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• Recovered picky eater 

• Incompetence in early career 

• A chance for redemption at the 

Life Skills Clinic at Western 

New England University

• Many lessons learned  



Spectrum of feeding disorders

Food selectivity affects up to 80% and 45% of individuals with 

and without disabilities.

 Fernand et al., 2016; Behavioral Interventions

Picky eating                      food selectivity                    food refusal

Avoidant/Restrictive Food Intake Disorder



• Escape Extinction + Differential Reinforcement of  an 

Alternative Behavior (DRA) or Noncontingent 

Reinforcement (NCR) 
Piazza (2008; Dev Disabil Res Revs)

Silbaugh et al. (2016; Rev J Autism Dev Disord)

• Escape extinction considerations

▫ Effective, but not without issue 

▫ Clinic vs. in-home setting

▫ Expert vs. caregiver implementer 

Common Behavior Analytic Treatments



Alternatives to escape extinction

• High-p procedures 

• Penrod et al. (2012)

• Shaping/stimulus fading/demand fading

• Bloomfield et al. (2021, 2022)

•  Simultaneous Presentation

• Ahearn (2003)

• Antecedent/reinforcement procedures

• Najdowski et al. (2012)

• Tereshko et al. (2023)
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Assessment



Open-Ended Interview



Food Preference Survey



Preference Assessment

Food preparation
• Select between ~5-8 nonpreferred foods and ~3-5 preferred foods

• Cut into small pieces (~1”x1”)

Food presentation
• Preferred/nonpreferred foods randomized and presented twice

• Place on plate with spoon/fork 

• No differential reaction if the child eats the food or not

• Food removed contingent on any bid



Foods to target for consumption:
o Caregiver/client preference 

o Child does not have adverse history with the food

o Family also eats the food

o Convenient to prepare every day and cut into pieces

o Taste remains consistent across time*

Foods to be used as reinforcers:
o Child always eats the food 

o Convenient to prepare every day and cut into small pieces

Selecting target foods



Functional Analysis

Escape
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Synthesized reinforcers 

Synthesize reinforcers.



Shaping without escape extinction

Look at food across the table

Touch the food

Smell the food

Lick the food 

Balance food on tongue 

Chew food for 3 s

Swallow food

Chew food for 5 s



Differential Reinforcement 

Leave the table, eat fruit snacks, watch 
YouTube videos of  kids unwrapping 
toys, analyst watches with you and 
makes positive comments

Chat with the analyst at table

Sit quietly at table for ~30s until 
next trial 



1 meal = 3-6 trials (depending on # 
target foods)

Each trial the child selects:

• A food

• And what to do with that food

Phase 1: Bite Shaping







Corresponding consequence 

delivered
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Meal Complete

Corresponding consequence 

delivered





Luke

Age: 6 

Language Level: Age appropriate 

Diagnosis: Autism; ADHD  

Referred for: Food selectivity, mealtime problem behavior 



Shaping with partial extinction
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Ali

Age: 5 

Language Level: Age appropriate 

Diagnosis: Autism

Referred for: Food selectivity, mealtime problem behavior 
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Closing Notes

o Behavior analysts can address food selectivity*

o Time is not always of the essence

o Keep your ego in check 

o Don’t practice on an island, get 

supervision, consult other 

professionals, if necessary, start 

with “easier” cases to build 

competency



Extensions of Assessment and 

Treatment of Food Selectivity

Presented by:

Holly C. Gover, PhD, BCBA-D

Vanderbilt University Medical Center - 

TRIAD
Tomorrow!



Thank you!

Holly C. Gover, PhD, BCBA-D

Holly.gover@vumc.org



Safety
o Anyone running sessions

• CPR/First Aid Certified

• Trainings available for identifying choking: 

(https://opwdd.ny.gov/providers/choking)

o Recruit professional advice from SLPs/OTs
• Specializing in feeding/swallowing, if needed

o Do not practice on an island 

o Allergy and medical history informed

o Ensure emotional safety 
• History with feeding interventions

• History with certain foods 
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