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Eating Difficulties: why they happen and how to
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Children who have experienced ftrauma, abuse and neglect in their early lives sometimes show
difficulties or ‘odd’ behaviour in relation to food and eating.
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How it can feel?
Very frustrating!
Worrying that the eating behaviours may affect the
child’s health
Distressing that the child feels the need to take food
when you feel that you provide everything that they need
Out of control
Embarrassing if you are out in public or visiting relatives
or friends

Like this is a reflection in some way on your ability to care )
for their basic needs ‘ .

Why do these children have eating difficulties?
* May relate to past family experiences
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Some suggestions of what you can do

to help the child overcome eating difficulties
Avoid confrontation/getting into battles over food or mealtimes
Stick to a routine with regular mealtimes
If the child is anxious about having access to food when you are
out, pack a snack and tell the child you have done this
Try to show you are not bothered if it feels like the eating
difficulties are about control
Model good practices in relation to eating i.e. have a balanced
diet yourself
Help the child recognise their bodily signals by commenting when
you feel hungry or full
Guess when the child might have these feelings and comment at
these times
Clearly explain rules around food, eating, times of meals, what
allowed to eat etc
Teach child how to get needs met i.e. asking appropriately
Use distraction during mealtimes so that food is not the focus
e.g. talking about the day, what you will do tfomorrow
Make a game of it - make mealtimes fun and enjoyable e.g.
counting how many peas you can get on one fork, dipping fruit in
chocolate sauce
Remain calm and give lots of empathy when a child steals or
hoards food, whilst explaining that this is not necessary e.g. say
'maybe when you were at home you didn't know when you would get
food, now you want to make sure you can get it when you need it’
or it might feel difficult getting used to the mealtimes here’
You may wish to gradually increase the variety of a child's diet, if
this is limited, but try o do this in collaboration with the child
rather than getting into power struggles

It will take time for your child to change some
behaviours in relation to food and eating. In the

meantime, make sure that they are physically healthy and

are getting any food supplements i.e. vitamins that are
necessary. Seek medical advice if you are concerned
about their nutrition. It is important that you and the
child's co-carer/parent agree and maintain consistent
responses to eating difficulties.



