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Dysphagia and symptoms 

Dysphagia, or difficulty in chewing and swallowing food or 
fluid, is common in those with dementia. It typically occurs 
in the advanced stages of dementia and difficulties can 
include the following: 

 coughing when eating and drinking 

 holding food/fluid in their mouths as if they have 
forgotten to swallow 

 difficulty in chewing or spitting food out 

 putting too much food in their mouths 

 recurrent chest infections 

 being unaware of food when it arrives 

 refusing food or drinks. 
                                                                   
Speech and language therapy 

If you are concerned about your relative’s or friend’s 
eating and drinking, speak to the nursing staff or the 
medical team about a referral to speech and language 
therapy.  
 
Our therapists assess and treat patients with a wide range 
of conditions, including swallowing problems brought on 
by dementia. Each patient’s experience is different and 
they should be assessed by a specialist to ensure they 
receive treatment most suited to their needs.  
 
What can I do? 

It is important to encourage those with dementia to eat 
and drink. Poor nutrition and hydration can cause other 
medical complications that may worsen the symptoms of 
dementia.  



 

 

There are many ways to stimulate appetite and interest in 
food and drink and the following tips may help: 
 

 Ensure you have their full attention by reducing 
distractions, eg turn off the television or radio. 

 Make sure they are sitting upright, preferably in a 
chair.  

 Encourage them to feed themselves for all or part of 
a meal if possible. 

 If they need help with feeding, try and involve the 
person, eg holding the spoon with hand over hand 
support. 

 Sit face to face when feeding or helping the person 
to eat and drink. Allow them to smell the food and 
let them see the cup or spoon before you feed them. 

 Wait and watch for the swallow before giving 
another mouthful. 

 Offer regular sips of a drink throughout a meal to 
help clear any food left in the mouth or throat.  

 Use strongly flavoured food and drink, eg citrus 
flavours. 

 Using the pressure of an empty spoon on the 
tongue can sometimes help trigger a swallow, or a 
second swallow. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Who can I contact? 

If you are experiencing any difficulties and would like 
some advice or support, please contact us. 
 
Adult speech and language therapy service 
You can contact our teams at: 
 

 Barnet Hospital: 020 8216 4380 

 Chase Farm Hospital: 020 8375 2210              

 Royal Free Hospital: 020 7830 2127 
 
Further information 

For more tips on how to communicate with someone with 

dementia visit: www.alzheimers.org.uk  
 
For information about the speech and language therapy 
service at the Royal Free London, visit our website at:  
www.royalfree.nhs.uk/speechandlanguage.  
 
If you require a full list of references for this leaflet please 
email: rf.communciations@nhs.net.  
  

This leaflet is also available in large print. If you need 
this leaflet in another format – for example Braille, a 
language other than English or audio – please ask a 
member of staff. 
 
© Adult speech and language therapy service 
Version number: 1 
Approval date: October 2016 
Review date: October 2016 
www.royalfree.nhs.uk 

https://www.alzheimers.org.uk/site/scripts/documents_info.php?documentID=149#Sensory%20difficulties
http://www.royalfree.nhs.uk/speechandlanguage.
http://www.royalfree.nhs.uk/speechandlanguage.
mailto:rf.communciations@nhs.net

