
G LO S S A RY

Professional Certificate in Autism Nutrition

Sensory Issues and Mealtime Challenges in Autism

Sensory Issues:
Sensory issues refer to difficulties processing sensory information from the environment. Individuals with
autism often experience sensory sensitivities or sensory seeking behaviors that can impact their daily
functioning. These issues can manifest in various ways, such as being hypersensitive to certain stimuli like
noise, light, touch, taste, or smell, or seeking out sensory input to regulate their sensory system. Sensory
issues can affect how individuals with autism interact with their surroundings, including during mealtimes.

Mealtime Challenges:
Mealtime challenges are difficulties that individuals with autism may face when it comes to eating and food-
related activities. These challenges can be related to sensory issues, communication difficulties, social skills
deficits, or behavioral issues. Some common mealtime challenges in autism include food selectivity or picky
eating, aversions to certain textures or flavors, difficulties with mealtime routines, and sensory sensitivities
that impact their ability to eat certain foods. These challenges can interfere with proper nutrition and
mealtime enjoyment for individuals with autism.

Chewing:
Chewing is the process of breaking down food into smaller pieces using the teeth and jaw muscles in
preparation for swallowing. Some individuals with autism may have difficulties with chewing due to sensory
issues, oral motor challenges, or coordination problems. They may exhibit behaviors such as avoiding
certain textures or foods that require extensive chewing, gagging or choking while eating, or taking longer
to chew food properly. Addressing chewing difficulties is important to ensure individuals with autism can
consume a balanced diet and enjoy mealtime experiences.

Communication:
Communication refers to the exchange of information between individuals through verbal and nonverbal
means. Many individuals with autism may have communication challenges that can impact their ability to
express their needs, preferences, or concerns during mealtimes. Difficulties in communication can lead to
frustration, misunderstandings, or difficulties in following mealtime instructions. It is essential to support
individuals with autism in developing effective communication skills to enhance their mealtime experiences
and ensure their nutritional needs are met.

Eating Behaviors:
Eating behaviors encompass the actions, attitudes, and habits related to food consumption. Individuals with
autism may exhibit a range of eating behaviors that can impact their nutritional intake and mealtime
experiences. These behaviors can include food selectivity, food refusal, food hoarding, eating quickly or
slowly, overeating or undereating, and engaging in repetitive behaviors during meals. Understanding and
addressing eating behaviors in individuals with autism is crucial to promote healthy eating habits and
overall well-being.
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Food Aversions:
Food aversions refer to a strong dislike or avoidance of specific foods or food groups. Individuals with
autism may have food aversions due to sensory sensitivities, taste preferences, or past negative experiences
with certain foods. Food aversions can limit their dietary variety, nutrient intake, and mealtime enjoyment. It
is essential to identify the underlying reasons for food aversions and provide support to help individuals
with autism expand their food preferences and overcome aversions to ensure a balanced diet.

Food Selectivity:
Food selectivity is the tendency to prefer a limited range of foods while avoiding or refusing others. Many
individuals with autism exhibit food selectivity, which can be influenced by sensory issues, texture aversions,
taste preferences, or rigidity in food choices. Food selectivity can lead to nutritional deficiencies, mealtime
battles, and challenges in social settings involving food. Addressing food selectivity in individuals with
autism involves gradually introducing new foods, incorporating preferred foods into meals, and providing a
supportive mealtime environment.

Mealtime Routines:
Mealtime routines are the structured sequence of activities and behaviors that occur before, during, and
after meals. Establishing consistent mealtime routines is essential for individuals with autism to create
predictability, reduce anxiety, and promote positive mealtime experiences. These routines can include
setting the table, washing hands, sitting at the table, using utensils properly, and cleaning up after meals.
Maintaining mealtime routines can help individuals with autism feel organized and engaged during meals,
leading to better eating habits and overall well-being.

Nutritional Needs:
Nutritional needs refer to the essential nutrients, vitamins, and minerals required by the body to support
growth, development, and overall health. Individuals with autism may have unique nutritional needs due to
factors such as sensory sensitivities, food aversions, selective eating habits, or digestive issues. Meeting
these nutritional needs is crucial to ensure individuals with autism receive adequate nourishment for
optimal physical and cognitive functioning. Tailoring nutrition interventions to address specific nutritional
needs can help individuals with autism thrive and lead healthy lives.

Oral Motor Skills:
Oral motor skills involve the coordination and movement of the muscles in the mouth, tongue, and jaw for
activities such as eating, drinking, swallowing, and speaking. Some individuals with autism may have
challenges with oral motor skills, which can impact their ability to chew, swallow, or articulate words
effectively. Difficulties in oral motor skills can contribute to mealtime challenges, such as choking, drooling,
or messy eating. Supporting the development of oral motor skills through therapy, exercises, or sensory
strategies can improve mealtime skills and overall communication abilities.

Sensory Integration:
Sensory integration is the process by which the brain organizes and interprets sensory information from the
environment to produce appropriate responses. Individuals with autism may have difficulties with sensory
integration, leading to sensory sensitivities, sensory seeking behaviors, or sensory overload. Sensory
integration challenges can impact various aspects of daily life, including mealtime experiences. Creating a
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sensory-friendly mealtime environment that supports sensory integration can help individuals with autism
feel more comfortable, focused, and regulated during meals.

Sensory Processing Disorder (SPD):
Sensory Processing Disorder (SPD) is a condition in which the brain has difficulty processing and responding
to sensory information from the environment. Individuals with autism may have co-occurring SPD, leading
to sensory sensitivities, sensory seeking behaviors, or difficulties modulating sensory input. SPD can affect
how individuals with autism experience various sensory stimuli, including those related to food and eating.
Recognizing and addressing SPD in individuals with autism is important to provide tailored support and
accommodations to improve their sensory experiences and overall well-being.

Texture Aversions:
Texture aversions refer to a strong dislike or avoidance of specific food textures, such as crunchy, chewy,
slimy, or mushy. Many individuals with autism may have texture aversions due to sensory sensitivities, oral
motor challenges, or preferences for certain mouthfeel sensations. Texture aversions can impact their food
choices, mealtime behaviors, and overall nutritional intake. Addressing texture aversions involves gradually
exposing individuals with autism to different textures, incorporating preferred textures into meals, and
providing support to expand their tolerance for a variety of textures for a well-rounded diet.

Visual Supports:
Visual supports are visual aids or tools used to enhance communication, organization, and understanding
for individuals with autism. Visual supports can include visual schedules, picture cards, social stories, or
visual prompts that help individuals with autism navigate daily activities and routines. During mealtime,
visual supports can be valuable in promoting independence, reducing anxiety, and reinforcing mealtime
expectations. Using visual supports such as visual schedules for mealtime routines, visual food choices, or
visual instructions can help individuals with autism feel more confident and successful during meals.
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