
Part 1: Understanding 

feeding differences in 

neurodivergent children 

Feeding is often assumed to be a straightforward activity, but for many children, 
particularly those who are neurodivergent, it is far more complex. Part one of our 
two-part webinar explored why some children find feeding challenging and how we 
can support them to feel confident and safe at mealtimes.

Feeding 
differences are 

common among 
neurodivergent children 

and can sometimes be one 
of the first signs a child 
experiences the world 

differently.

Highlights from our webinar 
with The Feeding Trust

What is neurodiversity?
Neurodiversity is estimated to affect around  
15% of the population and reflects the 
understanding that all human brains function 
and process information in unique ways. 
Neurodivergent children, such as those with 
autism, ADHD, dyspraxia, dyscalculia, Tourette’s 
syndrome, or other developmental and learning 
differences, may interpret and respond to the 
world around them differently from what is 
considered ‘typical’. 



How do neurodivergent feeding  
differences compare to typical  
‘cautious eating’ behaviours

Cautious eaters

Decreased range/variety of foods  
but will eat >30 foods

Foods lost due to ‘burn out’ but these are 
usually regained after ~2 weeks

Tolerates new food on the plate and  
usually can touch or taste the food

Eats >1 food from most or all food  
texture groups or nutrition groups

Neurodivergent eaters

Restricted range or variety of foods  
usually <20

Foods lost from the accepted list are  
NOT re-acquired 

Show distress with unfamiliar foods

Refuses entire categories of food textures or 
nutrition groups

Brand specificity/loyalty

May seem never hungry or always hungry

Higher risk of malnutrition (even if weight 
and wellbeing appears to be OK)



Eating is a learned skill
Eating is not automatic; it is a complex 
skill that develops over time. Supporting 
a child’s feeding journey involves helping 
them build foundational skills such as:

• 	Sustaining attention at the table

•	 Tolerating being around others  
at mealtimes

•	 Developing structured, predictable  
eating routines

• 	Learning self-feeding and cutlery skills

•	 Drinking from a cup

•	 Building chewing and oral motor skills

Understanding a child’s sensory profile 
is central to supporting positive feeding 
experiences. Children learn best when 
they feel calm and safe. A dysregulated 
child cannot explore new foods, no 
matter how tasty they look!

What causes these feeding differences?
Every child’s experience is unique, but common influences that are often interconnected include: 

Sensory sensitivities:
Strong reactions to  

taste, texture, smell,  
sound or colour.

Motor and oral  
skills differences:

Chewing, swallowing,  
or self-feeding can take 

time to learn.

Need for routine:
Predictability helps 

children feel safe when 
facing new foods.

Medical and 
nutritional factors: 

Anxiety, reflux, 
allergies, gastrointestinal 

discomfort, growth 
concerns or 

constipation.

Interoception and 
appetite regulation: 

Some children struggle  
to recognise internal  

body cues such as 
hunger or fullness.



How language and emotion 
shapes mealtimes

Neurodivergent children are highly perceptive to 
the emotions, tone, and language of the adults 
around them. The way food is discussed can strongly 
influence their willingness to explore food.

Emotive 
or pressured 

language such 
as “just try the 

broccoli, it’s good for 
you” can increase 

anxiety and 
resistance.

Children 
may interpret 

language literally, 
e.g., rejecting “Green 
Giant” sweetcorn for 

fear of “turning 
into a giant”

Labelling 
foods as “good” 

or “bad” can 
lead children to 

internalise negative 
messages about 

themselves.



Supporting families  
in the early years

Key responsibilities include:
•	 Observing and documenting  

mealtime behaviours and preferences 
with a neuro-affirming lens.

•	 Maintaining open, non-judgemental  
communication with parents and carers.

•	 Creating inclusive, low-pressure  
mealtime experiences.

•	 Signposting families to specialist  
support where necessary.

E:  hello@nurserykitchen.co.uk
W: nurserykitchen.co.uk
T:  01245 808080

Together, 
we can help 

every child enjoy 
food in a way that 

feels right for 
them.

Early years professionals play a  
vital role in identifying feeding 
differences early and supporting 
children and families with empathy 
and understanding.
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If you would like to learn 
more, you can watch the full 
webinar recording of:

Part 1: Understanding 
feeding differences in 
neurodiverse children here

 

Then, follow up with Part 2: Practical 
strategies for supporting neurodivergent 
children at mealtimes, available as our next 
downloadable resource, complete with its 
own recorded webinar.

https://nurserykitchen.co.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dn0zcLcu7Bg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dn0zcLcu7Bg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dn0zcLcu7Bg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9EpaJPub0OQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9EpaJPub0OQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9EpaJPub0OQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dn0zcLcu7Bg

