Findings from our Neurodivergent Food Support Conversations
By Mark Kirby, FAIR Community Researcher
Across our interviews with twelve neuro‑divergent participants, a clear picture emerged of how people experience food support service in combination with the challenges that can accompany neurodivergence, including of sensory differences, anxiety, past trauma, and social pressures. What stood out most was how much the environment of food support settings and the approach taken within them shaped whether someone felt safe, respected, and able to engage.
Some participants described experiencing heightened sensory sensitivity in food support spaces to aspects like noise, crowds, unpredictable movement, and fluorescent lighting, making them difficult to navigate. This aligns with existing research showing that autistic and ADHD individuals often experience sensory overload in public environments, which can increase stress and reduce help‑seeking behaviour (Robertson & Simmons, 2015). When the environment felt calmer, predictable, and person‑centred, participants reported feeling noticeably more comfortable.
A second theme was communication. Several people shared that unclear instructions, rapid speech, or unexpected changes made them feel overwhelmed or embarrassed. Academic studies have long noted that neurodivergent adults benefit from direct, clear communication and predictable social interactions (Crane et al., 2016). Our findings echoed this: when staff communicated clearly and without judgement, participants reported feeling more able to ask for what they needed.
The theme of past trauma interacts with food support. Some participants had lived experience poverty, exclusion, or institutional harm. Trauma‑informed research shows that people with these histories often scan environments for threat and may withdraw if they sense shame or power imbalance (Harris & Fallot, 2001). This was reflected in our conversations — participants explained that they were more open in interactions when they felt they were being treated as equals rather than “service users”.
Finally, participants valued choice and autonomy. Being able to make decisions without pressure helped people feel respected. This is consistent with self‑determination theory, which highlights autonomy as a core psychological need that improves engagement and wellbeing (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
Overall, the neurodivergent people interviewed for this study do not just need food support — they need food support that understands sensory needs, communicates clearly, avoids shame, and gives people genuine choice. When these elements are present, people feel safer, more confident, and more able to access help without fear or embarrassment.
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Recommendations for Improving Neurodivergent Access to Food Support
1. Create calmer, sensory‑aware environments small changes make a big difference: softer lighting, quieter waiting areas, predictable layouts, and clear signage. Anything that reduces sensory overload helps people feel safer and more able to engage.
2. Use clear, direct, non‑judgemental communication Staff should avoid rushed explanations or ambiguous instructions. Plain language, gentle pacing, and checking understanding without patronising people can transform someone’s experience.
3. Build trauma‑informed practice into everyday interactions We should assume that many people arriving for food support carry trauma. That means prioritising dignity, avoiding shame‑based language, and giving people time and space to make choices without pressure.
4. Offer genuine choice and autonomy Where possible, let people choose their food items, decide how they want to engage, and set the pace. Autonomy increases confidence and reduces anxiety.
5. Provide predictable routines and clear expectations Let people know what will happen when they arrive, how long things will take, and who they will speak to. Predictability reduces stress for neurodivergent individuals.
6. Train staff in neurodiversity awareness Short, practical training sessions can help staff understand sensory needs, communication differences, and trauma responses. This builds confidence on both sides.
7. Co‑design improvements with neurodivergent people the best solutions come from the people who use the service. Involving neurodivergent participants in shaping future changes ensures the support stays relevant and respectful.
These adopting these recommendations would do more than improve experiences of neurodivergent service users.  They would improve the food support environment for everyone by creating spaces where people feel safe, understood, and treated as equals. If we embed these principles into our food‑support work, we’ll not only improve access but also strengthen trust, dignity, and long‑term wellbeing.
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