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A study on the factors of food preferences and approaches for

selective eating in children with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD)

Kiyomi Tateyama, Ayumi Miyajima, Hisayo Shimizu
Osaka Prefecture University

There are many problematic eating behaviors in children with Autism Spectrum

Disorders (ASDs). Parents of children with ASDs often consult occupational therapists for
diet and feeding advice to improve their children’s activities of daily living. The aim of
this study was to clarify the cause and approaches to overcome selective eating behaviors.
130 parents of children with ASDs responded to a questionnaire, and the responses were
analyzed using SPSS Software.

1.

Eating behaviors

Selective eating behaviors troubled more than eighty percent of parents. The parents
had most difficulties with children in pre-school ages. However, the average number of
food items per person increased with age, and the selective eating behaviors decreased
gradually with age.

. Food preferences

The parents of children with ASDs classified 83 kinds of ingredients or foods: items the
children like, items the children can eat with modification, items the children cannot eat
even with modification, and items the children have never eaten. The most of the items
which the children like were cooked food (i.e. curry and rice and hamburger steak).
On the other hand, the most of items the children hate were the ingredients such as
vegetables and fish.

. Factors of food preferences

We classified factors of food preferences into 3 categories - oral, sensory and cognition
function. Then, we further divided these categories into 57 items. 68 percent of children
prefer foods or ingredients because of their sensory factors: flavors, textures and
temperatures. In addition, children with ASDs in late elementary school age prefer foods
or ingredients greatly due to cognition factors. 80 percent of the children hate certain
foods or ingredients owing to sensory factors: textures, flavors and smells. This hatred
towards foods or ingredients retained until adulthood.

. Approaches for selective eating

We classified approaches for selective eating behavior into 4 categories - oral, sensory,
cognition function and environment. Then we divided these categories into 49 items.
The group of parents having difficulties with their children’s eating behavior tried more
kinds of approaches, compared to the parents having less difficulties. The group of
parents having more difficulties only had small effect. The approach to alter the sensory
elements had better effect than the approach to mix the sensory elements. And the
way not to mix the sensory elements had good effect, though less parents tried. Both
executing rate and effect rate were high in general approaches for oral function and
environment. Keeping the same eating environment also had good effect but not many
parents attempted it.

In summary, the result demonstrated that the factors affecting the childrens’ food

preferences and selective eating in different age groups. For parents of children with ASDs
who already have a lot of difficulties, it is suggested that they need a customized approach
rather than the general approach.



