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Supporting Eating, Toileting and Body Awareness in Neurodiverse Children
Understanding Interoception and Sensory Processing
Interoception is our ability to notice internal body signals such as hunger, fullness, thirst, the need to use the toilet, tiredness, or discomfort. Many neurodiverse children experience reduced or inconsistent interoceptive awareness.
This can lead to:
· Difficulty recognising hunger or fullness (overeating, undereating, selective eating)
· Reduced awareness of bladder or bowel signals (accidents, withholding, delayed toileting)
· Sensory sensitivities to smells, textures, sounds or temperatures that affect eating and toileting
· These challenges are not behavioural choices and are not caused by laziness or defiance.
Supporting Eating at Home
General Principles
· Set realistic expectations – progress is often gradual
· Keep mealtimes calm, predictable and structured
· Reduce pressure to eat; focus on safety and comfort
· Involve your child in food planning, shopping and preparation where possible
· Supporting Sensory Needs
· Reduce strong cooking smells and background noise
· Allow flexible seating or positioning
· Use weighted lap pads or grounding supports if helpful
· Maintain consistent routines to support body awareness
If Your Child Eats Impulsively or Overeats
· Offer regular meals and snacks using a visual food schedule
· Establish appropriate portion sizes without restriction or shame
· Encourage eating away from screens and distractions
· Use simple visual hunger/fullness scales to build awareness
If Your Child Has a Reduced Appetite or Restricted Diet
· Keep mealtimes calm and consistent
· Offer small, frequent meals
· Provide nutrient-dense foods
· Introduce new foods slowly and gently
· Celebrate interaction with food, not just eating it
Introducing New Foods (Food Chaining)
Children may need to progress through stages before eating a new food:
· Tolerating it in the room
· Interacting with it (helping prepare, serving)
· Smelling it
· Touching it
· Tasting it
· Eating it
· All stages count as progress.
Supporting Toileting and Body Awareness
Start With Health First
A healthy bladder and bowel are essential:
· Encourage regular drinking throughout the day
· Address constipation early (a very common hidden cause of toileting difficulties)
· Use hydration and poo charts if helpful
· Readiness Is More Than Age
Readiness includes:
· Awareness of body signals
· Communication (verbal or non-verbal)
· Participation and tolerance of routines
· Emotional regulation
· Delayed readiness is common and does not mean failure.
· Practical Toileting Support
· Reduce sensory overwhelm (dim lights, warm seat, quiet space)
· Ensure feet are supported and not dangling
· Knees slightly higher than hips for easier bowel movements
· Avoid cold, echoing bathrooms if your child is sensory sensitiv
· Provide a small comfort box (fidgets, music, familiar items)
· Build Body Awareness
· Use movement-based play (obstacle courses, dancing, trampolining)
· Offer proprioceptive activities (pushing, pulling, carrying)
· Practise noticing body signals during the day
· Use gentle prompts: “How does your tummy feel?” or “Do you need a break?”

Bedwetting (Older Children and Teens)
Bedwetting is common and never a child’s fault. Possible causes include:
· Deep sleep cycles
· Reduced interoceptive awareness
· Smaller bladder capacity
· Anxiety or trauma
· Constipation
Helpful strategies:
· Encourage hydration earlier in the day, not just evenings
· Keep a calm evening routine with a relaxed pre-bed toilet sit
· Use waterproof bedding without shame
· Address constipation if present
· When Conventional Strategies Don’t Work (Low-Demand Approaches)
· Some children, particularly those with anxiety or PDA profiles, need reduced pressure:
· Use low-demand, indirect language
· Offer autonomy and choices
· Avoid reward charts for toileting
· Pick your battles – prioritise health and wellbeing
· Reduce anxiety and expectations
· Collaborate and negotiate rather than instruct
· Be flexible and adapt your approach
When to Seek Further Support
Professional support may be helpful if difficulties persist:
· GP or Paediatrician
· Continence or bladder and bowel nurses
· Occupational Therapists (sensory processing and interoception)
· Psychologists or CAMHS if anxiety or trauma is significant
Key Messages for Parents
· Focus on health, sensory comfort and emotional safety first
· Progress may be slow – this is normal
· Shame has no place in eating or toileting support
· Autonomy, compassion and understanding lead to success
· You are not alone, and your child is not doing this on purpose.
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