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Developing a positive relationship 
with food can be a challenge 
for some children on the autism 
spectrum. Rigid behaviours and 
sensory challenges can be barriers 
to a healthy diet. 
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Building 
Familiarity
Becoming familiar with food doesn’t only 
involve eating it. A child may need to see, 
smell, and touch a food many times, before 
they are ready to have it on their plate.

A useful first step is to build familiarity with fruits and vegetables by 

naming and exploring characteristics. Identify its colour, taste, texture 

(soft, juicy, crunchy), and smell. If your child has difficulty with certain 

foods, the initial stages may just involve talking about these foods, 

picking them up, and putting them in the trolley when shopping, or 

putting them away in the fridge or cupboard at home.

Build their familiarity by modelling good eating habits. As you eat 

healthy food at mealtimes, describe the texture and flavour, and talk 

about what you like about them.
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Keep It Positive
Keeping mealtime positive can be more 
important than monitoring what your child will 
allow on their plate or put in their mouth: 
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• • Make mealtimes a positive family moment. Encourage your child 

to help with the set up by putting out the plates, knives, and forks, 

or collecting flowers from the garden to put in a vase on the table. 

Remove distractions (e.g. turn off the TV). Ensure everyone sits 

together. Talk about what you’re eating but also use this time to 

talk about other family interests.

• • Engaging your child in an energetic activity before a meal can 

help support their ability to stay seated at the table when it is time 

to eat. It could involve a simple activity like chasing bubbles or a 

quick jump on the trampoline.

• • Be aware of the language you use. Categorising foods into what 

they like and don’t like (e.g. yucky and yummy) suggests to your 

child that their preferences are rigid and won’t change. Instead, 

talk about foods that they are used to and foods that are not used 

to yet. This helps them to understand that their food preferences 

can change.

• • Celebrate small successes, such as when your child:

• • Puts a food they are not used to on their dinner plate

• • Touches a food they are not used to

• • Smells a food they are not used to

• • Licks a food they are not used to 

 

Takes a small bite of a food they are not used to. (Have a 

tissue and cup of water next to them so that if they are 

finding it unpleasant, they have the option to spit it out, rather 

than gag on it.)
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However, using this as a measure of ‘successful eating’ can 

inadvertently have negative consequences:

• • Fixating on what a child eats can add unnecessary pressure 

and stress around mealtimes, potentially causing a child to feel 

negatively about meals.

• • Children need to learn to listen to their own bodies to understand 

when they’re hungry or full. By getting children to continue eating 

because they haven’t eaten ‘enough’ can discourage awareness of 

the full feeling in their body.

The division of responsibility gives the adult and child two different 

roles at mealtimes. Your role is to provide healthy choices at 

mealtimes (ensuring there are at least 2 healthy choices that your child 

likes). You decide what food is on offer as well as when and where it 

should be eaten. It is your child’s job to choose what and how much 

to eat. Don’t feel like the mealtime was a failure if your child didn’t eat 

or try everything. Keep your goal focussed on your child developing a 

positive feeling towards healthy food, rather than consuming all that is 

on offer.

Division of 
Responsibility
Parents naturally monitor and feel responsible 
for what food and how much food ends up 
their children’s tummies. 
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Reinforcing 
Behaviours
As a parent you can encourage positive 
behaviours through positive consequences. For 
example, when a child tries something new, a 
positive remark or high five, can make them 
want to try something new again.
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Unfortunately, it can also be easy to inadvertently 

reinforce negative behaviours. For example, if your 

child refuses to eat much for dinner (including their 

preferred healthy foods), it can be tempting to 

offer other foods that your child prefers (including 

unhealthy, ‘sometimes’ foods). 

However, this ‘quick fix’ can very easily make the next dinner even 

harder as your child has been unintentionally rewarded for not eating 

their dinner. If you are worried about your child going hungry, ensure 

you save some of their leftover dinner in the fridge, so that if they do 

feel hungry, they can have the option of having another try of dinner.  

As a parent, it can be difficult to look at the situation objectively while 

you’re in the middle of it. Identifying the trigger accurately, however, 

helps you respond appropriately. If the trigger is something that 

causes your child stress or anxiety, such as a texture, colour, or smell, 

this can be removed initially and then gradually phased in again later 

to help your child build up tolerance. 

Some children can show some negative behaviours around mealtimes 

such as tantrums or throwing food. As a parent, ensure you closely 

observe these times as objectively as possible to try and identify 

a trigger (known as an antecedent) for these behaviours. Possible 

triggers could be:

• • Mealtimes in general

• • Specific food textures (e.g. crunchy, mushy, soft)

• • Specific colours of food

• • Specific smells of foods

• • A specific type food.
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If the trigger is a specific food (e.g. onion, pumpkin) and they are 

willing to eat everything else, it’s okay to accept that preference and 

no longer offer it to them. Most people have foods they avoid and still 

have a healthy diet with plenty of variety.

If the trigger and subsequent behaviour is a general protest about 

eating the healthy food on offer at mealtimes, again it is important 

that you do not reward this behaviour by giving in. Keep calm, be 

consistent, and, most importantly, stay patient. 

. Over time this could involve:

The food trigger is on someone else’s plate.

The food trigger is on a plate near your child.

Your child is encouraged to smell or touch the food.

Your child is offered a small portion on their plate (even 

though they may not touch it).

Your child is gently encouraged to take a small nibble of 

the food, with the option to spit it into a tissue, and with a 

drink of water ready for them to rinse their mouth.

1.
2.

3.

4.

5.
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Good Food Habits
• • Try not to make separate dinners to suit everyone’s needs. This will 

make mealtimes more difficult and sends the message that your 

child is not capable of or doesn’t have to eat the same meals.

• • Offer meals on a regular schedule as part of your daily routine. 

Avoid giving extra snacks during the day. Children with ASD tend 

to thrive on consistency so knowing when mealtimes will occur 

helps reduce any anxiety they may have about eating. Using 

visuals of where mealtimes fit within the daily routine can also 

support your child’s understanding.

• • Stay ‘matter of fact’ at mealtimes and keep emotion out of it. If 

you have offered healthy food, including two items that your child 

likes, it is now their choice to eat. You don’t have to force them to 

eat. Let them make the choice and learn the consequences that 

come with it. 

• • Try not to allow dinner to drag on for too long. If you have given 

your child ample time to eat and they haven’t, then they have 

made their choice. Most picky eaters have eaten what they want 

within the first 30 minutes.

• • Never use food for bribery. Using food (particularly unhealthy 

food) as a bribe sends mixed messages about healthy eating 

habits and may encourage eating when there is no feeling of 

hunger. Bribing children for eating healthy food sends the incorrect 

message that healthy foods are not as good or as delicious as 

other foods.

• • Persist. If a food is rejected the first time (or the 2nd, 3rd, 4th etc.), 

don’t give up. Young children may need to be exposed to an item 

numerous times before they’re ready to give it a go. 
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• • Try not to worry too much about food wastage. You can minimise 

waste by offering only small portions of foods that your child is 

still getting used to.

• • Never offer healthy choices alongside ‘sometimes’ food. Children 

can be very quick to learn that if they avoid eating the healthy 

stuff, then they will get the treats. They are not old enough to have 

developed the self-regulation or the understanding of long-term 

consequences to make these choices on their own. Keep unhealthy 

snacks as ‘sometimes’ food; be mindful of what is a ‘sometimes’ 

food; and watch serving sizes. For more information see: 

https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/food-essentials/how-much-

do-we-need-each-day/recommended-number-serves-children-

adolescents-and 

https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/food-essentials/discretionary-

food-and-drink-choices

If your child has severe eating difficulties (e.g. avoids all food from a 

food group), is underweight, or losing weight, seek medical help.
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