Speech Pathology

Dysphagia safety

Thickened fluids for children
Thickened fluids are safe for most babies and children, however only certain products should be used depending on your child’s
age (see thickening product information fact sheet). Thickened fluids are not recommended for:
• babies born prematurely who are not yet term age (e.g. baby born at 26 weeks who is now 35 weeks)
• children with a history of necrotizing enterocolitis (NEC).
Consultation with your child’s speech pathologist, dietitian and/or medical team is recommended if your child is on a ketogenic
diet, has an allergy to thickener ingredients, has monosaccharide intolerance or problems that affect carbohydrate
absorption/digestion.

What liquids do I need to thicken?
You must thicken every drink that your child has, this includes (but is not limited to):
• expressed breast milk
• formula
• water
• juice (including juice boxes)
• milk
• soft drink
See the ‘Food and fluids to avoid for children on thickened fluids’ fact sheet for more information about foods/drinks your child
must avoid.

Do I need to modify my child’s drinking utensils?
You might need to change or modify your child’s feeding equipment to make sure they can drink safely. Your speech pathologist
can help you find appropriate teats or cups.

Levels of fluid thickness
There are four different levels of thickened fluids. Your speech pathologist will tell you which level is right for your child. Fluids
that have not been thickened are called ‘regular’ or ‘thin’ fluids.
Slightly thick
Slightly thicker than water and most commonly used with infants.
Able to flow through the bottle teat.
The fluid runs quickly through the prongs of a fork with little or no
coating remaining.
Mildly thick
Similar thickness to fruit nectar.
Effort is required to drink this fluid through a straw.
The fluid sinks through the prongs of a fork.

Moderately thick
Similar thickness to pouring custard.
Difficult to drink through a straw.
The fluid drips in strands through the prongs of a fork.

Extremely thick
Similar thickness to mousse.
Cannot be drunk from a cup or straw.
Does not flow or drip through the prongs of a fork; however, a small
amount may form a tail below the prongs.

It is important to make sure the fluids you give your child are the correct thickness level. If you prepare fluids that
are too thin, your child is at risk of aspiration (where fluid goes into the lungs). If you prepare fluids that are too thick
for your child, they may not be able to drink enough to stay hydrated.

How do I prepare my child’s thickened drinks?
To prepare your child’s drinks, you will need your child’s drink and thickening product. Depending on your child’s thickener, you
may also need something to mix the thickener in with (e.g. fork, spoon or whisk).
1.
2.
3.

Measure out the correct amount of fluid as per the thickener instructions (e.g. 100ml, 190ml)
Measure out the correct amount of thickening product as per the thickener instructions (e.g. 1 scoop)
Mix together as per thickener instructions (e.g. shake, stir, blend)

Most thickening agents used with children over the age of one are stable and can be kept for 24 hours. This means that you can
prepare a large volume of fluids in the morning, and then send to day-care or school with your child, or keep them in the fridge
at home.
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