
Baby-led or 
spoon-fed  
weaning?
What is baby-led weaning?

Baby-led weaning (BLW) is a self-feeding 
approach where babies are given pieces 
of food to pick up and eat by themselves 
rather than being spoon-fed purees. This 
method allows babies to explore different 
textures, develop hand-eye coordination, 
and take control of what goes into their 
mouths.

BLW typically begins with soft finger foods 
that babies can grasp and chew. A suitable 
finger food should be about the size of an 
adult index finger and soft enough to be 
squashed between a thumb and forefinger. 
Even if a baby has no teeth, they can still 
manage soft finger foods by gumming 
them. To ensure safety, it’s best to remove 
skins, pips, seeds, and any stringy bits from 
fruits and vegetables.

Foods for baby-led weaning
The first foods used in baby-led weaning  
are often the same as those in spoon-fed  
weaning - just served in a different form.  
Instead of pureeing, foods are cut into large  
finger-sized pieces that babies can hold using  
their palmar (fist) grip and bring to their mouths.
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Fruits: 
Ripe avocado, melon, banana (split lengthways  
into thirds to make it easier to grip).

Vegetables: 
Cooked broccoli or cauliflower florets (with the stem  
as a handle), cooked courgette, carrot, green beans,  
or potato (with skin removed).

Good first finger foods include:

Protein and iron-rich foods: 
Roasted or slow cooked meats, mashed beans or 
hummus on toast, soft flaked pieces of fish* that babies 
can pick up with their pincer grip once it’s developed.

* check carefully for bones

Carbohydrates: 
Fusilli or penne pasta, lightly toasted bread fingers, 
naan bread with toppings such as full-fat cream 
cheese or mashed banana or avocado.

As babies become more confident with finger foods,  
a greater variety of textures can be introduced.  
Examples of more advanced BLW foods include:



What about gagging?
Gagging is a normal part of the weaning process and can happen whether a baby is spoon-fed or 
following baby-led weaning. It is a natural safety reflex that helps prevent choking by pushing food 
forward in the mouth.

When gagging, a baby may:

This is all part of learning to eat. If 
a baby is gagging, it is important to 
stay calm, stay close, and allow them 
to work it out themselves. Avoid 
intervening unless necessary, as 
reacting with alarm may startle them.

Go red 
in the face 
or appear 
flushed.

Cough 
or retch to 
move the 

food.

Make 
gagging 
noises.

Occasionally 
vomit.

Choking is different to gagging and occurs when 
a piece of food blocks the airways meaning air 
cannot pass in, or out, of the body. When the 
airways are blocked the baby will remain 
silent, and their face or lips may turn blue  
or grey. 

To minimise the risk of choking, always  
observe the baby when eating and never leave 
them alone with food. Ensure the baby is seated 
in an upright, stable position with straight back 
and that the food is of an appropriate size  
and shape. 

If you notice that 
a baby is silent and 
turning blue/grey, 

you should start first 
aid and seek medical 

attention straight 
away.



What is spoon-fed 

weaning?

Spoon-fed weaning, also known as 
traditional weaning, involves feeding 
babies pureed or mashed foods using 
a spoon. While it is still important to 
follow the baby’s cues, the adult plays 
a more active role in bringing the food 
to the baby’s mouth. When the baby 
opens their mouth in response, the 
spoon is gently placed inside.

This method typically begins with smooth purees, gradually 
progressing to thicker, lumpier textures as the baby 
develops the oral motor skills needed to move food around 
their mouth before swallowing. Finger foods can still be 
included alongside spoon-fed weaning, but they are often 
introduced later, once the baby has adjusted to thicker 
purees and mashed foods.
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Which weaning method 

should be used?

Early years practitioners should 
communicate with parents and 
carers to understand their chosen 
weaning approach, what they are 
doing at home, and how they would 
like their baby to be supported with 
weaning in the nursery setting.

There is no right or wrong approach, and many 
parents choose to combine both baby-led and  
spoon-fed methods. Babies will not become 
confused if the two methods are used together 
or if they transition between them based on their 
developmental progress.


