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I have spent so many years talking about the topic of weaning – it’s something I speak about, think about and answer questions on every single day. You could say I live and breathe weaning!



I realised one thing from my experience of weaning my son, Raffy, as well as from talking to hundreds of parents every day: confidence is everything! So, I’ve made it my mission to try to boost parental confidence in feeding babies and young children.

I always feel that weaning comes at a time when, as parents, we could really do without it. At six months we’re just beginning to feel we’ve come to terms with the lack of sleep, and feeding is often a little more structured, and finally we start to feel human again. Suddenly – BAM! – we must start considering mealtimes for babies, too.

This book aims to make this process easy and fun for new parents, so that we can enjoy raising the next generation of foodies; babies and children who are not only good little eaters, but who love food, mealtimes and eating!

I’ve tried to make this book as practical as possible; I’m a time-poor mum of two who is trying to juggle family life while running my own business. I don’t have time to spend hours preparing gourmet recipes for my children… let’s be real. That’s exactly what my guide and my recipes are about – being realistic, while still raising healthy children.
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A BIT ABOUT ME

In today’s connected, digital world, there are countless online experts sharing information about weaning and nutrition for children and babies; however, research or an understanding of the science of food does not always underpin their ideas.

As a registered nutritionist – with a degree in Human Biology and Nutrition and a Masters in Nutrition and Public Health – I aim to provide simple, realistic and practical advice, based on the most up-to-date research. I started my career with the UK’s NHS, supporting new parents on their weaning journeys. Having since supported countless parents and having had two babies myself, I now have a real desire to share my knowledge and experience to help as many parents as possible.

Throughout this book I’ve used my years of first-hand practical experience, alongside my scientific understanding of child nutrition, to help you overcome the uncertainties of weaning and make your journey as enjoyable as possible. There will always be bumps along the way, but by following my advice, each step of your weaning journey will be less scary and will help set your child up for a healthy relationship with food – for life.

THE VEG-LED APPROACH

If you’ve followed me on social media (@SR_Nutrition) for any length of time, you’ll see that I’m a big advocate of kicking off your baby’s weaning journey with vegetables.

Traditionally, babies tend to be weaned on more of the sweet stuff – think fruit purees, semolina and baby rice. However, a great deal of research suggests that starting weaning by introducing vegetables first, frequently and in variety, might be a better way to go. Weaning with vegetables, and offering them in variety early on, can help to encourage an acceptance of these foods later on in life – and, let’s face it, many of us need all the help we can get to encourage kids to eat up their veggies!

Weaning is about learning to taste new foods and enjoy new flavours. Babies are born with a preference for sweet foods, and breast and formula milk are both fairly sweet. However, I like to encourage people to think about weaning as a process of exploring the new, not simply reinforcing existing preferences. A baby will readily accept and gobble up the sweet stuff, certainly; but the bitter, sour and savoury tastes? They need a little help to enjoy those tastes initially, and one of the ways this works is by offering them regularly and building familiarity with those flavours early on during weaning.


MYTH BUST!

—

‘I need to start my baby’s weaning journey with baby rice’

 

This definitely isn’t the case and packets of baby rice or porridge can be unnecessary and expensive. I recommend kicking weaning off with vegetables and, once you’ve moved through first tastes, you can offer your usual, plain porridge oats to baby.



WHY A 30-DAY GUIDE?

What I’ve noticed from my work over the last few years is that weaning is a challenge for many parents who are super-anxious about the little details. Yet I’ve also noticed that parents just need some clear guidance in the early weeks to help them become absolute pros when it comes to feeding their baby. That’s why I’ve created a step-by-step guide to the first 30 days of weaning, starting with a veg-led approach. I know from experience that once parents have been guided through those first weeks of introducing solid foods, including what food to start with, how to introduce potential allergens etc., they will have acquired the confidence to feed their baby a beautifully varied and delicious diet, without all the stress and questions that so many parents encounter.

This guide condenses all the latest research, tips, practical hacks and my experience and knowledge, and puts them in your capable hands so can carry on your weaning journey with complete confidence.

My 5 key principles

These five key principles are important tips that I share with parents every single day. Try to keep them in mind during weaning, but also when feeding children of any age: they are crucial elements to encourage a love of food and to establish good eating habits for life.

If your little one isn’t taking to solid foods as you would like – if they’re starting to get a little fussy, or if you find yourself stuck in a rut with the foods you’re offering – come back to these tips and make sure each of them is well and truly in place. Write them down, bookmark this page or pin the list on to your fridge.



1. Keep it calm

The more anxious you get, and the more tense mealtimes are, the more you’ll find your little one doesn’t really want to be a part of them. Keeping calm is often easier said than done, especially if you have a bit of an anxious personality (guilty!). However, what can really help is stepping away from
 the idea of getting food into your child’s tummy and focusing on the idea of making the mealtime environment a nice place to be. Think about it: if you were in a situation that felt negative or unpleasant, but you couldn’t escape from it, you’d soon start feeling a little reluctant to go back there day after day. If you can focus on making mealtimes an enjoyable occasion for both yourself and your little one, this can enhance the whole scenario.

Don’t worry about getting your baby to eat, at first; just encourage them to be happy to sit, even if it’s just to watch you eat. A bright tablecloth, some gentle music or just smiling and keeping yourself calm can make all the difference. Throughout your weaning journey, you’ll notice mealtimes not going smoothly – food refusal is common (see page 120). At such times, try to pause and consider the environment that you’re helping to create at mealtimes. Would you want to eat in a battleground?



2. Eat together

The simple habit of eating together is very powerful. When I speak to families who are struggling with weaning, the big mistake they often make is not eating with their little ones. Your baby will learn how and what to eat from watching you. They’ll pick up cues on biting, chewing and swallowing, as well as learning how much to take and how to sip water from an open cup – all from watching you. Before you start weaning, simply bring them to the table with you and let them observe the natural behaviour of eating.



3. Always think variety

Research shows that the more variety of foods that infants are given when they are younger, the more variety they are likely to eat when they are older too. However, it’s all too common to see parents doing the opposite: if baby doesn’t seem to be enjoying certain foods, pulls faces or rejects something one day, they take it off the menu. Yet perhaps your baby wasn’t expecting such a new taste, or didn’t fancy that particular food on that occasion.

There is also plenty of evidence that babies and children need multiple offerings of certain foods before they will accept them, but also that including a variety of flavour profiles in the diet can increase a little one’s liking and acceptance of foods they haven’t even tasted yet (see page 34). So, don’t give up offering foods to your little one just because they don’t appreciate them yet. Think of all the different fruits and vegetables we have access to, as well as the adventurous foods we might not have tried ourselves yet, perhaps soya beans, millet, jackfruit…?



4. Have a routine

This one might sound boring, but it can really make a big difference to your baby’s acceptance of solid foods at the start, as well as ensuring older children are hungry for their mealtimes.

Up until around six months, babies have had nothing but milk – and then, all of a sudden, they’re presented with food. Babies like routine, and unless we help them to know when to expect solids and understand that there are times in the day for milk and times in the day for food, it can be a little hard for them to take to solids initially. Once they have a consistent structure where they do a similar thing (e.g. getting in the high chair) at a similar time (around lunchtime, perhaps), they quickly become more willing to accept it. It can also help you as parents to keep up with how much they’ve eaten and what has or hasn’t gone in each day – allowing you to also think about the balance of foods they are getting at mealtimes.



5. Put eating into context

Some days baby will eat plenty, while other days they’ll eat next to nothing, and that’s perfectly normal. So much tends to affect your baby’s appetite. It’s all too easy to look at what your baby is eating from one day to the next and panic that they aren’t getting enough. It’s also easy to compare what your baby eats with what you see other friends’ babies eating, and worry that you’re getting something wrong. It’s so important to remember that babies are all very different; they come with a different set of genes, with their own milestone goals and also their own appetites. If your baby’s appetite takes a dive one day, take a step back and have a look at what’s going on and how this might be impacting their food intake.

Avoid comparing children; some are natural grazers and eat small amounts at mealtimes, while others have huge appetites and don’t ever seem to get full. The best advice is to get your little one weighed fairly regularly to ensure they are growing and developing properly. If you’re ever worried, that’s exactly what your health visitor and GP are there for.


How to use this book

All the information you need to set you up and prepare you for your weaning journey is in ‘The basics’ section on pages 16–75. If you have questions about feeding your baby and any queries on how you will deal with complications such as allergies, you’ll find the answers here. The information is broken down into bite-sized chunks, with lots of infographics, charts and checklists to help keep it all simple.

Once you’re feeling confident about how to begin, we enter my step-by-step guide to the first 30 days of weaning (pages 76–111). This section will offer you everything you need to breeze through your first month of weaning, including shopping lists, example meal plans and recipes.

Once you’ve mastered the first 30 days, the ‘Next steps of weaning’ (pages 112–123) shows you how to start building your own balanced meals for your baby, as well as adjusting milk amounts accordingly, and covers the all-too-common issue of food refusal.

I’ll then provide you with some delicious ideas and recipes for your family meals, including breakfasts, lunches and dinners, which you can all share, as well as some finger food and lighter meal options for babies (see pages 124–197).

Finally, if you still have questions, the ‘What do I do when… ?’ section on pages 198–203 covers the majority of these, such as what yoghurt to give baby, what to do if baby isn’t taking to weaning, and what to do if baby throws their food.



For the past few years, I’ve been asked by thousands of parents to produce some kind of guide to help with the weaning process – so, here it is! I really hope you enjoy How to Wean Your Baby and that it gives you the confidence to create your own little foodies. Let the weaning journey commence!
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This section is all about preparing for the weaning journey ahead so that you feel confident about each stage. You can use it like a journal, with practical tick sheets, charts and tables to help ensure the information is easy to understand and to get you involved. I’ll cover everything you need to know before you start weaning. So, get stuck into these next pages for everything you need to know about successful weaning.


What is ‘weaning’?

Many people still think of ‘weaning’ as the process of weaning baby off the breast or bottle. But weaning is all about introducing solid foods to a baby. It’s sometimes called complementary feeding, reflecting the fact that this new food should be introduced alongside (not instead of!) milk.

Whenever I refer to weaning, I simply mean the process of gently introducing baby to solid foods that gradually increase in variety, amount and texture until baby is on a similar diet to the rest of the family.

WHY DO WE NEED TO WEAN?

From around six months of age, babies need more nutrition than milk alone can provide. Nutrients such as iron and zinc are starting to decline and need replacing through baby’s diet. Weaning isn’t just about nutrients, though: it’s also about the process of learning to eat. Eating, just like walking and talking, is a skill that must be learned. Weaning is also an opportunity for baby to develop, practise and hone skills around eating. These include biting, chewing, swallowing, munching and sipping, as well as hand–eye coordination and self-feeding.

Weaning is also the process of helping babies to learn about foods, tastes and flavours. This is an opportunity to familiarise baby with a huge variety of foods. Research has shown that eating habits tend to stick: if your little one experiences a really diverse range of foods early on, they are more likely to embrace the wide variety of foods needed to make up a balanced diet later on in life.

We know that food eaten in the early years matters. The right nutrition early on in life can reduce the risk of illness and diseases throughout life, can support healthy growth and brain development, and can lead to adults who have higher IQs and go on to have healthier families themselves.


MYTH BUST!

—

‘Food before one is just for fun’

 

Now, don’t get me wrong, one of my main tips is to allow little ones to have fun with food. But food is so much more than just for fun. It’s vital from six months to ensure adequate nutrition, as well as helping your child to acquire the skills to feed themselves. So, by all means have fun with food, but don’t believe the myth that it’s just a bit of fun – it’s not.





When is my baby ready?

Until fairly recently, babies were typically introduced to solids earlier than they are now – for example, in 2005, 51 per cent of mothers had introduced solid foods by four months of age. In the UK, we recommend ‘around six months of age’ as a good starting point for baby’s first foods. Some babies may be ready a little earlier than this, but around six months is a good estimate of when most babies will be developmentally ready. Don’t worry about whether to count baby’s age in months or weeks; instead, it’s better to look out for their individual signs of readiness.

Use the checklist below to record signs of readiness in your baby. Look for these happening together and on multiple occasions, rather than just as one-offs:


	

	[image: ] Is your baby at or coming up to six months of age?

	

	[image: ] Is your baby able to sit up, and hold their head and neck steady?

	

	[image: ] Does your baby have hand–eye coordination, so they can see an object or food and bring it to their mouth by themselves?

	

	[image: ] Does your baby have less of a tongue thrust reflex? (i.e. if you place your finger on their bottom lip, do they push their tongue out significantly as a reflex?) This reflex will start to lessen as your baby moves towards six months of age. A baby who is ready will swallow more than they spit out.



There are plenty of other behaviours that parents often mention as signs of readiness, but many of these will just be milestone achievements for a baby at around this stage. You can always look out for some of these occurring alongside the main signs of readiness in the checklist here. For example, you might find that your baby:


	[image: ] Takes an interest in your food and watching you eat.

	[image: ] Tries to grab out for your food.

	[image: ] Opens their mouth in response to you eating.

	[image: ] Chews their fists and other objects.

	[image: ] Wakes during the night, when previously they slept through.

	[image: ] Seems hungrier than normal and unsatisfied with their usual milk.
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Tongue thrust reflex: tongue sticks out as a reflex in response to touch on the lip





Feeding milestones

Keeping track of developmental milestones can cause a lot of stress for parents. If your little one isn’t crawling, rolling or walking when other babies of a similar age are, you can find yourself worrying that there must be something wrong. Just remember that your baby is unique and will develop at their own pace! Milestones are simply average ages when certain skills tend to become apparent – but babies will often begin, refine and ace developmental skills at totally different ages.

The timeline below summarises some of the milestones related to baby feeding. It shows the average ages, but please bear in mind that the age ranges for each milestone vary considerably.



BIRTH

Milestone: Suckling and swallowing

Important for?

Breast- or formula-feeding



AROUND 6 M

Milestone:

Tongue thrust (protrusion) begins to lessen as tongue control develops

Important for?

Baby can swallow more food than they spit out – this is a sign of readiness for weaning

Milestone:

Baby begins to learn to sit unaided

Important for?

Baby can hold their trunk and focus on self-feeding and swallowing at mealtimes

Milestone:

Gag response starts to become integrated (more like an adult’s gag reflex) with exposure to food (6–12 months)

Important for?

Baby can start to control and swallow foods more effectively. Less scary for parents as the gag reflex declines

Milestone:

First teeth may begin to appear (6–12 months) although it can happen earlier

Important for?

Baby will be able to cope with slightly harder and more complex textures, with practice

Milestone:

Tongue moves forwards and backwards in the mouth

Important for?

To transfer food to the back of the mouth for swallowing



    6-7 M

Milestone:

Can bring upper lip down to draw food off spoon.

Important for?

Baby can start to clear food from a spoon themselves

Milestone:

Baby begins to move tongue side to side in their mouth to help with munching

Important for?

Can start to use gums to flatten foods (including finger foods) before swallowing



8+ M

Milestone:

Once teeth are present, can bite harder foods

Important for?

Can offer more variety of textures

Milestone:

Starts attempting use of a spoon without spilling much

Important for?

Even when spoon-feeding, you can encourage self-feeding skills



9 M / 12 M

Milestone:

Pincer grip developing – baby uses finger and thumb to pick up foods (needs practice)

Important for?

You can start offering smaller pieces of foods for baby to explore and feed themselves



12 M

Milestone: Mastication efficiency still developing right up until around four years

Important for?

They still might need a little modification and foods such as whole grapes and whole nuts shouldn’t be offered until a child is five years



14–24 M

Milestone:

Food neophobia (fear of new foods) kicks in

Important for?

It’s normal and very common for children to go through periods of food refusal

Milk matters

Right up until one year and beyond, milk will continue to make a significant contribution to your baby’s food and nutrient intakes. As you start weaning, you might notice that your baby’s milk intake starts to gradually decline as their appetite for food and the amount of nutrients they get from solid food increases.

With breastfeeding, it’s tricky to tell how much milk baby is getting. The advice is simply to ‘feed responsively’ on the basis that baby’s intakes will adjust to match their needs. Once mealtimes are an established routine, you might start to notice baby spending less time on the breast and even dropping a feed or two. Carry on feeding responsively, and watch baby’s signals carefully.


Responsive milk feeding means responding to signs that a baby may want to feed. These signs might include sucking fingers, wriggling, and appearing distressed, or crying. It’s also about a mother’s needs too, so if mum needs to feed for any reason or just wants to sit down, rest and feed baby, that’s all part of feeding responsively too. Babies can be breastfed for reasons of hunger or to calm or comfort them – that’s OK and breastfeeding doesn’t necessarily need to fit into any particular routine.



The topic of formula milk – especially in relation to weaning – seems to be a source of great confusion. In fact, it’s one of the things I’m asked about most regularly. To make it clear, I’ve included a graphic here that sets out the type of milk recommended at each age.
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