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Before Meals

*Keep people involved in socialization, snacking or exercising while they wait for meals.

* Invite ’em to help! “Would you help me set the tables?” And if they only stack the placemats, and put glasses in a row and then start folding napkins, reply, “Thank you for all of your help. It looks great!  Why not relax in the living room? Dinner will be ready in 10 minutes.”  Even though they may not set the table correctly, let them know how much you appreciate their help. 

*Pass out warm wet washcloths to “get washed up” while they wait for their meal.
*Tearing lettuce, snapping beans, buttering bread, shucking corn, pealing potatoes, pouring beverages.   Get their tastes buds going by working with food before meals.

*Help people into dining chairs. Wheelchairs are for transfer.

* “Bob, let’s get washed up for dinner.”  Let the men escort you to dinner. Avoid pulling on their arms.

* “The church ladies have made us roast beef and mashed potatoes.” Triggers three responses, 1) the food is good 2) the food is free  3) and it would be rude to leave after these ladies have worked so hard.

*Carry a plate of food around and talk in detail how yummy it is and that it is “Dinnertime!” 

*Instead of saying it’s time for a snack, say, “Let’s have some coffee.”

*Ask a person to bless the meal.  Another option is to pray together “Be Present at Our Table Lord” or “Come Lord Jesus”.

*Offer soothing music before meals.  Music during meals becomes extra noise.

During Meals

*Introduce them to one another, start conversations, and even sit down and eat with them.  Pretend you’re inviting the person into your home and introducing them to your family.

*Remove unnecessary utensils, condiments, foods, beverages. They may become confused if there are too many choices in front of them.

*When eating becomes difficult, offer one food item at a time in separate bowls. 

*Promote a quiet environment, removing extra sources of noise and even keeping staff conversations to a minimum.  Dispense medications before or after meals. This will reduce noise and extra stimulation during meals.

*Be flexible, giving them ample time to eat their entire meal.

So, why aren’t they eating?

*Plate is too big with too much food (ladies especially). Use saucer-size plate and teaspoon-size portions.

*Unable to see food directly in front of them. To find out where they can see offer their favorite food in colored bowl and move it around until they reach for it.

*Cannot see white on white. If plate is white and potatoes are white they may not be able to see potatoes on plate.   Blue or rose colored plates work well in showing contrast between food and plate.

*The person may be unable to start the motion of eating, so place your hand over their hand and “kick start” by helping with two bites.

*Dentures are uncomfortable or food is too hard.

*Pain or discomfort.

*They just don’t like it! 

*Be sure table height is appropriate to chair height. Elbows need to be above the table in order to eat.

*Serve finger foods to those who have difficulty using utensils. What snacks do your children like…bet they will like them too!

Assisted Diners

*Serve food in small portions.

*SLOW DOWN!!

*Chat and socialize like you do when eating with friends.

*Know what kind of food they like and don’t like…serve food they like.  

*TALK WITH A SOOTHING TONE OF VOICE.
*Don’t talk about the person as if they weren’t there…at any time.

*Serve icecream first to trigger swallowing.  That’s a Yummy rule!  

After Meals

*Take a nap!  Fatigue causes confusion.
*Read devotion (e.g. Psalms 23 or the Lord’s Prayer) right after meal.  This is not only a tradition, but also helps with digesting food.  

*Ask them to help clean up after meal.  Moving chairs, picking up plates, wiping off tables. For those who aren’t mobile, have them clean place mats etc., while sitting at the table. 

*Offer warm wipes or washcloths so they can independently wash their face and hands.  

*Sing with the person anytime...anywhere.
Drink Up!

*Being dehydrated has a direct correlation with incontinence, UTI’s, impactions, increased confusion, increased need to use the bathroom, lean to the side and increases pain. 

*May be unable to tell you they are thirsty so create the thirst sensation by pouring water in front of them saying,  “I am parched.  I need to wet my whistle.”  More likely to drink if we create the thirst sensation.

I learned early on that setting the table is so much more than just laying down knives and forks. It is creating a setting for food and conversation, setting a mood and an aura that lingers long after what was served and who said what was forgotten.

---Peri Wolfman
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