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Feeding problems are not uncommon among children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD),

presenting a unique set of challenges for both the child and their caregivers. Applied Behavior

Analysis (ABA) provides an effective framework for understanding and addressing feeding difficulties

in a systematic and individualized manner. In this article, we will explore the complexities of feeding

problems in autistic children and discuss evidence-based strategies that ABA therapists employ to

foster positive eating behaviors.

Understanding the Nature of Feeding Problems:

Feeding problems in autistic children can manifest in various ways, including selective eating, food

refusal, sensory sensitivities, ritualistic behaviors around mealtimes, and challenges with

self-feeding. It's crucial for ABA therapists to conduct a thorough assessment to identify the specific

nature and triggers of the feeding problem, considering sensory issues, communication difficulties,

and any behavioral factors that may be contributing to the challenges.

Creating a Positive Mealtime Environment:

Establishing a positive mealtime environment is foundational in addressing feeding problems. ABA

therapists collaborate with parents to create a routine that includes consistent mealtimes, a calm

atmosphere, and minimal distractions. By creating a predictable and positive setting, the child is

more likely to feel secure and open to trying new foods.

Addressing Sensory Sensitivities:

Sensory sensitivities play a significant role in feeding problems for many autistic children. ABA

therapists work closely with occupational therapists to address sensory issues related to food

textures, temperatures, and flavors. Gradual exposure to different sensory experiences, such as

touching or smelling new foods, helps desensitize the child and build tolerance over time.

Utilizing Reinforcement Strategies:

Positive reinforcement is a key component of ABA therapy and can be applied effectively to address

feeding problems. ABA therapists identify preferred reinforcers, such as praise, tokens, or small

rewards, to encourage positive eating behaviors. Reinforcement is tailored to the individual

preferences of the child, making the experience more motivating and reinforcing for them.

Implementing Systematic Desensitization:

Systematic desensitization is a behavioral technique used by ABA therapists to help children

overcome aversions to specific foods. This involves gradually introducing new foods in a structured

and incremental way. Starting with small, non-threatening portions and slowly increasing the

exposure over time can help the child become more comfortable with a broader range of foods.

Enhancing Communication Skills:

Communication difficulties often contribute to feeding problems in autistic children. ABA therapists

work on enhancing the child's communication skills, whether through verbal communication, sign

language, or the use of alternative communication devices. Teaching the child to express their

preferences, dislikes, or discomfort during mealtimes facilitates better understanding and more

effective support.

Encouraging Self-Feeding Skills:



Independence in feeding is a significant developmental milestone. ABA therapists collaborate with

families to encourage and teach self-feeding skills. This may involve breaking down the task into

smaller, manageable steps, providing visual supports, and utilizing positive reinforcement to motivate

the child to gradually take on more responsibility during mealtimes.

Collaborating with Other Professionals:

Feeding problems in autistic children often require a multidisciplinary approach. ABA therapists

collaborate with other professionals, such as speech therapists, occupational therapists, and

nutritionists, to address the various aspects of feeding difficulties comprehensively. This collaborative

effort ensures a holistic approach that considers sensory, motor, and communication aspects of

feeding.

Individualizing Strategies:

Just as every child with autism is unique, so too are their feeding challenges. ABA therapists

recognize the importance of individualizing strategies to meet the specific needs, preferences, and

sensitivities of each child. This personalized approach is a hallmark of ABA therapy, emphasizing the

importance of tailoring interventions to the individual rather than applying a one-size-fits-all

approach.

Conclusion:

Feeding problems in autistic children pose significant challenges, but with the right approach, they

can be effectively addressed. ABA therapists, through their systematic and individualized strategies,

play a crucial role in supporting families and helping children develop positive eating behaviors. By

addressing sensory sensitivities, utilizing reinforcement strategies, promoting self-feeding skills, and

collaborating with other professionals, ABA therapists contribute to the overall well-being and

development of autistic children. Through these interventions, the goal is to empower children to

explore a broader range of foods, foster independence, and ultimately enjoy a more positive

relationship with mealtimes.


