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Presenter
L a u r e n  S h a r i f i ,  M P H ,  R D ,  L D N
• O w n e r  o f  L a u r e n  S h a r i f i  

N u t r i t i o n  a  p r i v a t e  p r a c t i c e  

s p e c i a l i z i n g  i n  A R F I D ( A v o i d a n t  

R e s t r i c t i v e  F o o d  I n t a k e  

D i s o r d e r )
• P r o v i d e  1 - 1  v i r t u a l  n u t r i t i o n  

c o u n s e l i n g
• R u n  s u p p o r t  g r o u p s ,  a n d  

w o r k s h o p s  f o r  c a r e g i v e r s ,  

i n d i v i d u a l s  w i t h  A R F I D  a n d  

h e a l t h  c a r e  p r o v i d e r s .



Objectives
1.D e s c r i b e  t h e  i m p a c t  o f  s e n s o r y  s e n s i t i v i t i e s  o n  

f o o d  a c c e p t a n c e  i n  n e u r o d i v e r g e n t  c o l l e g e  

s t u d e n t s .

2.I d e n t i f y  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  a n d  m e n u - r e l a t e d  

b a r r i e r s  a f f e c t i n g  f o o d  a c c e s s  i n  c a m p u s  d i n i n g  

s e t t i n g s .

3.A p p l y  s e n s o r y - i n f o r m e d  s t r a t e g i e s  t o  i m p r o v e  

m e n u  d e s i g n  a n d  d i n i n g  a c c e s s i b i l i t y .



Why this Matters
• College dining environments can be overwhelming.
• Loud, busy, unpredictable spaces
• Inconsistent food textures, temperatures, and presentation
• Lots of unfamiliar or overwhelming smells
• Limited “safe” or reliable options

For many students, this means:
• Food is available… but not accessible



Reframing the 
Problem

M a n y  s t u d e n t s :
• W a n t  t o  e a t
• A r e  t r y i n g  t o  e a t
• B u t  c a n n o t  a c c e s s  f o o d  t h a t  f e e l s  s a f e  e n o u g h

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

This is not just about “picky 
eating.”



Who this Impacts?
S t u d e n t s  w h o  m a y  b e n e f i t  f r o m  s e n s o r y - f r i e n d l y  

d i n i n g :
• A R F I D ( A v o i d a n t / R e s t r i c t i v e  F o o d  I n t a k e  

D i s o r d e r )
• A u t i s m
• A D H D
• A n x i e t y  /  t r a u m a  h i s t o r i e s
• S e n s o r y - s e n s i t i v e  s t u d e n t s  ( w i t h  o r  w i t h o u t  

d i a g n o s i s )

 T h e s e  n e e d s  a r e  m o r e  c o m m o n  t h a n  w e  t h i n k .



What the Research 
Shows

A c r o s s  r e s e a r c h  o n  n e u r o d i v e r g e n c e ,  e a t i n g ,  a n d  

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

A c c e s s  t o  f o o d  i s  n o t  j u s t  a b o u t  w h a t  i s  s e r v e d —

b u t  h o w



Eating is not just taste.

It includes:
• Texture
• Temperature
• Smell
• Visual appearance
• Sound and environment
• Interoception, proprioception and vestibular

These factors can determine whether a food, environment or an 
individuals body feels “safe” or not to engage with eating.

Eating Is Sensory 
First



When the nervous system is overwhelmed:
• Appetite decreases
• Nausea or gag reflex may increase
• Decision-making becomes harder
• Avoidance increases

Students may skip meals—not by choice, but by capacity

The Nervous System & 
Eating



Many students rely on:
• Familiar foods
• Consistent preparation
• Predictable availability

Even small changes can make a food feel “unsafe”

Predictability supports nourishment.

Predictability=Safety



SENSORY 
BREAKDOWN



T e x t u r e  i s  o n e  o f  t h e  b i g g e s t  d r i v e r s  o f  f o o d  a c c e p t a n c e .

C o m m o n  c h a l l e n g e s :
• M i x e d  t e x t u r e s  ( e . g . ,  c r u n c h y  +  s o f t )  
• U n e x p e c t e d  t e x t u r e s  “ s u r p r i s e  b i t e s ”
• I n c o n s i s t e n c y  b e t w e e n  b a t c h e s

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

Texture: The Gatekeeper



T e m p e r a t u r e  i s  n o t  n e u t r a l .
• T o o  h o t  /  t o o  c o l d  =  u n p r e f e r r e d  o r  d i s t r e s s i n g
• B u f f e t  s y s t e m s  o f t e n  c r e a t e  i n c o n s i s t e n c y
• F o o d s  m a y  n o t  m a t c h  e x p e c t a t i o n s

T e m p e r a t u r e  i m p a c t s  b o t h  c o m f o r t  a n d  s a f e t y  a n d  

a c c e s s  t o  e a t i n g

Temperature Matters



• S m e l l  c a n  q u i c k l y  s h u t  d o w n  a p p e t i t e  o r  i n d u c e  

g a g  r e s p o n s e
• S t r o n g  o r  l i n g e r i n g  o d o r s
• O p e n  k i t c h e n s
• M i x e d  f o o d  s m e l l s

 E v e n  “ g o o d ”  s m e l l s  c a n  b e  o v e r w h e l m i n g

Smell & Environment



Students often decide whether to eat based on how food looks.
• Mixed foods vs separated foods
• Visible vs hidden ingredients
• Consistent appearance 

⚬ why packaged foods tend to be preferred

If it looks unfamiliar, it may not be tried

*Each student may have different sensory preferences/needs

Visual Predictability



 REFRAMING THE 
GOAL

Instead of asking:
•  “How do we get students to eat  more variety?”

Ask:
• “How do we make eating possible?”



 SYSTEM-LEVEL 
SOLUTIONS



Designing for Sensory 
Accessibility

Sensory-friendly dining is not a “special menu.”
It’s:
• Inclusive design
• Flexible systems
• Predictable options

Supporting more students without singling them 
out.



O f f e r  c o n s i s t e n t ,  f a m i l i a r  o p t i o n s :
• S a m e  f o o d s  a v a i l a b l e  d a i l y  o r  o n  a  w e e k l y  

r o t a t i o n
• M i n i m a l  v a r i a t i o n  i n  p r e p a r a t i o n
• R e l i a b l e  b a c k u p  c h o i c e s  o r  b a s e s  

⚬ i . e  p a s t a ,  b a k e d  p l a i n  c h i c k e n  e t c .

T h e s e  f o o d s  o f t e n  m a k e  e a t i n g  p o s s i b l e

Build Reliable “Safe 
Foods”



D e s i g n  m e a l s  t h a t  a l l o w  c h o i c e :
• P l a i n  b a s e  o p t i o n s
• S a u c e s  o n  t h e  s i d e
• D e c o n s t r u c t e d  m e a l s
• S i m p l e  s e a s o n i n g

F l e x i b i l i t y  s u p p o r t s  a u t o n o m y

Keep It Simple & 
Flexible



List ingredients

Share texture information

Preparation style

Allergens

Vague or “creative” names
 

Clear labeling reduces 
uncertainty



Build-your-own options can be powerful:
• Grain bowls
• Sandwich stations
• Pasta bars

 Students can control:
• Texture
• Flavor
• Combination

Offer Customization



Food access includes the environment.
Consider:
• Quiet or lower-stimulation areas
• Predictable layouts
• Takeaway options

Not all students can eat in busy spaces

Dining Hall Environment



What Colleges are Already 
Doing
• Landmark + Chartwells → sensory-designed dining 

spaces
• UConn → flexible access (to-go, call-ahead, prep 

closer to pick up time)
• UW–Madison → sensory-friendly dining 

environments
• Princeton → individualized support with dietitians 

and chefs



Case Study



Alex is a first-year college student.
• Diagnosed with ARFID and autism
• Sensitive to texture and smell
• Relies on a small number of familiar foods

In high school:
• Ate consistently at home
• Had access to preferred foods

Case Study: Alex



I n  t h e  d i n i n g  h a l l ,  A l e x  e x p e r i e n c e s :
• L o n g  l i n e s  a n d  l o u d  n o i s e
• F o o d s  t h a t  l o o k  d i f f e r e n t  e a c h  d a y
• M i x e d  d i s h e s  w i t h  u n c l e a r  i n g r e d i e n t s
• L i m i t e d  f a m i l i a r  o p t i o n s

R e s u l t :
• D o e s n ’ t  g o  t o  t h e  d i n i n g  h a l l
• R e l i e s  m o s t l y  o n  s n a c k s  i n  h i s  d o r m  r o o m
• E a t s  v e r y  l i t t l e
• I n c r e a s e d  s t r e s s  a r o u n d  f o o d

Dining Hall Experience



What helped
S m a l l  c h a n g e s  m a d e  a  b i g  d i f f e r e n c e :
• C o n s i s t e n t  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  p l a i n  p a s t a  a n d  g r i l l e d  

c h i c k e n
• S a u c e  o f f e r e d  o n  t h e  s i d e
• C l e a r  l a b e l i n g  o f  i n g r e d i e n t s
• O p t i o n  t o  t a k e  f o o d  t o  a  q u i e t e r  s p a c e  o r  i n  a  t a k e  

o u t  c o n t a i n e r  t o  r o o m
• C l e a r l y  c o m m u n i c a t e d  “ q u i e t  h o u r s ”  

O u t c o m e :
• I n c r e a s e d  m e a l  c o n s i s t e n c y
• R e d u c e d  s t r e s s
• G r e a t e r  i n d e p e n d e n c e



 IMPLEMENTATION



Working with Culinary 
Teams

F o c u s  o n :
• S m a l l ,  h i g h - i m p a c t  c h a n g e s
• C o n s i s t e n c y  o v e r  c o n s t a n t  c h a n g e
• C o l l a b o r a t i o n ,  n o t  r e s t r i c t i o n
• S t u d e n t  f e e d b a c k  s u r v e y s  a n d  l i v e d  

e x p e r i e n c e  i n p u t

T h i s  e n h a n c e s  b o t h  a c c e s s  a n d  s a t i s f a c t i o n



• S t a r t  w i t h  h i g h  v o l u m e  s t a p l e  f o o d s
• A d d  o n e  p l a i n / p r e p a r e d - s i m p l e  o p t i o n  a t  e v e r y  

m e a l
• K e e p  a t  l e a s t  1 – 2  p r e d i c t a b l e  s t a p l e s  a v a i l a b l e  

d a i l y
• I m p r o v e  l a b e l i n g  a r o u n d  t e x t u r e s / s p i c e  l e v e l
• C r e a t e  q u i e t e r  s e a t i n g  o p t i o n s  d u r i n g  p e a k  h o u r s
• T r a i n  s t a f f  o n  n e u t r a l / n o n - p r e s s u r i n g  l a n g u a g e
• O f f e r  s a u c e s / t o p p i n g s  o n  t h e  s i d e
• U s e  c o n s i s t e n t  p l a c e m e n t  f o r  c o m m o n l y  u s e d  

f o o d s

Quick “Wins”



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

S u p p o r t  l o o k s  l i k e :
• N o  j u d g m e n t
• C l e a r  a n s w e r s  t o  q u e s t i o n s
• R e s p e c t  f o r  p r e f e r e n c e s

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

Staff Culture 
Matters



•  “ W o u l d  i t  h e l p  t o  s e e  t h e  i n g r e d i e n t s  s e p a r a t e l y ? ”
•  “ W e  c a n  m o d i f y  t h a t . ”
•  “ W o u l d  a  m o r e  p r e d i c t a b l e  o p t i o n  f e e l  e a s i e r ? ”
•  “ L e t  m e  s h o w  y o u  a  f e w  s i m p l e r  o p t i o n s . ”
•  “ W o u l d  i t  h e l p  i f  s a u c e s  o r  t o p p i n g s  w e r e  o n  t h e  s i d e ? ”
•  “ W e  c a n  k e e p  f o o d s  s e p a r a t e  i f  t h a t ’ s  e a s i e r . ”
•  “ W h a t  t e x t u r e s  o r  f o o d s  u s u a l l y  f e e l  s a f e s t  f o r  y o u ? ”
•  “ W o u l d  s e e i n g  t h e  m e n u  a h e a d  o f  t i m e  h e l p  w i t h  p l a n n i n g ? ”
•  “ L e t ’ s  f i g u r e  o u t  w h a t  w o r k s  b e s t  f o r  y o u . ”
•  “ Y o u  d o n ’ t  n e e d  t o  e x p l a i n  o r  j u s t i f y  y o u r  f o o d  p r e f e r e n c e s . ”

Supportive Language for 
Staff



This Benefits More Than You 
Think
S e n s o r y - f r i e n d l y  d e s i g n  s u p p o r t s :
• N e u r o d i v e r g e n t  s t u d e n t s
• S t u d e n t s  w i t h  a n x i e t y
• I n t e r n a t i o n a l  s t u d e n t s
• A t h l e t e s  w i t h  r o u t i n e - b a s e d  e a t i n g
• M a n y  o t h e r s

C a n  h e l p  w i t h
•  s t u d e n t  r e t e n t i o n
•  n u m b e r  o f  s t u d e n t s  u s i n g  d i n i n g  h a l l  p l a n



Sensory-Friendly Menu Audit
D i n i n g  H a l l  A c c e s s i b i l i t y  Q u e s t i o n s

✔  A r e  t h e r e  p r e d i c t a b l e  o p t i o n s  d a i l y ?

 ✔  A r e  m i x e d  f o o d s  a v o i d a b l e ?

 ✔  A r e  t e x t u r e s  c l e a r l y  i d e n t i f i a b l e ?

 ✔  A r e  i n g r e d i e n t s  v i s i b l e / l i s t e d ?

 ✔  I s  t h e r e  a  l o w e r - s t i m u l a t i o n  e a t i n g  a r e a ?

 ✔  C a n  s t u d e n t s  c u s t o m i z e  m e a l s  w i t h o u t  p e n a l t y ?

 ✔  A r e  a c c o m m o d a t i o n s  n o r m a l i z e d  r a t h e r  t h a n  

s i n g l e d  o u t ?



Key Takeaways



Questions?



Ways to Connect!

Website: ARFIDDietitian.com
Email: Lauren@ARFIDdietitian.com
Instagram&TikTok:@arfid.dietitian 
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