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Introduction
THE PHILOSOPHY

“He used to love broccoli, now he won’t touch it. We’re down to the last couple of veg he will eat.”

“If it’s not beige, she won’t even allow it on the plate.”

“Beans were her favourite last week but now she’s beside herself because there’s one bean in her spaghetti hoops.”

“They love vegetables at nursery, but at home they will only eat fish fingers.”

Familiar? How about these:

“We’re so busy, we just tend to eat the same meals most weeks.”

“I don’t want mealtimes to be a battle, so we stick to the dishes we know we all like.”

“I sometimes end up making a different dinner for every member of the family.”

These are extremely common comments I hear time and time again, both as a parent and in my years working in family food. I’ve made more than a few of them myself.

Fussy and picky eating in children is completely normal and can happen for all sorts of reasons. They might be feeling under the weather, they might just be at the “no” stage, they might have got comfortable with a diet of treat food during a family holiday. They might have reasons that, in their minds, seem totally rational – to them, not wanting to eat their soup because it has "green dots" (herbs) in it might seem totally sensible.

Whatever the reasons, in the vast majority of cases it’s completely possible to bring children to (or back to) a healthy, adventurous attitude to food.

In my experience of feeding children (a seven-year-old daughter with a long history of chronic throat infections and an 11-year-old son on the autistic spectrum), I’ve learned that unfamiliar colours, aromas, textures or flavours present the most regular mealtime challenges. If it doesn’t look, smell, feel or taste the way they’re used to, it can be quickly rejected. We’ve all cried, more than once, “How do you know if you haven’t even tried it?” – right?

Even a familiar food presented in an unfamiliar way can cause issues, such as if your family are used to breaded fish, but you serve it “naked”. Or you bake pink salmon when they’re used to white cod. Neophobia, or fear of the new, is a very natural stage most children go through, but if it becomes a long-term habit, their diets can become extremely limited.

A few years ago, I was facing my own challenges with our family’s food. I’ve always enjoyed cooking, but before I had children I had my five favourite meals and we ate them again and again. We were stuck in a rut, but we didn’t really care.

Then our son was born and there were feeding challenges: he was badly jaundiced, my milk didn’t come in well, then he was diagnosed with a dairy allergy (which, thankfully, he has grown out of). Challenge after challenge meant it was such a delight when, at six months, we could finally introduce him to solids. And he loved puréed veg – it was all going to be easy from here on…

And it was for a while – feeding a baby isn’t so challenging because no one really expects them to eat a huge variety of meals. As he grew into an active toddler, JD settled on certain foods he liked and I was happy to make them for him. But then came a point where it was near-impossible to introduce him to anything new at all.

One day, my mum was visiting while JD was eating dinner. Quite off the cuff, she observed that everything he loved to eat the most was orange. And she was right! His favourite meals were sure to feature butternut squash, sweet potato, carrots or swede. These are all healthy vegetables, of course, but it was a flag that made me realize his concept of what made a food palatable was narrowing.
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After that, the evidence stacked up that he was becoming reliant on food being predictable, the same, normal. Grocery orders looked the same week after week. I could practically make his favourite meals with my eyes closed.

But who can blame any child for being suspicious of new foods? Imagine walking up to someone who has lived their whole life seeing only red, round apples and offering them a blue, triangular one. You could tell them all you like that it tastes just as good as a regular apple… but would they believe you? Perhaps not.

When we serve the same ingredients cooked in the same way in the same combination time and time again, we set very narrow “rules” in our subconscious – and in that of our children – about what “normal” looks like, and it becomes natural to reject what’s new or different.

My son would eye new foods with suspicion and, although I would try to introduce dishes to him, after minimal success – and through fear of him not getting enough nutrition – I would go back to a few days of reliable meals before trying something else. No luck. There were times I felt that he was holding out and waiting for me to give in. If you’ve ever had a child reject their favourite meal purely because you cooked it slightly differently, you’re probably nodding along.

I realized that if we really wanted to make this work, we needed to stick with it. Almost like taking up a new form of exercise, the hard part isn’t the exercise itself, it’s sticking with it long enough so that it becomes a habit. And a healthy approach to meals certainly wasn’t going to become a habit for our son if we didn’t do it consistently.
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And that’s when I hit upon the approach that is at the core of this book. If “new” was at the root of my son’s fear of variety, then it was the routine that must change to make new the norm. If, from day to day, his food varied so much that he never had the chance to get set in his ways, then trying something unfamiliar would become expected and therefore comfortable.

Tentatively, I began to serve different ingredients cooked in different ways in different combinations. I set myself a challenge that for an indeterminate period – maybe a week, maybe a month, maybe a year – I would never serve quite the same meal cooked in exactly the same way twice in a row. Metaphorically, if my family had eaten green apples and buttered pink toast for breakfast on Monday, then I was going to grate triangular blue apples into our green porridge on Tuesday.
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Conscious that I wanted to foster a love of food, not put JD off entirely, I started with small changes – a pinch of curry spice added to otherwise familiar mashed potato, a few lentils in our favourite spaghetti bolognese – and worked up to new ingredients and dishes gently over time.

Within the limits of real life and all its challenges, I continued to change things up often, never serving the same meal in quite the same way twice, and – gradually – the resistance fell away and things changed dramatically for the better.

By the time JD turned three, I was pregnant with our daughter, Jay, and on maternity leave. With more time to enjoy at home, I decided to set up a blog, A Mummy Too, to record our mother-son adventures and our shared love of food.

What started out as a sort of online diary quickly became a place for our recipes, activities and tips. JD’s appetite for new flavours and textures was expanding, while Jay was embarking on the same journey, so I was able to share new dishes as we discovered and cooked them. And readers started to find my blog and cook the same recipes, too.

I continued to blog after going back to work full time and carried on receiving messages from other parents who were balancing work and parenting while doing their best to feed their families interesting, healthy, varied meals.
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By now, the blog was receiving thousands of visits a day and I was becoming increasingly passionate about documenting our foodie adventures. In 2014, three years after I began blogging, I quit my day job and in the months that followed, A Mummy Too became a multi-award-winning online reference for busy parents. I had found my true passion.

Going full time with the blog allowed me to give more attention to developing new meals, testing new ideas and keeping an eye on how our family ate. When our busy lives, unwell kids or all manner of other life challenges knocked our food habits off course, the process of getting them back on track meant I was able to hone my understanding of what makes a family resistant or receptive to new foods.

And after years of trialling and refining the process, falling back into old habits and overcoming setbacks, I know what works for us, and that is what I’m sharing with you now.

Through five key phases, you are going to gradually change how your family thinks about food. You are going to make new the norm and enjoy healthy, varied meals that the whole family will enjoy.

MORE THAN A RECIPE BOOK

In this book, you’ll find 70 family-friendly, unusual, sometimes challenging and always delicious recipes, but this is not a recipe book.

You’re about to be introduced to a whole new approach to family meals, a “how to” guide for parents in the ongoing struggle to overcome picky eating and make new the norm.

Over the following pages, we’ll be embarking on an adventure to change the way you and your family look at food and to bring healthy variety into every meal for years to come, far beyond the recipes you discover within this book.

You will ease away from the same four to six staple meals most families fall back on, toward truly varied recipes and meal plans from day to day, week to week, to the point where introducing your whole family to new flavours, colours and textures is a breeze because new is the norm.
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THE 5-PHASE APPROACH

Of course, changing a lifetime of food habits isn’t as simple as just varying what you put on the table, so your journey is divided into key phases:
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Phase 1: Put the unfamiliar into the familiar

Start gently with variety at mealtimes. Begin to introduce small elements of unfamiliar colour, flavour or texture into family favourites. Think lentil bolognese, or curried fish and chips.
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Phase 2: Educate

Experiment with texture, taste and smell, and look into the science of taste. Understand where your food comes from and why that’s important. And build a relationship with food through growing your own.



Phase 3: Discover the fun in food

Put the enjoyment back into food by making each meal an occasion. Overcome visual resistance to certain foods and build a new level of enthusiasm for variety with arty plates and creative, exciting dishes, such as bright red risotto.
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Phase 4: Step into the unknown

Discover ingredients and flavour combinations that will be surprising even to grown-up palates. Push food boundaries in delicious ways, such as with strawberries and cream pasta!
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Phase 5: Cement variety

You’ve come so far and experimented with a wide range of new flavours. Now it’s time to make sure the habit sticks. Learn techniques to keep your family mealtimes varied long term.

Each phase includes an explanation of what you’re going to learn and achieve, clear advice and two weeks of delicious tried-and-tested recipes. Scattered throughout the book are hands-on food activities to try out with your children, all of which will help you and your family to progress.

The phases are designed to be worked through chronologically, but there’s no set time over which you should tackle each one. You could whizz through the whole book in ten weeks or tackle it more gently over a few months.

If you feel ready to jump ahead to a particular recipe, or if an activity from another phase catches your eye, that’s fine. And if you decide to move backward to work some more on a past phase, that’s fine too.

Every family is different and it’s important that the process is always enjoyable and never a chore.



PREPARING TO BEGIN

In each phase, you’ll be given a two-week meal plan. During that two weeks, 14 meals will be planned for you, with blank slots left for you to fill in the remaining meals. You’ll probably find it works best to plan and shop at the start of each week – refer to the bespoke shopping lists to support each phase.

INGREDIENTS TO STOCK UP ON

To get you stocked up for the weeks ahead, and to help you get into the habit of making healthy choices when preparing meals to fill those free option slots in your meal plans, I’ve compiled a list of delicious and healthy core ingredients to use as the basis for some great, varied meals.

I’ve left out the obvious essentials, such as bread, milk and pasta.
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CUPBOARD ESSENTIALS

These are the items you’ll reach for time and time again. With long shelf lives, they’ll sit ready and waiting for the right meal to come along.

• Oil – A cooking essential. Grab a bottle of flavourless oil (such as sunflower oil), a bottle of olive oil and an oil spray so you’re all set for hot and cold food prep.

• Butter – Invaluable for adding a rich, creamy taste to almost everything, as well as structure to baked goods, butter also has a low smoking point that makes browning foods in a pan super easy.

• Flour – With a bag each of plain flour, wholewheat flour, self-raising flour and strong bread flour, you’ll be set for most baking challenges, from breakfast to dinner, starters to desserts.

• Baking bits – Pick up some tubs of bicarbonate of soda, baking powder and fast-action dried yeast and you’ll find that you rarely need to go shopping when you want to try out a new baking recipe.

• Canned tomatoes – Tomatoes will open up hundreds of options for you, acting as the key that transforms a random collection of meat and veg into a stew, bolognese, chilli or curry. Grab a can or tube of tomato purée too, for when you want concentrated flavour.

• Honey – A fantastic ingredient that adds a wonderful depth of flavour to both savoury and sweet dishes. Sweeter than sugar but twice as tasty, honey should always be in your cupboard.

• Rice – A bag of brown rice, a bag of white rice and you’re ready to bulk out delicious recipes with an ingredient enjoyed by millions (if not billions) of people every day.

• Canned beans – Grab a can each of the following: haricot, kidney, butter, black and cannellini beans. Try swapping out other proteins in your meal for beans instead – you’ll be amazed at what you can do with a humble can.

• Alternative grains – You’ve probably already got pasta in store, which is great! Now stock your cupboards with quinoa, rye, barley and freekeh, and try using them in dishes you would normally make with couscous, pasta or rice.

• Dried beans, peas and lentils – These can bulk out all sorts of meals with healthy proteins. Grab a selection.

• Chickpeas – A bag of dried chickpeas and a few cans of chickpeas in water will last for months and are great for whizzing up a quick hummus, adding substance to a curry, or tossing over a salad.

• Stock – Homemade or from a cube, a good stock can enliven any dish. Aim to pick up the low-salt versions, if you can.

• Dried breadcrumbs – For coating and frying, breadcrumbs are a great way of getting a crunch on items such as breaded fish or Scotch eggs. To make breadcrumbs, simply put some lightly toasted bread into a food processor and blitz until fine.

• Condiments – An easy way of adding a quick hit of flavour. You no doubt already have mayonnaise and ketchup in stock, but grab some Worcestershire sauce, sriracha, sweet chilli and Tabasco too, so that you’re ready to introduce lots of variation to your cooking.

• Garlic – Adds its pungent, unmistakable flavour to dishes throughout the world. If a savoury dish is missing something you can’t quite put your finger on, it may well be garlic.
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REFRIGERATOR

• Cheese – You don’t have to ditch the Cheddar, but having a few varieties of cheese will open up loads of new cooking options. A hard cheese such as Parmesan can lend a lovely warm depth of flavour to sauces, while packaged mozzarella and goats’ cheese can liven up everything from salad to savoury bakes.

• Chillies – These can do everything, from acting as the star of the show, to adding a subtle hint of warmth. They’re a fantastic way of mixing up a dish and challenging young taste buds.

• Eggs – Humble, but delicious in their own right, whether poached, scrambled or fried, and easy to build a host of fantastic dishes around. What’s more, the unique binding quality of eggs makes them invaluable in baking.

• Fruit – Have a good selection of fruit to hand, including at least one or two items you wouldn’t normally buy.

• Vegetables – Always have a variety of vegetables in the refrigerator. However, if you have more than three different types in stock that you haven’t got a plan for, don’t buy any more until you’ve used up what you have.

• Yogurt – From Greek- and Indian-spiced dishes, to sweet desserts and breakfasts, yogurt is an essential part of many recipes and great on its own, too.

SPICES

There are probably a few spices you use regularly, but you will be introduced to some key ones in this book and discover new ways of using them. The spices listed here will all be used at least once during the coming weeks. Go out and grab them all.

• Cayenne – With its mellow, chilli-like aroma and powerful punch, cayenne can make a good chilli great.

• Cinnamon – Fruity, sweet and warm, cinnamon is great in porridge, delightful with apples and incredible in spicy Mexican dishes.

• Cumin – Light, almost floral, with a hint of grass, cumin will add a distinctive flavour.

• Mustard – Rich and earthy tones combined with a slight sweetness and a kick on the tongue, mustard adds piquancy to creamy sauces, salad dressings and more.

• Paprika – Earthy and rich with a slightly aged taste, paprika can add warmth without heat.

• Turmeric – Floral and sometimes slightly bitter, turmeric is essential to a good curry and adds a fantastic golden hue.

• Vanilla – Be it from a pod or a bottle of extract, a little vanilla adds a distinctive rounded aroma and taste that enhances sweet dishes.
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HERBS

An easy addition to your cooking, dried herbs add aromatic variation without being overpowering. (In Phase 2, you’ll learn how to turn some cheap plants from the supermarket into your very own herb garden.)

• Basil – Lively, aromatic and peppery, basil is the perfect partner to tomatoes.

• Chives – Tangy and fresh with a mellow, onion-like flavour, chives can lift potatoes, salads and more to a whole new level.

• Mint – Light, leafy and refreshing, mint beautifully complements fruit, chocolate and lamb.

• Oregano – With a warm, dense taste, oregano is a dream addition to Mediterranean dishes.

• Parsley – Mildly bitter with a grassy flavour, parsley will add a freshness to your dish.

• Sage – Floral and woody with a slightly bitter taste, sage can add a meaty element to vegetable dishes.

• Thyme – With its light earthiness and floral aroma, thyme makes roast potatoes taste incredible and can be pretty special in some fruit dishes, too.

NUTS AND SEEDS

These offer a wonderful opportunity to lift the texture and flavour of a dish. They’re also great for snacking, and nutritionally rich, offering a host of omega oils and vitamins. Here are some of my favourites.

• Almonds – These offer a distinctive flavour and crunchy texture that’s perfect for snacking.

• Cashews – With a creamy texture and mild flavour, cashews are great in stir-fries.

• Pine nuts – Raw or toasted, pine nuts add a gorgeous, warm taste to pizza, pasta and more. I love them sprinkled on a cake before baking to create an incredible crust.

• Pumpkin seeds – Mild, soft and nutty, I toss pumpkin seeds into salads and stir-fries, or sprinkle them over stews and pasta dishes.

• Sunflower seeds – With a crisp shell and the flavour of a mild nut, sunflower seeds are wonderful sprinkled on salads, kneaded into dough or stirred into cereal.

• Walnuts – These complement fruit and cheese beautifully. Once you start adding them to dishes, you won’t want to stop.

FREEZER STAPLES

• Frozen fruit and veg – I always have a whole freezer drawer full of frozen fruit and veg. Sure, fresh produce is great, but when time simply won’t allow, frozen does the job
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