
Lactose Intolerance and Autism: Understanding the Connection

Description

Introduction

Lactose intolerance is a common condition where the body lacks sufficient amounts of
the enzyme lactase, which is needed to break down lactoseâ??the natural sugar found in
milk. While lactose intolerance affects people across various backgrounds, it has particular
implications for individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD).

The Role of Casein

In addition to lactose, milk contains another component called casein. Casein is a protein
that cannot be removed from cowâ??s milk, unlike lactose, which can be enzymatically
treated (e.g., Lactaid milk). In the ASD community, many individuals try a gluten-free
and/or dairy-free (casein-free) diet. Although some consider this a fad, there is clinical
evidence supporting its efficacy.

The Gut-Brain Connection

In individuals with ASD, the small intestine is often compromised. This compromised gut
can lead to an imbalance of â??good bacteriaâ?�  and an increase in â??bad bacteria.â?�
These harmful bacteria can damage the gastrointestinal (GI) system, leading to a
condition known as â??Leaky Gut Syndrome.â?�

Casomorphins: The Brainâ??s Opioid-Like Peptides
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When casein is broken down in the gut, it forms small protein fragments called 
casomorphins. These casomorphins have an opioid-like effect on the body and bind
to the same receptors in the brain as true opioids. As a result, they can cause various
symptoms, including:

1. Severe Brain Fog
2. Autistic Behaviors
3. Increased Pain Tolerance
4. Mood Swings
5. Potential Addiction

Food Sensitivities and Intolerances

Individuals with ASD are more prone to food sensitivities and intolerances. Milk and wheat
are among the top eight food allergens. Undiagnosed food sensitivities can lead to
symptoms such as:

Bloating
Abdominal Discomfort
Diarrhea and/or Constipation
Headaches
Dark Circles Under the Eyes
Altered Concentration
Fatigue
Trouble Sleeping

These symptoms can significantly impact behavior and overall well-being.

Implementing a Dairy-Free Diet

To see improvements, consider a 4-6 week trial period of eliminating casein from the
diet. Some individuals may require longer trials (6+ months) to experience the most
significant benefits. Itâ??s essential to consult a Registered Dietitian before starting a
dairy-free diet for your child with ASD. Remember that each child is unique, and what
works for one may not work for another.

Recommended Foods
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Milk Alternatives: Almond milk, coconut milk, cashew milk, rice milk, oat milk, and
pea milk.
Dairy Alternatives: Non-dairy yogurt, non-dairy cheese, non-dairy sour cream, and
non-dairy ice cream.
Other: Eggs (not dairy), whole foods (fruits, vegetables, whole grains), dairy-free
condiments, and sauces.

Foods to Avoid

Milk: Cow milk, goat milk, sheep milk, and other mammal milks.
Yogurt
Dairy Cheese
Sour Cream
Butter
Milk Chocolate
Creams
Most Pastries

Remember that a dairy-free diet is not a universal solution for every child with autism, but
it can be beneficial for many. Always tailor dietary choices to the individualâ??s needs and
consult a healthcare professional.

Conclusion

Understanding the link between lactose intolerance, casein, and autism allows us to make
informed dietary decisions. By prioritizing gut health and minimizing casomorphin
exposure, we can positively impact the well-being of individuals with ASD.
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