
Interoception

Interoception is the sense of your body’s internal states. It tells you

whether you are hot or cold, hungry, full, or thirsty, or need to use the

toilet. It also contributes to your ability to recognise your emotions. 

What is interoception?

Autism and interoception
Autistic people often have decreased interoception, or difficulty

interpreting interoceptive signals from their bodies. They might not

know that they’re hungry until their stomach is cramping painfully or

audibly growling; they may not know that they need to use the toilet

until it becomes urgent or painful; and they may have difficulty judging

food portion sizes because they don’t have a sense of being ‘full’. 

Decreased interoception can also contribute to alexithymia, or difficulty

interpreting and expressing emotions. For some autistic people, the idea

that emotions come with physical feelings (like butterflies in your

stomach, or your chest feeling tight when you’re anxious) is bizarre and

unfamiliar. For others, these physical sensations may be there, but

muted or difficult to interpret. 
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Strategies for interoception difficulties
here are a few things you can do to help yourself function if you

struggle with interoception, or to help someone you support who

doesn’t seem to have much sense of their body’s internal states.

Use routines, timers, and/or alarms to remind you or your person to

eat, drink, and use the toilet. 

Have food available to graze, rather than restricting yourself or your

person to set mealtimes. If you never feel hungry, snacking and

grazing can be an easier way to get enough food than forcing

yourself to eat an entire meal. Eating smaller meals with snacks in

between can also help to reduce overeating at mealtimes and feeling

sick later (if you never feel full, it’s common to eat too much and not

realise until you feel nauseated or bloated – by which time it's too

late).

If you are caring for a child you think may have interoceptive

difficulties, try making sure they drink some water and use the toilet

at the same times each day; or build it into a sequence of tasks

(e.g. every time you get home from school, drink some water, use

the toilet, then unpack your schoolbag).

If you have trouble telling when you’re too hot or too cold, try

having a thermometer visible in your house, or a weather or

temperature app on your phone. It can help to set yourself some

rules that rely on the actual temperature and not your ability to

work out your internal temperature (e.g. the heater goes on if it’s

below 10 degrees; only wear one layer if it’s above 18 degrees;

have something cold for dinner instead of hot food if it’s over 30

degrees – with whatever adjustments and temperature thresholds

work for you). 

It can help to set alarms or reminders for every 4-6 hours, and

check in with yourself each time the reminder goes off – when was

the last time you ate something, drank something, used the toilet;

do you have goosebumps, are you sweating; are you uncomfortable

for any reason?
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