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Spotlight

Fussy eating: is it down to 
genetics or environment?
By Fran Bailey
In the mainstream press over recent weeks there have been reports about 
fussy eating in children being attributed to genetics rather than ‘bad 
parenting’,1,2 so it seemed appropriate for this evidence review to consider the 
papers and the research study that led to these headlines. The majority of the 
press reports indicated these traits were almost definitively genetic, whereas 
the reports themselves suggest that there may be some genetic background, 
which may make parents feel better, but also a significant influence from the 
environment around the child. This is particularly relevant to practitioners 
working with parents postnatally, notably those running NCT Introducing Solids 
workshops, and NCT Early Days courses, drop-ins or NCT Parent courses. 

Smith AD, Herle M, Fildes A, et al. Food fussiness and food neophobia 
share a common etiology in early childhood. J Child Psychol Psychiatry 
14 October 2016.
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Participants in the research were from the birth cohort called Gemini, 
consisting of twins born in 2007 and their mothers: www.geministudy.co.uk 
The children were aged 16 months at the time of the study, and were 
representative of the UK twin population in weight, in gestational age, and in 
being a mixture of identical and non identical twins. However, white British 
families and married couples were over represented, as were those with a 
university education and those who had breastfed.

The article by Smith et al aims to explore the possibility of a shared cause 
of food fussiness and food neophobia. Food fussiness is defined as, ‘the 
tendency to be selective about the foods one is willing to try, often focusing 
on food-specific attributes such as texture’; food neophobia refers to ‘refusal 
to try unfamiliar foods’. A refusal to try new foods is frequently linked with 
characteristics such as shyness, whereas food fussiness is more often 
associated with external influences such as feeding methods. Further 
exploration was needed to discover whether the two phenomena are 
connected by a common cause or whether they should be treated as distinct. 
The new findings suggest that, as expected, environment plays an important 
role in the development of fussy eating behaviour but much less so with the 
development of food neophobia. Traditionally, parents coercing children to 
eat has resulted in increased fussiness, whereas modelling healthy eating is 
more likely to lower the incidence of fussy eating. Taking these ideas a step 
further, the study by Smith et al indicates, from anecdotal evidence, that both 
food fussiness and refusal to try new foods are under some level of genetic 
control. Parents felt that ‘these traits emerge early, are somewhat innate, and 
difficult to modify,’ leading researchers to suspect that there is more involved 
than just environmental factors.

Also notable about the research was its findings that these food-related 
traits were less frequently found in these young children than in separate 
studies of older children, indicating that early food-related experiences may 
significantly influence children’s behaviour as they grow up. It supports, for 
instance the value of educating parents about the benefit of decreasing 
mealtime conflicts and in acting as positive food role models. This approach 
can work alongside understanding that there is a partly genetic basis to both 
characteristics, which the study suggests is useful in ‘diverting blame.’

Harris HA, Fildes A, Mallan KM et al. Maternal feeding practices and 
fussy eating in toddlerhood: a discordant twin analysis. Int J Behav Nutr 
Phys Act 2016;13:81-90. 

The research by Harris et al centred on the hypothesis that ‘feeding practices 
develop in response to a child’s emerging appetite characteristics.’ By 
researching twin children the authors expected to see that parents would 
adopt different strategies if their children displayed different food-associated 
behaviours. The study, which again made use of the Gemini cohort of 16 
month old children and their mothers, indicated that the fussier the twin, the 
more pressure parents put on them and the more food rewards offered. The 
authors stated, ‘as the difference in fussiness increased between the twins, 
the more the mother would differentially pressure or instrumentally feed the 
twins.’ Parents also tended to use a preferred food as a reward to increases 



a child’s food intake at a particular moment, but this appeared to have a 
negative effect on a child’s like or dislike of certain foods in the long term. 
(Perhaps, the age old mantra of ‘no pudding until you’ve eaten your sprouts,’ 
is not so effective after all?) The study concludes that feeding practices aimed 
at increasing a child’s consumption of a particular foodstuff may actually 
achieve the opposite, by increasing fussy eating behaviour.
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