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Diet
Introduction

Many things can affect an older person’s eating pattern:

For all of us, making healthy 
eating choices is the key to feeling 
good and is important for the 
management of many medical 
conditions e.g. diabetes and heart 
disease.   

If you are caring for an older 
person it is likely to be because 
of their frailty, disability or medical 
condition. You may find that their 

diet has changed e.g. it is not 
uncommon of an elderly person 
to have a loss of appetite. The 
information in this fact sheet aims 
to help you ensure that the person 
you are caring for has a good 
healthy diet. 

However, you may also find the 
information useful for your own 
health and well being.

l A decline in the senses of smell 
and taste can cause a reduction 
in appetite.

l Side effects of medication can 
reduce appetite, cause nausea, or 
make food taste differently. 

l Poor dental health or ill-fitting 
dentures can cause jaw pain, 
mouth sores, all of which make 
chewing painful.

l Financial burden due to a lack of 
money to pay for adequate foods 
can result in a host of nutrition 
problems.

l Physical difficulty as a result of 
arthritis, frailty or other physical 
conditions can make preparing 
food too challenging for an elderly 
person.

l Forgetfulness as a result of 
dementia can result in a change 
in appetite.

l Depression can cause either 
an increase or a decrease in a 
person’s appetite.

If you are concerned about a change in the person that you are caring for’s 
diet, you should talk to them about it and ask them if you can discuss it with 
their doctor or dietician. Do not introduce supplements to their diet without first 
getting professional advice.



Offer nutritionally-dense foods
If the person that you are caring for is 
not eating as much as they should, the 
food they do eat must be as nutritious as 
possible. Encourage whole, unprocessed 
foods that are high in calories and 
nutrients. Some examples include: 
healthy fats (nuts, seeds and olive oil), 
whole grains (brown rice, whole wheat 
bread, oats and whole grain cereals), 
fresh fruits and vegetables (canned 
and frozen are also good choices), 
and protein-rich meats, fish and dairy 
products. This will help ensure that they 
are getting all the vitamins and minerals 
needed to maintain good health.

Encourage healthy snacking  
If they don’t like to eat a large meal or 
don’t feel hungry, healthy snacking can 
be a solution. Encourage them to eat 
smaller meals more regularly and cut 
back on prepared meats, which are high 
in sodium and saturated fat. You can also 
encourage snacking by providing finger 
foods e.g. fruit, sandwiches etc.

Encourage fluid intake 
If unchecked, dehydration in the elderly 
can lead to numerous side effects such as 
mild  confusion, drowsiness, dry skin and 

migraines . Many elderly people are also 
on medication such as diuretics which 
can actually contribute to dehydration  All 
of these could be prevented or at least 
be helped by encouraging the person 
that you are caring for to drink adequate 
amounts of fluids.

Enhance aromas and flavours 
Appealing foods may help stimulate the 
appetite, especially in someone whose 
senses of taste and smell aren’t what 
they used to be. Flavours can be added 
to food by using herbs, dressings and 
sauces etc.

Make eating a social event 
This is particularly important if you do 
not live with the person that you are 
caring for. If you can, make time to eat 
with them. Many older people who live 
alone or suffer from depression may stop 
cooking meals and lose their appetite. 
They often become more interested in 
food when other people are around.

Take care of dental problems
Maintaining proper oral health can 
enhance nutrition and appetite. Try to 
make sure that dentures fit properly and 
that they are in a good state of repair.

My useful contacts:

Here are some tips which will help you to 
encourage a healthy diet.


