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FOOD FOR LIFE BET TER CARE:

IMPROVING MEALTIMES  
FOR PEOPLE WITH  
DEMENTIA IN HOSPITAL

WHY ARE HOSPITAL MEALTIMES 
IMPORTANT FOR PEOPLE WITH 
DEMENTIA?

Dementia is a progressive disease which can, 
over time, make it difficult to eat well. People 
with advanced dementia are more likely to be in 
hospital, where it can be even harder to eat well. 
This cycle can lead to negative outcomes linked 
to malnutrition such as reduced immunity from 
illness, frailty and falls. But it is not inevitable.

Making changes to better support patients with 
dementia at mealtimes takes time and effort. To 
properly plan for such changes we recommend 
identifying a group who are enabled to set aside 
space and time to regularly explore ways to 
improve mealtimes. The group could include 
occupational therapists, physiotherapists, ward 
staff, patients, families, hospital management and 
the third sector. The group should agree changes, 
implement them and track whether they have 
made a difference. Some ideas:

BEFORE THE MEAL

Take time to look at the dining environment 
and surroundings. These can impact how well a 
person with dementia eats. Relaxed and social 
surroundings add a sense of security, familiarity 
and structure.

1.  Set up a dedicated dining area – just moving 
into a dining room/area can help signal that it 
is time for food. [See also Food for Life’s Eating 
Together resource].

2.  Prepare people for mealtimes – Allow time 
for people to prepare for each meal. A short 
walk can help. Avoid interruptions during  
the meal.

3.  Set the table well - Keep table settings simple. 
Minimise the items on the table. Use a plain 
tablecloth and coloured glasses. Only put out 
the cutlery needed.

DURING THE MEAL

In addition to protected mealtimes, people with 
dementia are likely to need direct support to eat 
during the mealtime. Some ideas to help:

1.  Try to eat with the person – this can be 
difficult to organise but does appear to 
increase the amount of food consumed  
and reduce “wandering”.

2.  Serve one course at a time – this  
reduces confusion.

3.  Offer drinks after the meal or offer only 
small amounts during the meal – reduced 
appetites mean that every mouthful counts and 
filling up on liquid at mealtimes can reduce the 
amount of nutrients consumed.

4.  Allow each person plenty of time for eating. 
They may not be finished, even if they have 
stopped eating for a time. Be sensitive to when 
you take away the plate.

5.  Avoid plastic eating utensils and Styrofoam 
cups – a person with dementia may try to  
eat them which increases the likelihood  
of choking.

Allow each  
person plenty  
of time for  

eating
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THE MEAL ITSELF

You may not have much control over what kind 
of food is served but why not get to know the 
hospital kitchen manager (if you have one) and 
explain the kinds of foods your patients need?  
Key things to aim for, where possible:

1.  Serve colourful foods - these are more 
appealing. Smoothies are also great.

2.  Introduce nutritious finger foods - for those 
who can no longer use cutlery.

3.  Watch food temperatures - people may not 
be able to tell if food is too hot. 

4.  Expect the unexpected - people may enjoy 
unusual combinations of food or may suddenly 
develop a taste for sweet and/or spicy foods. 

5.  Avoid food on plates of the same colour. 
For example, cauliflower or potato on a white 
plate. Dark plates work best with  
light-coloured food and vice-versa.

6.  Do not overload the plate - too much food 
can put people off eating at all.

7.  Use adapted cutlery and crockery - this helps 
maintain independence.

PROVIDE THE RIGHT LEVEL OF  
SENSORY STIMUL ATION

It is important for people with dementia to have 
their senses (sight, hearing, smell, taste and 
touch) stimulated regularly and mealtimes are 
an excellent way to achieve this across all the 
senses. Flavour is important for taste of course 
and the smell of cooking can stimulate appetite. 
However, be careful not to over-stimulate through 
too much noise, distraction or even too much 
food, as this can lead to distress. At mealtimes, 
reducing external noise can be useful, whether 
that is clattering serving utensils (consider silicone 
utensils), doors slamming or something else…

INVESTIGATE POSSIBLE CAUSES  
OF POOR APPETITE

There are many reasons why a person can stop 
eating well. Some possible reasons:

1.  Not recognising food - describe what is on 
the plate.

2. Poor fitting dentures - make sure dentures  
 fit well.

3.  Medications - new medications or a dosage 
change may affect appetite.

4.  Not enough exercise - this will decrease 
appetite. Even simple exercises/activities, such 
as going for a walk around the ward, can help.

5.  Decreased sense of smell and taste - stronger 
flavours can help.

6.  Stress/Distress - this may be linked to the 
dining environment or preparedness for 
mealtimes, as outlined above.

NEXT STEPS…

Improving mealtimes is a great way to 
boost the quality of care for patients 
with dementia. Mealtimes are one of 
the most important parts of the day 
and every step you can take to improve 
mealtimes in your hospital will help 
patients eat well.


