
Enabling Carers to Support 
Eating and Drinking Well 

For a Healthy Life
Exploring the challenges that carers face in providing 

the person they care for with adequate nutrition and the 
opportunity to design practical solutions to these problems.

A collaboration between Designability and Carers UK Supported by Nutricia



How Carers Help with Nutrition 

One of the most demanding tasks in supporting a person who is older, disabled or seriously ill is ensuring they 
have the right amount of healthy food and drink. This is often complex, and can raise challenging issues. 

To develop ways that this could be made easier, we need to better understand the specific challenges, and 
see how carers overcome these, to help the person they care for eat and drink well. 

So, in 2017, Carers UK and Designability invited carers to comment on nutrition in an online survey. Over 250 
carers took the time to give us their thoughts. Two focus groups were also held in London and interviews, by 
telephone, were carried out with enteral nurse specialists and dieticians.

Carers describe providing long-term assistance around eating and drinking, which involves multiple tasks every 
day that are critical to maintaining nutrition for health and well-being. The majority of people being cared for 
had specific dietary requirements. Over 90 carers were providing physical help with eating and drinking.

Carers say that ensuring the person cared for is eating and drinking well is challenging and can be very tiring.

Can products be helpful?

Over half the carers consulted with reported searching for and using products to help with nutrition 
but many felt they were not needed or there was resistance from the person to use products that were 
perceived to be stigmatising. Carers who had experience of using products gave positive reports that they 
were useful or safer. Reasons for not using products included lack of information about what is available, 
perception of stigma, high cost, and their usefulness only being partially successful or time limited.
Opportunities identified by carers for innovation of new products or services.

In the survey carers commented on their specific challenges and described ways that they currently use 
products – or things they thought may be useful – to make mealtimes easier and more enjoyable.
The following are some of the areas identified by carers, illustrated with comments from carers on where 
new products or services may help.

Access to information and sharing of ideas

Over 100 carers indicated that they had found helpful information and advice from a broad range of sources 
but many of the 220 survey responses and discussions at the Focus Groups suggest carers do have difficulty 
knowing where to look to find information, advice or resources. “Where do I go to find the answers?” 

Carers identified that they would like more information on:

• medical conditions and related nutritional issues
“Would like advice as to foods suitable for person with Parkinson’s and heart condition.”

• healthy nutrition
“Easy nutritious meals I get very tired in the evenings”

• advice on issues related to eating and drinking
“How to encourage eating without nagging or battles or tears”

• products for eating and drinking
“Difficult to find exactly what I needed”

• ways to fund the purchase of products
“Aids are so expensive she cannot afford it”



Co-ordinating meals and sharing responsibility 

There was recognition that there are multiple aspects of arranging and providing nutrition for another 
person. Over 200 carers reported that the person they cared for had difficulty with planning, shopping and 
preparing food; responses covered multiple difficulties both physical and cognitive.

These carers sum up some of the physical and cognitive challenges. 

“He has poor balance and co-ordination. If he goes to the shops on a scooter, it is hard for him to reach 
items on the shelves and he requires assistance. At home, he struggles to move around the kitchen, and 
also to stand for any length of time to do a kitchen task. He enjoys sitting at the kitchen table and chopping 
items that I hand to him and take from him, but he is not able to move around the kitchen in the way you 
need to, to cook a meal. He finds carrying drinks and plates very difficult. Due to his poor balance, he is 
unable to turn in the kitchen without losing balance and falling. Most of the time in the house, he uses a 
four wheel frame to walk around, but this is difficult to use in the kitchen when preparing food” 

“My mother has vascular dementia. She can help with preparing food and drink but will have to be prompted 
to do so. Shopping has to be done by me. Writing a list is done by me as are food decisions and using kitchen 
appliances” 

This carer describes the multiple challenges involved in shopping and preparing food and drinks.

“Difficulties with shopping and preparing food/drinks are, for example, sorting out money, making food 
decisions, using kitchen appliances such as ovens and microwaves, opening packaging - especially tins 
unless they are ring pull, reaching for/placing food/packages in cupboards/fridge/freezer, holding a half full 
pan or kettle, holding a plate of food or a mug of drink, because of weak grip and lack of muscle strength.”  

Balance: enabling choice and providing healthy meals 

Challenges were identified around matching needs and preferences and how to create choice and 
appealing meals whilst improving adherence to restrictive or special diets.

“There is a joy in eating she has always enjoyed eating new things”

Carers identified that matching needs and preferences is challenging.  Soft foods need to be aesthetically 
more appealing.

Professionals recognise compliance to a feeding regime is important and challenging.

“I am always looking for new ideas for suitable soft textured meals.”

“I have created a pictorial list of healthy meals so that when he shops with carers, he can choose meals for 
the week and buy appropriate ingredients. All done to prevent reliance on ready meals and to promote 
healthy choices.” 

Practicalities of eating 

Carers reported that many people ate using a tray in an armchair or sofa, or in bed. 

“In a chair but no tray I hold the food” 

There is opportunity to improve the experience and practicalities of eating in an armchair or in bed.



Facilitating drinking and monitoring hydration

Over 200 carers reported that they help with the task of making drinks. There was awareness and concern 
about the risk of dehydration.

Specific challenges were described as:

•  The need for prompting to drink 

    “Remind him to drink his drinks; he forgets the drink is there” 

•  Using a cup

    “He isn’t safe with hot liquids carrying a cup” 

•  Difficulty giving drinks 

    “Difficult to give drinks without spilling on her” 

Addressing Healthy Eating and Drinking

Responses from carers about how they help with nutrition have highlighted these areas of opportunity to 
develop new inclusive product design solutions. 

Designability and Carers UK are looking into these findings further, and plan to continue to work with carers 
in developing ways to make the task of ensuring healthy eating and drinking easier and more enjoyable. 
Our aim is to produce practical solutions to these common, everyday issues, and to achieve this we are 
seeking further funding. 

If you would like more information or to support this project please contact us at: info@designability.org.uk 
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About Designability

Designability brings together knowledge and expertise to create products that meet the needs of adults and 
children with disabilities and long-term health problems. The heart of our approach is co-design – that is 
our engineers, designers and therapists work together with disabled people and carers to develop effective 
solutions. Designability is a national charity, founded in 1968. Our aim is to enable people to achieve 
increased independence and happiness, goals that benefit not only those with a disability but also their 
families and others around them, and all of society. 

www.designability.org.uk

E info@designability.org.uk | T 01225 824103

About Carers UK

As the UK’s only national membership charity for carers, Carers UK is both a supportive community and a 
movement for change. Carers UK works to support the 6.5 million people in the UK wo care unpaid for a 
loved one who is older, disabled or seriously ill. We give expert advice, information and support. We connect 
carers so no-one has to care alone. We campaign together for lasting change. We innovate to find new ways 
to reach and support carers. 

www.carersuk.org

Carers UK Adviceline

E advice@carersuk.org | T 0808 808 7777

carersuk.org/help-and-advice/talk-to-us

Carers UK online forum

A place where carers can share what’s on their mind, day and night, with other carers and former carers who 
can support them through the ups and downs of caring.

carersuk.org/forum


