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Introduction

Adaptations

For many people across the world Christmas is an exciting
time of year filled with food, drinks, family and friends. These
social gatherings often involve a range of food and drinks
in different locations and settings. Christmas can therefore
be highly emotive and sometimes intimidating for those
with autism and/ or dysphagia. The sensory and emotional
dysregulation it may cause can lead to anxiety around sitting
with different people or eating a less familiar meal which
can cause tension, this in turn may have an impact upon
swallowing and digestion.

Dysphagia does not mean missing out on this festive tradition
of a roast dinner. Many elements of the meal can be adapted
to meet the needs and recommended food descriptors of the
person with Dysphagia.

What is Dysphagia?
Any difficulties to do with swallowing that might affect the
health and wellbeing of people (Royal College of Speech and
Language Therapists) is known as Dysphagia. Individuals with
Autistic Spectrum Conditions (ASC) and/ or learning disabilities
are more likely to have sensory motor and coordination
difficulties. These may lead to challenges using cutlery or with
chewing and swallowing a Christmas dinner.
It is extremely important to remember to never leave a
person with Dysphagia to eat alone.
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The International Dysphagia Diet Standardisation Initiative (IDDSI)
have developed standardised definitions for food and drinks.
The new framework is being used in the UK, USA, Australia,
Canada, New Zealand, Germany and China. It has been
developed after research and collaboration with professionals
across the world.

Prepare your roast dinner as you normally would and make
the following adaptations;-

the assessment carried out. In some cases the risk of aspiration
on normal liquids is too great and so it may be necessary to
thicken liquids using powder. Liquids can be modified to various
consistencies (please see the IDDSI framework). If the person
would like a small Christmas tipple and alcohol does not affect
the medications that they are taking, they can be thickened. If
gum based thickeners are used sparkling drinks will still remain
carbonated.
Some drinks taste nicer than others when they are thickened.
It would be highly beneficial to carry out a talking mat exercise
with the person prior to Christmas Day to ascertain what their
preferred drinks would be.

We ‘eat with our eyes’ and so the presentation of the meal is
extremely important. Our eyes tell our brain how our food will
taste via a series of learned and natural responses. Specialist
moulds can be purchased to improve the presentation of
modified foods (e.g. in the shape of carrots, a portion of meat
and potatoes).
For those that enjoy a sweet treat, the following recipe would
be appropriate for people on a pureed (4), minced and moist
(5) and soft and bite sized (6) diet.

Cramming
Cramming is more prevalent in people with autism. This
increased prevalence can be due to sensory seeking, a history
of neglect or abuse, or anxiety around others. The two plate
method often works well to support people to slow down. Put a
small amount of each element of the meal (e.g. turkey, potato,
carrots and parsnips) onto their plate, encourage them to eat
what is on their plate before providing them with more food.
People using this method will often push their plate back towards
you to communicate that they would like more food.

Structure and Routine
Crockery and Cutlery
An Occupational Therapist may have suggested adapted
equipment for sensory, motor or coordination difficulties. For
more specific difficulties, shaped or angled cutlery may be
required.

Thickened Drinks
A Speech and Language Therapist may have recommended
that the consistency of a person’s drink is altered based on
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To reduce anxieties, simple photographic place cards can be used
so that the person is aware of where they and the others around
them are sitting. It is often beneficial if the person with autism
is sat nearest to an exit so that they can easily take a break if
required.
Although it is not always easy, try and ensure that lunch is
served at a predictable time. The person you are supporting
may also benefit from a ‘Christmas dinner schedule’ to enable
them to understand what to expect. This can be created using
photographs or symbols or a mixture of both.

Christmas Dinner Schedule

Smell- Vegetable cooking smells might be unpleasant to
some people so try and use extractors to reduce these.
Aromatherapy diffusers with relaxing oils (e.g. lavender,
orange and cedarwood) may help to provide a calming
atmosphere.
Proprioceptive/ tactile- Some people may benefit from
movement breaks between courses. A weighted lap pad
and/ or a move ‘n’ sit cushion may be used for calming
deep pressure and movement input. The tactile seeker
could receive a new ‘twiddle’ in their cracker or as part of
their Christmas gift.
People on regular textured diets who like to chew may
enjoy some raw fruit or vegetables to munch on.
For those who are tactile defensive, avoid paper napkins
tucked into collars. Also encourage them to use their
preferred crockery and cutlery during the meal. To reduce
anxieties enable them to wear their preferred clothing and
not the brand new crisp, unwashed shirt from Grandma.

Ways to Support with Sensory Issues
People with sensory-based feeding difficulties frequently
limit the types of food and liquid that they eat. Problems
with sensory regulation and sensory defensiveness lead
toward many uncomfortable surprises that become
associated with food and mealtimes. Many people with
autism are on guard and spend a great deal of energy
protecting themselves from new sensory experiences
that feel dangerous. Therefore for any mealtime, comfort
and safety are extremely important. It is worth ensuring
that the person is familiar with the environment they
are eating in but also with every element of the meal
that they are provided. Christmas day may not be the
best time to place a big roast meal in front of someone
who prefers chicken nuggets and chips. It is important
to introduce people to new food in a non-threatening
way. It may be possible to give the person a meal they
are familiar with as well as a small amount of Christmas
dinner.
Many people with autism have sensory processing
differences. It might be worth considering the following
strategies on Christmas day;
Auditory- Cheering, clapping and toasts should be kept
to a minimum. It may be nice to introduce a festive wave
instead. The snaps can be removed from crackers and a
small gift could be set out on the table as an alternative.
It is best to avoid the blaring of loud Christmas music
for people with autism and opt for some repetitive
background music or white noise (e.g. from a fan).
Visual- It is important to have neat, ordered table
decorations, in a limited colour palette (e.g. green and
cream). Candlelight should be soft and fairy lights should
be set on a low level (not flashing).
Taste- Remember to put out the person’s favourite
condiments (e.g. ketchup) or sprinkle some spice onto
the turkey for those that seek strong flavours.

Sensory retreat- Ensure that a retreat space is available if
needed (this may consist of a pop up tent with a weighted
blanket, ear defenders and an iPad). They may feel more
secure if they are seated with their back against the wall
or are sat in an enclosed chair with a high back. They
could also be positioned near a door to enable them to
take movement breaks if desired.
Further information on Dysphagia is available through our
Dysphagia help sheet which can be found on our website
at: www.optionsautism.co.uk/resources/
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Spread the word...

If you found this help sheet useful please feel free to share
it with anyone who you feel may benefit.
The complete series of help sheets can be found on our
website www.optionsautism.co.uk/resources

For further information about our schools and homes throughout England and Wales for children and adults with autism, complex needs
and learning disabilities call: 08442 487187 | email: info@optionsautism.co.uk | website: www.optionsautism.co.uk
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