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Five-Minute Foods for Low-Capacity Days
Simple food when energy and decisions are limited
A five-minute food does not have to be a miniature cooked dinner. It may be something opened, assembled, toasted,
microwaved or eaten as separate components. The purpose is to shorten the distance between recognising a need and giving
your body something it can manage.

Low capacity may come with ADHD, autism, ARFID, depression, anxiety, grief, burnout, pain, chronic illness, medication effects
or an exhausting day. When planning and sequencing are difficult, convenience foods and repeated safe foods can be important
forms of accessibility.

Fast food at home can mean food that is fast enough for the capacity you have.

The examples here are structures rather than prescriptions. Replace every ingredient with a personally safe equivalent. Check
labels for allergens and preparation instructions each time, particularly when brands or recipes change. People with medical diets,
swallowing difficulties or significant restriction may need individual advice.

The five-minute method
Minute Action Permission

0 to 1 Choose between two realistic options. Take a drink if possible. You do not need to search for the perfect choice.

1 to 2 Put the food, plate and one piece of equipment together. Use ready-cut, frozen, canned or prepared food.

2 to 4 Open, assemble, toast or heat according to the label. One appliance is enough.

4 to 5 Sit down. Add a familiar flavour or keep everything separate. Clearing up can wait if it is safe to leave it.

If five minutes is still too much
Use the two-minute version: choose one ready-to-eat safe food and one drink. If opening packaging is a barrier, keep easy-open
or pre-opened portions where food safety allows. If standing is difficult, sit for preparation. If another person is available, ask for
one concrete action: “Please bring my usual crackers and drink” is easier to act on than “I need help with food”.

No-cook combinations
Structure Ways to adapt it Sensory control

Bread, wrap or crackers + sustaining
topping

Use a tolerated cheese or alternative, egg, fish, meat, spread or
other safe option.

Serve topping separately; keep bread
dry; use exact brand.

Cereal + tolerated milk or alternative Measure the familiar portion or use a ready pot.
Add liquid at the last moment; choose
temperature.

Snack plate
Choose two or three separate safe foods rather than making a
recipe.

Use divided plate; no touching;
predictable quantities.

Yoghurt or safe alternative + familiar
extra

Add cereal, tolerated fruit or eat each item separately. Keep smooth; avoid unexpected pieces.

Ready soup or nourishing drink Use cold if safe and preferred, or follow heating directions. Choose consistent flavour and container.

One-appliance ideas
Equipment Five-minute structure Check

Toaster Toast + safe topping; toasted wrap if appliance instructions allow.
Do not leave unattended; avoid
overloading.

Microwave Rice pouch + topping; soup + bread; potato product; ready meal.
Follow wattage and standing time; stir
where directed; beware steam.

Kettle Instant oats, noodles, couscous or soup only where packaging permits.
Use a stable surface; take care with
boiling water.

Air fryer A familiar frozen item plus a ready side.
Follow product and appliance
instructions; check food is cooked
through.

Twelve adaptable five-minute ideas
1. Toast with a tolerated topping and a drink. 2. Microwave rice with a familiar protein or topping. 3. Soup with bread or crackers.
4. Cereal with tolerated milk or alternative. 5. A divided snack plate. 6. A ready baked potato with a simple filling. 7. Instant oats
with a familiar addition. 8. A wrap with one filling. 9. A ready meal chosen for predictable texture. 10. Yoghurt or alternative with
cereal served separately. 11. Scrambled egg made by a method you know is safe. 12. A nourishing drink alongside one safe food,
when personally appropriate.

These are not universal allergy-safe recipes. “Tolerated” means suitable for the individual’s allergies, intolerances, sensory needs,
beliefs, medical guidance and swallowing safety.



SPACE TO BREATHE THERAPY

2

Make five minutes more realistic
Barrier Reduce the demand

Too many choices Keep a visible list of three automatic options and choose between two.

Cannot find ingredients Store the components of one meal together where safe.

Smell is overwhelming Choose cold food, ventilate, use lids or ask someone else to heat it.

Noise is overwhelming Use ear protection and choose the quietest appliance.

Food touching is difficult Use separate bowls, a divided plate or unopened individual portions.

Clearing up blocks starting Use one container, line a tray or agree what can wait.

Time disappears Use packet timings and an audible or visual timer; remain nearby when required.

Food safety without turning it into fear
Read the packet every time. Check the use-by date, storage requirements, cooking method, appliance wattage, stirring and
standing instructions. Food that requires reheating should be heated as directed and be steaming hot throughout where
applicable. Take care when removing covers because trapped steam can burn. Do not reheat a food if the label says it is
unsuitable, and do not guess whether an allergen, spoiled food or medical restriction is safe.

The NHS Eatwell Guide considers overall balance across a day or week rather than requiring every meal to contain every food
group. This flexibility can help reduce all-or-nothing thinking. The guide is general population advice; individual requirements may
differ.

My five-minute menu
Capacity My chosen food Drink Help or equipment

Two-minute emergency ______________________ ____________ ________________

No-cook ______________________ ____________ ________________

One heating step ______________________ ____________ ________________

A few manageable steps ______________________ ____________ ________________

Restocking cheat sheet
Exact products I rely on: __________________________________________________

Where they are kept: ______________________________________________________

The backup I want available: _______________________________________________

Who can help me restock: __________________________________________________

My cue to add something to the list: ________________________________________

A message from Maggie
Some days, five minutes may be the most you can give to food. Other days, even five minutes may be too much. Neither says
anything about your worth or how hard you are trying. A ready meal, repeated safe food, microwave option or drink can be a
practical way of caring for yourself.

Please begin with safety and familiarity. You do not have to disguise food, force variety or make the plate look impressive. Let
another person help if that makes eating possible. The aim is not to perform cooking; it is to make nourishment more reachable.

Sources and books
NHS Eatwell Guide. General guidance on food groups and balance across a day or week.
nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/food-guidelines-and-food-labels/the-eatwell-guide/
Food Standards Agency. UK guidance on food hygiene, allergens, cooking, chilling and reheating.
food.gov.uk/safety-hygiene
NICE NG69. Eating disorders recognition and treatment.
nice.org.uk/guidance/ng69

The Autistic Adult’s Guide to Nourishing Yourself by Kendra Little - practical support for reducing barriers to eating.
How to Keep House While Drowning by KC Davis - a shame-reducing approach to care tasks.
Cook As You Are by Ruby Tandoh - flexible cooking that recognises different energy, equipment and capacity.

Clinical note
This guide is general education, not a personalised meal plan. Seek advice from a GP, registered dietitian or relevant clinician if
intake is very limited, weight is changing unintentionally, eating causes significant fear, or there are symptoms of dehydration or
nutritional deficiency. Seek urgent help if someone is acutely unwell.
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