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PICA
Introduction 
Pica is an eating disorder which is usually involve in persisting abnormal consumption of non-nutritive and non-food substances or materials such as dirt, clay, soil, chalk, plaster, paper, plastic, paint or metal. Sometimes raw food ingredients such as large quantity of salt, corn flour, uncooked rice or ice which require clinical attention in an individual who has already reached to a developmental age where he/she can make difference between edible or non edible things. However, Exclusions are also specified that the behaviour should not be better explained by another mental disorder or medical condition, or be a culturally sanctioned practice (American Psychiatric Association, 2025). 
Children below the age of 2 years are not diagnosed with pica. This disorder is common in certain groups of population such as pregnant women and more frequently occurs in children with learning disabilities as well as it is associated with autism spectrum disorder (Stiegler, 2005).
To study about Pica is significant because this behaviour can causes damage to death, impairment in functioning, risk due to the frequency, amount or nature of substances or objects consumed (World Health Organization, 2024). 
Furthermore, report will examine the diagnostic criteria and processes associated with the condition, critically evaluate the standard treatment approaches for the condition and rehabilitation measures described in ICD-11 and in NHS. At the end, report will discuss ongoing debate and emerging issues about the condition as well as impact of these debates on practice and policy.  




Classification and Diagnosis
Pica is listed in ICD-11 under the chapter 6 on Mental, behavioural or neurodevelopmental disorders. Pica is classified within Feeding or Eating disorders section (6B80-6B8Z) which affects clinical documentation, epidemiology and billing where ICD-11 is used. According to ICD-11, Pica has a separate code to use 6B84 (World Health Organization, 2024).
Diagnostic criteria based on ICD-11 are as follow:
· Persistent ingestion of non-nutritive, non-food substances or objects. 
· Developmentally inappropriate behaviour, passing the age of 2 years but still cannot differentiate edible or non edible things. 
· Exclusion of cultural or socially normative practice, ingestion of such substances is not the part of any cultural ritual.
· Condition is not due to another major disorder or medical condition.
· Severe enough to require clinical attention because it poses health risks or causes of significant distress/impairment. 
       (World Health Organization, 2022)
Diagnostic processes associated with condition
The diagnostic process involves both clinical evaluation and medical assessment:
· Clinical history and Behavioural Assessment
· Medical evaluation and investigation
Clinical history and Behavioural Assessment
During the first step, the detailed and thorough checking of medical history of affected individual will occurred, what type of substances or objects are ingested, quantity, frequency and duration will be checked. Second step based on the checking of developmental level such as, age, cognitive level and neurodevelopmental status. Third step is to make sure that non nutrient substance consumption is not the part of any cultural or social ritual/practice. In the fourth step, it ensures that the usage is not the reason of any other disorder or mental illness (Cambridge Core, 2022). 

Medical evaluation and investigation
Sometimes ingestion of non food or non nutrient substances can be a reason of other medical complications that’s why medical investigation is the part of diagnostic process. Pica often happened due to iron or zinc deficiency that’s why laboratory test for nutritional deficiency is suggested. An assessment for gastrointestinal complications must be done to check bowel obstruction, ulcer or dental damage due to ingestion of hard objects (Medscape, 2024).   
NHS follows the criteria set by international classification system like ICD-11. Guideline for pica diagnosis is based on clinical assessment and history rather than specific laboratory tests (Beat Eating disorders, 2025). According to UK’ national health policy, pica is recognised as a serious eating disorder, primary focus on risk management and addressing medical complications. Whereas, a multidisciplinary approach is involve in treatment of pica including medical, nutritional and behavioural interventions (The Challenging Behaviour Foundation, 2023). NICE has not issue any specific separate diagnostic guidelines for pica. NG69 mostly focus on anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa and binge eating disorder (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 2020). There are some diagnostic challenges in UK.
· There is no specific screening for pica. It can be hidden until other medical complications occur.
· Pica is mostly common with intellectual disability like autism. It is difficult to distinguish that which becomes the reason of other disorder or disability. Another issue to find out appropriate separate intervention for pica and autism which demands special expertise (Cambridge Core, 2022). 
· Substantial pressure and long waits for mental health services create another challenge. According to a recent statistical release children and young people have experienced increase in long waits particularly (NHS England Digital, 2025).
· Shortage of specialist clinicians is another problem. 
According to ICD-11, DSM-5, NICE Guidelines, NHS and Royal College of Psychiatrists & Allied Guidance is used the word ‘disorder’ for Pica. 


Treatment and Rehabilitation 
There is not any prescribed treatment and rehabilitation for pica in ICD-11. Clinical practice finds out behavioural, environmental, medical, nutritional and multidisciplinary approaches. Interventions which are used in UK practice are as follows:  
1) Medical/Nutritional intervention
Pica is associated with iron or zinc deficiency frequently. Usually, correct identification and treatment of such deficiencies helpful to reduces or sometimes eliminates pica disorder (Rose et al., 2000). 
2) Environmental / Occupational intervention
Try to remove and restrict access to non food substances and objects that are ingested as well as Increase supervision of those individuals who are at high risk particularly who has intellectual disabilities. Provide safe alternatives or sensory substitutes. Caregivers and teachers should be educating about consistent behavioural management (McAdam et al., 2004). 

3) Behavioural Interventions 
Behavioural therapy, particularly Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) is considered   to be the most effective and evidence-based treatment approach, especially in those individuals having intellectual disability such as: autism spectrum disorder (ASD) (Maston et al., 2009). 
4) Pharmacologic Interventions 
No specific medication prescribed for pica disorder but different medicines can helpful during treatment which underlying psychiatric or neurodevelopmental conditions, such as: OCD, Schizophrenia related pica, intellectual disability behaviour   and compulsive ingestion behaviour (Blinder et al., 2013).
5) Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) 
CBT can be a supportive approach in adolescents or adults to identify with their behaviour As well as give them more awareness about urges, modifying maladaptive thoughts and try to developing coping mechanisms and control strategies (American Psychiatric Association, 2025).

6) Multidisciplinary approach 
A multidisciplinary team including nutritionists, occupational therapists, speech and language therapists, dentists, psychiatrists and Paediatrics involve in the treatment (Cambridge Core, 2022).     
7) Family and psycho-educative approaches 
Caregiver and family members should be educate to identify responses, and risks related to disorder. Teach them consistent behavioural responses to pica behaviour as well as teach them pica management strategies for children with development disabilities (Ali, 2001).
8) Specialist eating-disorder / mental health input
Pica can be occur with other eating disorders or other mental health illnesses that’s why specialist of eating disorder and mental healthcare professionals should work together for better outcomes of treatment (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2019).
UK care pathway for someone with suspected pica
First of all GPs or A&E will carry out an initial assessment. They will check the medical history of the patient then during medical screening through blood test to check the deficiency of iron or zinc would be confirmed. Then GPs refer the patient to specialised services such as Nutritionists or Mental health practitioners depending on patient’s age, condition, need and risk. In the whole process, health professionals form multidisciplinary team complete their assessments and at the end personalised care plan formulate for further intervention and follow ups (Cambridge Core, 2022).
According to National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (2017), (NG69) covers eating disorders but does not have any particular pathway for pica treatment. Generally, GPs apply NICE eating disorders guidelines for pica as well. Same as royal College of Psychiatrists provides eating disorder emergency guidance nut not any specific national pica guidelines.  
Effectiveness and limitations of these approaches in UK context
Behavioural and multidisciplinary approaches are frequently in use in UK health services and quite effective and significant especially for those who are facing any type of mental illness or disorder such as: autism, OCD and eating disorder, treated as per NICE guidelines, assessment and treatment. Specialist teams from NHS report good short-term control when interventions are implemented in structured settings (Cambridge Core, 2022). However, there are not specific national guidelines to treat pica as well as there is not any programme launched by NHS to train their staff. UK health services need to follow best evidence such as: systematic review and specialist guidance which sometimes limits the standard of care. There is another issue related to diagnosis, learning disabilities have their physical symptoms or pica disorder attributed to developmental condition rather than accessed about medical reasons (The Challenging Behaviour Foundation, 2023).
Current Debates and Emerging Issues
DSM-5-TR and ICD-11 classifies pica under eating disorders, still under diagnosed and not counts as a culturally normative practice as well as behaviour is not part of a culturally practice and consider inappropriate development which is clear in papers but very tricky in practice. Cultural norms, rituals in communities are not considered separately (Medscape, 2024). 
Pica can be appears in different contexts, such as: iron/zinc deficiency, pregnancy or intellectual disability. Clinicians debate whether pica should be taken a primary disorder or symptom of intellectual disabilities. In this way, it is difficult to choose first line treatment approach or intervention whether it should be nutritional support, behavioural therapies or use pharmacology (National Library of Medicine, 2023).
Now clinicians debate about a stepped approach. In which first treat nutritional deficiencies and then apply a structured behavioural therapy as well as per need pharmacologic guidelines.
There is hot conversation is appearing about pica. Experts want to separate pica from eating disorders classification. They argue that pica has it’s own distinctive features which differentiate pica from other eating disorders (National Library of Medicine, 2023). However, some researchers has fear that separate category may lead to under recognition of pica they preferred dual coding approach. In which pica should be stayed in eating disorders as well as sometimes cultural norm. There is no reclassification comes in notice yet, but future researches and studies might be brought any change of reclassification American Psychiatric Association (2025).   
There are national charities which are providing support services about legal framework such as: Mind. Rethink Mental Illness and Samaritans. Mind provides explanation of Mental Health Act, patient’s rights, advocacy and legal support but services are available in some areas not in the whole countries (Mind, 2025).   
Rethink Mental Illness (No Date), provides advocacy services about MHA, care Act and MCA. Their local hubs navigate families in tribunal matters as well as in discharge plan. Samaritans provides 24/7 confidential emotional support via phone, email and face to face in some localities including prison listener scheme. They do not provide clinical treatments or legal advocacy but have access to low threshold crisis which can reduce immediate risk and A&E visit (Samaritans, 2025). 
UK’s Policy & Legal Framework
The Equality Act 2010 protects people with eating disorders as if the condition counts a disability. The Equality Act 2010 protects them any discrimination and demand reasonable adjustments for those who are suffering in a mental-health condition or neurodevelopmental disability (legislation.gov.uk, 2025). 
According to Mental Health Act 1983 and 2007 (as amended) (2015), if a person has severe eating disorder which impair his/her ability to take appropriate decisions then  Act demands an assessment under section 2 or treatment under section 3. 
As well as, Mental Capacity Act 2005 protects those who have lack of capacity to make safe decisions because of severe eating disorder. It allows appointing advocate from family who will take decisions on the behalf of patient (Gov.UK, 2023). 
Care Act 2014 demands from local authorities to carry out a needs assessment if anyone has severe eating disorder and this disorder limits their daily life. Council must arrange a care and support plan and include a multidisciplinary team in plan (department of Health & Social Care, 2016). 
NHS Long Term Plan makes easier access to eating disorder treatment in England with faster referral and integrated care. NICE guideline (NG69) sets standards of care for eating disorders as well as recommending early identification and treatment (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 2017).

UK Data & Statistical Evidence
According to Office for National Statistics (2024), there were 6 deaths where F508 and F983 codes were mentioned on the death certificate. However, data is available about eating disorders but separately data is not available about pica disorder.
Recommendations
· As the matter came into knowledge, GPs should check iron and zinc deficiency and treat them first. In this way GPs can handle pica properly and effectively. 
· A multidisciplinary team based on different health professionals such as: Psychiatrists, Paediatrics, Nutritionists and behavioural specialists should coordinate with each other to reduce delay to assessment. 
· To reduce waiting time for mental health appointments particularly for children and young people. 
· During rehabilitation ensure a restrict access to non nutrition food items and provide safe substitutes.
·  In high risk cases make sure a close supervision and reduce risk of eating non food items. 
· Set separate diagnostic guidelines for pica assessment and treatment by NICE.
· Information should be added in study programme of primary care, midwifery and school-nurse.
· Allocate more Funds for research and UK trials about tailored behavioural/sensory interventions in neurodivergent adults and children.
Conclusion
Pica is an eating disorder which usually involves in persistent consumption of non food objects. Pica is classified in eating disorder even though has distinctive features. It is common in those who have intellectual disability like autism. In such people, nutritional deficiencies can be noticed. UK follows international manual’s guidelines for assessment and treatment. Regulations and policies protect the affected people from any discrimination as well as some active charities provide awareness about their rights which assured by UK legislation. New findings are coming after researches and studies which provide us further information on pica. 
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