
PICA DISORDER

Overview:

People suffering from this disorder will experience cravings to eat or chew 
substances that contain no nutritional value and are not considered food. This 
condition is most common in children and pregnant woman and is usually only 
temporary. It also occurs in people with intellectual disabilities, and in these cases, it 
is often more severe and long-lasting.

While many children will experiment with eating and putting random things in their 
mouth, as a way of learning about the world around them (such as grass and dirt), 
people with PICA will regularly eat and chew things potentially a lot more deadly. 
They might eat harmless items such as ice, but quite often they will eat harmful or 
potentially dangerous items such as hair, chalk, soap, paint flakes, pieces of metal 
such as coins and safety pins. This behaviour must continue for at least one month 
to be classified as PICA.

Some of the most common items for people with PICA to crave and eat are: dirt, soil, 
clay, rocks, paper, plastic, ice, crayons, soap, hair, string, cloth, gum, talcum powder, 
charcoal, paint chips, chalk, faeces (poop), buttons, sand, glue, cigarette ashes and 
butts, burnt matches and many more. This can lead to many serious health issues 
such as lead poisoning, intestinal perforation and blockages, parasitic infections and 
choking.



Symptoms:
•the main symptom is a person eating items which are not food

•broken or damaged teeth

•stomach pain and nausea

•bloody stool

•lead poisoning 

•stomach and mouth ulcers

•malnutrition

•constipation or diarrhoea from eating these non-digestible items

•intestinal infections or parasites

Causes:

There is no singular cause for someone to develop PICA. In some cases people with 
deficiencies in iron, zinc or other nutrients may be at a higher risk. For example 
some think that anemia, which is usually from an iron deficiency, may be the 
underlying reason for PICA to develop in pregnant woman. As these unusual 
cravings may be a sign that your body is trying to replenish low nutrient levels.

PICA often occurs in people with intellectual disabilities, autism spectrum disorder, 
schizophrenia patients, people with obsessive-compulsion disorder. But not all 
people who develop PICA have a mental health condition.

Some people may enjoy and crave the textures and flavours of these non-food 
items. In some cultures for example eating clay is an acceptable behaviour, this form 
of PICA is called Geophagia.



Treatment:

Your doctor will begin treatment by treating any injuries or complications you've 
acquired from eating non-food items. For example prescribing chelation therapy 
should you have lead poisoning, or surgery to treat any intestinal or stomach 
blockages or perforations. 

If your doctor believes your case of PICA was brought on by nutrient imbalances 
then they will prescribe you vitamin or mineral supplements.

Your doctor might also order a psychological evaluation to determine if you have 
OCD or another mental health condition. Depending on the result you may be 
prescribed medication to help look after it, therapy, or both.

And if a person has an intellectual disability or mental health condition, medications 
for managing behavioural problems may also be used to help reduce or eliminate the 
desire and cravings to eat these random items. However in these cases symptoms 
can last for years, especially left untreated. 

Other treatment options include occupational therapy, sensory support such as 
providing safer items to chew on and redirecting attention when these urges and 
cravings begin.


