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We know how hard it can be to get a loved one 

with dementia to eat. They may refuse to eat, 

they may have forgotten to eat, or they may be 

frustrated by their eating environment.

As the number of people impacted by dementia 

continues to rise globally, research indicates 

the need for additional nutrition and dietetic 

supports for people living with dementia and their 

caregivers. 

In response to this need, CICOA’s Meals & More 

team has focused on nutrition and dementia 

research, creating resources for caregivers, and 

working closely with CICOA’s Dementia Friends 

Indiana outreach. Our desire is to provide 

caregivers with the knowledge and resources they 

need to alleviate some of the stresses of mealtimes 

with a family member with dementia.

In this e-book, we share some tips and tricks 

to better organize mealtimes, encourage 

independence and improve your loved one’s 

nutrition and activity levels. 

Getting a loved one with dementia to eat can 

be tricky, but by practicing these tips, we hope 

you experience a better outcome. Use them in 

whatever combination works for you and your care 

recipient and remain flexible as this may change 

over time.  
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I . O R G A N I Z I N G  M E A L T I M E S

Many barriers exist that can affect someone with dementia from getting 

adequate nutrition. One of the many strategies you can use to help 

someone with dementia meet their nutrition needs is to provide a calm and 

comfortable meal environment. Try removing distractions like unnecessary 

items from the table or turning off the television. Serve foods in smaller 

courses throughout the day to increase their intake. Use simple dishware and 

clear cups to help them identify what is in front of them.
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ADAPTED FROM THE 

ALZHEIMER’S ASSOCIATION

REMOVE UNNECESSARY ITEMS  
FROM THE TABLE  
Limit distractions by keeping on the table 
only what is going to be used for the meal. 

USE SIMPLE DISHWARE  
Go for dishes without any patterns to reduce 
confusion. 

SERVE THE MEAL IN COURSES  
Too many options on the table can be 
paralyzing for someone with dementia.  
Try only serving one dish at a time. 

CHECK FOOD TEMPERATURE  
Sometimes people with dementia are unable 
to identify if something is too hot to eat. 

DON’T WORRY ABOUT TIME  
Give your loved one plenty of time for 
meals, and remember it’s not going to hurt 
them to graze instead of eating a full meal 
in one sitting. 

EAT WITH THEM 
Eating alongside a person with dementia 
may help them realize it’s time to eat and 
helps make it a fun experience. 

USE RECIPES THEY LOVE  
This will help them consume more food and 
enjoy what they are eating. However, be 
aware that dementia may cause your loved 
one’s food preferences to suddenly change. 

MAKE THE FOOD EASIER TO EAT  
Cut food into bite-sized pieces or serve food 
that is easily eaten with the hands. 

SERVE AS AN EXAMPLE  
If they are struggling with how to use 
utensils, be a model for them. 

SERVE SEVERAL SMALL MEALS  
They are more likely to eat several small 
meals throughout the day rather than three 
large meals. 

DON’T GET MAD  
Patience is important because without it, 
your loved one may grow frustrated and 
want to eat even less than before. 

PREVENT INTERRUPTIONS  
Try to keep a quiet, peaceful environment 
by turning off the television or other 
distractions in the room and limiting 
conversation. 

SERVE BREAKFAST, LUNCH,  
OR DINNER AT ANY TIME  
Don’t feel limited to serving breakfast food 
at breakfast, lunch at lunch, and dinner at 
dinner. If someone with dementia wants 
a sandwich for breakfast or oatmeal for 
dinner, that’s okay!  

MEALTIME 

TIPS
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References: Thomas, D. W. & Smith, M. (2009). The effect of music on caloric consumption among nursing home residents with dementia of 
the Alzheimer’s type. Activities, Adaption & Aging, 33(1), 1-16. Mead, R. (2020, February 3). Does music help dementia: Mealtimes. Musica 
music & wellbeing. https://musica-music.co.uk/2020/02/03/does-music-help-dementia-mealtimes. Whear, R. et al. (2014). Effectiveness 
of mealtime interventions on behavior symptoms of people with dementia living in care homes: A systematic review. Journal of the American 
Medical Directors Association, 15(3), 185-193. 

Everyone needs a healthy diet to feel their best each day. This is especially true for loved ones with dementia who may 

struggle to eat enough food for proper nutrition. Even if healthy meals are available to your loved one, you may find that 

they are not engaged with eating, or they simply do not eat enough to keep their body nourished.

What can you do to help your loved one stay at the table longer and potentially increase the amount of food eaten at 

breakfast, lunch and dinner? Research suggests that calm background music during mealtime can increase time spent at 

the table and impact nutritional intake.

Every individual is unique in their response to music. Your loved one may find 
music during mealtimes pleasurable and peaceful, or they may find music 
distracting and confusing. Ask your loved one if they would like to “turn on the 
radio” while eating. If they say no, respect their wishes and reintroduce the 
idea another day or at a different mealtime. If they say yes, turn on the music 
and check in with your loved one about how they are enjoying the music. 
Watching their response is a good way to monitor their enjoyment level. 

CONSIDER HOW YOUR LOVED ONE MIGHT RESPOND  
TO MUSIC DURING MEALS

T O  C R E AT E  A  C A L M  E N V I R O N M E N T
Background Music
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Choosing the right music is essential to creating an environment that promotes calmness for a person living with 
dementia. Here are four tips: 

Ask your loved one what music they enjoy. Preferred and familiar music is typically most enjoyable. 

Consider using relaxing, instrumental music without abrupt changes in volume or tempo. Fast, upbeat music 
or music with abrupt changes can be overstimulating for your loved one. Likewise, using music without words can 
keep the music in the background. Some recommended types of music are soft classical music or music featuring 
piano, acoustic guitar or other stringed instruments.

Use different music each meal. Avoid playing the same playlist repeatedly. Collect many different songs for 
mealtimes and vary the song selections. If you are using a streaming service like Spotify, you can “shuffle play,” which 
chooses songs on the playlist at random. This slight variation will help keep the music fresh, even if some songs are 
repeated. If you are using CDs, have several to use during mealtimes. 

If your loved one’s favorite songs are fast and upbeat, consider using instrumental covers of the music. 
Streaming services often have instrumental versions of popular songs that often can be calmer than the original 
version. Find a song like this by searching “‘song title’ instrumental”. This may be a good way to keep music soft while 
still honoring your loved one’s favorite song choices. 

Just as choosing appropriate music is important, the way that it is played also is important. Consider these three tips: 

Use a medium that does not have ads or commercials. These interruptions often are abrupt and can startle your 
loved one. CDs and mp3 players are a good way to ensure that there will be no commercials while music is playing. 
Streaming services such as Spotify, Apple Music and Pandora Radio also have ad-free options, although these require 
a paid subscription to remove ads. Be careful with cell phones. If you receive a call or notification while music is 
playing, it could disrupt the environment. 

Find the right volume. The volume should be loud enough for your loved one to hear, but soft enough to talk over. 
This can be tricky and may take some time to figure out. Try adjusting the volume in very small increments to not 
startle your loved one while searching for a good listening volume. 

Use a quality speaker or CD player to enrich the sound. Clear sound can add to the calming effect of music. 

Using these tips to introduce music during breakfast, lunch or dinner can enhance your loved one’s desire to engage 
longer with their meal. Introduce the idea to your loved one and let them determine if music during a meal is 
something they would enjoy. 

TIPS FOR CHOOSING MUSIC  
FOR A CALM ENVIRONMENT

TIPS FOR PLAYING MUSIC  
FOR A PERSON WITH DEMENTIA
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for aging

M E A L T I M E  A N D 
K I T C H E N  H A C K S

Some individuals develop reduced mobility in hands and wrists that can 
make holding utensils frustrating and uncomfortable. Consider some of the 
following options.

• Rubber foam tubing: Cover handles of utensils with rubber foam tubing, 
available in many different colors and sizes at local hardware stores. This 
tubing is more comfortable for hands, increases the size of handles, and 
can be put on many household items.

• Rocking knives: A regular knife uses forward motion that can cause both 
the food and knife to slip. A rocking knife, with a specially designed curved 
blade, can be managed with one hand using pressure from above and is 
safer and more comfortable to use.

• Weighted utensils: Heavier utensils help reduce hand and arm tremors 
while eating. The extra weight provides stability for the spoon and fork.

• Bendable utensils: When using a spoon or fork, we often bend the wrist to 
aim food toward the mouth. If this action is difficult, look for utensils that 
bend. Many of these can be bent at the angle that is most useful for the 
person eating.

Mealtimes should be enjoyable at every age, but many older adults and people with disabilities 
experience physical changes that can make preparing and eating food more difficult. Tremors, 
arthritis, vision problems, and reduced ability to grasp are just a few of the common challenges. 
Read below for some inexpensive ideas and tips to help you or a loved one remain as independent 
as possible and to keep mealtimes safe, comfortable and enjoyable for everyone.

HACK YOUR FORKS, KNIVES AND SPOONS
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While using forks and spoons, it is common to 
scoop the food against the plate’s surfaces. This 
action becomes increasingly difficult with some 
conditions, and especially if the plate or food 
slide around. Here are a few simple solutions 
that address this:

• Non-slip mats: Use these beneath plates, 
cutting boards and on frequently used 
surfaces. This increases safety and reduces 
frustration when objects slide. Hack tip: 
Shelf liners can be a low-cost option.

• Hi-Low plates: These plates have a raised 
rim that is like the rim of a bowl. The 
higher rim provides a surface to help when 
scooping food. For individuals who have 
reduced strength to raise the fork from the 
plate quickly, the ‘low’ rim on the opposite 
side of the plate provides an easier route to 
access and remove food from the plate.

• Food guards and/or partitioned plates: 
These also are inexpensive options to help 
scoop food onto a utensil. Food guards snap 
onto plates and create a high wall from 
which to scoop. Partitioned plates have 
several dividers built within the plate and 
come in different sizes and depths.

HOW TO FIX SLIDING PLATES  
AND UNSTABLE ITEMS

Take time to do a kitchen re-set, and invite 
friends or family members to help. Even simple 
changes can make working in the kitchen safer 
and more enjoyable. 

• Place frequently used items in easy-to-reach 
places.

• Move heavy appliances out of very low or 
very high cabinets. Store on the counter 
or in an easy-to-reach cupboard without 
bending over.

• Consider moving an over-the-stovetop 
microwave to counter height or a safer, 
accessible location. Removing hot items 
from an overhead microwave can result in 
spills and burns.

• Make a cleaning schedule. Food-borne 
illnesses are dangerous for individuals who 
are older or who are immuno-compromised. 
Keep surfaces, sinks and the refrigerator 
clean and sanitized for daily use.

• If the budget allows, consider changing 
turn-style kitchen faucets to levers. These 
are easier to use for individuals with 
arthritis or reduced grip strength.

• Rather than leaning over the hot stove to 
monitor pots and pans, consider securing a 
non-fog mirror above the stove.

Vision changes can impact one’s ability to navigate the kitchen comfortably and safely. Here are a 
few simple, practical tips:

• Use color-coding on bottles to identify products of similar shape. This works well for bottles 
that are often used. For safety, assign a color to keep cleaning supplies separate. In the 
bathroom, color coding can be used to differentiate shampoo from conditioner or body wash.

• Fine details printed on stove and oven knobs can be difficult to discern, particularly on older 
appliances. Use colored, puffy paint to clearly mark the ‘off’ position. Puffy paint can be seen 
and felt, which provides extra assurance that heat sources are turned fully off.

USE COLOR IN THE KITCHEN

HACK YOUR KITCHEN FOR  
ACCESSIBILITY AND SAFETY
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I I .  E N C O U R A G I N G  I N D E P E N D E N C E

There are many ways to help your loved one maintain independence with 

feeding at meals times. Some ideas include incorporating adaptive feeding 

devices into their mealtime routine, such as non-slip placemats, weighted 

utensils, or cups with lids and handles. These adaptive feeding devices 

can assist with independence and are sold at stores like Walmart, CVS and 

Amazon. See our tip sheet for ideas on how a caregiver can provide physical 

assistance at meals. 
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Adaptive feeding devices are valuable tools that can assist individuals with their feeding independence. 

Non-Slip Placemat: 
Place a non-skid placemat under dishes to prevent 
slips and spills.

Built-Up Utensils: 
Utensils with thicker handles help with poor 
grip strength and poor finger control. You can 
buy utensils with built-up handles. You can also 
purchase foam tubing to put around normal 
utensils to make them easier to use. 

Cups with Handles & Lids: 
Cups with handles allow individuals to hold cups 
with less difficulty. Lids can prevent spills.

Plate Guards: 
Plate guards can be clipped on to plates to allow 
for easier scooping and to prevent spills. Plates 
with built-up edges are also a good idea. 

Weighted Utensils: 
Utensils with added weight help stabilize the hand 
during self-feeding. The additional weight is useful 
for adults with tremors or shaky hands.

Universal Cuffs: 
Universal cuffs strap around the hand and hold the 
utensils in them. These allow individuals with poor 
grip strength or hand control to hold a variety of 
utensils.

Contrast: 
Try to provide high-contrast placemats and dishes 
to help with decreased attention and vision. For 
example, use a black placemat with white plates/
bowls or a white placemat with dark colored 
plates/bowls.

HELPING YOUR LOVED ONE MAINTAIN  
INDEPENDENCE WITH SELFFEEDING

Information partly adapted from The American Occupational Therapy Association

MEALT IME SUPPL IES
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Hand-Under-Hand Assist: 
Hold the utensil in your 
own hand. Place your loved 
one’s hand over your hand. 
Bring the food to/from your 
loved one’s mouth while 
they are holding on to your 
hand.

Hand-Over-Hand Assist: 
Allow your loved one to 
hold the utensil. Place your 
hand on top of their hand. 
Gently guide the utensil 
to/from your loved one’s 
mouth.

Direct Hand Feeding:  
Hold the utensil in your 
hand and bring the food 
to/from your loved one’s 
mouth. Remember to take 
your time and make sure 
your loved one is ready for 
each bite. This technique 
should be the last resort as 
it limits independence.

In the example below, the caregiver has painted nails.

For a video of the above techniques, please visit: https://melissabphd.com/nosh

A decline in one’s ability to self-feed does not always require total assistance from a caregiver.  
Try helping your loved one with feeding as it is important that they continue participating with  

feeding when possible. Remember to be patient as your loved one may require more time to eat  
than they used to. Below are a few techniques for assisting a loved one with feeding:

PHYSIC AL ASS ISTANCE
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EATING WITHOUT UTENSILS

SANDWICHES, WRAPS  
AND TOAST 
Small sandwiches, wraps and toast can 
be eaten with your hands. For example, 
try a spread of tuna, lime, cilantro and 
avocado on whole grain bread. 

SMOOTHIES 
Smoothies are a great way to increase fruit 
and vegetable consumption and prevent 
dehydration. Include a handful of spinach, 
your favorite frozen fruit, water or milk, 
and combine in a blender. Try serving the 
smoothie in a cup with handles and use a lid 
to prevent spills. 

SOUP
Soup served in a cup with handles can 
help you eat more vegetables, and you 
can do it without a spoon. You can also 
try pureeing the soup in a blender so it 
can be more easily sipped. 

QUESADILLAS
Heat refried beans, your favorite 
vegetables and a little cheese on a whole 
grain tortilla. 

BITESIZED FRUIT
Snack on some chunks of fruit like 
pineapple, bananas and strawberries.

CHEESE CUBES
Snack on cheese cubes or cheese 
sticks to add calcium and protein. 
Choose low-fat cheese when 
possible. 

The Easiest Cookies in the World
Ingredients
• 2 over-ripe bananas    

• 1 cup quick oats  

• ½ cup chocolate chips 

Mash bananas in a bowl using a fork. The consistency should be 
gooey; try to get the lumps out. 

Pour in oats and chocolate chips and mix well. 

With moist hands, form 2-inch balls of mixture; place on greased 
cookie sheet about 1 inch apart. Bake at 350 degrees for 15 to 
20 minutes or until golden brown.  Let cool and enjoy! Try adding 
raisins, craisins or nuts for more nutrients per serving. 

Good nutrition is key to healthy aging. However, many older adults live with a variety of conditions—including 
dementia, arthritis or tremors—that can impact their ability to feed themselves using utensils. If a loved one 
has trouble with utensils for any reason, you often can turn any food into finger food simply by cutting it into 
smaller pieces. 

Check out these ideas for nutritious snacks and meal substitutes that can be eaten without utensils. Some 
seniors may prefer eating several small meals or nutritious snacks throughout the day instead of three big 
meals, so these ideas also work for them. 

NUTRITIOUS HANDHELD AND FINGER FOODS FOR OLDER ADULTS

FRUIT OR VEGETABLEBASED 
BREADS AND COOKIES
Let your loved one snack on some fruit- 
or vegetable-based breads and cookies 
for a sweet treat that also counts 
toward their daily fruit or vegetable 
consumption. Check out the recipe 
below from MANNA FoodBank.
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I I I .  N U T R I T I O N  T I P S

Understanding the most important components of a balanced diet is 

important to helping someone with dementia meet their nutrition needs. 

Making smart choices at the grocery store is crucial to getting plenty of 

fruits and vegetables, eating healthy snacks, choosing smart beverage 

options, and preventing dehydration. Check out our two-week sample 

menu that highlights reusing leftovers in creative and nutritious ways to 

provide variety to one’s diet without the burden of excessive cooking!
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MAKE HALF YOUR PLATE FRUITS & VEGETABLES

•  Shop for fresh, frozen, or canned fruits and vegetables. In-season produce 
may be cheaper.

•  Frozen and canned produce can be healthy choices but avoid products with 
mixes and sauces. These are high in sodium and added sugar.

•  ‘Lite’ syrup contains sugar. When shopping for canned fruit, look for ‘no 
sugar added’ or fruits canned in 100% juice. 

•  Sodium is in salt. For many people around 1,500 mg of sodium per day is best. 

•  Frozen foods, fast foods, dressings and mixes can be high in sodium. Limit these.

•  A very low sodium food is 35 mg or less. Low sodium foods are 140 mg or less.

•  Some products say ‘reduced’ or ‘light in sodium’ but these may have a lot of 
sodium. Read the label to compare. 

•  Convenience foods can be helpful. If you buy frozen meals, look for meals with 
less than 600 mg of sodium. Watch for added sugar. Look for meals with fiber. 

LIMIT RED MEAT

•  Plan to buy lean cuts of meat: sirloins, rounds, roasts and ‘extra lean’ 
ground beef. 

•  Shop for poultry, pork, and fish to replace some of the red meat in  
your diet. 

•  Foods that include “smoked” or “cured” may have nitrates. These may 
increase cancer risk. Limit these.   

•  Shop for lean turkey or roast beef for deli meats. 

CHOOSE LOW SODIUM

tipsG R O C E R Y 
S H O P P I N G
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•  Trans fats and saturated fats are not good for your heart. 

•  Food Labels can list 0 mg for trans fats even if they contain trace amounts.  
These small amounts can still be harmful if these foods are consumed often.

•  Look at the label. Trans fats are in “partially hydrogenated vegetable oils” or 
shortenings. 

•  Most companies have stopped using trans fat. Trans fats may still be found in 
small amounts on some margarines, popcorn, baked goods, fried foods, and 
fast foods. 

•  Look for healthy oils like olive or canola oils. 

BUY WHOLE GRAIN PRODUCTS

•  Commonly found whole grains include oats, brown rice, whole wheat, 
popcorn, corn and barley.

•  Use whole wheat pasta instead of white pasta. Buy brown rice instead of 
white rice. Buy 100% whole wheat bread instead of white bread.

•  Read the label. The whole grain should be first. Avoid the product if it 
contains a lot of sugar and sodium.

AVOID FOODS CONTAINING TRANS FAT AND SATURATED FATS

LOOK FOR STORE BRANDS INSTEAD OF  
MORE EXPENSIVE NAME BRANDS

•  Some store brands are cheaper. Focus on your budget and make healthy 
choices. 

•  Read the label and choose wisely. Some products like canned tomatoes, 
cereals, and peanut butters may have added sugar or sodium. 

LOOK FOR 100% JUICE

•  Choose 100% fruit or vegetable juice. 

•  100% fruit or vegetable juice counts as part of your daily fruits and 
vegetables.

•  Read the label. Many juices have added sugar.   
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FOOD LABELS

Reading food labels and comparing 

products is a good way to find the 

best choice while shopping. When 

comparing products look at sodium, 

added sugars, trans and saturated fat 

and fiber.  

Follow these tips:

•  Fiber is important for health. Look 
for products with fiber.  

•  Limit trans-fat and saturated fat. 

•  Avoid products that are high in 
added sugars.

•  Choose the product with the least 
amount of sodium.

•  Buying in bulk can be less expensive, 
but not always. 

•  Look at the price label on the shelf 
at the grocery store. There is often 
a smaller number listed. The smaller 
number tells you how much per 
pound, ounce, or serving. It may say 
“price per oz” or “price per lb.” 

•  Read the label. Decide if the cheaper 
food is the healthier food.

UNIT PRICE
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10 WAYS TO EAT MORE

FRUITS AND VEGETABLES

SNEAK IN VEGGIES

Adding more vegetables to dishes your loved one already eats is a great way 
to get your loved one eating more vegetables. Some examples include adding 
cooked vegetables to pasta, casseroles, quesadillas, and omelets, topping 
pizza with cooked veggies, and adding leafy greens to sandwiches or wraps. 
Some people with dementia may be confused by visible vegetables in dishes, 
so you can also try using a cooked puree vegetable like peas or carrots to 
replace part of the liquid in soups, sauces, or to use in place of gravy.

ADD FRUITS TO FOOD 

Some examples include adding fruit to yogurt, cereal, or oatmeal, adding 
avocado to sandwiches or toast, and using dried fruit to make your own 
inexpensive trail mix.

DRINK 100% JUICE 

Drinking 100% fruit or vegetable juice can count as a serving of fruit or 
vegetables. As a bonus, drinking 100% juice will help keep your loved one 
hydrated! Juice can have a lot of sugar in it, so be sure to read the nutrition 
label and avoid juice with added sugar. Check with your doctor if your loved 
one has any health conditions that may impact the amount of sugar they  
can have.

VEGETABLE SOUP 

Serving vegetable soup is an easy way to eat more vegetables and is a great 
option if your loved one has trouble using utensils. Try serving the soup in a 
plain cup with handles and letting them sip on it.

1

2

3

4

Adapted Partly from the U.S. Department of Agriculture
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SMOOTHIES 
Smoothies are another great option if your loved one has trouble using 
utensils, chewing, or needs thickened liquids. Including a handful of spinach 
in a fruit smoothie will add more nutrition but won’t change the flavor. 

LEAVE REMINDERS

If your loved one simply forgets to eat fruits or vegetables, try leaving 
written reminders or pictures. You can also place a bowl of colorful fruits on 
a counter or table to serve as a reminder.

FRUIT OR VEGETABLE-BASED DESSERTS 

If your loved one has a sweet tooth, try serving desserts that include fruits or 
vegetables instead of desserts with little nutritional value. Examples include 
zucchini bread, blueberry muffins, banana cookies, baked apples, apple 
sauce, or topping ice cream or yogurt with fruit. Serving baked fruit, apple 
sauce, or canned fruit as dessert can also be good options if your loved one 
needs softer foods.

BE MINDFUL OF YOUR LOVED ONE’S PREFERENCES 
Try serving fruits or vegetables your loved one has always enjoyed. However, 
remember dementia may cause your loved one’s preferences to suddenly 
change. If your loved one stops liking the fruits and vegetables they used 
to like, try serving different ones. Offer two different choices of produce if 
possible. However, remember that more than two choices can overwhelm 
someone with dementia and may make them not want to eat.

SERVE AS AN EXAMPLE 

Eating fruits or vegetables with your loved one may encourage them to 
eat as well. And as a caregiver, fruits and vegetables are important for your 
health too!

BUY FRESH, FROZEN, DRIED, OR CANNED FRUITS AND VEGETABLES

Fresh, frozen, dried, and canned produce all have similar nutritional value, 
so feel free to buy whatever best fits your budget and preferences. Just 
remember to drain and rinse canned food to reduce the sodium.

6

7

8

9

10

5
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Healthy
S N A C K  &  D R I N K

• Yogurt with chopped fruit and ground 
flaxseed

• Sliced apples, celery or carrots with 
peanut butter or nut butter

• Sliced pears, 1 oz of sliced cheese, a few 
nuts

• Almonds, walnuts, or other nuts
• Trail mix: Cheerios or wheat chex, nuts, 

dried fruit
• Fresh vegetables with yogurt-based dip
• Cereal and milk
• Roasted chickpeas with cumin
• Jicama brushed with lime juice
• Pickled carrots or cucumbers in white 

vinegar
• Broccoli and cauliflower with hummus
• Rice paper spring rolls with water 

chestnuts, carrots, and sprouts 
• Whole wheat tortilla with avocado and 

radishes

• Oatmeal or other hot cereal with fresh 
fruit, frozen fruit, or nut butter

• Ethiopian flat bread with yam dip
• Hummus and whole wheat pita with 

grated carrots
• White bean dip and whole wheat pita 

with cherry tomatoes
• Mango slice sprinkled with chili powder
• Frozen bananas with nut butter
• Frozen grapes with plain yogurt
• Low-fat cottage cheese and pears
• Grits with steamed collard greens
• Korean vegetable pancakes
• Hard-boiled egg
• No-sugar added applesauce with 

cinnamon
• Slice of turkey deli meat on whole wheat 

bread with hummus
• Low-fat string cheese
• Chia Pudding: Low-fat milk with 1 

tablespoon chia seeds and blueberries
• Miso soup

Crunchy Snacks Dental-Friendly Snacks

ideas

• 100% Juice
• Iced tea mixed with water or lemonade
• Lemonade and sparkling water
• Hot tea with honey
• Decaffeinated coffee with low-fat milk
• Water flavored with berries, mint or 

cucumber

• Olive oil with vinegar
• Citrus and herbs and spices

Drinks
Marinades to help keep  
meat tender
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HOW TO HELP A PERSON LIVING WITH DEMENTIA 
AVOID DEHYDRATION 

AVOID CAFFEINE AND ALCOHOL 
Did you know drinking caffeine or alcohol can actually make people dehydrated 
faster? Another way to avoid dehydration is to limit one’s consumption of caffeine 
and alcohol. For example, at night, enjoy fresh fruits instead of caffeine or alcohol. 
If your loved one enjoys drinking caffeinated soda, coffee, or tea, try switching to a 
decaffeinated version. 

NONLIQUID SOURCES
Drinking beverages is not the only way to prevent dehydration! Eating more fruits, 
vegetables, and soups is a great way to increase fluid consumption if your loved 
one does not enjoy sipping on beverages. Citrus fruits, berries, melons, lettuce, 
celery, cucumbers and tomatoes are all especially good options. 

ADD MORE MILK
Adding more liquid to foods such as whole grain cereal and oatmeal is a simple 
way to increase the amount of fluid your loved one consumes. 

REDUCED FAT MILK
Reduced-fat milk is another option to try if your loved one does not care for 
regular water, plus milk has additional nutritional benefits! 

MIX WATER WITH 100% JUICE 
Mixing equal parts water and juice will still have the taste of juice, but with 
less sugar. 100% grape juice is a good option to try, as grape juice may improve 
cognitive health. Try sparkling water and lemonade for another variation. 

FLAVORED WATER 
Try adding cucumbers, berries, or mint to make water more appealing. 

SMOOTHIES 
Smoothies are a great source of fluids. As a bonus, they can contain key nutrients 
important for cognitive health, such as spinach, berries, and other fruits. Smoothies 
can also be an option if your loved one needs thickened liquids.  
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1 Keep drinks directly in front of them, where they can easily see it. 

Pour drink inside a clear cup so they can see what’s inside, unless 
the drink itself is also clear. Another option is to serve beverages in 
a brightly colored cup. 

Use cups with handles to make holding the cup easier. You can also 
try using flexible straws. 

Enjoy a beverage and a chat! Having a beverage with your loved 
one may encourage them to drink, and your drinking can offer 
cues for those who need help remembering how to drink. And as a 
caregiver, it’s important for you to stay hydrated too! 

If your loved one simply forgets to drink enough fluids, try leaving 
notes around the house or setting digital reminders. You can also 
try placing cups around the house, especially if your loved one 
paces a lot. 

Be mindful of your loved one’s preferences and offer two different 
choices of beverages. 

IF  YOU HAVE TROUBLE GET TING SOMEONE  
WITH DEMENTIA TO DRINK, TRY THESE T IPS: 

2

3

4

5

6

Adapted from Rosalynn Carter Institute for Caregiving’s “Dealing with Dementia: A Caregiver’s Guide,” Baylor College of Medicine blog post, “Hydration with a Twist,” 
National Institute on Aging article “Getting Enough Fluids,” and Alzheimer’s Society blog post “How to Support Somebody Living With Dementia in Hot Weather” 
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A SIMPLE YET BENEFICIAL FOOD FAVORITE OF CAREGIVERS 

Caregivers often need to prepare multiple meals a day for their care recipient. If that’s you, 
and you want to learn about foods that are the right balance of easy to prepare, inexpensive, 
versatile and nutritious, look no further than the (seemingly) simple oat.

Oats seem like a simple food—small, lightweight grains that are similar in size and plain in 
color—yet they are quite complex and offer many benefits.

oats

TOP REASONS FOR USING OATS

Let’s start with the practical reasons for utilizing oats in your  
loved one’s diet.

INEXPENSIVE & SHELFSTABLE
Large packages of oats come in 42-ounce containers that make 30 servings, all for just a few 
dollars. Don’t be concerned that this may be too many servings to buy at one time. Dry oats 
need no refrigeration and have a long shelf-life, up to two years in the pantry. This makes oats 
a valuable staple to keep on hand.

SOFT TEXTURE
When cooked, oats have a very soft texture that can make chewing and swallowing easier for 
your loved one. Different types of oats produce different consistencies when cooked, so look 
for one that meets your loved one’s needs and preferences.

Steel-cut oats have the coarsest texture, while instant oats have the finest and softest texture. 
Rolled (sometimes called old-fashioned) oats fall between these two textures; they are soft, but 
the oats still have bite to them.

QUICK TO PREPARE
Time is precious when caring for your loved one, so when a food can be cooked quickly and 
offers many nutrients, it’s a win-win situation! Making oatmeal can take as little as one minute 
in the microwave using instant oats.

VERSATILE
Think oats can be used only to make oatmeal? There actually are many ways to incorporate 
oats in your loved one’s diet. Oatmeal also can be added to yogurt, muffins, pancakes, 
breakfast “cookies,” granola bars, or even to bread crust!
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Besides these practical considerations, oats also have many nutritional benefits.

Nutrient-dense

Oats are packed with vitamins and minerals that are essential to body functions. As little 
as a 1/2 cup serving is a good source of phosphorus, Vitamin B1, magnesium, copper, 
iron and zinc. Other essential nutrients present include folate, calcium, potassium, and 
vitamins B5, B6 and B3. Each of these nutrients helps the body function properly in unique 
ways.

High in soluble & insoluble fiber

Oats contain high amounts of both soluble and insoluble fiber. There are 4 grams of fiber 
per 1/2 cup serving. To put that in perspective, the recommended daily value for fiber is 25 
grams for women and 38 grams for men.

Let’s look at the different types of fiber and their importance to body functions.

Soluble fiber: Oats contain beta-glucan, which binds with water to make a gel-like 
substance. This gel increases the amount of time it takes for oats to leave the stomach and 
absorb glucose in the bloodstream, which helps keep blood sugar from spiking quickly 
after meals and also keeps the stomach feeling fuller longer.

Insoluble fiber: This fiber helps with bowel movement regularity, which can be a challenge 
if your loved one isn’t getting enough fiber in his or her diet. Insoluble fiber does not bind 
with water, but instead attracts water to the stool to ease bowel movements.

Both types of fiber—soluble and insoluble—are necessary to positively affect digestion, 
absorption and excretion of foods.

May lower cholesterol

Beta-glucan (soluble fiber) also may aid in reducing the amount of cholesterol in the 
body. As beta-glucan moves through the digestive tract, the gel-like substance can pick up 
cholesterol and help move it out of the body.

May lower blood pressure

Oats are high in antioxidants, especially avenanthramides. Don’t let the name scare 
you—this important antioxidant can help increase the production of nitric oxide, which 
improves blood flow by keeping blood vessels open and clear.

Oats are a simple food, but they offer plentiful health benefits. Consider adding oats to 
your loved one’s diet today.

Four
Reasons WHY OATS ARE A HEALTHY FOOD CHOICE

1

2

3

4
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MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY SUNDAY

Smoothie 
(blueberry, 
banana, spinach)

Oatmeal (frozen 
berries, 1 
tablespoon flax)

Omelet (spinach, 
mushrooms)

Cold cereal, 
frozen berries

Smoothie (orange 
juice, banana, 
berries)

Oatmeal 
(peanut butter, 
strawberries, 1 
tablespoon flax)

Egg sandwich, 
sliced oranges 
and berries

Chicken breast, 
multi-grain 
medley (brown 
rice, wild rice and 
quinoa; ready in 
10 minutes)

Leftover chicken 
and peppers in a 
fajita wrap

Leftover salmon 
over greens 
with vinaigrette 
dressing, 1 
tablespoon flax 
seed

Leftover 
omelet, canned 
pineapple, sliced 
oranges and 
bananas

Leftover soup 
and salad

Turkey sandwich, 
coleslaw made 
with chopped 
kale and dried 
cranberries (can 
purchase in a bag 
in the produce 
section or make 
your own)

Leftover 
vegetarian chili, 
prep food for the 
next week

Tuna, lime, 
cilantro, avocado, 
whole grain 
crackers or whole 
grain bread

Salmon, sweet 
potato, California 
blend frozen 
vegetables

Beef tenderloin 
one pot meal 
with potatoes, 
carrots, and 
celery; salad

Turkey vegetable 
soup, whole grain 
dinner roll

Too tired to 
cook? Order a 
veggie pizza, 
have with 
leftover salad

Vegetarian chili
Roasted chicken 
and roasted 
vegetables
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A member of th e     connect Alliance.

cicoa.org

healthy meal ideasTWO WEEK SAMPLE MENU: 

WEEK ONE 
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MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY SUNDAY

Half a whole 
wheat bagel with 
peanut butter; 
berries (or any 
other fruit)

Eggs with 
spinach; plum (or 
any other fruit)

Whole wheat 
toast, eggs,  
and fruit

Yogurt with 
berries, granola/
nuts, sweetened 
with honey

Avocado on 
whole wheat 
toast

Oatmeal with 
dried berries and 
walnuts (or any 
nuts)

Whole grain 
English muffin, 
eggs, fruit

Salad with grape, 
pecan, flax, feta, 
baby dark greens, 
balsamic dressing

Peanut butter 
sandwich on 
whole grain 
bread, fruit

Tuna wrap: 
canned tuna, 
lime, cilantro, 
avocado, whole 
wheat tortilla

Chicken wrap: 
chicken, leafy 
greens, avocado, 
tomato, whole 
wheat tortilla

Salad with dark 
leafy greens, 
beans, carrots, 
nuts or seeds, 
topped with oil 
and vinegar 

Turkey, avocado, 
tomato, and leafy 
green sandwich

Vegetable soup 
and a whole 
grain roll

Beans and brown 
rice; vegetable 

Whole grain 
spaghetti, diced 
tomatoes, beans, 
cooked greens 
and sprinkle of 
cheese

Chicken tacos: 
chicken, salsa, 
lettuce, beans, 
and a little 
cheese on whole 
grain tortilla

Quesadilla with 
a whole grain 
tortilla, black 
beans, spinach, 
and a little 
cheese

Burrito: beans, 
brown rice, salsa, 
tomato and leafy 
greens wrapped 
in a whole grain 
tortilla 

3 bean salad: 
kidney, white, 
and black beans 
with red bell 
pepper, onion, 
and Italian 
dressing

Whole grain 
pasta salad with 
lots of colorful 
vegetables
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A member of th e     connect Alliance.

cicoa.orgWEEK TWO 
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I V.  A C T I V I T Y  T I P S

Staying active is an important part of staying healthy with dementia.  

There are many creative ways to incorporate physical activity into one’s 

lifestyle. Some of these include modifying and personalizing familiar activities 

that they enjoy. Keep a routine but be prepared to adapt day-to-day as the 

disease progresses or changes. Remember to choose activities they enjoy and 

that can be done with their loved ones.
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MODIFY:  
People with dementia can still enjoy the activities they 
have always enjoyed, just in different ways. For example, 
someone who always enjoyed cooking may be able to 
help with mixing, rolling, or dipping strawberries in dark 
chocolate. Someone who always enjoyed exercising can 
enjoy walking or simple chair exercises like marching and 
arm circles.

PERSONALIZE:  
Not all activities will work for everyone. Some people 
may enjoy folding towels, while others may view the 
activity as pointless. Someone with dementia may 
enjoy watching sports games, while others may find it 
frightening or become agitated. Try different activities to 
find what works for your loved one.

KEEP ROUTINE:  
Always try and keep a routine as much as possible, such 
as keeping the time for meals, personal care, and bedtime 
consistent. 

BE PREPARED TO ADAPT:  
Someone with dementia may enjoy an activity one 
day but not the next, or they may start an activity then 
not want to finish it. Someone with dementia may 
respond better to activities at certain times of day than 
other times. As the disease progresses, their ability and 
preferences will change as well.

HAVE A PURPOSE:  
People with dementia often enjoy activities that make 
them feel like a valuable part of the household. Try 
having them help with chores, like sweeping and setting 
the table, or simple meal prep, like putting together 
homemade trail mix, salad, or making sandwiches. 

DON’T CRITICIZE OR CORRECT:  
If a person with dementia is enjoying an activity that 
seems pointless to you, it’s okay to let the person 
continue as long as they are not harming themselves 
or someone else. Also, make an activity failure-free! Be 
patient and focus on the enjoyment of the activity, not 
the end result.

CHOOSE AN ACTIVITY YOU BOTH ENJOY:  
When you have the time, do an activity with your loved 
one that you both enjoy! This can reduce caregiver stress. 
Examples could include coloring, baking cookies, or going 
for a walk.

PROVIDE HELP BUT ENCOURAGE INDEPENDENCE:  
You may find someone with dementia needs help with a 
certain step of an activity but can then complete the rest 
of the activity by themselves. When explaining activities, 
be sure to use simple, easy steps.

MINIMIZE DISTRACTIONS:  
Try and keep the environment calm and limit background 
noise and other distractions.

t i p sA C T I V I T Y

Information adapted partly from the Alzheimer’s Association 
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• Coloring with colored pencils

• Make cards to send to friends, family, or veterans

• Bake cookies

• Set the table 

• Put a salad together for dinner

• Make fruit kabobs with strawberries, grapes,  
and bananas

• Make a fruit salad

• Make lemonade or tea

• Look through old photos

• Listen to music and sing along

• Dance to favorite music

• Play a card game

• Feed or watch the birds

• Go for a walk

• Collect leaves and flowers to press in a book

• Read the newspaper

• Sort coins

• Make a scrapbook

• Give a hand massage with lotion

• Make a family tree

• Sit on a park bench and enjoy nature or people 
watch

• Pick flowers for a vase

• Make homemade dog or cat treats

• Garden: Can be outdoors or a simple window 
garden

• Chat about family heirlooms

• Play a musical instrument

• Paint

• Have a picnic

• Make a collage 

• Brush their hair

• Do a puzzle with larger pieces

• Share stories about friends or family members

i d e a sA C T I V I T Y

Remember, these are just general suggestions, and every person is different. Try different activities and see what works. 

For more information or support, email caregivers@cicoa.org. 
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Dancing: Dancing is another way 
to get active and have fun! Play 
your favorite upbeat song and start 
moving! Music may also reduce 
agitation for people with Alzheimer’s. 
You can dance sitting or standing, 
alone or with someone else. You also 
do not actually have to be “good” at 
dancing; the important thing is to get 
moving and have fun!

Create-Your-Own Weights: Strength 
training does not have to involve 
joining a gym or buying fancy workout 
equipment. You can create your own 
weights using soup cans or water 
bottles. Make sure you are using 
proper form to avoid injury!

Chair Exercises: If you are looking for 
a gentle, low-impact way to exercise, 
try seated exercises. Examples include 
marching, arm circles, and heel raises. 

t o  Imp r o v e  Y o u r  L i f e
B E  A C T I V E  E V E R Y  D A Y

Exercise has many physical and cognitive benefits. Physical activity can improve sleep, mood and balance, as well as 
reduce the risk of heart disease, stroke and type 2 diabetes. Exercise also may reduce the risk of developing dementia.

Here are some ways to get moving, adapted from The National Institute on Aging and The Alzheimer’s Society.

Remember to drink plenty of water before and after you exercise and stop any activity if you feel pain. If you are 
unsure about any exercise or activity, check with your doctor!

Walking:  
Walking is great for all fitness levels, 
and you can vary the length and speed 
of your walk to make the activity 
more or less strenuous. There are 
great walking trails in Indianapolis, 
or you can walk around your own 
neighborhood. Be sure to keep at least 
six feet apart from others! 

Gardening: Gardening is a great way 
to stay active around your home. Try 
activities such as planting herbs or 
vegetables, weeding, raking leaves, or 
mowing the grass. A kitchen window 
garden also can be an option in cooler 
months.

At-Home Sports: Get active and have 
fun by creating your own sports inside 
your house. Ideas include tossing a 
beach ball, hitting a balloon, or using 
plastic bottles or cans for bowling.
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Learn more: cicoa.org/support

8440 Woodfield Crossing Blvd., Ste. 175, Indianapolis, IN 46240-4359 • Phone: 317-254-5465 • cicoa.org
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Thanks for downloading this e-book, Secrets to 

Making Mealtimes Easier for People with 

Dementia and Family Caregivers! 

CICOA Meals & More service helps seniors in Central 
Indiana eat healthy and stay connected by providing 
home-delivered meals, neighborhood meal sites, 
discounted meal vouchers, and nutrition education. 
This resource was developed in partnership with 
CICOA’s Dementia Friends Indiana program, which 

aims to reduce the stigma of dementia and create 
welcoming spaces for people living with dementia and 
their caregivers.

Both of these programs are supported by donations 
from wonderful people like you! Please consider giving 
at cicoa.org/donate to ensure that no senior goes 
hungry and dementia caregivers have the tools and 
resources they need.

A member of th e     connect Alliance.


