Abstract
Research has identified a link between autism spectrum disorders and the development of eating disorders, however, it has not yet identified a definite answer as to why. This is because the relationship between autism and eating disorders is complicated with numerous risk factors and other comorbidities involved. The overall aim of the meta-synthesis is to explore the relationship between autism spectrum disorders and disordered eating. More specifically, to identify the most common risk factors for eating disorders in individuals with autism, to determine what makes people with autism more likely to have an eating disorder. This will help to answer the research question ‘what mediates the relationship between autism and eating disorders?’. The meta-synthesis will also consider moderators.

A meta-synthesis of the literature was performed, following the PRISMA guidelines and flowchart. Databases and other sources were searched for suitable and relevant studies. The results brought up a variety of study types involving a variety of population groups. Therefore, the review included studies on all age groups and genders, all eating disorders and all levels of autism. This meant the review took on a more general approach. The total number of studies to be included were 7. Qualitative data was collected from the studies, such as the study design, year of publication, variables used, screening tools, participant characteristics, sample size, and key findings. The studies each investigated the variables associated with the relationship between autistic traits and disordered eating. The studies were mainly cross-sectional and found that alexithymia, fussy eating, sensory issues, gastrointestinal symptoms, challenging behaviour, orthorexia and intolerance of uncertainty are all possible mediators. Sex and age were also considered as the main moderators.

This all suggests that there are many potential ways in which an eating disorder could develop in someone with autism. It also confirms that the relationship between autistic traits and eating behaviours is complicated, something supported by previous research and other review type studies on the topic of autism and eating. The findings supported the hypothesis that comorbidities would play a role in mediating the relationship. It was hypothesized that alexithymia and sensory processing issues would be the biggest mediators and the results of the review supported this. However, most of the studies included in this meta-synthesis were cross-sectional and this is not strong enough evidence to determine causality. Stronger evidence is therefore needed to explore the relationship. Cohort and case-control studies could potentially address this. There are already some cohort studies, but the majority only investigate the link between autism and anorexia, with very little about other eating disorders. This is why further research is needed, especially on other eating and feeding disorders, not just anorexia.



