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ABSTRACT 
 
The transition in eating behaviour from infancy to toddlerhood can pose challenges for parents 
who are unfamiliar with strategies to address picky eating habits. This review aims to provide 
comprehensive studies on picky eating among children in Southeast Asia and its associated 
factors. Recent data from UNICEF in 2020 reveals a concerning 28% prevalence of stunting 
among Asian children, highlighting the need to address these dietary concerns. The increase 
in picky eating behaviors is closely linked to a lack of awareness regarding fundamental 
aspects of healthy eating habits, including portion control, balanced nutrition, and essential 
dietary principles. Furthermore, there is a lack of reliable questionnaires to assess children's 
food preferences in a manner suitable for their age. Recent research across different regions 
of Asia were examined, revealing diverse eating behaviours in children that impact their 
nutritional intake and may contribute to eating disorders, such as picky eating. It is crucial for 
parents to closely monitor their children's picky eating habits to gain a better understanding 
of their nutritional needs. Additionally, several family factors are identified as contributors to 
picky eating, including inconsistent meal preparation routines resulting in irregular eating 
patterns. Irregular mealtimes can disrupt hunger cues, while neglecting household chores may 
indirectly impact children's eating habits by creating a stressful environment that discourages 
them from eating. Identifying associated factors concerning picky eating among children in 
Asia is vital to highlight the need for developing suitable strategies and interventions that can 
effectively cater to the diverse needs across the region. 
 
Keywords: Children; picky eating; Asia; parental influence and feeding practices 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 
The prevalent concern among parents regarding their children's picky eating habits and 

potential nutritional deficiencies has emerged as a significant societal issue. Children naturally 
experience a developmental phase characterized by selective eating behaviors. While such 
behavior may not inherently impede a child's growth or nutritional intake, research 
underscores the importance of addressing persistent picky eating tendencies. Samuel et al. 
(2018) have highlighted the elevated risk of developing eating disorders associated with 
unmanaged picky eating, which can profoundly impact overall health. Moreover, empirical 
observations suggest that as children advance in age, they often exhibit decreased appetite, 
contributing to slower growth rates (Lee et al., 2019). 
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Malnutrition continues to be a persistent problem across Asia in various forms. According to the United 
Nations Children’s Fund, World Health Organization, and World Bank Group (2021), 28% of children in Asia 
suffered from stunting, highlighting the urgent need to address nutritional deficiencies and improve dietary 
practices from early childhood. Eating habits have a significant impact on children's growth and are closely related 
to stunting when children lack adequate nutrition and wholesome food. Therefore, it is essential to understand 
the factors associated with children's picky eating habits to address unhealthy eating habits and implement 
interventions at an early age.  

Considering the high usage of technology among children, it is important to implement interventions through 
preschool programs and social media platforms. Authoritative parenting, which involves active involvement from 
both parents, is crucial for preventing malnutrition and stunted development in children, ultimately enhancing 
their long-term well-being (Khanna et al., 2021). The goal of this study is to investigate the eating habits of Asian 
children and the factors associated with picky eating. 

 
 
UNRAVELLING CHILDREN PICKY EATING TRENDS  
 

Some previous studies have defined picky eating using the Child-Feeding Questionnaire (CFBQ) (Birch et al., 
1987; Galloway et al., 2003, 2005) by assessing parental concerns regarding whether they perceive their children 
as picky eaters (Carruth et al., 2004). However, various interpretations of the theoretical perspective on children’s 
picky eating may somewhat contradict the evolving definition of picky eating itself over time (Potts & Wardle, 
1998). While several definitions of picky eating exist, most experts agree that it occurs when children refuse to 
eat food that is likely healthy for them and consistently consume only one type without attempting anything new 
(Dovey et al., 2008).  

Food neophobia refers to a child's tendency to reject new or unfamiliar foods based on their visual appearance 
or taste. While this behavior may reduce the likelihood of consuming unhealthy foods, it could also lead to a 
restricted and inadequate diet. Studies have shown that picky eating is a risk factor for being underweight and 
experiencing poor growth, with a strong correlation to unhealthy eating patterns (Viljakainen et al., 2019) . In fact, 
a sedentary lifestyle has been found to correlate with children's lack of healthy eating behaviors, emotional states, 
and daily routines, highlighting the importance of maintaining a balanced and varied diet. 

It has been observed that picky eating behavior among children aged 2 and 4 years old during mealtime at home 
results in more food refusals and greater difficulty in feeding (Powell et al., 2017). This shows that meal structures 
and the environment also play a role in determining children as picky eaters. However, since there is no clear and 
widely accepted definition of picky eating, further research is needed to establish a definitive measure to identify 
several associated factors in determining picky eaters. 
 
Understanding the developmental phases of picky eating 

 
The phase of picky eating typically emerges in children between the ages of 1 to 3 years. Yet, precise 

determination of infants' dietary patterns during this period poses a challenge due to potential inaccuracies 
(Kauer et al., 2015). Similarly, Fernandez et al. (2020) identified distinct trajectories of picky eating among low-
income children in the US, revealing that early patterns of pickiness can persist into later childhood, highlighting 
the importance of early interventions. Additionally, research by Chilman et al. (2021) suggests that picky eaters 
are influenced by intrinsic and extrinsic factors that impact caregiver responses. Unlike earlier studies, this 
research not only acknowledges the concept of picky eating in children but also categorizes it into various 
components, including characteristics, assessment tool usage, environmental factors, portrayal of a picky-eating 
child, and parental feeding practices. Sensory-related factors may also influence eating behaviour, as children who 
are sensitive to food textures and touch often reject certain foods, reinforcing persistent picky eating patterns 
(Smith et al., 2005). 

Parents' ineffective use of basic feeding strategies often leads to young children under five years old being 
labelled as picky eaters (Saidah & Dewi, 2020). This habit of avoiding certain foods and meals among picky eaters 
can lead to stunting in children under five (Hermawati et al., 2020). A study conducted three phases to assess 
picky eaters among children aged 7 to 12. The first phase involved the development of a qualitative questionnaire, 
while the second phase validated the questionnaire. Finally, the third phase involved a quantitative taste 
sensitivity test. In contrast, Jani et al. (2020) employed a quantitative approach, utilizing two main questionnaires: 
the core-food Picky Eating Questionnaire (PEQ) and the Child-reported Food Preference Questionnaire (C-FPQ) 
to assess picky eaters among children aged 7 to 12. 

It is important for parents to pay close attention to their children's eating habits, especially when it comes to 
consuming enough fruits and vegetables for a balanced diet as they grow up. Recent research shows that if left 
unaddressed from a young age, picky eating in children, which is characterized by low intake of raw vegetables, 
fruits, meat, fish, and dairy products, can have negative effects on children by the time they reach 14 years old 
(Pereboom et al., 2023). 
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Exploring anthropometric measures in picky eaters 
 

Anthropometric measurements serve as key indicators for identifying whether a child falls within the category 
of picky eaters. A study conducted in Seoul encompassed children aged 1 to 5 to assess their eating habits in 
relation to growth. Illustrated in Figure 1, findings revealed that 4 and 5-year-old children who exhibited food 
refusal tendencies had lower height-for-age, attributed to a poorer quality diet in terms of macronutrients (Kwon 
et al., 2017). Similarly, research conducted in China indicated that there was a high prevalence of fussy eating 
among toddlers aged 24 to 35 months, particularly when it came to vegetables (50.8%), meat (23.2%), and grains 
and grain products (10.7%) (Li et al., 2017). Vegetables were consistently rated as the most rejected food item 
among children, indicating a widespread pattern. 

Picky eating emerges as a significant concern among pre-schoolers aged 2 to 4 years old, posing adverse effects 
on their development, growth, activity level, and overall health (Chao, 2018). Echoing recent findings by Logarajan 
et al. (2023), the 2016 National Health Morbidity Survey reported that 22.5% of Malay children aged 5 and below 
were stunted, necessitating prompt intervention. Consistent with prior research, inadequate nutrient intake and 
poor dietary habits were identified as primary contributors to childhood stunting. Therefore, it is imperative for 
parents to vigilantly monitor their children's eating behaviours to prevent the increase of eating disorders. 

 
Figure 1 
 
Identification of picky eaters 
 

 
 
Notes: This figure illustrates the developmental timeline and contributing factors that help identify children 
categorized as picky eaters, based on age-specific behavioural traits and anthropometric measurements. 

 
 

INVESTIGATING EATING PATTERNS AMONG ASIAN CHILDREN 
 

Southeast Asia is renowned for its vibrant culinary and spice culture, owing to its rich history of spice trade 
(David & Kofahl, 2017). Despite this, there is a lack of research in Asia that focuses on children's picky eating 
behavior. Asian food traditions typically center around communal dining, with rice as the primary ingredient, 
accompanied by various condiments such as braised meats or chicken, curries, soups, and steamed vegetables 
(Tay et al., 2020). Moreover, due to its climate and geographical location, both wheat and rice are prevalent staple 
foods, ranging from regular rice to sticky and aromatic varieties (Santarita, 2022). 

According to data from the Southeast Asian Nutrition Survey (SEANUTS), 56.1% of Malaysian youth have three 
main meals per day. Those who consume less frequent main meals tend to have lower micronutrient intake which 
can have a negative impact on their health (Chong et al., 2016). Furthermore, inadequate food intake during 
mealtime or irregular eating patterns can also lead to adverse effects. In Singapore, a study identified two dietary 
patterns: the "Unhealthy" cluster (43.9%) characterized by higher consumption of fries, processed meat, biscuits, 
and ice cream, and the "Healthy" cluster (56.1%) which preferred whole foods such as fish, fruits, and vegetables. 
However, broader epidemiological studies in Singapore have also pointed to the increasing prevalence of eating 
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disorders among children and adolescents, suggesting the potential progression of disordered eating habits from 
early picky eating behaviours (Chua et al., 2021).  Similarly, research conducted in Japan involving 135 preschool 
children found that consuming vegetables at the beginning of meals was significantly associated with predicting 
a child's level of pickiness at a specific age (Yeung, 2022). 
 
Parental impact on children's picky eating habits 
 

Picky eating can be classified as a type of poor eating habit. Research conducted across Southeast Asian 
countries (Thailand, Vietnam, Singapore, Philippines, and Malaysia) shown in Figure 2 revealed unhealthy eating 
behaviors among children aged 2 to 12, particularly when their parents' feeding practices were non-responsive 
(Lindsay et al., 2017). Further insight from Pramesty et al. (2021) highlighted various factors influencing 
children's pickiness, including parental observation, education, income, and family size. Parental pressure on 
children aged 1 to 12 to eat well has been linked to the development of picky eating habits (Permatasari & 
Kurniawati, 2020). However, it remains unclear how picky eating affects children's nutritional status in terms of 
height and weight, as it may also reflect parental feeding practices (Yamborisut et al., 2018). 

Recent studies examining the relationship between maternal feeding practices and children's body mass index 
(BMI) underscored the significance of parental influence. For instance, greater parental pressure on 5-year-olds 
was associated with lower BMI z-scores at age 6 (Quah et al., 2019). Additionally, a cross-sectional study 
evaluating children aged 1 to 7 found that severe food neophobia and picky eating were linked to a lack of healthy 
home food environments, emphasizing the role of parenting style and parental eating behavior in preschool-aged 
children's eating habits (Ariyanti et al., 2023). Moreover, parental history of picky eating may predict similar 
behavior in children (Mok et al., 2022), consistent with findings associating fussy eating with stunted growth in 
children under five (Hermawati et al., 2020).  

Abnormally, some children struggle with consuming fruits and vegetables, preferring unhealthy options, 
underscoring the importance of addressing picky eating in childhood development. While time constraints and 
household chores may hinder meal planning and timely dining, parental observation remains crucial for 
understanding children's picky eating behaviors (Dahl et al., 2023). 

 
Figure 2 
 
Asia’s children eating behaviour and associated parental factors. 
 

 
 
Notes: This figure summarizes the parental feeding styles and their influence on children's eating patterns across 
selected Southeast Asian countries. 
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Table 1 
 
Summary of reviewed studies on parental influence on children’s picky eating 
 

No. Author(s) Year Title Pages Main findings 

1 Lindsay et 
al.,  

2017 Non-responsive 
feeding practices, 
unhealthy eating 
behaviors, and risk of 
child overweight and 
obesity in Southeast 
Asia: A systematic 
review 

1-18 The reviewed studies were analysed, 
considering both preschool- and school-aged 
children separately. The findings revealed a 
connection between parental feeding 
practices, child eating behaviours, and the 
risk of childhood overweight and obesity in 
various Southeast Asian countries. 

2  Quah et al., 2019 Longitudinal Analysis 
Between Maternal 
Feeding Practices and 
Body Mass Index 
(BMI): A Study in Asian 
Singaporean 
Preschoolers  
 

1-13 Asian mothers tend to change how they feed 
their children based on their child's BMI, 
rather than the child's BMI changing because 
of how they're fed. This means they may 
adjust feeding practices in response to their 
child's weight, rather than the child's weight 
being influenced by how they're fed. 

3 Hermawati 
et al.,  

2020 Modeling Associated 
with Picky Eating 
Behavior on Stunted 
Children 

84-89 All family members, knowingly or 
unknowingly, influence each other's food 
choices. They may model both healthy and 
unhealthy eating behaviours. For instance, 
parents might demonstrate healthy eating 
habits, but they could also unintentionally 
model unhealthy behaviours, such as 
emotional eating. Overall, the family 
environment significantly shapes 
individuals' dietary behaviours through the 
modelling of various food choices. 

4 Permatasari 
& Kurniawati 

2020 Peer support and the 
influence to student 
discipline  
 

155-
167 

Parents often employ pressure to eat and 
restriction or control feeding practices in 
response to picky eating behaviour shown 
by their children, potentially impacting their 
eating habits, preferences, and attitudes 
towards food. 

5 Pramesty et 
al.,  

2021 Relationship Between 
Picky Eating and 
Nutritional Status in 
Preschool Children 
 

201-
209 

Most children with picky eating habits are 
found to have normal nutritional status, 
suggesting no correlation between picky 
eating and nutritional status in preschool-
age children. This may be attributed to the 
multifaceted nature of nutritional status, 
influenced not only by eating behaviours but 
also by factors such as parental monitoring 
of growth, parental education and 
occupation, family income, household 
structure, environmental hygiene, 
breastfeeding practices, nutrient intake, and 
various other factors. 

 
Notes: This table compiles research evidence highlighting key findings on non-responsive feeding practices, parental 
pressure, and household factors influencing children's dietary behaviours. 
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Table 1 (continued) 
 
Summary of reviewed studies on parental influence on children’s picky eating 
 

No. Author(s) Year Title Pages Main findings 

6 Mok et al.,  2022 Picky Eating Behaviour, 
Feeding Practices, Dietary 
Habits, Weight Status and 
Cognitive Function 
Among School Children in 
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 
 

10-18 Approximately one third of the children were 
identified as picky eaters, showing reduced 
consumption of vegetables and fish, but 
increased intake of milk and dairy products, 
snacks, and fast food compared to non-picky 
eaters. Picky eaters tended to have a normal 
weight status based on weight-for-age, 
height-for-age, and BMI-for-age compared to 
non-picky eaters. They often belonged to 
households with other picky eaters and were 
frequently exposed to an instrumental 
feeding style by their parents. Additionally, 
picky eaters exhibited poorer cognitive 
function compared to their non-picky 
counterparts. 

7 Ariyanti et 
al.,  
 

2023 Factors Associated with 
Picky Eating in Preschool 
Children 

8-11 The study findings did not reveal any 
significant association between exclusive 
breastfeeding history and picky eating 
among preschool-aged children. Nonetheless, 
a significant correlation emerged between 
parenting style and parental eating 
behaviour concerning picky eating 
tendencies in this demographic. 

8 Dahl et al., 2023 Dinner planning and 
preparation 
considerations of parents 
with children attending 
childcare. 
 

2-10 Further investigation and interventions are 
needed to address the challenges of meal 
planning and preparation for working 
parents, with a focus on understanding the 
intricacies of meal provision tasks, 
navigating the time limitations for meal 
preparation, and implementing supportive 
measures. 
 

 
Notes: This table compiles research evidence highlighting key findings on non-responsive feeding practices, parental 
pressure, and household factors influencing children's dietary behaviours. 
 
 
Socioeconomic factors shaping children's picky eating preferences 
 

It has been observed that children's eating habits differ between home-based and school-based childcare 
settings. Generally, those in home-based care tend to be pickier eaters compared to their peers in school-based 
care. This difference is thought to be due to the increased exposure school-going children must eating with their 
peers, which fosters a willingness to try new foods. To better understand children's eating behaviors, the Children 
Eating Behaviour Questionnaire was used to assess the nutritional needs of children in Low- and Middle-income 
Countries (LMICs). The results showed that an eight-subscale Confirmatory Factor Analysis Model effectively 
captured children's picky eating behaviors with a 90% confidence interval.  

According to a recent study by Bourne et al. (2023), children from households with lower socioeconomic status 
tend to be fussy eaters more often. This is likely due to limited access to affordable and healthy food options. 
However, parents can join forces with schoolteachers to address this issue and help their children develop 
healthier eating habits. School programs that promote healthy eating habits and expand children's food 
preferences can be helpful, as well as broader health initiatives led by societal organizations and governmental 
health ministries. These initiatives may include community-based workshops, nutritional education campaigns, 
and initiatives that aim to increase access to affordable and nutritious foods for families. All these efforts play a 
crucial role in promoting positive eating behaviors and supporting children's overall health and well-being. 
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Factors of parental education and its influence on children's picky eating behaviour 
 

As mothers achieve higher levels of education, they tend to show greater proficiency in managing their 
children's picky eating behaviors, as observed in the study. This educational advantage seems crucial for children 
hailing from food-insecure households, where larger family sizes, single-parent households, or even the absence 
of parents are more common. Moreover, these children often belong to families where parental education levels 
are secondary or below, and the primary caregiver is frequently not employed, resulting in household incomes 
falling within the lowest quartile, as highlighted in the research conducted by Chen and Yeung (2024).  

Furthermore, the significance of maternal education extends beyond addressing picky eating behaviour. Their 
findings indicate that mothers who have received a higher education tend to adopt healthier nutritional practices, 
thereby reducing the likelihood of stunting in children. This highlights the essential role of maternal education in 
managing picky eating behaviors and promoting overall child health and well-being. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 

This article explores the common misunderstanding of picky eating behaviour among children in Asian 
communities. Its aim is to shed light on the challenges of this issue and its potential consequences for children's 
health and development. One of the key points emphasized is the critical importance of addressing picky eating 
habits early on to prevent the emergence of more serious eating disorders that could have long-term implications 
for children's growth and nutritional well-being. 

The article presents research findings from contemporary studies and historical investigations to provide a 
comprehensive understanding of picky eating behavior. By presenting diverse literature, the article attempts to 
unravel the complex interplay of factors that contribute to picky eating across different age groups and cultural 
contexts. It portrays various instances of picky eating and delves into the underlying psychological, social, and 
environmental influences that shape children's attitudes and behaviors towards food. 

Despite efforts to define picky eating, it remains subjective and varies among individuals. This article aims to 
highlight the diverse range of experiences and challenges faced by children and families dealing with picky eating 
behaviors. Through a thorough examination of existing research, we hope to shed light on the issue and provide 
insights on how to cope with it. 

The article stresses the importance of creating awareness and providing support to parents and caregivers in 
dealing with picky eating behaviors. It advocates for the implementation of interventions that foster a positive 
and nurturing feeding environment. This, in turn, helps to promote healthy attitudes towards food and encourages 
children to explore and accept a diverse range of food options from an early age. 

In conclusion, this article serves as a call to action for researchers, healthcare professionals, and policymakers 
to prioritize the issue of picky eating and invest in strategies that support the nutritional health and well-being of 
children in Asian communities and beyond. By addressing picky eating behaviour early and holistically, we can 
lay the groundwork for a future where all children can thrive and enjoy a healthy relationship with food. 
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