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Autism:
Does Nutrition Make A Difference?

AUTISM & NUTRITION
An introduction

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is 
a complex condition that affects the 
brain. It is the most common mental 
disorder affecting children, and the 
number of children diagnosed has 
increased over the years. 

There is no known cause for ASD, 
and there is no cure. Treatment is 
tailored to an individual’s specific 
needs. Nutritional therapy can be 
an important part of the care plan 
because children with ASD often have 
problematic eating behaviours which 
can result in a poor quality diet. 

Autism and Nutrition

BEHAVIOURS AFFECTING NUTRITION
Sensory Difficulties

Sensory difficulties include sensitivity to sound (i.e., not wanting to eat in a noisy 
environment or around those engaged in conversation), to texture (i.e., eating 
only crunchy foods or only smooth foods), to smell (i.e., the smell of unfamiliar 
foods can cause a loss in appetite), to taste (i.e., preferring sweet or salty foods 
exclusively), to visual presentation (i.e., only eating foods of certain colours), 
and to temperature (i.e., only eating food at room temperature). Children with 
ASD may have difficulty communicating their likes or dislikes, often leading to 
mealtime tantrums or meltdowns. 

Anxiety Triggers

There can also be 
anxiety around new 
foods (i.e., a different 
food at the dinner 
table or on someone 
else’s plate), around 
presentation (i.e., not 
wanting foods to be 
touching one another 
on the plate, wanting 
foods to be prepared 
a certain way), and 
around mealtime 
expectations (i.e., to sit nicely at the table, to use cutlery, to not play with their 
food). Children with ASD may benefit from a predictable mealtime routine, and a 
calm and patient atmosphere with minimal stressors. 

Physical Limitations 

It is also important to assess whether there are any oral motor issues (such as 
difficulties chewing or swallowing, or poor muscle tone), or whether there is any 
gastrointestinal discomfort (such as reflux or abdominal pain) with foods. 

...children with ASD 
often have problematic 

eating behaviours...

http://www.unlockfood.ca/en/Articles/Childrens-Nutrition/Health-Conditions/Autism-and-Nutrition.aspx
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MYTH: 
A special diet is required for 
children with autism.

FACT: 
Anecdotally, parents have 
reported that removing gluten 
(found in wheat, and wheat-
type grains such as rye, barley, 
triticale, kamut, and spelt) and 
casein (found in dairy products 
such as milk, yogurt, cheese, 
and ice cream) has resulted in 
improvements in symptoms in 
children with ASD. However, 
there is little evidence to 
support this. In addition, such 
diets can be more expensive, 
can be difficult to follow, and 
can limit the variety of foods 
available for consumption, all 
of which can increase the risk 
of nutrient deficiencies.
Gluten- and casein-free diet and autism 
spectrum disorders in children: a 
systematic review.

SPECIFIC NUTRIENTS OF CONCERN 

Calcium & Protein

Research has shown that children with ASD have 
significantly lower intakes of calcium and of protein 
as compared to their non-ASD peers. Inadequate 
calcium can affect bone health; dairy foods, as 
well as fortified soy products, provide calcium and 
protein, along with vitamin D and vitamin B12. 
Inadequate protein can affect growth and mental 
development; meat (including poultry and fish), 
eggs, legumes (i.e., kidney beans, chick peas, 
lentils, soybeans), and nuts and seeds, are sources 
of protein and of other valuable nutrients (such as 
iron and zinc).

Feeding Problems and Nutrient Intake in Children with Autism Spectrum Disorders: A Meta-
analysis and Comprehensive Review of the Literature

Iron

It is common for picky eaters to be low in iron. Iron 
supplementation should only be provided under the 
guidance of a health care professional, and only after low 
iron levels have been confirmed. If possible, include iron-
rich foods to help meet individual needs. 

Pump Up Your Diet With Iron

Vitamin B6 and Magnesium

Supplementation with vitamin B6 and magnesium has 
been linked to improved behaviour in children with 
ASD. However, high doses of vitamin B6 (greater than 
200mg per day) can lead to irritability, nerve damage, 
and sensitivity to light and to sound; high doses of 
magnesium (greater than 350mg per day) can cause 
stomach upset and diarrhea. More research is needed 

before supplementation can be recommended. The best food sources of vitamin 
B6 are meat, fish, poultry, chickpeas, lentils, pistachios, and sunflower seeds; 
the best food sources of magnesium are soybeans, black-eyed peas, cheese, 
pumpkin seeds, and sunflower seeds. 

Combined vitamin B6-magnesium treatment in autism spectrum disorder

Did you 
know?

Any sensory difficulties, anxiety, or physically limiting factors, either alone or  
in combination, can lead to to a poor diet. Visit Fussy Eaters and Autism
and Seven Ways to Help a Picky Eater for strategies on how to manage 
mealtime challenges, and on how to increase the acceptability of foods,  
in children with ASD. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28612113
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28612113
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28612113
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10803-013-1771-5
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10803-013-1771-5
http://www2.hamilton.ca/NR/rdonlyres/93687D1D-77E4-4128-9D14-7FE55E26C6F8/0/PumpUpYourDietwithIron.pdf
https://www.cochranelibrary.com/cdsr/doi/10.1002/14651858.CD003497.pub2/full
http://www.autism-help.org/behavior-fussy-eaters.htm
https://www.autismspeaks.org/expert-opinion/seven-ways-help-picky-eater
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What’s 
Happening:
Here is a sneak peek at 
some upcoming events in 
nutrition! Stay tuned for 
more details.

COMING SOON! 

Our Registered Dietitians are all over 
the newly released Canada’s Food 
Guide and will be highlighting what 
you need to know. Stay tuned for 
more information! 

Tuesday, February 12, 2019 
6:00 p.m. - 7:30 p.m.

COOK A LITTLE, CHEAT 
A LOT
Cook a Little, Cheat a Lot is a class 
to help beginners in the kitchen feel 
better about healthy cooking and meal 
planning, while sticking to a budget.

Get your referrals in!

External Events:

March 6-7, 2019

4TH ANNUAL 
CONFERENCE: 
MICROBIOME 
MANAGEMENT IN 
PREGNANCY

McMaster Centre for Continuing 
Education, Hamilton

womenandtheirmicrobes.com

Meet Your Featured Dietitian!
REBEKAH HACK
RD, MScFN, CDE

I want people to love food, learn to 
appreciate the different flavours and 
colours, ways it can be prepared. I want 
to equip my patients with the knowledge 
and skills to better their health through 
the foods they eat. I have been working 
full time within the Hamilton Family Health 
Team for 3 years, as a Registered Dietitian. 
Recently I received a specialisation in Diabetes (CDE). When I am not working you 
can find me out for a hike with my dog Finn, or painting. 

Favourite Recipe: Fresh Black Bean Salad

Favourite Snack: Peanut butter & banana 

Food quote: “All I ever wanted to do was make food accessible to everyone; to 
show them that you can make mistakes - I do all the time - it doesn’t matter.” 
Jamie Oliver

Practices: Dr. Gwardjan, Dr. Damji, Dr. Perera, Southwest Family Health Centre, 
and Harvard Square 

SPECIFIC NUTRIENTS OF CONCERN CONTINUED

Omega-3 Fatty Acids

Omega-3 fatty acids are important for 
brain development and proper neural 
function. A recent review found possible 
improvements in hyperactivity, lethargy 
(social withdrawal), and stereotypy 
(repetitive behaviours) in children with 
ASD with omega-3 supplementation 
vs placebo. However, the authors 
concluded that recommendations 
regarding omega-3 supplementation 
cannot be made at this time, and that 
more research is needed. The best 
sources of omega-3’s are fatty fish (such 
as mackerel and sardines, and especially 
salmon); flaxseeds, walnuts, and 
soybeans (as well as their respective oils) 
also contain small amounts of omega-3’s. 

Supplementation of omega 3 fatty acids may improve hyperactivity, lethargy, and stereotypy in 
children with autism spectrum disorders: a meta-analysis of randomized controlled trials

https://food-guide.canada.ca/en/
https://food-guide.canada.ca/en/
https://www.hamiltonfht.ca/en/groups-workshops/Cook-a-Little_-Cheat-a-Lot---Meal-Planning-for-Beginners.aspx
http://www.womenandtheirmicrobes.com/
https://cookieandkate.com/2017/black-bean-salad-recipe/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5634395/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5634395/
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What’s Cooking:
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Whether it’s breakfast, a school lunch or dinner, if it’s healthy and they will 
eat it, why not make it into a quick and easy bento box meal? Choose 
foods your child will eat in the texture they prefer. Include some protein, a 
carbohydrate, a fruit and a vegetable. Don’t have a fancy bento box? No 
problem! Use colourful silicone muffin cups to keep foods separate.

SILLY OR FUN SHAPED SANDWICHES
Make food a bit more fun by cutting sandwiches in fun shapes. They tend to 
eat them. Go figure.

Carb: 100% Whole wheat bread

Protein: Filling - Anything they 
like, such as ham and cheese, 
egg salad, PB & J or try a nut-free 
butter 

Fruit: Clementine

Vegetable: Celery

Dairy: Sliced cheese and yogurt

Picky Eater Meal Ideas

BAGEL BEAST
Can’t decide between crunchy or soft? Try a mini bagel. A little crunchy on 
the outside and soft and chewy on the inside is a great texture combination. 

Carb: Whole wheat mini bagels

Protein: Oven roasted turkey 
breast 

Fruit: Grapes

Vegetable: Baby carrots

Dairy: Light cream cheese

SANDWICH ON A STICK 
Kids enjoy pulling food apart. Use small wooden skewers for sandwiches or 
kabobs. Don’t forget to cut off the pointy end for safety. 

Carb: 100% Whole wheat bread

Protein: Lean black forest ham

Fruit: Clementine

Vegetable: Lettuce, cucumbers, 
baby carrots

Dairy: Cheese cubes

MEDITERRANEAN FUN
Help your child power through the day with Mediterranean foods and 
flavours. Some kids can handle a lot of spice, and others like foods to be 
bland. Adjust the boldness of the flavour according to their preference.

Carb: Multiseed crackers

Protein: Hummus, roasted turkey

Fruit: Grapes

Vegetable: Celery

Dairy: Cheese sticks


