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Restrictive Eating


in Young People with Autism Spectrum Disorder





What is restrictive eating?


Some people with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) have a restricted diet, eating only a limited range of food. In children, rigidity around foods is very common, not just for those with ASD.


Many children go through a ‘fussy eating’ stage and most of us have at least a few foods that we still don't like as adults. However, levels of restriction can go beyond ‘fussy eating’ and negatively impact a person’s health.









































It is advised that we try to choose a variety of foods from each of the food groups so that we get a wide range of nutrients our body needs to stay healthy.  However, for children with ASD this can be very challenging.








Information for Parents and Carers





Why is it common in people with ASD?


Attention to detail and difficulty with change is characteristic of people with ASD. Changes to the way food is presented or positioned can be problematic.


Many people with ASD have obsessions. If certain foods, or calorie counting, are an obsession, this could lead to a rigid diet.


It is common for people with ASD to rely on routine and sameness. To eat well, they may need to have meals at the same time every day, be seated in the same position at the table, or always use the same plate or cutlery. People with ASD may prefer processed foods as they are predictable, designed to look and taste the same each time. In contrast, there will always be natural variation in fresh food.


Sensory issues are common among people with ASD; being over or under-sensitive to sights, sounds, smells, tastes and textures. This can affect a person's experience of meals and relationship with food.








Things to consider…


● Some people with ASD say the world feels overwhelming and this can cause them considerable anxiety. Some people may avoid food as a result of low self-esteem or anxiety.





● The environment can impact how a person experiences eating, e.g. is it too noisy? Is the chair too hard? Are those around them eating foods they dislike?





● Some people eat better in the company of others and may be more willing to try new foods if they see other people eating it. Others might be more relaxed, and eat more volume or variety, if they ate alone in another room.





● The way the food is presented or positioned on the plate, or the food's packaging, may dictate whether it is eaten or not, e.g. are there 'bits' on the food? Has the packaging changed?





● Physical pain and discomfort can affect how a person eats e.g. constipation can dampen appetite and toothache can make someone reluctant to put things in their mouth. 











Exploring Food


Encourage your child to play with foods.


Let them:


- look at it/ touch it/ smell it/ lick it


- put it on their plate/ face/ mouth


- put it into their mouth


- bite it/ chew it/ swallow it





Do not place pressure on your child to do this or create a ‘battle’ as this can make them more likely to avoid foods. 


Try not to react negatively to food being spat out.


These steps could take months to complete. Try to see the goal as learning about and being comfortable around different foods, rather than getting them to eat all of the different foods presented.














Finding the cause


Use a food diary to record what is eaten and when. 


Examples of what to include:


● What time of the day did they eat?


● What did they eat? 


● Where did they eat?


● How much did they eat? 


● Who was there? 


● How did people around respond?


● Were there any environmental factors? 





Try to work out whether it is the amount, type or range of food being eaten which is the core issue, and then what underlying problems, or sensory issues, may be involved.





What Can You Do…


● Develop consistent meal time routines and try not to feed your child on the go. If they are hungry when they come to a meal, they will be more likely to be interested in new food.





● Present food out of its original containers so your child doesn’t get used to specific packaging.





● Present food even if your child is unlikely to eat it – it often takes up to 20 presentations of new food before a child will accept it, so the more presentations the better.





● Try modifying food to improve the sensory experience, e.g. by puréeing or using food colouring.





● Produce clear daily or weekly menus of foods – display the time of next meal in a prominent position.





● Have a food group chart, with a rule that they must have at least one food from each group each day.





● Try to be very specific when talking about food, or using pictures of food, e.g. specifying which type of apple you are talking about - a person may like golden delicious apples and dislike braeburns.





● Use social stories to help someone understand why we eat and function of food e.g. eating food from all the food groups gives us energy, which enables us to do things we enjoy.





● Try not to categorise foods into healthy and unhealthy, or good and bad. This can sometimes be taken too literally and can cause further problems.





● Play your child’s favourite music or a story in the background to distract them from anxiety around eating.





● Introduce new foods in different environments to get away from set rules and rigidity in the home.





● Use a special interest to encourage them to eat more volume or variety, e.g. by eating from a Thomas the Tank Engine plate, cutting food into rocket shapes or exploring foods from the country of their favourite singer.
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Be cautious of using trickery or disguise – sometimes this can have the opposite effect and lead to trust issues.








Be prepared to compromise – it may not be achievable for your child to always have a healthy, balanced diet.








The most important thing is that your child is eating and not losing weight. Energy intake is more important than variety of foods.








