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A decrease in appetite is one of the most common signs of advanced illness. It is also one of the 

most upsetting concerns for family members who want to make sure their loved ones get the right 

care and treatment. Because food is symbolic of love and nurturing, it can be very difficult for 

family members to see their loved one with no desire to eat. 

 

In order to understand our reaction to the changes that occur with late stage illness, it is helpful that 

we understand the important meaning that food has in our lives:   

 

The physical meaning of food 
 

Normally we eat food to keep us healthy and keep up our energy. Yet, when a family member is 

seriously ill it is normal for them to have little interest in food and eating. Near the end of life, this 

loss of interest in food indicates that their body no longer has enough strength to handle digestion, 

breathing, and thinking at the same time.  

 

Sometimes eating, digesting, and eliminating food can be painful. Eating can provoke upsetting 

symptoms such as vomiting, diarrhea, and bloating. As contrary as it might seem, at the end of life, 

food and fluids appear to cause more distress than going without.  
 

The social meaning of food 
 

Many of the gatherings in our lives are centered on food. We have food at celebrations like 

birthdays, holidays, weddings, graduations, and sporting events. We also have food when gathering 

during times of sadness. Food is the way that we demonstrate hospitality, love, and care.  

 

Your loved one will not find the same social pleasure from food that he or she did when they were 

well. It is important to find other meaningful activities that are not centered on food.  Watching 

favorite movies, storytelling, or looking at pictures together may be good substitutes. When family 

and friends come to visit, keep the food in another room for your guests. 
 

The emotional meaning of food 
 

“My loved one always loved the ______ I made for them. Now he won’t even take a bite. I feel hurt 

and rejected.”  

 

It is hard not to take it personally when your loved one does not want the very thing you were 

always able to provide for them: food. It was one of the things that you could do for them to show 

your love, care, and compassion. You may feel frustrated, helpless, and afraid of what will happen 

if they don’t eat.  

 



 

 

It is important that we begin to change our thinking about food and find other ways to demonstrate 

love and kindness.  

 

The following guidelines may help you to be more confident as you care for your 

loved one who is affected by changes in their eating: 
 

 

• Let your loved one decide when, what, and how much to eat. Giving your loved one 

control over decisions is important for his or her honor and dignity. Allowing choices 

and avoiding disagreements about food is one gift that you can provide to them. 

 

• Favorite treats are allowed and encouraged. If your loved one is on a special medical 

diet, check with your hospice nurse. 

 

• Offer small, frequent food choices rather than large meals.  

 

• Use small dishes. 

 

• Make mealtime a quiet, pleasant time. Candles, flowers, soft music, and good 

conversation may help. 

 

• If your loved one is having difficulty swallowing, soft foods or thickened liquids such as 

puddings, cottage cheese, or creamy soups may be easier to swallow than thin liquids 

like water or juice. 

 

• Frequent mouth care will prevent dryness and keep the mouth clean, moist, and 

comfortable. 

 

• Accept the loss of desire for food as an expected and normal part of their illness. 

 

• ‘Hold the chicken soup’ and substitute other ways to show your love. For example, offer 

your loved one a light massage with moisturizing lotions, or watch a favorite movie 

together instead.  

 

 

 

 


