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Section

1
What doeS it mean to Wean?

•  Weaning is the way we start to give a baby food as well as their usual milk.

•  A variety of food should be given gradually until your baby is eating the same as the 
rest of the family.

•  It takes time for your baby to learn how to eat and feed themselves, so to make 
weaning a positive experience for both baby and the person giving the food, it is 
important to do the following:

•  During mealtimes be led by your baby and respond to them by picking up on when 
(s)he has had enough or is wanting more food. Wait until their mouth is empty before 
offering more.

•  During meals be attentive and respond to your baby with smiles, give eye contact and 
use encouraging words.

•  Encourage self feeding by offering finger foods.

•  Allow time for your baby to explore and play with food.
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Section

1
When iS the beSt time to Wean?

• It is recommended that your baby should start solid food at around six months old.

• For the first six months all the nourishment your baby needs comes from breast 
milk or infant formula.

• Before six months a baby’s digestive system and kidneys are still developing and 
they are unable to support their head.

• At around six months your baby will be able to sit up, hold objects and put them 
into their mouth and show interest in the food being eaten by others. These are 
some of the signs we use to decide when your baby is ready to wean.

• If your baby cannot support their head they are less likely to cope with solid food 
and are more at risk from choking.

• Introducing solid food too early makes it hard for your baby to digest the food, 
which can increase the chances of tummy upsets.

• Weaning early increases the risk of asthma, eczema, allergies and obesity in later 
life.

• If mother chooses to wean before six months old the advice in Section 6 should be 
a given.

• After six months old baby needs more nutrients (in particular iron) than milk alone 
can provide. So your baby should start to be weaned at around six months old.
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Section

1
Weaning iS meSSy

• Cover your baby’s clothes with a bib, tea towel or kitchen roll. As your baby grows 
and becomes more independent, consider a plastic lipped bib, a bib with sleeves,  
or roll baby’s sleeves up.

• Allow your baby to touch and play with the spoons as well as the food on their 
highchair, table, or in the bowl.

• As soon as your baby shows an interest encourage them to feed themselves using 
their fingers and/or spoon.

• Cover floor with a plastic mat, newspaper or a bin bag will do. A small brush and 
dustpan is ideal to clean up food dropped onto the floor.

• You may want to cover yourself!
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Section

2
getting PrePared

Feeding chairs
• Good positioning is essential with baby 

sitting upright, strapped in and never 
left alone. When she is finished wipe the 
area with anti-bacterial cleaner.

Spoons
• Your baby’s gums are sensitive so instead 

of a metal spoon use a small plastic 
spoon. Start with a shallow spoon 
progressing to a slightly larger deeper 
spoon.

bowls
• Buy a selection of small, heatproof 

bowls suitable for use in a microwave or 
dishwasher.

cups
• Introduce at six months (if it has a lid 

make sure the liquid flows freely). Aim to 
have your baby off a bottle and using an 
open cup by one year old.

Steriliser
• Different types are available – e.g. 

microwave sterilising, steam sterilising, 
or add sterilising tablets to cold water.

• Very young babies are particularly 
vulnerable to the effects of food 
poisoning. A baby less than six months 
old should have all feeding equipment 
sterilised.

• After six months of age baby bowls and 
spoons should be clean but do not need 
to be sterilised, however feeding bottles 
and teats should be sterilised for as long 
as they are used.

masher, Fork, Sieve, electric hand 
blender
• Are useful when altering the texture of 

food. Remember the closer baby is to six 
months old the less likely food will need 
to be made into a smooth purée.



getting PrePared

Section

2



10 A Guide to Weaning

KeePing SaFe

hand Washing
• Wash your hands before preparing your 

baby’s food and wash your baby’s hands 
before he eats.

• Make sure the area where the food will be 
prepared is clean. Prevent pets from coming 
near food or dishes.

• Carefully wash all bowls, spoons and feeding 
cups in hot, soapy water.

Food Preparation
• When you start to wean your baby, you may 

initially need to prepare separate meals/food 
for them.

• Initially it can be difficult to judge quantities 
and predict how much food your baby will 
take. To save time you can prepare your 
baby’s food in batches and freeze portions 
into ice-cube trays or larger pots. Also any 
suitable family leftovers can be frozen too. 

Follow these instructions.

Freezing
• Freeze food as soon as it has cooled.

• Label and date foods for the freezer.

• Never refreeze meals that have already been 
frozen.

defrost food by:
• Leaving it covered at room temperature, or 

placing it in a fridge, or using the defrost 
setting on a microwave.

reheat food:
• Until steam is visibly rising from food (82°C). 

Note: if using a microwave stir the food to 
get rid of hot spots.

•  Allow food to cool and test the temperature 
before offering it to your baby. Throw away 
any reheated food that is not eaten, it is not 
safe to reheat it again.
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getting Started

• Regardless of what age your baby is 
when they start to wean, it is important 
to choose a time of day when s/he is 
relaxed, awake, not too hungry and 
there is time to spare and feeding is not 
rushed.

• Try and be relaxed when feeding, your 
baby will sense if you are anxious.

• Weaning should be fun and your baby 
needs time to learn how to eat.

• Try not to worry if your baby spits out a 
new food the first couple of times, this is 
normal, just wait and try it another day.

• Be led by your baby, let them decide 
when they have had enough, or when 
they are still hungry.

• Allow your baby to feed themselves, 
using their fingers and/or a spoon .

• It takes time to wean and to build up on 
the number of meals. Do not cut back 
on their usual milk until your baby is 
eating significant amounts at more than 
one meal in the day.

• It is possible to wean without using 
meat, fish or other animal products. 
Information on how to wean without 
meat and fish will be given later on.

•	 Always	start	with	savoury	food	to	try	
to discourage a sweet tooth
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getting Started With Food

Soft cooked vegetables make an ideal first 
weaning food e.g. sweet potato, carrot, 
parsnip, swede, cauliflower, potato, squash 
and broccoli.

methods for cooking Vegetables – 
Before cooking, wash and peel all vegetables.

• boiling Use a minimum amount of water 
to cook vegetables. Once soft, mash to 
desired consistency.

• microWaVe Chop the vegetables into 
small pieces and put into suitable container. 
Add a little water, cover and cook until soft. 
Then mash to desired consistency.

• Steaming This method is the best way 
to preserve vitamins. Once vegetables are 
softened, mash to desired consistency.

• To start with offer your baby individual 
mashed vegetables, then gradually combine 
different vegetable mash e.g. carrot and 
swede, parsnip and sweet potato, broccoli 
and cauliflower.

When cooKing do not add Salt to 
Food (too much salt can overload a 
young baby’s kidneys).

other foods to try:

• Cereals such as baby rice mixed with your 
baby’s usual milk.

• Mashed avocado. 
Babies have a natural instinct to prefer 
sweet flavours, so try to discourage a sweet 
tooth from an early age.

Fruit is an important part of your baby’s 
food intake, so:

• Choose only ripe sweet fruit to mash, e.g. 
pear, banana or mango, so there is no need 
to add sugar.

• Mash soft fruit tinned in natural juice eg 
pears and peaches. It is better for your 
baby’s teeth too.

• Combine fruit with other food e.g. parsnip 
and apple, butternut squash and pear.
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moVing onto Family mealS

Once your baby is used to eating a few foods it is 
important to encourage him to eat the same food 
as the rest of the family.

This can be done by continuing to introduce 
more:

• TEXTURE - through using finger foods and 
changing the consistency of the food from 
mashed to food with small lumps.

• MEALS - moving from food at one meal to 
foods at every meal.

• FOODS - as well as vegetables, fruit and cereals 
it is important to include other foods such as:

 - Beef, chicken, pork, fish, well cooked egg, 
lentils, pulses and tofu

 - Variety of breads, pasta and other cereals

 - Full-fat dairy products such as plain yoghurt, 
fromage frais, custard or cheese.

iron rich Food

•  Iron is essential for your baby’s growth. 
Although your baby is born with a store of 
iron, by six months old it will have run down. 
Lack of iron can cause tiredness, irritability and 
may slow down her development.

•  Include iron rich foods every day, these include 
red meat , well cooked eggs, canned fish, low 
sugar breakfast cereals, wholemeal bread, 
lentils, beans and green vegetables.

•  Beef casserole is a good example of a family 
meal rich in iron suitable for your baby:

 - Braise or cook beef slowly with no added salt 
until it can be broken down using a fork, then 
mix together with mashed vegetables.

 - Remember to remove your baby’s portion if 
adding gravy for the rest of the family.

•  Oily fish such as salmon and mackerel also 
contain omega 3 which is good for a healthy 
heart.

•  Oily fish are also a good source of vitamin D 
which is important for strong bones –include 
oily fish at least once a week.
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more Family mealS

• The more you allow your baby to 
experiment with different food and textures 
the quicker they will learn to feed themselves 
and progress towards family meals.

• It is important at this stage, that their 
intake of usual milk decreases, as your baby is 
managing more food

• They still need about 500mls 
(approximately 1 pint) of their usual milk to 
ensure they are getting enough calcium for 
healthy bones and teeth.

note For those entitled to healthy 
Start vouchers they can be exchanged for 
milk, vegetables, fruit and infant formula 
milk. This can be useful in encouraging 
the whole family to eat healthily as well as 
establishing good eating habits from a very 
young age. www.healthystart.nhs.uk

Below are a few simple meal ideas that can 
be adapted to suit the whole family.

bolognese if the family do not eat meat, you 
can add lentils to tomato sauce and cook, 
then serve over pasta with a little grated 
cheese.

Weetabix Note: baby must be over six 
months before they can have a wheat based 
cereal. Add fruit, yoghurt or milk.

Fruit custard use fruit tinned in juice or fresh 
fruit. To make custard add full fat cows milk 
to custard powder. Do not use ready made 
custard or instant custard because they will 
be high in sugar.

Veggie bake make with a variety of cooked 
vegetables mixed in a cheese sauce. This dish 
should be served with bread or potatoes to 
make it a balanced meal.
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Finger FoodS

• Finger foods are small pieces of food that can be picked up and held by your baby.

• Fine finger control develops at around seven months and your baby should be able 
to sit up unaided and hold their head well before they are given finger foods.

Finger foods help to:

• develop biting and chewing.

• promote self feeding and can be used alongside feeding with a spoon.

• introduce different flavours and textures.

Finger foods make ideal healthy snacks as well as an important addition to a meal. Fruit, 
breadsticks, toast and cheese are healthy alternatives to biscuits and other sugary snacks.
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Finger FoodS
SoFt and eaSy to cheW

tips on how to make Finger Foods

• Keep finger foods big enough for your baby to hold.
• Remove pips, seeds and stones, and initially peel any skins.
• Start with soft foods e.g. steamed vegetables, carrot sticks, broccoli florets, soft fresh fruits 

or fruit tinned in natural juice.

Starchy foods - these foods provide a good source of energy, vitamins and minerals.

There is a wide variety to choose from and they all make suitable finger foods for either at 
mealtimes or as a nourishing snack:

As your baby grows it is important to provide them with more servings of starchy foods.

Starchy foods include:

• plain boiled pasta
• homemade oven baked potato wedges or thick cut chips
• rice – sticky rice e.g. basmati is easier to handle
(Remember not to add salt either during or after cooking).
• bread or toast

to PreVent yoUr baby From choKing, neVer leaVe alone When eating.
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Firmer teXtUreS

As your baby becomes more experienced 
with biting and chewing, now the food 
can be firmer in texture. Never give whole 
foods that may cause choking e.g. grapes, 
tomatoes - cut them in half lengthways.

Other firm finger foods ideas include:

•  non sugar/honey/chocolate coated 
cereals e.g. Cheerios, Shreddies, Oatibix.

•  choose different types of bread, 
alternating between white and 
wholemeal varieties.

•  crackers, including plain rice cakes, 
breadsticks and oatcakes are suitable but 
not those with salt sprinkled on top.

•  dried fruits e.g. apricots, prunes and 
apple - cut into strips.

Raisins are not suitable for babies under 
one year old because if they are not 
chewed they could cause choking.

Protein Food – meat, fish, egg and 
cheese

With a little preparation most food can be 
offered as a finger food.

• Strips of cooked meat.

• Cooked fish - remove bones/skin and cut 
into chunks.

• Hard boiled egg - cut into quarters.

• Hard cheese, cheddar, edam, mozzarella 
- cut into thin strips and make sure all 
cheeses are pasteurised.

Protein rich foods served with starchy foods 
and vegetables make an ideal nutritious 
meal.
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meat Free mealS

It is possible to successfully wean your baby without using meat, fish and other animal 
products.

• To ensure the diet has adequate protein, iron and vitamin B12, it is important to 
include 1-2 servings daily of the following foods: lentils, soya (Tofu), myco protein 
(Quorn), seeds, egg, beans or split peas. Ground nuts can be used if no family history 
of allergies.

• Split peas/lentils and tofu should be offered in small amounts because these foods can 
‘fill’ baby quickly, sometimes making it difficult for them to get enough energy from 
their food. Always include full fat dairy foods such as cheese and yoghurt to give lots 
of energy.

• Most breakfast cereals are fortified with iron and therefore are a good source of iron. 
Choose lower sugar options.

• Include fruit and/or vegetables at meals as they are good sources of vitamin C which 
helps with the absorption of iron.

• For more ideas go to the Vegetarian Society website www.vegsoc.org.

• Vegan diets - it is more difficult for baby to get all the energy and nutrients they need 
from a vegan diet. Anyone wanting to give their baby a vegan diet should speak to a 
Paediatric Dietitian for specific advice.
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drinKS

• Remember during the first year, breast or first stage formula milk and water are the 
only drinks baby needs. This formula is closest to breast milk in terms of protein and 
other nutrients. It is most easily digested.

• Stage 2 formula is closer to cow’s milk in terms of protein. It is not recommended 
because it may be more difficult to digest and it may fill a baby up before they have 
had all the energy and nutrients they need.

• Stage 3 Follow on and/or “Good night” formula milk which are intended for babies 
over six months old are not recommended or necessary if the baby is eating well and 
drinking around 600ml formula per day.

• Pure fruit juice (unsweetened) is rich in vitamin C and therefore can be included in a 
balanced diet.

 1. It should be given in a free flowing feeding cup and NEVER in a bottle as this can 
cause tooth decay and Speech problems.

 2. Dilute 50:50 with water.

 3. Give at mealtimes only.

• Feeding cups with an anti spill valve can increase the risk of dental caries as they 
encourage a baby to suck rather than sip, causing fluid to sit around the teeth for 
longer.

• Sucking from bottles and cups can lead to speech problems.

Section
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eating With the Family

Regardless of when your baby starts to wean as 
they approach their first birthday they should be 
eating:

• a variety of food

• food from the four main food groups as listed 
below.

 - 3-4 servings of fruit and vegetables.

 - 3-4 servings of starchy food, potatoes, bread 
and rice.

 - 2 servings of protein e.g. meat, fish, eggs 
and pulses.

 - 2-3 servings of dairy products e.g. milk 
pudding, yoghurt and cheese.

• Plus up to 500mls of their usual milk.

allergies in the Family 
If there are any concerns that your baby may 
develop a food allergy, it is a good idea to 
introduce the foods that are most likely to cause 
food allergies (peanuts, nuts, seeds, egg, milk, 
soya, wheat, fish and shellfish) one at a time and 
in small amounts.

Peanut and allergy advice 
If your baby has been diagnosed with an allergy 
causing eczema, asthma or hay fever, or has an 
allergy to another food or there is a history of 
allergy in the family then discuss the need to 
avoid peanuts beyond 1 year old.

Vitamins 
The UK Health Departments recommend a daily 
dose of vitamin A, C, & D for:

• breastfed babies from 6 months (or 1 month 
if there is doubt about mother’s vitamin status 
during pregnancy).

• formula fed babies over 6 months and taking 
less than 500mls of formula milk.

• all babies from 1 year old until they are 5 years 
old.

Healthy Start vitamins A, C & D are available 
for those eligible, or they are available to buy 
from pharmacies, as are Abidec vitamin drops. 
Ask Health Visitor for details.
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FoodS not SUitable For babieS Under 1 
year old

honey
•  Very occasionally honey contains a bacteria that 

can produce toxins in babies’ intestines which 
causes infant botulism. Honey is a sugar which 
can encourage a sweet tooth and lead to tooth 
decay.

SUgar/Salt/graVy
•  Do not add sugar or salt to your baby’s food. 

Sugary foods including biscuits, puddings, 
chocolate and sweets encourage a sweet tooth 
which leads to tooth decay.

•  Salt and salty foods like gravy granules, sauces 
and stock cubes can be harmful to babies 
kidneys.

loW Fat/loW calorie Food
•  Not advisable as babies have small tummies, 

are growing fast and therefore need small 
amounts of food to provide lots of energy and 
nourishment.

•  Choose full fat dairy foods and spreads. e.g. 
margarines , sun flower/ olive oil

high Fibre Food,
e.g. wholemeal bread, muesli, wholegrain cereals

•  Not advisable in large amounts because they can 
overfill a small tummy. Foods with added bran 
prevent the absorption of important minerals 
such as iron and calcium.

ProceSSed Food and ready mealS
•  Can contain too much salt for babies. It is 

best to use home cooked food and only use 
commercially produced baby food occasionally.

hot SPiceS – including chillies and ginger
•  Can lead to painful unpleasant mouth sensations 

and have a negative impact on weaning.

•  Suitable spices include turmeric, coriander, herbs 
- both dried and fresh – can add flavour to food.

Whole nUtS
•  Includes all types of nuts e.g. peanuts, walnuts, 

almonds.

•  Can cause choking and therefore need to be 
broken into small pieces, flaked or given as a nut 
butter.
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drinKS not SUitable For babieS 
Under 1 year old

milK

•  Cows milk, goats milk, soya, nut based 
milks such as almond milk, and rice milk 
are not suitable to be used as a drink. 
The full fat versions of cow’s, goats and 
soya milk can be added to food e.g. in a 
sauce.

tea & coFFee

•  Contain no nutritional value, act as a 
stimulant and can prevent nutrients 
being absorbed.

FrUit JUice drinKS

•  Sometimes these drinks can be mistaken 
for pure (unsweetened) fruit juices. 
They are often found in shops in the 
refrigerated section on shelf beside the 
pure (unsweetened) fruit juices, however 
most are a mixture of 

 water and sugar with a small amount 
of fruit juice added and therefore best 
avoided.

baby FrUit/herb drinKS

•  Usually sweetened and not suitable.

FiZZy/dilUting JUice

•  All sugary or diet fruit squashes, fizzy 
drinks, including low calorie and energy 
drinks are not suitable for babies because 
they

 - contain few nutrients, mainly sugar, 
sweeteners and additives.

 - fill baby up which means they may not 
eat well, or drink adequate amounts of 
milk – baby still needs at least 500mls of 
their usual milk.

 - are also very damaging to teeth.
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commercial baby Food

• Sometimes it can be convenient to 
use commercial baby food. Usually it 
is best for your baby if they are given 
homemade food as well.

• Commercial baby food is made in three 
different textures, each texture has 
been made to take your baby through 
weaning in stages.

 - Stage 1 smooth single food purées.

 - Stage 2 soft lumps of combined food in 
a sauce.

 - Stage 3 chunkier hard lumps in a 
sauce.

• Sometimes your baby can find it difficult 
to move from one stage to the next. So 
homemade food is important as it offers 
your baby more variety in texture.

This will encourage them to manage lumps 
and move onto family meals. However, if 
commercial baby food is bought then:

•  If your baby is under 6 months old, it 
should be gluten free, often the gluten 
free symbol is used.

•  Choose foods where the label states they 
do not contain added sugars.

•  Make sure that they are within date and 
that the seal has not been broken.

•  Only heat what you need and throw 
away food not eaten.

  Note: Do not delay discussing with the 
Health Visitor any ongoing problems 
or difficulties which may occur when 
weaning your baby onto solids.
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adVice For babieS Weaned beFore SiX monthS old

NOTE; The optimal age to wean is when a baby is around six months old, however, it 
is important that if a mother chooses to wean before six months, appropriate advice 
is given. It should also be made clear that the baby should not be weaned before four 
months (17 weeks).

If weaning does occur before six months emphasise the need for:

-  sterilising feeding equipment. - refer to Section 2

-  smooth purées before moving onto mashed and more lumpy food.

-  avoiding specific foods due to a higher risk of baby developing food allergies and 
being more vulnerable to the effects of food poisoning.

baby rice

It can be useful to start with baby rice. Use your baby’s usual milk to make up baby rice.

NEVER add baby rice into a bottle, your baby needs to practice getting food from a 
spoon.

For the first few days or weeks your baby will probably only have small amounts, maybe 
1-2 spoonfuls. DO NOT reduce your baby’s intake of their usual milk.
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Smooth PUrÉeS

•  Consistency of first foods are smooth and slightly runny like a smooth yogurt. Use a 
sieve or hand blender to achieve correct texture.

•  Start with a few feeding spoons of one food – start with baby rice, or vegetables.

•  Gradually increase the amount – be guided by your baby.

•  When your baby is happy taking food from a spoon, add in suitable solids to another 
mealtime.

•  Gradually increase variety of vegetables (including potato) then introduce puréed 
fruit.

•  Once established on vegetables and fruit consider adding small amounts of sieved 
lentils, or split peas, well cooked red meat or chicken mixed with potato/rice and 
vegetables.

•  When your baby reaches six months follow weaning information in Section 3.
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FoodS to aVoid beFore SiX monthS old

Starchy foods - e.g. bread, crackers, pasta, rusks, flour, most breakfast cereals including 
porridge

•  All these contain gluten which can be difficult for a baby less than six months to 
digest.

•  The only starchy foods or carbohydrate foods suitable for your baby before six months 
are potato, baby rice and non gluten baby cereals.

•  Check baby cereals are gluten free by looking for the gluten free symbol.

•  Once baby is six months old then gluten containing foods can gradually be 
introduced.

Some protein foods - shellfish, fish, eggs, nuts and nut products are ‘risky’ for babies 
under six months old. If given to eat they can increase the risk of baby developing a 
food allergy.

Section

6



Section

6
FoodS to aVoid beFore  

SiX monthS old



44 A Guide to Weaning

Food and drinK to aVoid beFore SiX monthS old

citrus fruit and fruit juices orange, grapefruit, fruit juices (unsweetened/sweetened) 
including apple, pineapple and berry juices - these are too acidic for your baby.

Soft berries strawberries, raspberries, blackberries - these are too acidic and their skins 
and seed make them difficult to digest.

milk cows, goat, sheep and soya.

milk products cheese, fromage frais, yoghurt, custard, rice pudding and tofu.

Refer to Section 3 for advice on how to introduce these food and drinks from six  
months onwards.
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