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Meeting Overview
The Parent Participation Meeting focused on supporting families of children who experience difficulties with eating and drinking. Samantha Marshall, Paediatric Dietitian, shared professional guidance alongside her own lived experience as a parent of a child with sensory differences affecting eating.
The session aimed to help parents understand when concerns about eating are part of typical childhood development and when additional support may be needed.
Key Discussion Points
Understanding Selective Eating
· Selective or "fussy" eating is a common and normal stage of childhood development.
· Many children experience food neophobia (fear of new foods), particularly between the ages of one and two years.
· Food refusal can be linked to developmental stages, sensory sensitivities, anxiety, emotional wellbeing, and neurodiversity.
Sensory Differences and Neurodiversity
· Sensory processing differences can significantly affect a child's relationship with food.
· Children may react strongly to food textures, smells, tastes, appearance, or presentation.
· Understanding these sensory challenges can help families respond more effectively and reduce mealtime stress.
Supporting Positive Eating Experiences
· Parents were encouraged to provide regular, low-pressure opportunities for food exposure.
· Approaches such as food chaining, repeated exposure, and messy play can help children become more comfortable with different foods.
· Reducing pressure and expectations around eating can improve children's confidence and willingness to engage with food.
Understanding ARFID
· The presentation explored the difference between typical selective eating and Avoidant Restrictive Food Intake Disorder (ARFID).
· ARFID can have significant impacts on nutrition, growth, health, and daily life.
· Parents were advised to seek professional support if a child's restricted eating is affecting their physical health or development.
Referral Pathways and Support
· Referrals to dietetic services are typically made through GPs, Health Visitors, School Nurses, or Paediatricians.
· Dietetic teams assess nutritional intake, growth, and potential deficiencies and can develop individualised support plans.
· In severe cases, referrals may be made to specialist services, including complex nutrition clinics.
· Families were reminded that professional advice remains available if concerns continue, even if initial referrals are not accepted.
Key Messages for Parents
· Most children experience some degree of selective eating during development.
· Anxiety, sensory differences, and neurodiversity can play a significant role in eating behaviours.
· Focus on creating positive, low-pressure experiences around food.
· Seek professional advice if eating difficulties are impacting growth, nutrition, health, or family wellbeing.
· Parents should not feel guilty; supporting children with eating difficulties requires patience, consistency, and realistic expectations.

Resources Shared
Parents were signposted to:
· East of England Community Health and Care NHS Trust resources and videos.
· Information relating to ARFID.
· Weight management and healthy eating support services.
· Recommended books and websites for further guidance.
Parent Views and Experiences
During the session, a number of common experiences faced by parents of children with selective eating habits were recognised and discussed.
Parents reported concerns about:
· Feeling worried about whether their child's eating patterns were affecting their growth, health, and nutritional intake.
· Managing multiple challenges at the same time, including eating difficulties alongside toileting issues, constipation, school-related concerns, and emotional wellbeing.
· The stress and anxiety associated with mealtimes and uncertainty about how concerned they should be about their child's eating behaviours.
· Children rejecting foods that they had previously enjoyed, leading to frustration and confusion for families.
· The impact of sensory sensitivities and neurodivergent traits on children's willingness to try new foods and participate in family meals.
· Feelings of guilt and pressure when strategies to encourage eating were not successful.
· Difficulties accessing support and uncertainty about when professional intervention is required.
Parents valued:
· Reassurance that selective eating is often a normal part of child development.
· Practical strategies that reduce pressure around food and mealtimes.
· Information about sensory differences, neurodiversity, and how these can influence eating behaviours.
· Guidance on recognising the difference between typical fussy eating and more significant eating difficulties such as ARFID.
· Clear information about referral pathways and available support services.
· The emphasis on taking a realistic and compassionate approach, focusing on what is achievable for individual children and families.
The overall discussion highlighted the importance of providing parents with reassurance, practical advice, and access to appropriate support when concerns about eating arise.
Outcome
Parents gained a greater understanding of the causes of selective eating, practical strategies to support children at home, and information about when and how to access professional support. The session provided reassurance that eating difficulties are common and that support is available for families who need it.
Sam acknowledged the experience that dieticians’ advice can be aimed at neurotypical children and will feed that back to her team. She is also aware of the need to increase their understanding of PDA in terms of the support being offered. 

