprouts as a
bedtime snack. Many common tactics fail because they
focus on getting food inside the child right now rather than
building a calmer, more flexible relationship with eating over
time. A bite swallowed under pressure may technically
disappear from the plate, but it does not necessarily make
that food easier next week. A vegetable secretly blended
into something familiar may add an ingredient to one meal,
but it does not automatically teach a child that the vegetable
itself is safe, predictable, or worth exploring. Short-term
victory and long-term learning are not always the same
thing. Parenting would be substantially easier if they were.



What you can influence is the environment around eating.
You can make meals more predictable without running the
kitchen like an airport control tower. You can offer foods
without turning every new item into a live performance. You
can learn the difference between giving a child useful
choices and accidentally opening a private restaurant with a
customer who changes the order after the food arrives. You
can notice whether the real obstacle is taste, texture, smell,
mixing, size, temperature, pressure, timing, or simple
unfamiliarity. You can build small bridges from foods your
child already handles toward foods that are slightly different,
instead of launching them from plain pasta directly into a
bowl containing six ingredients and what they consider
suspicious green material. Most importantly, you can stop
measuring every meal by one question: “Did they eat the
new thing?”

Because progress is often much less cinematic than that.
A child who previously demanded that an unfamiliar food be
removed from the table may tolerate it nearby. One who
would not touch something may pick it up and inspect it.
One who only accepts a food in a single form may eventually
handle a slightly different version. Another may learn to say,
“I don't like it mixed together,” instead of announcing that
dinner is disgusting and civilization has failed. These are not
glamorous milestones. Nobody makes greeting cards for
“Congratulations, Your Child Allowed a Cucumber to Remain
Within Twelve Inches of Their Plate.” Yet small increases in
flexibility matter because they reduce fear, conflict, and the
amount of catering required to get through an ordinary
Tuesday. A broader menu is useful. A calmer household is
useful too.



You will also need permission to be practical. You do not
have unlimited time, money, patience, refrigerator space, or
emotional enthusiasm for producing artisanal tasting menus
for someone who may reject dinner because the cheese
“looks tired.” The strategies in this book are meant to survive
real life. That means using ordinary groceries, repeating
meals, relying on convenience foods when needed, pausing
active progress during hard weeks, and accepting that
sometimes the best possible dinner is the one everybody
can manage without turning 6:30 p.m. into a courtroom. The
minimum version of improvement is not “do everything
correctly.” It is choosing one small part of the problem you
can influence and making that part easier. Maybe you stop
commenting on how much your child eats. Maybe you offer
one unfamiliar item in a tiny amount without asking for a bite.
Maybe you stop cooking an entirely separate backup meal
after every refusal. Small changes count because small
changes are the ones tired people can repeat.

And there needs to be a Plan B, because children have a
remarkable ability to invalidate systems immediately after
adults become proud of them. A food that worked last week
may suddenly be unacceptable. A vacation may reduce the
menu to three familiar items. lliness may wipe out appetite. A
relative may undo ten peaceful minutes by leaning across
the table and saying, “You're not leaving until you eat that.”
When life interferes, the answer is not to panic and double
the pressure. Sometimes the correct move is simply to
maintain a few reliable foods, keep meals reasonably
structured, lower the ambition for a while, and return to
gradual expansion when everyone has more capacity. If
eating becomes more restricted rather than merely
temporarily difficult, or if physical symptoms, significant



distress, growth concerns, swallowing problems, or other
warning signs appear, that is where general advice stops
and individual professional help becomes important.

The larger promise of this book is therefore modest in the
best possible way. You are not going to control another
person’'s appetite, erase every preference, or produce a
child who applauds whenever kale enters the room. You can,
however, become much better at knowing what deserves
attention, what deserves patience, what deserves a smaller
step, and what deserves outside help. You can make food
less emotionally expensive. You can widen the menu without
widening the conflict. And one day, ideally, you may sit
down to dinner, notice that something green has been left
untouched, and continue your conversation instead of
launching another summit meeting.

That would be progress too.
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Chapter 1- This Is Not a Parenting
Report Card

It is 5:54 p.m., and you have made what seems like an
entirely reasonable dinner. Nothing has been flambéed.
There are no fermented roots, mysterious sauces, or
ingredients requiring a passport. You put the plates down,
and your child looks at theirs with the grave concentration of
a customs officer who has spotted something suspicious in
a suitcase. "What's that?” they ask, pointing to a tiny piece
of chopped chive sitting on top of the potatoes. You explain
that it is chive. This does not help. “Why is it there?" Now the
conversation has somehow moved from food to motive. You
remove the chive, but the damage has been done because
the potatoes have apparently had contact with green
material and may no longer be trusted. Within two minutes,
you are saying things you did not plan to say: “You liked
potatoes yesterday,” “It doesn't even taste of anything,” and
finally the classic parental argument that has survived
generations despite limited evidence of effectiveness: “Can
you please just eat?"” The child stares at the plate. You stare
at the child. Dinner has been open for six minutes and
already feels like a quarterly performance review.

What makes moments like this so exhausting is not simply
that your child refuses a food. It is that refusal quickly
becomes attached to much larger questions. Are they eating
well enough? Have you created bad habits? Are you giving in
too often? Are you pushing too hard? How is it possible that
your friend's child apparently snacks on raw bell peppers
voluntarily while yours has developed a personal grievance
against anything with visible seasoning? When parents care
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