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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Eating disorders (EDs) are serious mental health conditions affecting individuals of all demographics,

associated with emotional distress, impaired functioning, health risks, and mortality. Neurodivergent

individuals, especially those with autism or ADHD, face elevated risk of EDs, with 20–35% of ED

patients meeting criteria for autism and 31% for ADHD (Boltri & Sapuppo, 2021; Svedlund et al.,

2017). Traits such as sensory sensitivities, impulsivity, inattention, interoceptive difficulties, cognitive

rigidity, hyperactivity and emotional dysregulation may contribute to eating distress (Carpita et al.,

2020; Harris et al., 2022; Kaisari et al., 2018). However, dominant research often frames these traits

through a deficit-based lens, overlooking their adaptive potential and misaligning treatment

approaches (Chapman, 2020; Cobbaert et al., 2024). 

Grounded in the neurodiversity paradigm, this study develops a nuanced understanding of

neurodivergent experiences of eating and body image, and how these experiences may form

mechanisms through which distress develops. It aims to distinguish genuinely harmful eating patterns

from non-normative but harmless ones, whilst also seeking to understand how positive or adaptive

behaviours, under certain conditions, may evolve into eating distress. It contributes to a growing body

of research advocating for neurodivergent-specific approaches to ED treatment and prevention (Keller

et al., 2024; Loomes et al., 2025; Nimbley et al., 2025), and aims to inform clinically responsive,

person-centred models of care that support the heterogeneity of neurodivergent experiences.

Participants

Participants: 9 neurodivergent adults (UK based; self identified and formally diagnosed)

Sample characteristics: Ages 20-46 (M = 26.67, SD = 8.90); 3 autistic, 6 with AuDHD; 8 cis-women, 1 non-binary

Ethnic background: White British (n = 6), Chinese & Bidayuh (n = 1), German (n = 1), Indian (n = 1)

Eating disorder history: 6 participants had prior experience of an ED (AN = 5; BN = 3; BED = 3; ARFID = 1; undiagnosed = 1)

Design

This qualitative study used online semi-structured interviews, analysed through Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019). It was informed by a

critical realist epistemology, which recognises that while reality exists independently, our understanding of it is shaped by context, interpretation, and

social positioning. 

Procedure

Participants provided informed consent and demographic information prior to interview, and were sent a list of discussion topics in advance. To support

comfort and accessibility, participants could switch off cameras, use the chat box, request additional accommodations, and take breaks as needed.

Interviews were conducted online via Microsoft Teams using a semi-structured format, lasting 45–101 minutes (M = 57). All interviews were recorded

with permission and transcribed by the researcher for analysis.

Analytic approach & reflexive practice

Data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019), a six-phase, inductive process in which themes were actively constructed

through iterative cycles of coding, reflection, and interpretation. Familiarisation occurred during transcription and repeated review of interviews, with coding

conducted at a semantic level to stay close to participants’ language. Interpretive discussions with the researcher’s supervisor supported analytic clarity,

and five conceptually distinct themes were developed. Analysis was shaped by the researcher’s positionality and informed by theoretical frameworks on

neurodivergence, disordered eating, and cognition. Reflexivity was maintained through ongoing internal reflection on assumptions, emotional responses,

and lived experience.

P O S I T I O N A L I T Y  S T A T E M E N T

 This project and data analysis was conducted by a white, female undergraduate psychology student

with lived experience of an eating disorder. The researcher worked closely with their supervisor, a

white, Autistic/ADHD woman and associate professor of psychology specialising in the psychology of

body image and eating, to ensure the project was grounded in a neuro-affirmative approach. 
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C o g n i t i v e  &  E n e r g e t i c  D e m a n d s  o f  E a t i n g

T h i s  t h e m e  e x p l o r e s  h o w  t h e  c o g n i t i v e  a n d  e n e r g e t i c  d e m a n d s  o f  c o o k i n g  a n d  e a t i n g  c a n  a c t  a s  s i g n i f i c a n t  b a r r i e r s  t o  r e g u l a r ,  a d e q u a t e  n u t r i t i o n  f o r  n e u r o d i v e r g e n t  i n d i v i d u a l s .

E x e c u t i v e  f u n c t i o n i n g  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  e m o t i o n a l  r e g u l a t i o n  c h a l l e n g e s ,  a n d  h e i g h t e n e d  s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  t o  o v e r w h e l m  m a y  m a k e  f o o d  p r e p a r a t i o n  e s p e c i a l l y  t a x i n g .  P a r t i c i p a n t s

d e s c r i b e d  h o w  t h e s e  f a c t o r s  i n t e r a c t  t o  d i s r u p t  e a t i n g  r o u t i n e s  a n d  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  u n d e r n u t r i t i o n .  W h e n  e n e r g y  i s  l o w ,  m a n a g i n g  t h e  c o g n i t i v e  l o a d  o f  e a t i n g  b e c o m e s  h a r d e r ,

p o t e n t i a l l y  c r e a t i n g  a  f e e d b a c k  l o o p  o f  a v o i d a n c e  a n d  f u r t h e r  e n e r g y  d e p l e t i o n .  T h i s  c y c l e  m a y  i n c r e a s e  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  b o t h  u n d e r e a t i n g  a n d  b i n g e  e a t i n g ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e

a b s e n c e  o f  e x t e r n a l  e a t i n g  s t r u c t u r e .

“ i f  t h i n g s  a r e  e x h a u s t i n g  [ … ]  t h a t  t h e n  m a k e s  i t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  e a t ,  b u t  a l s o  l i k e  t h e  l e s s  y o u  e a t ,  t h e  w o r s e  y o u  f e e l  [ … ]  b e c a u s e  o b v i o u s l y  t h e r e ’ s  n o t h i n g  t o

h e l p  r e g u l a t e  y o u r  n e r v o u s  s y s t e m  s o  y o u  g e t  m o r e  a n x i o u s ,  a n d  t h e n ,  a n d  y o u  g e t  m o r e  e x h a u s t e d ,  a n d  s o  t h e n  t h e  t a s k  o f  p r e p a r i n g  f o o d  b e c o m e s  b i g g e r

a n d  s c a r i e r ”

S e n s o r y  S t i m u l a t i o n  S e e k i n g

T h i s  t h e m e  e x p l o r e s  h o w  n e u r o d i v e r g e n t  i n d i v i d u a l s  m a y  u s e  f o o d  a s  a  f o r m  o f

s e n s o r y  s e e k i n g  t o  s u p p o r t  e m o t i o n a l ,  a t t e n t i o n a l ,  a n d  s e n s o r y  r e g u l a t i o n .

W h i l e  o f t e n  f u n c t i o n a l ,  t h i s  s t r a t e g y  c a n  b e c o m e  d i s t r e s s i n g  w h e n  c o m b i n e d

w i t h  f a c t o r s  l i k e  i m p u l s i v i t y ,  i n t e r o c e p t i v e  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  o r  i n t e r n a l i s e d

a p p e a r a n c e  p r e s s u r e s .  P a r t i c i p a n t s  d e s c r i b e d  h o w  r e l i a n c e  o n  f o o d  f o r

r e g u l a t i o n  m a y  l e a d  t o  c o m p u l s i v e  e a t i n g ,  b i n g i n g ,  o r  p u r g i n g — p a r t i c u l a r l y

w h e n  s e n s o r y  n e e d s  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  b o d y  i m a g e  c o n c e r n s — h i g h l i g h t i n g  t h e

c o m p l e x  r o l e  o f  f o o d  i n  s e l f - r e g u l a t i o n .

“ y o u r  b o d y  i s  g o i n g  ‘ I  d o n ’ t  e v e n  k n o w  w h a t  f u l l  f e e l s  l i k e ’ ,  a n d  a l s o

y o u r  m o u t h  n e e d s  t o  b e  d o i n g  s o m e t h i n g ,  a n d  y o u ’ r e  t r y i n g  t o

e m o t i o n a l l y  r e g u l a t e ,  b u t  a l s o  I ’ v e  g o t  t o  b e  t h i n ,  t h a t ’ s  w h e r e

b u l i m i a  c o m e s  f r o m ”

S e n s o r y  S e n s i t i v i t i e s  i n  a  W o r l d  t h a t  D o e s n ’ t  U n d e r s t a n d

T h i s  t h e m e  e x p l o r e s  h o w  h e i g h t e n e d  s e n s o r y  s e n s i t i v i t i e s ,  c o m m o n  a m o n g  n e u r o d i v e r g e n t

i n d i v i d u a l s ,  s h a p e  e a t i n g  e x p e r i e n c e s .  W h i l e  n o t  i n h e r e n t l y  p r o b l e m a t i c ,  t h e s e  s e n s i t i v i t i e s

m a y  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  r e s t r i c t i v e  e a t i n g  i n  c o n t e x t s  t h a t  f a i l  t o  a c c o m m o d a t e  s e n s o r y  p r o c e s s i n g

d i f f e r e n c e s .  P a r t i c i p a n t s  d e s c r i b e d  h o w  t h e i r  d i v e r g e n c e  f r o m  n o r m a t i v e  m o d e l s  o f  e a t i n g

m e a n  n o n - h a r m f u l  p r e f e r e n c e s  a r e  f r e q u e n t l y  m i s u n d e r s t o o d  o r  s t i g m a t i s e d ,  w i t h  d i s t r e s s

a r i s i n g  n o t  f r o m  t h e  s e n s i t i v i t i e s  t h e m s e l v e s ,  b u t  f r o m  h o w  t h e y  a r e  j u d g e d ,  d i s m i s s e d ,  o r

o v e r r i d d e n  i n  n e u r o n o r m a t i v e  c o n t e x t s .

“ a d u l t s  v e r y  r e g u l a r l y  t a p  o u t ,  a n d  t h e y ’ r e  l i k e ,  I  d o n ’ t  l i k e  t h a t  s o  I ’ m  j u s t  n o t

g o i n g  t o  e a t  i t ,  b u t  w h e n  y o u  s a y  i t  a s  a  f o u r t e e n  y e a r  o l d ,  y o u ’ r e  l i k e ,  I  d o n ’ t  l i k e

i t ,  t h e y ’ r e  l i k e ,  w e l l  y o u  h a v e  t o  e a t  i t  [ … ]  a n d  e a t i n g  b e c o m e s  l i k e  a  r e a l l y  s c a r y ,

k i n d  o f  i n v a s i v e  p r o c e s s ,  a n d  v e r y  m u c h  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  l i k e ,  m y  b o u n d a r i e s  a r e n ’ t

r e s p e c t e d ,  m y  t a s t e  i s n ’ t  r e s p e c t e d ,  a n d  t h a t  c a n  b e  d i f f i c u l t ”

B o d y  I m a g e  a s  a  S o c i a l  C o m p a s s

T h i s  t h e m e  e x p l o r e s  h o w  n e u r o d i v e r g e n t  i n d i v i d u a l s  m a y  u s e  b o d y  i m a g e  a n d

a p p e a r a n c e  c o n t r o l  a s  a  t o o l  f o r  s o c i a l  n a v i g a t i o n .  P a r t i c i p a n t s  d e s c r i b e d  h o w

c o n f o r m i n g  t o  a p p e a r a n c e  i d e a l s  o f f e r e d  a  c o n c r e t e  w a y  t o  f e e l  a c c e p t e d ,  b e

l i k e d ,  a n d  f i n d  i d e n t i t y  i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  c o n f u s i n g  s o c i a l  r u l e s .  F o r  s o m e ,  t h i n n e s s

b e c a m e  a  p r o t e c t i v e  s t r a t e g y ,  h e l p i n g  t h e m  a v o i d  n e g a t i v e  a t t e n t i o n  o r  s o c i a l

e x c l u s i o n .  H o w e v e r ,  t h i s  r e l i a n c e  c o u l d  f o s t e r  e m o t i o n a l  d e p e n d e n c y  a n d

c o n t r i b u t e  t o  d i s t r e s s i n g ,  r e s t r i c t i v e  e a t i n g  b e h a v i o u r s  o v e r  t i m e .

“ i f  y o u  f e e l  l i k e  y o u  d o n ’ t  q u i t e  k n o w  h o w  t o  [ f i t  i n t o  s o c i a l

d y n a m i c s ]  f o r  y o u r s e l f ,  o r  l i k e  t h e  r u l e s  a r e  c o n s t a n t l y  c h a n g i n g ,

h a v i n g  l i k e  a  v i s u a l  t h i n g  y o u  c a n  l a t c h  o n t o  o f  l i k e ,  o h ,  b u t  y o u  k n o w ,

I  m i g h t  n o t  k n o w  h o w  t o  b e  l i k e  t h e  f u n n y  f r i e n d  o r  l i k e  t h e  o r g a n i s e d

f r i e n d ,  b u t  I  c a n  b e  t h e  s k i n n y  f r i e n d ”

T H E M E S

D I S C U S S I O N

This reflexive thematic analysis highlights the heterogeneity of neurodivergent experiences of eating and offers a nuanced understanding of neurodivergent-specific mechanisms

that may contribute to eating distress. Identified factors include sensory sensitivities, reliance on food-related sensory stimulation, control-seeking behaviours, negative

hyperfixations, executive functioning differences, susceptibility to overwhelm and exhaustion, social stigma, systemic misunderstanding, feelings of otherness, and the use of body

image as a masking mechanism. While certain traits may, under specific conditions, contribute to eating distress, they are not conceptualised as inherently pathological or in need of

correction. Instead, this study recognises the adaptive potential of many neurodivergent ways of engaging with food, while also identifying the contexts in which they may become

distressing. Our findings offer a neurodiversity-affirming perspective that challenges deficit-based assumptions and informs clinical practice and future research. Crucially, this work

supports emerging prevention efforts by identifying neurodivergent-specific mechanisms that may underlie eating distress. 

Potential limitations of this study include its focus on a small, UK-based sample of predominantly female participants, limiting generalisability across other genders or cultural

contexts. Findings may not reflect the experiences of those without eating distress or with neurotypes beyond autism and ADHD. Future research should include more diverse

identities, neurotypes, and cultural backgrounds to broaden understanding.

T h e  P u r s u i t  o f  S a f e t y ,  C o n t r o l  &  E m o t i o n a l  R e g u l a t i o n

T h i s  t h e m e  e x p l o r e s  h o w  n e u r o d i v e r g e n t  i n d i v i d u a l s  u s e  c o n t r o l ,  r o u t i n e ,  a n d  p r e d i c t a b i l i t y  t o

r e g u l a t e  e m o t i o n s  a n d  f e e l  s a f e  i n  a n  o v e r w h e l m i n g  w o r l d .  E a t i n g  b e h a v i o u r s  s u c h  a s  s e l e c t i v e

e a t i n g ,  r u l e - b o u n d  t h i n k i n g ,  a n d  h y p e r f i x a t i o n s  c a n  p r o v i d e  s t a b i l i t y ,  b u t  h a v e  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  t o

b e c o m e  r i g i d  a n d  d i s t r e s s i n g  w h e n  d i s r u p t e d .  A s  r e l i a n c e  o n  t h e s e  s t r a t e g i e s  i n t e n s i f i e s ,  t h e y  c a n

l e a d  t o  r e s t r i c t i v e  e a t i n g  a n d  e m o t i o n a l  d y s r e g u l a t i o n ,  f o r m i n g  p a t t e r n s  t h a t  f e e l  v i t a l  f o r  s u r v i v a l

y e t  a r e  d i f f i c u l t  t o  i n t e r r u p t .

“ I  w o u l d  h a v e  a  p h a s e  w h e r e  I ’ m  r e a l l y  o b s e s s e d  w i t h  l i k e  o n e  k i n d  o f  f o o d  [ … ]  I  t h i n k

t h a t  c a n ,  f r o m  t h e  o u t s i d e  p e r h a p s ,  b e  p e r c e i v e d  a s  q u i t e  l i k e ,  l i k e  w h y  w o u l d

s o m e o n e  a l w a y s  e a t ,  I  d o n ’ t  k n o w ,  f i s h  f i n g e r s  a n d  c h i p s ,  l i k e  w h y  w o u l d  t h e y  n o t  e a t

s o m e t h i n g  e l s e ,  w h e n  a c t u a l l y  t h a t  i s  w h a t  m a k e s  t h e m  f e e l  s a f e ”


