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When a Recipe Goes Wrong
Pause, assess and choose what happens next

A recipe can go wrong for many reasons: an unclear instruction, unfamiliar appliance, changed ingredient, interrupted timer, sensory
mismatch or simply a method that did not work. The result may feel much bigger than “dinner did not turn out”, especially when
energy, money, safe foods and confidence were already limited.

The first task is not rescuing the food. The first task is making the situation safe and reducing pressure.

Pause before problem-solving
Step Question Action

1. Make safe Is anything burning, spilling, dangerously hot or creating
smoke?

Turn off heat if safe, move away, ventilate appropriately
and follow appliance/fire guidance.

2. Check yourself Am I overloaded, panicking, nauseated or too tired to decide? Step away after making safe. Ask another person to
assess if available.

3. Check food safety Is it definitely safe, fully cooked and stored correctly? Do not taste to test safety. If uncertain, stop and use a
back-up.

4. Check accessibility Even if safe, is the smell, texture, appearance or mixing
tolerable?

You do not have to eat an inaccessible result.

5. Choose Do I want to adapt, restart, use a back-up or stop? Choose the lowest-demand safe route.

“Wrong” can mean different things
What happened Possible cause Do not assume

Too wet or too dry Quantity, pan size, timing, heat or ingredient variation. That adding random ingredients will safely correct
it.

Unevenly cooked Crowding, thickness, cold centre, microwave hotspots or
appliance variation.

That browned outside means safely cooked
inside.

Unexpected texture Substitution, overmixing, reheating, cooling or brand
difference.

That the person can “just push through”.

Stronger smell or taste Seasoning, overheating, ingredient change or sensory state. That dilution fixes allergens, spoilage or unsafe
food.

Looks different Recipe image, equipment, lighting or normal variation. That appearance alone proves safety or danger.

The traffic-light decision
RED — stop Smoke, fire, damaged cookware, unknown contamination, raw high-risk food, uncertain storage, allergen error or

strong doubt. Do not improvise.

AMBER — pause Possibly fixable, but you are overloaded or unsure. Turn off heat safely, check trusted instructions or ask for help
before continuing.

GREEN — optional adaptation Food is known to be safe and the issue is preference or presentation. Adapt only if the change is simple and still
acceptable.

Sensory safety still matters
A food can be technically safe but no longer accessible because it is mixed, soggy, lumpy, browned, strongly scented or touching
another food. This is not wastefulness or failure. Use the safe back-up and record what changed only if that information will help next
time.

Maggie’s reflection
A difficult result can trigger shame quickly: “I should have known”, “I have wasted everything”, or “I cannot cook”. One meal is not
evidence about your ability. Sometimes the most skilled decision is to stop, eat something safe and look at the recipe another day.
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Adapt, abandon or begin again
A practical recovery guide

There is no requirement to rescue a recipe. The time and ingredients already spent do not create an obligation to spend more
energy or eat something inaccessible. Choose based on safety, remaining capacity and whether the likely result is actually useful.

When a simple adaptation may help
Issue Only when known safe, consider Lower-demand alternative

Component is too dry Serve an already-safe sauce or moist component separately. Use a different familiar food and save nothing if
uncertain.

Component is too wet Drain or separate only if food-safety guidance and texture allow. Keep a safe dry component separate.

Flavour is too strong Pair with a plain safe component; do not attempt to “neutralise”
allergens or spoilage.

Stop and use the back-up meal.

One part failed Keep the safe, accessible components and replace only that part. Turn the plate into separate snack-style
components.

Presentation changed Re-plate, separate or cool to the preferred safe temperature. Cover it and choose another option if looking at
it is distressing.

When to abandon the result
Stop when food safety is uncertain; an allergen or cross-contamination error occurred; cookware or packaging is damaged; the
correction would require knowledge you do not have; sensory distress is rising; capacity is gone; or the likely repaired result would
still not be eaten.

Your back-up is part of the recipe
Back-up level Examples to personalise Purpose

Immediate A safe ready-to-eat food or tolerated drink. Prevents urgency while the situation is
assessed.

Short method A familiar microwave, toast, cold-assembly or freezer option. Provides a meal without repeating the failed
method.

Supported Another person prepares, orders or collects an accepted option. Protects intake when capacity has ended.

Review without blame
Ask Record only what is useful

Where did the method become unclear? Rewrite that instruction in concrete language or add a picture.

Was the equipment different? Record pan size, appliance setting, shelf position or microwave power.

Did a substitution change the result? Keep the original route or test one change on a small portion.

Was capacity already low? Move this recipe to a higher-capacity day or add support.

Was the result sensory-inaccessible? Record exact texture, smell, contact or temperature boundary.

Rewrite vague recipe language
Vague phrase Make it observable

Cook until done Use the recipe’s verified time/temperature and a suitable food thermometer where recommended.

Medium heat Record the exact hob setting that works on your appliance.

Season to taste Start with a recorded safe amount; tasting is not compulsory when a trusted method exists.

Stir occasionally Write the interval and number of stirs that produced the safe result.

Add enough Measure and record the successful quantity next time.

Safety boundaries
Follow current Food Standards Agency and manufacturer guidance for cooking, temperatures, cooling, storage, reheating, allergens
and damaged food-contact equipment. Do not use smell, taste or appearance alone to decide whether food is safe. If smoke or fire
is involved, prioritise people and follow emergency guidance; never take risks to save a meal.
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My recipe recovery sheet
A printable plan for the moment and for later

What went wrong? ________________________________________________________

Is the area safe now? ■ Yes ■ No — move away / get help

Is the food definitely safe? ■ Yes ■ No ■ Unsure — do not eat

Is the result accessible to me? ■ Yes ■ No ■ Not sure

My choice ■ Adapt ■ Save safely ■ Use back-up ■ Discard ■ Ask for help

My back-up route
Immediate food / drink ________________________________________________________

Short-method meal ________________________________________________________

Person who can help ________________________________________________________

Delivery / collection option ________________________________________________________

What I may change next time
Area Useful note

Instruction ________________________________________________________

Ingredient / exact brand ________________________________________________________

Pan / appliance / setting ________________________________________________________

Time / temperature / safety check ________________________________________________________

Sensory boundary ________________________________________________________

Support or capacity needed ________________________________________________________

A replacement recipe card
Meal ________________________________________________________

Exact ingredients ________________________________________________________

Concrete steps 1. __________________ 2. __________________ 3. __________________

Known safe cooking check ________________________________________________________

Serving / separation notes ________________________________________________________

Back-up if this does not work ________________________________________________________

Sources and further reading
Food Standards Agency: food.gov.uk/safety-hygiene — current UK guidance on cooking, chilling, reheating, allergens and food
incidents. NHS: nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well — general nutrition information. Books: The Autism-Friendly Cookbook by Lydia Wilkins;
Cook As You Are by Ruby Tandoh; How to Keep House While Drowning by KC Davis.

Clinical note
This guide is educational and does not replace individual medical, dietetic, allergy, swallowing, eating-disorder or food-safety advice.
Seek qualified support when intake or hydration is limited, weight or health is changing, allergies are suspected, swallowing is
difficult, or food restriction and distress are increasingly affecting daily life.

A message from Maggie
A recipe going wrong does not mean you have gone wrong. Make the kitchen safe, protect your nervous system and eat the
back-up if that is what works. You can review the method later—or decide the recipe is not worth another attempt. Both are valid.


