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Why Weight Management 
Matters 

 
Understanding the importance of weight management for people with learning 

disabilities and the significant health disparities they face. 
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• Mental Health Conditions Worsened by Obesity (p. 7) 
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• Reduced Life Expectancy for People with Learning Disabilities (p. 11) 
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What Health Conditions Are Affected by 
Weight?
Before we delve into specific health risks, let's consider the broad impact of weight on overall health. Weight, particularly excess weight, 
can significantly influence numerous aspects of physical and mental wellbeing.

Take a moment to reflect on the health conditions you believe might be affected by weight. Consider both physical and mental health 
conditions that you've observed or learned about in your professional experience working with adults who have learning disabilities.

What health conditions have you noticed among the people you support that might be related to weight issues? Have you 
observed any patterns between weight changes and alterations in their overall health or wellbeing?

Understanding these connections is crucial for providing holistic support. Weight management isn't just about appearance or fitting 
arbitrary standards—it's fundamentally about health, quality of life, and longevity. For people with learning disabilities, who already face 
significant health inequalities, addressing weight issues can be particularly important for reducing health risks and improving outcomes.

The relationship between weight and health is complex and multifaceted. Excess weight can directly cause some conditions, exacerbate 
others, and create a compounding effect where multiple health issues interact and worsen each other. In the following sections, we'll 
explore the specific health conditions most strongly linked to weight, and examine why people with learning disabilities face heightened 
risks.
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Health Conditions Directly Associated with Weight

42x
Type 2 Diabetes

Higher risk in people with obesity

6.8x
Osteoarthritis

Higher risk in people with obesity

3x
Heart Disease

Higher risk in people with obesity

Obesity significantly increases the risk of numerous physical health conditions. These risk factors are particularly concerning for people with learning disabilities who may already have other 
health vulnerabilities. Understanding these connections helps us recognise why weight management is an essential component of overall healthcare for the people we support.

In addition to the conditions highlighted above, obesity also increases the risk of various cancers (1.5-3.5 times higher risk, depending on cancer type), lung diseases (1.1-3 times higher risk), 
dementia (1.3 times higher risk), and gastrointestinal issues including constipation (though precise statistics are unclear, a strong association exists).

It's important to note that these risks increase the longer a person remains overweight. This means that early intervention and consistent support for weight management can 

significantly reduce the likelihood of developing these serious health conditions.
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These statistics highlight the importance of focusing on weight management as a key aspect of preventive healthcare. When we support healthy eating habits and appropriate physical 
activity, we're not just addressing weight—we're helping to prevent a cascade of potential health problems that could significantly impact quality of life and longevity.

6



Mental Health Conditions Worsened by Obesity
While physical health complications of obesity are often emphasised, the impact on mental health can be equally profound. For people with learning disabilities, who may 
already experience challenges with emotional regulation and communication, these mental health effects can be particularly significant and may be more difficult to identify and 
address.

Depression
Obesity can both contribute to and result from 
depression, creating a difficult cycle. Physical 
limitations, social stigma, and biochemical changes 
associated with excess weight can all contribute to 
depressive symptoms.

Anxiety
Weight-related health concerns, social situations, 
and difficulties with mobility can all increase anxiety. 
Additionally, some people may use food as a coping 
mechanism for anxiety, creating another challenging 
cycle.

Eating Disorders
Disordered eating patterns can develop in response 
to weight stigma, attempted weight loss, or as an 
expression of emotional distress. These may be 
particularly difficult to identify in people with 
learning disabilities.

These mental health conditions tend to worsen the longer a person remains overweight, and can significantly impact quality of life. For people with learning disabilities, who 
may have limited communication skills or different ways of expressing distress, these mental health issues might manifest through behavioural changes, sleep disturbances, or 
altered eating patterns.

Additionally, mental health conditions can create barriers to weight management. Depression can reduce motivation for physical activity and healthy eating, anxiety might 
trigger comfort eating, and eating disorders can complicate approaches to dietary change. This means that addressing mental health should be an integral part of any weight 
management strategy.

"Supporting mental wellbeing isn't separate from supporting physical health—they're deeply interconnected, especially when it comes to weight management."

As carers, being attentive to changes in mood, behaviour, and engagement can help identify when mental health might be affecting the people we support. Taking a holistic 
approach that addresses both physical and mental aspects of weight management will yield better outcomes and improve overall quality of life.
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Do You Work with People Who Have These 
Conditions?
Take a moment to reflect on the people you support in your role as a carer of someone with a Learning Disability. Consider whether any of them 
are currently living with health conditions that might be related to weight issues. This personal connection to the information we're discussing 
can help make the learning more relevant and applicable to your daily work.

Physical Conditions
Think about those you support who have 
diabetes, heart conditions, breathing 
difficulties, joint pain, or mobility issues. 
Have you noticed any connection 
between their weight and these 
conditions?

Mental Health 
Conditions
Consider whether any of the people you 
work with show signs of depression, 
anxiety, or disordered eating patterns. 
How might these be connected to their 
weight or body image?

Quality of Life Impact
Reflect on how these conditions affect 
daily life, independence, and participation 
in activities for the people you support. 
What limitations or challenges do they 
face?

In your experience, what barriers have you encountered when trying to support people with learning disabilities to manage their 
weight? What approaches have you found effective?

Understanding the real-world impact of weight-related health conditions in the people you support creates a meaningful context for this training. 
It helps us move beyond statistics to recognise the human impact of these health disparities.
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People with Learning Disabilities Have Higher Health 
Risks
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People with learning disabilities face significantly higher risks of developing chronic health conditions compared to the general population. This health inequality represents one of the most 
pressing challenges in providing effective support for this vulnerable group.

The statistics are stark and concerning:

Type 2 diabetes risk is 146% higher than in the general population

Heart disease risk is 25% higher than in the general population

Lung diseases occur at double the rate (100% higher risk)

Dementia risk is 2-3 times higher (100-200% increase)

These elevated risks stem from multiple factors. Some are biological, related to specific genetic conditions. Others are environmental or social, including reduced access to healthcare, 
communication barriers, diagnostic overshadowing (where symptoms are attributed to the learning disability rather than investigated as potential health issues), and lifestyle factors including 
diet and physical activity.

Not only do people with learning disabilities face higher risks of developing these conditions, but they typically develop them earlier in life than the general population. This means 

they often spend more years living with chronic health conditions, which can significantly impact their quality of life and independence.

In our roles as carers, we have a unique opportunity to influence these outcomes positively. By implementing effective weight management strategies, we can help reduce these risks and 
improve long-term health prospects for people with learning disabilities.
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LeDeR 2022: The Impact on People with Learning 
Disabilities

The Learning Disabilities Mortality Review (LeDeR) programme provides crucial insights into the premature deaths of people with learning disabilities. The 2022 report highlights alarming 

disparities that demand our attention and action.

42%
Avoidable Deaths

Proportion of deaths in people with learning disabilities 
deemed avoidable

22%
General Population

Proportion of deaths in the general population deemed 
avoidable

20%
Disparity

Percentage point increase in avoidable deaths for people 
with learning disabilities

This 20 percentage point difference represents thousands of lives that could have been saved with appropriate care, support, and preventive health measures. It's a stark reminder of the 

health inequalities faced by people with learning disabilities and the urgent need to address them.

The LeDeR report consistently finds that many of these avoidable deaths are linked to preventable physical health conditions—precisely the conditions we discussed earlier that are 

associated with weight management. This creates a clear imperative for carers and support staff to prioritise healthy eating, appropriate physical activity, and weight management as 
essential components of support.

"These aren't just statistics—they represent real people whose lives were cut short by preventable conditions. As carers, we have a unique opportunity to change these outcomes through 
the support we provide."

By implementing effective weight management strategies and supporting overall health, we can contribute to addressing this unacceptable health inequality. The significant gap in avoidable 
deaths highlights the potential impact of our work—every improvement in diet, activity level, and weight management could help extend and improve the lives of the people we support.
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What Does an "Avoidable Death" Mean?

The concept of an "avoidable death" is central to understanding the health inequalities faced by people with learning disabilities. But what exactly does this term mean, and why is it so 

significant in the context of our work as carers?

An avoidable death is one that, in the light of medical knowledge and technology at the time of death, could have been prevented through high-quality healthcare interventions, changes to 
public health policy, or modifications to lifestyle and environment. These deaths are subdivided into two categories:

Treatable Mortality
Deaths that could have been avoided through timely and effective healthcare 
interventions, including early detection and appropriate treatment. Examples include 

deaths from diabetes complications that could have been managed with proper 
monitoring and care.

Preventable Mortality
Deaths that could have been avoided by public health interventions or lifestyle 
modifications. These include deaths from conditions linked to obesity, smoking, alcohol 

consumption, or inadequate physical activity—factors that can be influenced by the 
support we provide.

For people with learning disabilities, both categories are relevant, but preventable mortality is particularly significant in the context of weight management. Many of the leading causes of 
death in this population—including heart disease, diabetes, and respiratory conditions—are directly influenced by weight and lifestyle factors.

The image shown illustrates the types of conditions classified as avoidable and their relative frequency. Understanding this classification helps us recognise the areas where our support can 

have the most significant impact.

We can play a crucial role in both categories of avoidable death prevention. We help ensure that the people we support access appropriate healthcare (addressing treatable mortality) and we 
influence daily lifestyle choices related to diet, activity, and health behaviours (addressing preventable mortality).

By viewing our role through this lens, we can better appreciate the life-saving potential of effective weight management support. Each healthy meal, each opportunity for physical activity, and 
each sustainable change in lifestyle habits contributes to reducing the risk of avoidable death for the people we support.
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Constipation in Learning Disabilities and Death
One of the most shocking statistics from recent LeDeR reports is that constipation directly caused 80 deaths in 2022 among people with learning disabilities. This represents a significant and 
entirely preventable cause of mortality that demands urgent attention from carers and healthcare professionals alike.

A Preventable Tragedy
80 deaths in 2022 directly caused by constipation as first cause of death

This should not happen

Constipation is particularly common in people with learning disabilities due to several factors:

Reduced mobility and physical activity

Side effects of medications, particularly antipsychotics, anticonvulsants, and some antidepressants

Inadequate fluid intake

Insufficient dietary fibre

Neurological issues affecting bowel function

Communication barriers that make it difficult to express discomfort

What makes these deaths particularly tragic is that constipation is highly manageable with appropriate diet, hydration, activity, and medical monitoring. Deaths from constipation typically 
occur when the condition goes unrecognised or untreated until it becomes severe, leading to complications such as bowel obstruction, perforation, or toxic megacolon.

Fibre-Rich Diet
Encourage consumption of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and legumes which add bulk to 
stool and facilitate movement through the digestive tract

Adequate Hydration
Ensure regular fluid intake throughout the day, with water being the optimal choice

Regular Activity
Support appropriate physical activity which helps stimulate bowel movements and 

improve overall digestive health

Monitoring
Keep track of bowel movements and be alert to changes in pattern, discomfort, or 

behavioural indicators of constipation

Weight management strategies that incorporate high-fibre foods, adequate hydration, and regular activity not only help with weight but also significantly reduce constipation risk. This 

highlights how effective weight management can address multiple health risks simultaneously for people with learning disabilities.
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Reduced Life Expectancy for People with Learning 
Disabilities

62.9
Years

Average age at death for people with learning disabilities

88.2
Years

Average age at death in general population (2022)

25
Years

Gap in life expectancy for people with learning disabilities

One of the starkest manifestations of health inequality for people with learning disabilities is their significantly reduced life expectancy. On average, people with learning disabilities die 25 
years younger than the general population—a gap that represents a profound injustice and a serious public health concern.

This life expectancy gap varies by the severity of learning disability and by the presence of specific syndromes or conditions. People with mild learning disabilities typically live longer than 

those with profound or multiple disabilities, though still with reduced life expectancy compared to the general population.

The causes of this reduced life expectancy are complex and multifaceted, including:

Higher rates of preventable physical health conditions, including those related to weight

Barriers to accessing healthcare services

Diagnostic overshadowing, where symptoms are attributed to the learning disability rather than investigated

Inadequate health monitoring and preventive care

Lifestyle factors including diet, physical activity, and health behaviours

This 25-year gap represents thousands of potential life years lost—years that could be filled with relationships, experiences, and contributions. For the people we support, this isn't just a 
statistic; it's a profound reduction in their opportunity to live full lives.

"Every day of support we provide has the potential to contribute to extending and improving the lives of people with learning disabilities. Small, consistent actions to support health can 
have profound long-term impacts."
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Almost All LD Preventable Deaths Are Linked to Diet and 
Lifestyle
The Learning Disabilities Mortality Review (LeDeR) programme has consistently identified that a significant proportion of premature deaths among people with learning disabilities are 

preventable. What's particularly striking is that the majority of these preventable deaths are directly linked to diet and lifestyle factors—precisely the areas where carers and support staff can 
have a meaningful impact.

The connection between diet, lifestyle, and preventable deaths manifests through several pathways:

This connection between diet, lifestyle, and mortality has profound implications for our practice as carers. It suggests that the daily support we provide around food choices, mealtime 
routines, and physical activity isn't just about day-to-day wellbeing—it has the potential to literally extend lives.

The good news is that even modest improvements in diet and lifestyle can yield significant health benefits. Research shows that sustainable changes—even when they don't result in dramatic 

weight loss—can substantially reduce the risk of chronic disease and improve quality of life. This means that every positive change we support, no matter how small, has value.

Helping someone replace a daily fizzy drink with water, add an extra portion of vegetables to their meals, or incorporate a short daily walk into their routine might seem like small 
interventions, but over time these changes can significantly reduce health risks and contribute to extended life expectancy.

Poor Nutrition
Diets high in processed foods, sugar, salt, and unhealthy fats 

contribute to obesity, diabetes, heart disease, and other chronic 
conditions

Sedentary Behaviour
Inadequate physical activity increases the risk of cardiovascular 
disease, obesity, and reduced physical function

Obesity
Excess weight increases strain on all body systems and raises the risk 
of multiple chronic conditions

Chronic Conditions
Conditions like diabetes, heart disease, and respiratory problems 

develop and progress more rapidly with poor diet and inactivity
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Learning Disabilities at Higher Risk
While all people with learning disabilities face elevated health risks, certain specific conditions are associated with particularly high risk of weight-related health problems. Understanding 
these heightened vulnerabilities can help us provide more targeted and effective support.

Prader-Willi Syndrome (PWS)
A genetic condition characterised by chronic feelings of 
insatiable hunger, reduced metabolism, and hormonal 

imbalances. People with PWS face extreme challenges 
with weight management due to their biological drive to 
eat combined with reduced caloric needs.

Support typically requires strict environmental controls 
around food access and highly structured meal planning.

Down's Syndrome
People with Down's Syndrome often have lower basal 
metabolic rates, thyroid issues, and differences in body 

composition that predispose them to weight gain. They 
may also have specific cardiovascular vulnerabilities that 
make weight management especially important.

Support should include regular thyroid monitoring and 
adapting physical activities to accommodate joint issues 

that are common in this population.

Autism with Food Selectivity
Many people with autism experience sensory 
sensitivities, rigid food preferences, or limited food 

repertoires that can impact nutritional quality. This may 
lead to both over- and underweight conditions 
depending on the specific pattern of food selectivity.

Support approaches need to respect sensory needs 
while gradually expanding food variety through 

systematic desensitisation techniques.

Beyond these specific conditions, many medications commonly prescribed for people with learning disabilities can contribute to weight gain. These include:

Antipsychotics (particularly atypical antipsychotics like olanzapine and risperidone)

Mood stabilisers (such as valproate and lithium)

Some antidepressants (particularly SSRIs)

Certain anti-epileptic medications

These medication effects create additional challenges for weight management and may necessitate more intensive dietary and activity interventions to counterbalance their metabolic effects.

When supporting someone with one of these high-risk conditions, it's essential to work closely with healthcare professionals to develop specialised approaches that address their 

specific needs and vulnerabilities.

Understanding these condition-specific risks allows us to anticipate challenges and implement preventive strategies before weight issues develop or worsen. For people already living with 

these conditions, this knowledge helps us provide more informed and effective support for managing their weight and overall health.
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Did You Expect Such an Impact on People with Learning 
Disabilities?
The health disparities we've discussed—a 25-year reduction in life expectancy, 42% of deaths being potentially avoidable, and significantly higher rates of chronic disease—are shocking even 

to many experienced professionals. Take a moment to reflect on your reaction to this information.

If you're surprised by the scale of these health inequalities, you're not alone. These statistics often come as a revelation even to people who have worked in learning disability services for 
many years. The systemic nature of these health disparities can be obscured in day-to-day practice, where we might see individual health challenges but not necessarily recognise the broader 
pattern.

When I first learned about the 25-year life expectancy gap, I was stunned. I'd worked in 

learning disability services for over a decade but hadn't fully grasped the scale of the 
health inequality. It completely changed how I viewed my role as a carer—suddenly, 
supporting healthy eating wasn't just about wellbeing, it was about potentially adding 

years to someone's life.

— Community Support Worker

The statistic about constipation deaths really hit me hard. To think that something so 

preventable, something we could address through diet and hydration, was causing so 
many deaths—it made me realise how crucial our everyday support around nutrition 
really is.

— Residential Care Manager

This moment of realisation—understanding the true scale and impact of health inequalities for people with learning disabilities—can be a powerful catalyst for change in practice. It helps us 

see our role not just in terms of day-to-day support, but as making a vital contribution to addressing a significant social injustice.

For many carers, this realisation transforms aspects of the job that might have seemed routine or mundane—like meal planning, grocery shopping, or encouraging physical activity—into 
meaningful interventions with the potential to extend and improve lives.

How does this information change your perspective on your role as a carer? What aspects of your support around diet and physical activity might you view differently now?

As we move into the next sections on practical nutritional strategies and approaches to supporting change, keep these sobering statistics in mind. They provide the crucial context for why the 
work we'll discuss matters so deeply.
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What Can We Do? General Nutritional Changes
Having established the critical importance of weight management for people with learning disabilities, we now turn to practical approaches. The foundation of 

effective weight management is sound nutrition—providing the body with the right balance of nutrients while managing caloric intake appropriately.

The good news is that even modest nutritional improvements can yield significant health benefits. You don't need to be a nutritionist or dietitian to support positive 
dietary changes—understanding and applying some fundamental principles can make a substantial difference.

In this section, we'll explore general nutritional approaches that can be adapted for the people you support. These include:

Understanding basic nutritional requirements and food groups

Learning how to create balanced meals using the healthy plate model

Developing skills in meal planning and preparation

Making sense of food labels and portion sizes

Remember that nutritional approaches need to be individualised. What works well for one person may not be appropriate for another, particularly given the diverse 

needs and preferences of people with learning disabilities. Throughout this section, we'll discuss how to adapt general principles to individual circumstances.

"The best nutritional plan is one that can be sustained long-term. This means finding the balance between nutritional quality and personal enjoyment, cultural 

preferences, and individual needs."

We'll focus on practical, achievable changes rather than perfect adherence to an ideal diet. Small, consistent improvements are much more valuable than short-lived 

attempts at dramatic dietary overhauls. Our goal is to support lasting positive change that improves health outcomes while respecting individual choice and quality 
of life.
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Nutritional Requirements
Understanding basic nutritional requirements provides the foundation for supporting healthy eating. While individual needs vary, especially for those who struggle with weight management, 
there are general guidelines that can be adapted to specific circumstances.

3 Portions of Wholegrain 
Carbohydrates
Wholegrain bread, brown rice, wholemeal pasta, oats, 

potatoes with skins. These provide energy, fibre, and 
essential B vitamins.

2 Portions of Protein-Rich Foods
Lean meat, fish, eggs, beans, lentils, tofu. These support 
muscle maintenance, immune function, and cellular 
repair.

3 Portions of Calcium-Rich Foods
Milk, yoghurt, cheese, fortified plant milks, canned fish 
with bones. Essential for bone health and nervous 
system function.

5 Portions of Fruits and Vegetables
A variety of colours provides different vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants. Aim for more 
vegetables than fruits to manage sugar intake.

3 Portions of Healthy Fats
Olive oil, avocados, nuts, seeds, oily fish. These support brain health, reduce 
inflammation, and help with vitamin absorption.

These guidelines provide a framework rather than strict rules. For people with learning disabilities who are managing their weight, several adaptations may be helpful:

Focusing on higher fibre, lower glycaemic index carbohydrates that provide steadier energy and greater satiety

Emphasising protein-rich foods which increase fullness and support muscle maintenance during weight loss

Choosing lower-fat dairy options while ensuring adequate calcium intake

Increasing vegetable portions while moderating fruit intake to manage natural sugar consumption

Being mindful of portion sizes for healthy fats, which are calorie-dense despite their nutritional benefits

Hydration is also a crucial and often overlooked aspect of nutrition. Adequate fluid intake—primarily water—supports metabolism, digestion, and overall health. Aim for 6-8 glasses of fluid 

daily, with water being the optimal choice.

For people taking certain medications or with specific health conditions, nutritional requirements may differ significantly. Always consult with healthcare professionals about 
individual dietary needs, particularly when medical conditions or medication regimens are involved.
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What Does a Healthy Plate Look Like?
The healthy plate model provides a simple, visual guide for creating balanced meals without complex calculations or measurements. For weight management, the ¼-¼-½ model is particularly 

effective, providing appropriate proportions that support nutritional needs while managing caloric intake.

The beauty of this model lies in its simplicity—it can be understood and implemented without detailed nutritional knowledge. For people with learning disabilities, the visual nature of the 
healthy plate makes it more accessible than complex dietary rules or calorie counting.

Practical tips for implementing the healthy plate model include:

Using a smaller plate overall can help with portion control while still allowing the plate to look full and satisfying

For mixed dishes like curries or stews, aim for the same proportions of ingredients

Add extra vegetables to ready meals to improve their nutritional profile and reduce caloric density

Keep the model flexible—it's a guide rather than a strict rule, and individual meals may vary

The healthy plate approach can be particularly helpful for carers who prepare meals, as it provides a clear template for meal planning and serving. It can also be used as a teaching tool when 
supporting people with learning disabilities to develop cooking skills or make food choices.

While the healthy plate model works for most people, individual dietary needs may require adaptations. For example, someone with diabetes might need to further reduce 
carbohydrate portions, while someone who is underweight might need larger portions of energy-dense foods.

½ Plate: Non-Starchy Vegetables
Fill half the plate with colourful vegetables like broccoli, carrots, peppers, 

greens, cauliflower, tomatoes, cucumber, and courgette. These provide 

essential nutrients with minimal calories.

¼ Plate: Carbohydrates
Dedicate one quarter to wholegrain carbohydrates like brown rice, 
wholemeal pasta, wholegrain bread, or potatoes with skins. These provide 
energy and fibre.

¼ Plate: Protein
The remaining quarter should contain protein-rich foods like lean meat, 

fish, eggs, tofu, beans, or lentils. These support satiety and muscle 
maintenance.
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How Can I Plan a Healthy Meal?
Effective meal planning is a fundamental skill for supporting weight management. A thoughtful approach to planning meals can make healthy eating more sustainable, affordable, and 

enjoyable for the people we support.

Start with Fruits and Vegetables
Begin meal planning by choosing which vegetables or fruits will form the foundation of the 

meal. Aim to include at least 2-3 different types for variety of nutrients and flavours.

Add Protein or Calcium
Select a protein source that complements the vegetables. Consider both animal proteins 

(meat, fish, eggs) and plant proteins (beans, lentils, tofu) for variety. Include calcium-rich 
foods like dairy or fortified alternatives.

Include Portion-Controlled Carbs
Choose wholegrain carbohydrates where possible, and be mindful of portion size. 
Remember this should occupy approximately one quarter of the plate.

Finish with Healthy Fats
Complete the meal with a small amount of healthy fat, such as olive oil for cooking, a 
sprinkle of seeds, a few slices of avocado, or a small portion of nuts.

When planning meals for people with learning disabilities who are managing their weight, several additional considerations can be helpful:

Consistency in meal timing can help manage hunger and prevent impulsive food choices

Planning for appropriate snacks between meals can prevent excessive hunger

Considering texture, colour, and presentation can make healthier options more appealing

Involving the person in meal planning and preparation where possible increases engagement and ownership

Building in occasional treats or favourite foods (in appropriate portions) supports sustainability

Meal planning doesn't need to be complicated. Even planning just 3-4 days ahead can significantly improve dietary quality and reduce reliance on less healthy convenience options. Many 

carers find that a simple weekly planning session, perhaps involving the person they support, creates a structure that makes healthy eating more achievable.

Consider creating a visual meal planning board or chart that the person you support can engage with. Using pictures of different foods that can be moved around to create meals 
can make the process more accessible and interactive for people with learning disabilities.

Remember that meal plans should be flexible enough to accommodate unexpected changes, food preferences, and special occasions. The goal is to create a supportive structure, not a rigid 
regime that causes stress or resistance.
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How Do I Read Labels?

Food labels provide valuable information for making informed choices, but they can be confusing and overwhelming. Learning to interpret them effectively is an important skill for supporting 

weight management.

Most packaged foods in the UK display nutrition information using the traffic light system, which provides at-a-glance guidance about the levels of fat, saturated fat, sugar, and salt. 
Understanding this system can help identify healthier options quickly:

Green (Low)
The healthiest choice for that nutrient. Foods with 

mostly green labels are generally good options for 
regular consumption.

Amber (Medium)
An acceptable choice, but be mindful of portion sizes 

and frequency, especially if multiple nutrients are 
amber.

Red (High)
Best consumed occasionally and in smaller portions. 

Foods with multiple red labels should be limited, 
particularly for weight management.

Beyond the traffic light system, several other aspects of food labels are worth understanding:

Ingredients list: Ingredients are listed in order of quantity, with the main ingredient first. A shorter list of recognisable ingredients often indicates a less processed food.

Serving size: Be aware that the nutrition information is typically given per serving, not per package. Check how many servings are in the package and what constitutes a serving.

Reference Intake (RI): This shows the percentage of your daily recommended intake for each nutrient. It's based on an average adult, so actual needs may vary.

"Free from" claims: Labels like "sugar-free" or "low fat" can be misleading—sometimes these products contain higher levels of other less desirable ingredients to compensate for taste.

For supporting people with learning disabilities, simplifying label reading can be helpful:

Focus primarily on the traffic light system, which provides visual cues that are easier to understand

Create simplified shopping guides with pictures of preferred brands or products

Teach comparison between similar products using just one or two key nutrients (e.g., sugar content)

Use practical demonstrations during shopping trips rather than abstract explanations

When supporting someone to understand food labels, focus on progress rather than perfection. Start with just one aspect of label reading (like identifying green traffic lights) and 
build skills gradually over time.

Developing label reading skills takes time, but it empowers both carers and the people they support to make more informed food choices that support weight management goals.
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How Do I Calculate Calories of Portion Sizes?
Understanding portion sizes and their caloric impact is a valuable skill for weight management. While calorie counting isn't always necessary or appropriate for everyone with learning 

disabilities, having a general awareness of portion sizes and their energy content can help guide food choices and meal planning.

There are several approaches to estimating portion sizes without needing to weigh everything or count every calorie:

Hand-Based Measurements
Using parts of the hand to estimate portions: a palm-sized 
portion for protein (about 85-115g), a cupped hand for 

carbohydrates (about 30-60g), a thumb for fats (about 7-14g), 
and a fist for vegetables (about 80-120g).

Everyday Object Comparisons
Using familiar items as visual references: a deck of cards for 
meat/fish (about 85g), a tennis ball for fruit or starchy 

vegetables (about 120g), a golf ball for nuts or cheese (about 
30g), and a teaspoon for oils (about 5g).

Kitchen Tools
Using standard measuring cups, spoons, or scales. This 
approach is more precise but requires more effort and may 

not be suitable for everyone with learning disabilities.

For calorie awareness without detailed tracking, consider these approximations:

Food Group Approximate Calories per Serving

Non-starchy vegetables (80-120g) 25-50 calories

Fruits (1 medium piece or 120g) 60-100 calories

Lean proteins (85-115g) 120-200 calories

Wholegrain carbohydrates (30-60g dry) 150-250 calories

Healthy fats (7-14g) 60-120 calories

When supporting people with learning disabilities to understand portions, visual and tactile approaches are often more effective than abstract concepts like grams or calories:

Use plate guides or templates that show the recommended proportions of different food groups

Create visual recipe cards that show the right amount of each ingredient

Practice serving appropriate portions during cooking activities

Use consistent serving utensils or containers to create familiarity with appropriate portions

Remember that portion needs vary based on individual factors including size, activity level, and specific health conditions. The guidance provided here is general and may need 
adaptation for individual circumstances.

The goal isn't necessarily precise calorie counting but developing a general awareness of appropriate portions that support weight management while ensuring nutritional needs are met.

23



Sustainable Changes 
 

Practical advice on implementing manageable and lasting dietary 
modifications 

 

 

• Making Small and Manageable Changes (p. 25) 

 

• Concrete, Clear Directions (p. 28) 

 

• The Importance of Clear Directions (p. 31) 

 

• Consistency with Change (p. 33) 
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But How Do We Make These Changes?
Understanding nutritional principles is important, but knowledge alone rarely leads to sustainable change. To effectively support weight management for people 
with learning disabilities, we need to apply psychological approaches that make changes achievable and sustainable.

In this section, we'll explore practical psychological interventions that can help translate nutritional knowledge into lasting behavioural change. These approaches are 
grounded in behavioural psychology and adapted specifically for the needs of people with learning disabilities.

Key psychological principles we'll cover include:

Making small, incremental changes rather than dramatic overhauls

Using clear, concrete language and instructions

Ensuring consistency across all support environments

Collaborating with the person to increase motivation and engagement

Providing appropriate accountability and positive reinforcement

These approaches recognise that changing eating habits is complex and challenging for everyone—not just people with learning disabilities. By applying evidence-
based psychological principles, we can make the process more manageable and increase the likelihood of long-term success.

"The way we support change matters as much as the changes themselves. Even the most nutritionally perfect plan will fail if it doesn't account for psychological 
factors like habit formation, motivation, and individual preferences."

Throughout this section, we'll provide practical examples and case studies that illustrate how these principles can be applied in real-world support settings. The goal 
is to equip you with practical strategies that you can adapt for the specific individuals you support.
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Small and Manageable Changes
One of the most effective approaches to supporting dietary change is to focus on small, incremental modifications rather than dramatic overhauls. This "small changes" approach is 
particularly valuable for people with learning disabilities, who may find significant changes to routine and preferences particularly challenging.

Switch full sugar drinks to reduced sugar and then to diet
Begin with a small reduction that minimally impacts taste, then gradually progress to sugar-free alternatives as taste preferences adapt.

Replace a chocolate bar with a lower sugar breakfast bar
Substitute with an option that provides similar satisfaction but with improved nutritional value and reduced sugar content.

Change the lower sugar breakfast bar to a chocolate covered rice cake and fruit
Further improve the nutritional profile while maintaining the chocolate flavour that provides satisfaction.

Switch high sugar ketchup for a lower sugar alternative
Address condiments which can contain surprising amounts of sugar but are relatively easy to substitute.

Switch higher sugar jarred sauce for a lower sugar alternative
Improve the nutritional quality of meal bases without significantly changing the overall meal experience.

The small changes approach offers several advantages for supporting people with learning disabilities:

It creates less resistance and anxiety than sudden significant changes

It allows taste preferences to gradually adapt to less sweet/fatty/salty options

It provides opportunities to celebrate success at each small step, building confidence

It respects the importance of familiar foods and routines while still promoting progress

It allows for individualised pacing based on how well each change is accepted

When implementing small changes, timing is important. Allow sufficient time for each change to become the new normal before introducing the next modification. For some people, this 

might mean waiting several weeks between changes; for others, changes might be accepted more quickly.

Remember to celebrate each successful change, however small. Recognition and positive reinforcement help cement new habits and build motivation for continued progress.

Over time, these small changes accumulate into significant improvements in dietary quality without triggering the resistance or distress that often accompanies more dramatic dietary 

overhauls. The key is patience and consistency—trusting that gradual progress leads to sustainable results.
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Change Stacking

Change stacking is a powerful extension of the small changes approach. It involves layering multiple small changes over time, allowing each to become established before adding the next. 

This creates a cascade of improvements that collectively lead to significant results without overwhelming the person with too much change at once.

The image illustrates how change stacking works—each small modification builds upon previous changes, creating a foundation for further progress. This approach is particularly valuable for 
people with learning disabilities, who often benefit from gradual, structured changes to established routines.

Effective change stacking follows several key principles:

Start with the Easiest Changes
Begin with modifications that are likely to be accepted with minimal resistance. Early 
success builds confidence and momentum for more challenging changes later.

Allow for Habituation
Give sufficient time for each change to become the new normal before introducing the 
next. This varies by individual but might range from a few days to several weeks.

Connect New Changes to Established Ones
Where possible, frame new changes as natural extensions of previously accepted 
modifications. This creates a sense of logical progression rather than constant new 

demands.

Monitor Acceptance
Pay close attention to how well each change is accepted before proceeding. If resistance 
develops, it may be necessary to pause or scale back before continuing.

Examples of change stacking in practice might include:

Starting with switching from white bread to 50/50 bread, then to light wholemeal, and eventually to full wholemeal

Beginning with reducing portion size slightly, then gradually increasing the vegetable proportion while further reducing other components

First switching to lower fat milk, then incorporating it into cooking instead of cream, then using it in homemade desserts instead of higher calorie alternatives

Document each successful change in the person's support plan or health records. This creates a visual record of progress that can be motivating for both the person and their 
support team.

Change stacking recognises that sustainable weight management isn't achieved through short-term diets but through permanent modifications to eating habits. By building changes gradually 
and systematically, we create a foundation for lasting improvements in health and wellbeing.
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Concrete, Clear Directions
For many people with learning disabilities, abstract concepts about nutrition can be difficult to understand and apply. Using concrete, clear language with straightforward categorisations 
often proves more effective than nuanced explanations about nutritional balance or calorie density.

While nutrition professionals often avoid labelling foods as simply "good" or "bad" for the general population—recognising the complex role of context, portion size, and overall dietary 

pattern—for people with learning disabilities, these black and white categorisations can provide helpful clarity and structure.

Why Concrete Categories Help

Clear categorisations like "good foods" and "bad foods" provide:

Simplified decision-making frameworks

Reduced cognitive load when making food choices

Clear rationales that are easier to remember and apply

Consistent guidance across different support settings

When using concrete categories, it's important to be specific about what these mean. For example:

"Green Foods" or "Anytime Foods"
Foods that can be eaten regularly and in generous 
portions. These typically include non-starchy vegetables, 
lean proteins, and some fruits.

"Amber Foods" or "Sometimes 
Foods"
Foods that are nutritious but should be portion-
controlled due to their energy density. These might 
include wholegrain carbohydrates, dairy products, and 

higher-sugar fruits.

"Red Foods" or "Occasional 
Foods"
Foods that should be limited to small portions and 
special occasions. These typically include highly 
processed foods high in sugar, salt, or unhealthy fats.

Visual supports can significantly enhance understanding of these categories:

Colour-coded food guides with pictures of specific foods in each category

Visual menus that show approved meal and snack options

Refrigerator and cupboard zones organised by food category

Shopping lists with items clearly marked by category

While concrete categorisations can be helpful, they must be applied carefully. As we'll see in the next section, incomplete or oversimplified guidance can sometimes lead to 

unintended consequences.

When using concrete language and categories, ensure that the guidance is specific enough to be actionable but not so rigid that it creates anxiety or prevents flexibility for special occasions 

and individual preferences.
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Beware...
Even with the best intentions, simplified approaches can sometimes lead to unexpected outcomes. Consider this real-world example that illustrates an important pitfall when supporting 

dietary change:

The Scenario
A lady with a mild learning disability was snacking frequently on high-calorie foods like 

chocolate bars and crisps. To help her make healthier choices, her support team worked 
with her to categorise foods into "good" and "bad" options.

After a month of implementing this approach, she had gained 3 pounds despite consistently 

avoiding the "bad" foods on her list. This unexpected outcome puzzled and discouraged 
both her and her support team.

The Categories Used

Good Food Bad Food

Apples Chocolate

Grapes Sweets

Carrot sticks Crisps

Nuts and seeds Cakes

Rice cakes Biscuits

Low calorie snacks

What went wrong in this situation? The problem wasn't with the categorisation itself but with an incomplete application of the approach. The team had provided clear guidance about which 
foods to eat but had not addressed how much to eat.

The Golden Rule We Forgot

When using concrete food categories, it's essential to provide equally clear guidance about portion sizes and frequency. Without this, even "good" foods can contribute to weight 

gain when consumed in unlimited quantities.

This example highlights the importance of comprehensive guidance that addresses both food quality and quantity. Even nutritious foods like nuts and seeds, which appeared on the "good" 

list, are calorie-dense and can contribute to weight gain when consumed without portion awareness.

For people with learning disabilities who may interpret instructions very literally, it's particularly important to be explicit about all aspects of dietary guidance. Simply categorising foods as 
"good" or "bad" without addressing portion size created an unintentional loophole that undermined the weight management goal.

As we'll see in the next slide, adding clear portion guidance resolved this issue and led to successful weight loss. This experience reminds us to carefully consider how our instructions might 
be interpreted and to provide comprehensive guidance that addresses all relevant aspects of healthy eating.
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How We Rectified The Issue
Upon realising that the initial approach was incomplete, the support team added specific portion guidance to complement the food categorisation. This more comprehensive approach 
addressed both food quality and quantity, leading to significant improvement in outcomes.

The Problem
She was no longer eating the "bad" foods, but we did not give her concrete direction on how 

much of the good foods to eat! Without portion guidance, she was consuming unlimited 
quantities of "good" foods, including calorie-dense options like nuts and seeds.

After discussing portion sizes and implementing the revised approach, she lost 8 pounds 
over the next 4 weeks—a dramatic turnaround from the previous weight gain.

The Improved Guidance

Food Portion Size

Apples 1 apple

Grapes 15 grapes

Carrot sticks 1 carrot

Nuts and seeds 30g nuts and seeds

Rice cakes 1 rice cake

Low calorie snacks 1 low calorie snack

This example illustrates several important principles for supporting dietary change:

Specificity Matters
Vague guidelines leave room for misinterpretation. Be as 
specific as possible about both food choices and 

quantities.

Monitor and Adjust
Regular weight monitoring allowed the team to quickly 
identify that the approach wasn't working and make 

necessary adjustments.

Build on Success
The initial approach successfully eliminated "bad" foods 
from her diet. Rather than starting over, the team built 

on this success by adding portion guidance.

For people with learning disabilities, concrete visual supports can make portion guidance more accessible:

Photographs showing correct portion sizes

Physical examples using actual plates, bowls, or containers

Measuring tools like cups or scoops that provide consistent portions

Pre-portioned snack containers or bags

When implementing portion guidance, focus on creating a system that the person can eventually use independently. This might involve colour-coded measuring tools, pre-portioned 

containers, or visual guides on the refrigerator or cupboard.

This case illustrates how even small adjustments to our approach can dramatically improve outcomes. By adding specific portion guidance to complement food categorisation, we create a 
more comprehensive framework that supports successful weight management.

30



The Importance of Clear Directions
The previous example highlights the crucial importance of providing clear, specific directions when supporting dietary change for people with learning disabilities. Clarity and specificity help 
prevent misunderstandings and ensure that guidance is implemented as intended.

Common areas where clarity is particularly important include:

Substitution vs. Addition
Clarify that new food options are to be eaten instead 
of the original food, rather than in addition to it. For 
example, specify that a piece of fruit replaces a 

chocolate bar, not that it's an extra snack.

Frequency Guidance
Be explicit about how often certain foods can be 
eaten. For example, "You can have one apple as a 
snack each afternoon" rather than just adding apples 

to a "good foods" list.

Appropriate Measurements
Use measurement guidance that matches the 
person's understanding. For some, exact measures 
(30g) work well; for others, visual comparisons (a 

handful, a deck of cards) may be more accessible.

When providing measurements for people who may find numbers challenging, everyday object comparisons can be particularly helpful:

A portion of meat or fish = the size of a deck of cards

A portion of cheese = the size of a matchbox

A portion of nuts = what fits in the palm of your hand

A portion of rice or pasta = a tennis ball

A portion of butter or spread = the tip of your thumb

Visual supports significantly enhance understanding and implementation of dietary guidance. These might include:

Photographs of appropriate portions on the person's actual plates or bowls

Visual daily meal plans showing all food for the day

Picture-based shopping lists with specified quantities

Visual recipes showing step-by-step preparation with correct portions

Remember that clear direction isn't the same as controlling or dictating choices. Guidance should still be provided in a way that respects the person's dignity and involves them in 

decision-making to the greatest extent possible.

By providing clear, specific guidance that addresses all aspects of dietary choices—what to eat, how much to eat, when to eat it, and what it replaces—we create a framework that supports 
successful weight management while minimising confusion and frustration.
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Changing One Thing at a Time
When supporting dietary changes for people with learning disabilities, the pace of change is crucial. Attempting to implement multiple changes simultaneously often leads to overwhelm, 
resistance, and poor outcomes. A more effective approach is to focus on changing just one thing at a time.

Too Many Changes at Once
Introducing multiple dietary changes simultaneously can lead to:

Increased anxiety and distress

Confusion about what to do

Poor adherence to all changes

Erosion of trust in the support relationship

Potential challenging behaviours

One Change at a Time
Focusing on a single change until it becomes established offers numerous benefits:

Clearer understanding of what's expected

Reduced anxiety about change

Higher likelihood of successful implementation

Opportunity to build confidence through success

Foundation for subsequent changes

The sequential approach to dietary change aligns with how habits are effectively formed and modified. Research in behaviour change indicates that focusing on one habit at a time until it 

becomes automatic requires less cognitive effort and yields higher success rates than attempting to change multiple habits simultaneously.

For people with learning disabilities, who may find change particularly challenging and who may have limited cognitive resources for managing new behaviours, this sequential approach is 
especially important.

1

Week 1-2
Switch from full-sugar fizzy drinks to diet versions. Focus exclusively 

on this change until it's consistently implemented.

2

Week 3-4
Once the drink change is established, introduce a new breakfast 
routine with more protein and less sugar. Maintain the previous 

change with drinks.

3

Week 5-6
After breakfast changes are established, focus on increasing 

vegetable portions at dinner. Maintain previous changes with drinks 

and breakfast.

4

Week 7-8
With earlier changes now habitual, address afternoon snacks by 

substituting fruit and yoghurt for biscuits or crisps.

The timeline for changes should be flexible and responsive to individual needs. Some people may integrate new habits quickly, while others may need more time. The key is to 
ensure each change is well-established before introducing the next.

This gradual, sequential approach may seem slow initially, but it typically leads to more sustainable long-term results than attempting rapid, comprehensive changes that are unlikely to be 
maintained. By building a foundation of successful changes one at a time, we create lasting improvements in dietary patterns that can significantly impact health outcomes.
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Consistency with Change
Consistency is a critical factor in successfully supporting dietary changes for people with learning disabilities. This is particularly important for individuals who may have black and white 

thinking patterns or who rely heavily on routines for a sense of security and predictability.

Why Consistency Matters
Inconsistent application of dietary guidelines creates confusion, undermines trust, and 
reduces the likelihood of successful change. People with learning disabilities often 

interpret rules literally and may struggle to understand why exceptions are made in 
some circumstances but not others.

Across Support Team
All staff members and family carers need to apply the same approach and rules. Even 
small inconsistencies between different supporters can create opportunities for 

confusion or manipulation of the system.

Across Settings
Guidelines should be applied consistently across all environments—home, day services, 
community activities, and family visits. This requires clear communication and 
agreement among all stakeholders.

Over Time
Maintaining consistency over time builds trust and reinforces the importance of the 
changes being implemented. Temporary relaxation of guidelines often leads to 
expectations of continued exceptions.

Consistency is particularly crucial for people with specific conditions such as Prader-Willi Syndrome (PWS), where food security and clear boundaries around eating are essential components 

of support. For these individuals, even small inconsistencies in applying dietary guidelines can cause significant distress and challenging behaviours.

To promote consistency across the support network:

Document dietary guidelines clearly in support plans, including specific foods, portions, and timing

Create visual guides that can be used across all settings

Hold regular team meetings to ensure all supporters understand and agree to the approach

Establish clear protocols for handling special occasions or requests for exceptions

Provide training for new team members before they provide support around food

While consistency is crucial, it's important to build appropriate flexibility for special occasions into the plan from the beginning. This might include pre-planned "treat days" or special 
event protocols that are agreed upon in advance rather than implemented as ad hoc exceptions.

When everyone involved in supporting a person agrees on and consistently implements the same approach to dietary change, the likelihood of success increases significantly. Consistency 
provides the clear structure and boundaries within which many people with learning disabilities thrive, reducing anxiety and confusion around food choices.
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Collaboration with the Person
Effective weight management support must be grounded in genuine collaboration with the person with learning disabilities. Approaches imposed without involvement or consent are unlikely 
to succeed and may damage trust, autonomy, and wellbeing.

Collaboration respects the person's right to be involved in decisions about their health and lifestyle. It recognises that even people with significant learning disabilities have preferences, 

values, and a right to self-determination. Moreover, collaborative approaches typically yield better outcomes because they foster intrinsic motivation rather than mere compliance.

1

Explore Motivations
Discuss with the person why weight management might 
be important to them. Connect changes to their 

personal goals, whether those relate to health, 
appearance, activities they want to do, or other 

meaningful outcomes.

2

Involve in Planning
Include the person in developing their weight 
management plan. This might involve choosing which 

changes to prioritise, selecting preferred alternatives to 
current foods, or determining reward systems for 

progress.

3

Provide Education
Offer accessible information about healthy eating and its 
benefits. Use visual resources, simple language, and 

concrete examples to build understanding of why 
changes are being suggested.

4

Seek Ongoing Feedback
Regularly check how the person feels about the changes being implemented. Be 

attentive to both verbal feedback and behavioural indicators of distress or satisfaction.

5

Celebrate Achievements Together
Acknowledge and celebrate progress in ways that are meaningful to the person. This 

reinforces the collaborative nature of the process and builds motivation for continued 
effort.

The level and nature of collaboration will vary based on the person's cognitive abilities, communication skills, and capacity to understand the implications of different choices. However, some 

degree of involvement is possible for almost everyone.

For people with more significant learning disabilities, collaboration might focus on:

Observing non-verbal cues about food preferences and satisfaction

Offering choices between acceptable alternatives

Involving them in food preparation to the extent possible

Creating positive, enjoyable experiences around healthier foods

Collaboration doesn't mean abandoning professional judgment or allowing choices that might cause harm. It means finding the balance between supporting health needs and 
respecting individual autonomy—working with rather than doing to.

By approaching weight management as a collaborative endeavour rather than an imposed regime, we increase the likelihood of sustainable change while preserving the person's dignity, 

autonomy, and sense of control over their own life.
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Closed Choices
Offering choices is an important way to promote autonomy and engagement in weight management. However, open-ended choices can be overwhelming for many people with learning 

disabilities and may lead to less healthy decisions. Closed choices—where a limited number of acceptable options are presented—provide a more supportive framework.

Open Choice
"What would you like for dinner tonight?"

Provides complete freedom

May be overwhelming

Often leads to repetitive or less healthy choices

Difficult for people with limited understanding of options

Closed Choice
"Would you like spaghetti Bolognese or chilli for dinner?"

Limits options to appropriate choices

Makes decision-making manageable

Ensures nutritional needs are met

Still provides sense of control and preference

Closed choices can be used across various aspects of weight management support:

Area Example of Closed Choice

Meal selection "Would you like chicken with vegetables or fish with vegetables for 
dinner?"

Snack options "For your afternoon snack, would you prefer an apple or some grapes?"

Portion decisions "Would you like a small portion or a medium portion?" (avoiding the 
option of very large portions)

Activity choices "For exercise today, shall we go for a walk or do some dancing?"

Timing of meals "Would you like to have dinner at 5:30 or 6:00?"

Visual supports can enhance the effectiveness of closed choices:

Photographs or pictures of the available options

Sample plates showing different meal choices

Menu boards with limited options presented visually

Food models or examples for more concrete understanding

When using closed choices, ensure that all options presented are genuinely acceptable within the person's weight management plan. This prevents situations where the person's 
choice must be overridden, which can damage trust and cooperation.

Closed choices provide a balanced approach that respects autonomy while providing appropriate structure and guidance. They allow the person to exercise preference and control within 
boundaries that support their health goals, creating a collaborative approach to weight management.
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Accountability
Consistent accountability is a crucial element of successful weight management support. While it can sometimes feel challenging to maintain boundaries—especially when doing so might 

trigger temporary distress or challenging behaviours—appropriate accountability is ultimately in the person's best interest.

Many carers struggle with accountability for understandable reasons:

Concern about causing distress or disappointment

Desire to be liked and to avoid conflict

Fear of triggering challenging behaviours

Empathy that makes it difficult to deny requested foods

Uncertainty about the balance between choice and health needs

However, inconsistent accountability often worsens problems over time. When boundaries around food are inconsistently maintained, it can lead to increased food-seeking behaviours, 
manipulation of different staff members, and erosion of trust in the support relationship.

Remind of the Plan
Gently but firmly restate the agreed plan when requests 
for non-planned foods arise. Reference previous 

discussions or visual supports that outline the food plan.

Offer Alternatives
Rather than simply saying no, offer 2-3 acceptable 
alternatives that align with the weight management plan. 

This maintains boundaries while still providing some 
choice.

Redirect Attention
After addressing the food request, help the person 
engage in an alternative activity that distracts from food 

focus. This might include a favourite hobby, a walk, or a 
social interaction.

For people who display challenging behaviours around food boundaries, a consistent approach is particularly important. Short-term appeasement through giving in to demands typically 

reinforces and strengthens these behaviours over time, making them more difficult to address in the future.

It is easy for us to not hold the person accountable for their changes, especially if they have behaviours which may be exacerbated by being told no. However, giving in to demands 
only makes behaviours worse in the long term.

Effective accountability requires team consistency. All staff members and family carers should understand and implement the same approach to food boundaries. Regular team discussions 
about challenges and strategies can help maintain this consistency and provide mutual support for maintaining appropriate accountability.

Remember that accountability is ultimately about supporting the person's health and wellbeing. When implemented with compassion, clear communication, and appropriate alternatives, it 
demonstrates care rather than control.
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Problem Solving 
 

Addressing common challenges including finances, family involvement, staff 
knowledge, and behavioural changes 

 

• Managing Change (p.38)  

 

• Finances (p. 39) 

 

• Bulking Out Meals (p. 40)  

 

• Family Involvement (p. 43) 

 

• Staff Knowledge in Food Preparation (p. 45)  

 

• Time Management (p. 47) 

 

• Behavioural Changes (p. 48) 
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How Do I Manage...?
Even with a solid understanding of nutritional principles and psychological approaches to change, carers often encounter practical challenges that can complicate weight management 
support. In this section, we'll address common pitfalls and provide practical strategies for navigating them successfully.

Many of these challenges arise from real-world constraints that aren't addressed in idealised nutrition advice—limited budgets, family dynamics, staff knowledge gaps, and behavioural 

complexities. By acknowledging these challenges and developing practical workarounds, we can provide more effective support in actual care settings.

1

Financial Constraints
Strategies for healthy eating on limited budgets, including food substitutions, bulk 
cooking, and smart shopping techniques

2

Family Involvement
Approaches for ensuring consistency when family members have different perspectives 
on food and weight management

3

Staff Knowledge
Practical ways to build food preparation skills and nutritional understanding across care 

teams

4

Behavioural Challenges
Strategies for managing food-related behaviours while maintaining weight management 

progress

Throughout this section, we'll focus on practical, achievable solutions rather than idealised approaches that may not be realistic in everyday care settings. Our goal is to help you navigate 
common challenges while still making meaningful progress toward weight management goals.

"The perfect plan that can't be implemented is far less valuable than a good plan that works in real-world conditions. Practical solutions that acknowledge constraints will always be more 
effective than idealised approaches that ignore them."

By addressing these common pitfalls proactively, we can develop more resilient support strategies that can withstand the complexities and constraints of real-world care environments.
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Finances
Financial constraints present a significant challenge in supporting healthy eating. Many cheaper food options tend to be higher in fat, sugar, and salt while being more calorie-dense. However, 
with strategic approaches, it's possible to reduce calorie density while managing costs.

The Financial Challenge
Healthier food options often appear more expensive at first glance:

Fresh produce can cost more than processed foods

Leaner cuts of meat are typically pricier than fattier options

Whole foods often cost more per package than heavily processed alternatives

Ready-made healthier options usually carry a premium price

Cost-Effective Approaches
Several strategies can help manage food costs while supporting weight management:

Bulking out meals with inexpensive vegetables and legumes

Batch cooking and freezing to take advantage of bulk buying

Comparing cost per portion rather than cost per package

Focusing on nutrient-dense foods that provide satiety for longer

Using frozen and tinned produce which is often cheaper than fresh

When considering food costs, it's important to look beyond the immediate price tag to the cost per serving and the nutritional value provided. Foods that seem expensive initially may actually 
be more economical when their ability to satisfy hunger and provide nutrition is considered.

Reducing calorie density whilst reducing costs per portion

Most cheaper foods tend to have more fat and sugar in them, making them more calorie dense. The strategies below help address this challenge.

For supported living services or residential homes working with set food budgets, careful planning can significantly improve the nutritional quality of meals without increasing overall costs. 
This might include:

Creating a cyclical menu plan that makes efficient use of ingredients

Allocating budget to prioritise nutritional essentials

Building relationships with local suppliers who may offer discounts

Taking advantage of seasonal produce when it's most affordable

Using smartphone apps that highlight discounted items or compare prices

In the next section, we'll explore specific techniques for bulking out meals to reduce calorie density while managing costs—a key strategy for supporting weight management on a limited 

budget.
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Bulking Out Meals

Bulking out meals with additional vegetables, legumes, and other lower-calorie ingredients is a powerful strategy for weight management that can simultaneously reduce costs. The images 
show a practical example of this approach applied to a Bolognese sauce, with dramatic improvements in both nutritional value and cost-effectiveness.

301
Calories Per Portion

Enhanced recipe with added vegetables and legumes

424
Calories Per Portion

Original recipe with standard ingredients

29%
Calorie Reduction

Achieved through simple ingredient additions and 

substitutions

The enhanced recipe included several key modifications:

Added 150g red lentils, which provide protein and fibre while absorbing flavours

Added an extra carrot and onion for additional volume, fibre, and nutrients

Switched from 20% fat mince to 5% fat mince to reduce saturated fat

These changes yielded impressive results beyond just calorie reduction:

Factor Original Recipe Enhanced Recipe

Cost per portion 97p (7 servings) 83p (9 servings)

Calories per portion 424 kcal 301 kcal

Fibre content Lower Significantly higher

Iron content Lower Higher

Potassium content Lower Higher

Fat content Higher Lower

Salt content Higher Lower

Perhaps most importantly, the taste remained largely the same! When bulking agents are chosen carefully and prepared properly, they absorb the flavours of the dish while reducing 
calorie density without compromising enjoyment.

This example illustrates how thoughtful modifications can simultaneously address multiple goals: improving nutritional quality, reducing calories, increasing portion sizes, and managing 
costs. The ability to create more servings from the same base ingredients (9 versus 7) further enhances cost-effectiveness while supporting portion control.
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Ways to Bulk Meals
Building on the previous example, there are numerous ways to bulk out meals to reduce calorie density while maintaining or even enhancing flavour, texture, and nutritional value. These 

approaches can be adapted for various cuisines and food preferences.

Additional Vegetables
Grated or finely chopped vegetables can be added to many 
dishes without significantly altering their character. 

Particularly versatile options include:

Onions - add flavour and bulk to almost any savoury dish

Carrots - their natural sweetness works well in many 
sauces and stews

Celery - adds texture and flavour to soups and meat 
dishes

Peas - easily incorporated into rice dishes, pasta sauces, 
and curries

Legumes
High in protein and fibre while low in fat, legumes are 
excellent for extending meat dishes:

Red lentils - dissolve into sauces, ideal for Bolognese, 
chilli, and cottage pie

Chickpeas - work well in curries and stews

Kidney beans - perfect for chilli and Mexican dishes

Butter beans - add creaminess to casseroles

Potatoes and Grains
Starchy vegetables and grains can stretch dishes while adding 
satiety:

Potatoes - extend stews and soups while adding minimal 
calories

Barley - adds chewy texture to soups and casseroles

Brown rice - can be mixed with mince to extend burgers 
or meatballs

Oats - can be added to mince dishes as an extender

Preparation techniques can also help maximise the effectiveness of bulking strategies:

Grating or mincing: Vegetables grated on a fine setting blend more seamlessly into meat dishes

Pre-cooking: Sautéing vegetables before adding them to the main dish enhances their flavour

Pureeing: For extremely texture-sensitive individuals, vegetables can be pureed and added to sauces

Seasoning adjustment: Adding bulk may dilute flavours, so additional herbs and spices may be needed

The texture transformation of meat can also create the impression of greater volume:

Using shredded or minced meat instead of whole cuts makes the meat seem more abundant

Thinly slicing meat and combining it with vegetables in stir-fries distributes the flavour more widely

Using meat as a flavouring ingredient rather than the main component of a dish

For individuals who are particularly resistant to visible vegetables, start with "stealth" additions like vegetable powders, finely grated vegetables or pureed legumes mixed into 
sauces. As acceptance grows, you can gradually move to more visible additions.

These bulking strategies not only support weight management and budget-conscious meal planning but also increase the nutritional value of meals by boosting fibre, vitamin, and mineral 
content.
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The Secret Supermarket Hack...
Beyond ingredient modifications, strategic shopping can significantly reduce food costs while maintaining quality. One particularly effective approach involves understanding how 
supermarkets package and label their products, specifically through batch number identification.

The Batch Number Strategy

Check the batch numbers on products, particularly tinned, dried, and frozen food items. If they are the same batch number, this means they were made in the same factory, on the 

same line, and are therefore the same exact product.

This can reduce the cost of these items by over 50% and ensure quality is not compromised.

This approach works because many supermarkets sell essentially identical products under different labels at varying price points:

Premium/Branded
The most expensive option, often with distinctive 
packaging and marketing

Supermarket Own Brand
Mid-priced option with the supermarket's standard 
labelling

Value/Basics Range
Lowest priced option with minimal packaging and often 
described as 'basic' or 'essential'

When these products share the same batch number, it indicates they were produced at the same time using the same ingredients—essentially making them identical products in different 

packaging. This knowledge allows for informed decisions based on actual content rather than marketing.

Additional strategic shopping approaches include:

Timing purchases: Shopping near closing time when fresh items are often discounted

Comparing unit prices: Looking at the cost per 100g/ml rather than the package price

Exploring world food aisles: Items like rice, spices, and legumes are often cheaper in these sections

Using supermarket apps: Many offer exclusive discounts through their loyalty apps

Shopping seasonally: Fruits and vegetables in season are typically less expensive

For supported living settings, coordinated shopping approaches can further enhance savings:

Bulk buying non-perishable items when on offer

Splitting larger packages between multiple households

Creating a shared freezer stock of batch-cooked meals

Developing relationships with local suppliers for potential discounts

These strategic shopping approaches complement the bulking techniques discussed earlier, creating a comprehensive approach to managing food costs while supporting nutritional quality 

and weight management goals.
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Family Involvement
One of the most challenging aspects of supporting weight management can be ensuring consistency when family members have different perspectives or approaches to food. This common 
scenario can undermine progress and create confusion for the person with learning disabilities.

The Scenario
Picture this: you're making great progress with a service user or resident, and they are 

sticking to their plan really well.

Then, their parents come and take them out for the day.

Later that evening, the service user refuses to do what they had been doing because "mum 
said it was ok."

Sound familiar?!

The Impact
This scenario creates multiple challenges:

Confusion about what is allowed and appropriate

Undermining of established boundaries and routines

Potential conflict between family and support staff

Setbacks in progress toward health goals

Inconsistent messaging about health priorities

Addressing this challenge requires a thoughtful, collaborative approach that respects family relationships while prioritising health needs:

Family Meetings
Arrange dedicated discussions with family members to explain the weight management 
approach, its rationale, and the importance of consistency. Focus on health outcomes 

rather than criticising family choices.

Collaborative Approach
Involve family members in developing the weight management plan from the beginning. 
When people contribute to creating guidelines, they're more likely to follow them.

Agreed Plan
Document the agreed approach in writing, with copies for all parties. Include flexible 
options for special occasions to accommodate family visits while maintaining overall 
consistency.

Reiteration to Individual
Ensure the person with learning disabilities understands the plan and that all supporters, 
including family, are working together. This reduces opportunities to play different 
supporters against each other.

When discussing weight management with families, several approaches can help foster cooperation:

Focus on health outcomes and quality of life rather than appearance or weight itself

Acknowledge the emotional aspects of food in family relationships

Suggest alternative ways to express care and affection beyond food treats

Provide specific, practical alternatives for family outings and celebrations

Recognise and respect cultural perspectives on food and hospitality

Remember that food often carries deep emotional significance in family relationships. Parents and other family members may use food as an expression of love or to create special 

experiences. Acknowledging this emotional component is important when seeking changes.

With patience, clear communication, and a collaborative approach, it's usually possible to develop a shared understanding that supports both family relationships and health goals.
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Changes Need Agreement from Everyone Involved
Building on our discussion of family involvement, it's crucial to emphasise that effective weight management requires agreement and consistency from everyone involved in supporting the 

person with learning disabilities—not just professional carers.

When meeting with families to find common ground, several strategies can help facilitate productive discussions:

Focus on shared goals: Begin by identifying what everyone wants for the person—typically health, wellbeing, and quality of life

Present evidence: Share information about health risks and benefits in accessible, non-judgmental ways

Acknowledge challenges: Recognise the difficulties in changing established patterns and the emotional aspects of food

Offer practical alternatives: Suggest specific ways to maintain traditions or express care without compromising health goals

Create special occasion protocols: Develop agreed guidelines for handling birthdays, holidays, and other celebrations

In residential or supported living settings, team consistency is equally important. This requires:

Including weight management approaches in support plans and handover information

Providing training for all staff, including relief and night staff

Creating visual reminders in food preparation areas

Discussing food support regularly in team meetings

Addressing inconsistencies promptly when they arise

For particularly complex situations involving significant family disagreement, consider involving a neutral third party such as a dietitian, GP, or learning disability nurse. Their 
professional perspective can sometimes help bridge differences and focus discussion on health needs.

Remember that building agreement is often an ongoing process rather than a one-time achievement. Regular check-ins, celebrations of progress, and flexible adaptation as needs change all 
contribute to maintaining the collaborative approach needed for successful weight management.

Information Sharing
Ensure all individuals understand the health reasons for weight 

management and the specific approaches being used

Collaborative Planning
Involve all key supporters in developing the weight management 
strategy to increase buy-in and ownership

Clear Documentation
Document agreed approaches in writing with copies for all parties to 

prevent misunderstanding or forgetting

Regular Communication
Maintain ongoing dialogue about progress, challenges, and any 

needed adjustments to the approach
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Staff Knowledge in Food Preparation
Even with strong agreement on weight management goals, implementation can falter if support staff lack confidence or skills in preparing healthy, appealing meals. Building practical food 

knowledge across the support team is essential for successful weight management.

Recipes
Simple, reliable recipes that meet nutritional goals while 

being straightforward to prepare. These should include 
clear instructions, minimal specialist techniques, and 
readily available ingredients.

Shopping List Ideas
Guidance on which ingredients to keep stocked, how to 

identify healthier options, and how to shop effectively on 
a budget. This helps staff make good purchasing 
decisions even without extensive nutritional knowledge.

Lunch Ideas
Quick, nutritious lunch options that don't rely on 

processed foods or require complicated preparation. 
Having a repertoire of simple lunch ideas supports 
consistent healthy eating throughout the day.

Practical approaches to building food preparation knowledge include:

Recipe folders: Creating collections of tested, healthy recipes with photos and clear instructions

Cooking sessions: Arranging skill-sharing sessions where more confident staff demonstrate techniques

Visual guides: Developing picture-based instructions for common preparation tasks

Equipment familiarisation: Ensuring staff know how to use available kitchen tools effectively

Portion guides: Providing clear visual references for appropriate serving sizes

In supported living or residential settings, organisational approaches can further support staff confidence:

Creating weekly meal plans with shopping lists to reduce decision fatigue

Establishing a core repertoire of meals that all staff can confidently prepare

Setting up a system for staff to share successful meal ideas

Developing contingency options for when planned meals aren't possible

Building in opportunities for cooking alongside the people being supported

Remember that building food preparation confidence is a learning process. Create an environment where staff feel comfortable asking questions and learning from mistakes, 
without fear of criticism.

When staff feel confident in their ability to prepare healthy, appealing meals, they're more likely to consistently implement weight management strategies and to engage positively with the 
people they support around food choices.
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Healthy Meals and Recipes
Having a collection of reliable, nutritious recipes is invaluable for supporting weight management. These provide a foundation for meal planning and preparation that staff can confidently 

implement, even without extensive culinary experience.

Effective recipe resources for learning disability support settings should have several key characteristics:

Budget-Friendly
Recipes should use affordable, widely available ingredients and provide good value for 
money. This makes them sustainable within typical support setting food budgets.

Bulk-Making Potential
Recipes that can be easily scaled up and frozen in portions provide efficiency in 
preparation and ensure healthy options are always available, even on busy days.

Nutritionally Balanced
Recipes should align with weight management goals while ensuring adequate nutrition. 
This includes appropriate calorie levels, sufficient protein, and abundant vegetables.

Simple Techniques
Preparation methods should be straightforward, requiring minimal specialist skills or 
equipment. This ensures all staff can successfully prepare the recipes.

A well-designed recipe resource might include:

Basic nutritional information: Calories per portion, protein content, and key nutrients

Preparation and cooking times: Helping with meal planning and time management

Storage guidance: Instructions for refrigerating or freezing leftovers safely

Adaptation options: Suggestions for modifying recipes for different preferences or needs

Visual guides: Photos showing both the preparation process and finished dish

Recipe collections should cover various meal types and occasions:

Quick weekday dinners requiring minimal preparation

Batch-cooking options for efficient meal preparation

Balanced breakfast ideas beyond typical cereals and toast

Nutritious lunch options that travel well for day activities

Healthier versions of favourite comfort foods and treats

Special occasion meals that feel celebratory while supporting health goals

I have created a pack of recipes which are budget friendly, can be bulk made and are healthier than other counterparts. These provide practical, tested options for implementing the 
nutritional principles we've discussed.

Having a core collection of reliable recipes reduces the cognitive load of meal planning and preparation, making it easier for support staff to consistently provide nutritious meals that support 
weight management goals.
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Time Management
Effective time management in food preparation is crucial for consistent implementation of healthy eating plans. Even with excellent nutritional knowledge and cooking skills, support staff 
often face time constraints that can make healthy cooking seem challenging.

The reality of busy support environments means that meal preparation needs to be efficient while still producing nutritious, appealing food. Several approaches can help manage this 

balance:

Bulk Making and Freezing
Preparing larger quantities of food when time allows and 
freezing in portion-sized containers creates a bank of 

healthy options for busier days. This approach is 
particularly valuable for complex dishes that would be 
time-consuming to prepare from scratch each time.

Quick Meals Under 10 Minutes
Having a repertoire of genuinely quick, nutritious meal 
options is essential for days when time is especially 

limited. These should require minimal preparation and 
cooking time while still providing balanced nutrition.

Oven Meals
Dishes that require minimal active preparation and then 
cook in the oven without constant attention free up staff 

time for other support tasks. These "set and forget" 
meals can be both nutritious and time-efficient.

Practical time-saving strategies for healthy meal preparation include:

Preparation batching: Chopping vegetables or preparing ingredients for multiple meals at once

Strategic use of equipment: Using slow cookers, pressure cookers, or multi-cookers for efficient cooking

Planned leftovers: Deliberately cooking extra portions to repurpose for subsequent meals

Semi-prepared ingredients: Using some pre-cut vegetables or other time-saving ingredients when appropriate

Freezer inventory: Maintaining a clear record of frozen meals to facilitate meal planning

Quick, nutritious meal ideas particularly suitable for support settings include:

Meal Type Quick, Healthy Options

10-Minute Dinners Omelettes with vegetables; bean and vegetable wraps; stir-fries with pre-cut vegetables; fish with microwaved 

vegetables and couscous

Batch Cooking Champions Bolognese sauce (with added vegetables and lentils); chilli; curry; soup; casseroles; shepherd's pie mixture

Set-and-Forget Oven Meals Tray bakes with lean protein and vegetables; stuffed peppers; fish parcels; frittatas; healthier versions of 

pasta bakes

When introducing time-saving approaches, consider the potential for involving the person with learning disabilities in some aspects of preparation. Simple tasks like stirring, adding 
pre-measured ingredients, or helping with meal selection can increase engagement while not significantly extending preparation time.

Effective time management around meal preparation supports consistent implementation of healthy eating plans, reducing the likelihood of resorting to less nutritious convenience options 

during busy periods.
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Behavioural Changes
Food-related behaviours can present significant challenges when supporting weight management for people with learning disabilities. These behaviours may include food refusal, hoarding, 
stealing, excessive preoccupation with food, challenging behaviours around mealtimes, or emotional eating patterns.

Understanding and addressing these behaviours requires a thoughtful, person-centred approach that considers potential underlying causes:

Past Experiences
Previous food insecurity, institutional experiences, or traumatic food-related incidents 
can shape current behaviours. Understanding this history provides context for present 

challenges.

Communication Needs
Food-related behaviours may represent attempts to communicate preferences, 
discomfort, or other needs when more direct communication is difficult. Identifying 

these underlying messages is crucial.

Sensory Sensitivities
Many people with learning disabilities have specific sensory preferences or aversions 

related to taste, texture, smell, or appearance of foods. These can significantly influence 
eating patterns and food acceptance.

Routine and Predictability
Changes to established food routines may trigger anxiety or resistance. The need for 

predictability and consistency can strongly influence food-related behaviours.

Effective approaches to addressing food-related behavioural challenges include:

Functional assessment: Systematically identifying triggers and functions of challenging behaviours around food

Environmental modifications: Adjusting the food environment to reduce triggers (e.g., storing food out of sight if visual cues trigger excessive eating)

Skill building: Teaching alternative behaviours for meeting the same needs (e.g., requesting food appropriately rather than taking it)

Visual supports: Using pictures, schedules, and other visual tools to increase predictability around meals and food access

Sensory considerations: Adapting food presentation, temperature, or texture to accommodate sensory preferences

When implementing behavioural approaches to support weight management, several principles are particularly important:

Focus on positive reinforcement for desired behaviours rather than punishment for unwanted ones

Maintain consistency across all supporters and settings

Progress at a pace that allows for adjustment without triggering significant distress

Balance immediate behavioural management with addressing underlying causes

Consider the potential impact of medications on appetite, food preferences, and behaviour

For complex or entrenched food-related behavioural challenges, consider seeking input from behavioural specialists, psychologists, or other professionals with expertise in learning 

disabilities. Multidisciplinary approaches often yield the best results for complex situations.

By addressing behavioural aspects alongside nutritional changes, we create a more comprehensive and effective approach to weight management that respects the whole person and their 
unique needs.
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Deprivation of Liberty Safeguarding
Supporting weight management while respecting individual rights and choice raises important ethical and legal considerations. Deprivation of Liberty Safeguards (DoLS) provide a legal 
framework for situations where a person who lacks capacity might have their liberty restricted to provide necessary care or treatment.

Understanding when and how DoLS might be relevant to weight management support is essential for providing legally and ethically sound care. The key question is: when does supportive 

guidance around food choices become a restriction that might constitute a deprivation of liberty?

Supportive Guidance
Providing information, offering limited choices between 
healthy options, modifying the food environment, and 

encouraging healthy choices are generally supportive 
approaches that don't constitute deprivation of liberty.

Potential Restrictions
Locking food away, preventing someone from 
purchasing food of their choice, physically preventing 

someone from eating certain foods, or imposing strict 
dietary regimes without consent may potentially 
constitute restrictions.

Grey Areas
Many weight management approaches fall into grey 
areas where the line between supportive guidance and 

restriction isn't clear-cut. These require careful 
consideration of capacity, best interests, and 
proportionality.

The application of DoLS to weight management must always be considered on a case-by-case basis, taking into account:

The person's capacity to make specific decisions about diet and health

The level of restriction being proposed or implemented

Whether the restriction is proportionate to the risks being addressed

Whether less restrictive alternatives have been considered

The person's known wishes, feelings, beliefs, and values

When supporting weight management for someone who might lack capacity to make some food-related decisions, documentation is particularly important:

Record capacity assessments for specific food-related decisions

Document best interests decision-making processes

Note all attempts to use less restrictive approaches

Keep records of discussions with the person and others involved in their care

Review and update these records regularly as circumstances change

If you believe the level of restriction needed to manage weight-related health risks might constitute a deprivation of liberty, consult with your organisation's safeguarding lead about 
whether a DoLS application or other safeguards might be appropriate.
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Just Because Someone Makes Unwise Decisions 
Doesn't Mean They Lack Capacity
A fundamental principle of the Mental Capacity Act 2005 is that a person should not be treated as unable to make a decision merely because they make an unwise decision. This principle is 
particularly relevant when supporting weight management, where food choices that might seem "unwise" from a health perspective are common.

It's important to distinguish between:

Unwise Decision with Capacity
When a person understands the information relevant to a decision, can retain that 
information, can weigh it up, and can communicate their choice—even if that choice seems 

unwise or unhealthy—they have capacity for that decision.

Example: A person with mild learning disabilities who understands that excessive 
consumption of sugary foods increases their diabetes risk but chooses to eat them anyway 

is making an unwise decision with capacity.

Lack of Capacity
When a person cannot understand, retain, weigh up information, or communicate their 
decision due to an impairment of mind or brain, they may lack capacity for that specific 

decision.

Example: A person with more significant cognitive impairments who cannot understand the 
relationship between diet and health, or cannot retain this information long enough to use it 

in decision-making, may lack capacity for complex dietary decisions.

This distinction has important implications for how we approach weight management support:

With Capacity
When someone has capacity, our role is to provide 

information, advice, and encouragement—but ultimately 
to respect their right to make their own choices, even if 

we disagree with them.

Without Capacity
When someone lacks capacity for specific food-related 

decisions, we may need to make best interests decisions 
on their behalf, while still involving them as much as 

possible and using the least restrictive approach.

Supporting Capacity
In many cases, our focus should be on maximising the 

person's capacity through accessible information, visual 
supports, and simplified choices that enable them to 

make their own decisions whenever possible.

"A person is not to be treated as unable to make a decision merely because he makes an unwise decision." — Mental Capacity Act 2005, Section 1(4)

This principle protects the right of all adults, including those with learning disabilities, to make choices others might disagree with. It recognises that autonomy and dignity often involve the 
freedom to make choices that others might consider unwise.

For carers, this means focusing primarily on providing support, information, and opportunities to make informed choices—while being very cautious about restricting choice based solely on 
the perceived "wisdom" of decisions.

When someone consistently makes choices that seriously threaten their health, it's appropriate to consider whether they truly understand the implications of these choices. 

However, this assessment should focus on their decision-making process, not on whether we agree with the outcome of their decisions.

In the next section, we'll explore how to assess capacity specifically in relation to food and dietary decisions.
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Assessing Capacity
When supporting weight management for people with learning disabilities, understanding how to assess capacity for food-related decisions is essential. The Mental Capacity Act 2005 
provides a clear framework for this assessment.

According to the Act, a person lacks capacity for a specific decision if they cannot do one or more of the following four things:

1

Understand the Information
Can the person understand the relevant information about the decision? For food 
choices, this might include understanding basic nutritional concepts, the relationship 
between diet and health, and the potential consequences of different choices.

2

Retain the Information
Can the person hold the information in their mind long enough to use it to make the 
decision? For food choices, this means remembering relevant health information when 
faced with food decisions throughout the day.

3

Weigh Up the Information
Can the person use the information to consider the consequences and weigh the pros 

and cons of different options? For food choices, this involves balancing immediate 
preferences against longer-term health implications.

4

Communicate the Decision
Can the person communicate their decision in some way? This doesn't have to be verbal

—it could be through gestures, signs, or other forms of communication accessible to the 
person.

When assessing capacity for food-related decisions, several principles must be followed:

Always presume capacity: Start with the assumption that the person has capacity unless proven otherwise

Support decision-making: Take all practical steps to support the person to make their own decision before concluding they cannot

Respect unwise decisions: A decision that seems unwise doesn't necessarily indicate lack of capacity

Best interests: Any action taken for someone who lacks capacity must be in their best interests

Least restrictive option: Consider less restrictive alternatives that might meet the same need

Practical approaches to supporting capacity for food-related decisions include:

Using visual information about nutrition and health consequences

Breaking complex concepts into simpler components

Discussing information when the person is most alert and receptive

Using concrete examples and real-life scenarios rather than abstract concepts

Checking understanding through questions and discussion

Capacity is decision-specific and time-specific. A person might have capacity for some food decisions but not others, or might have capacity at certain times but not when tired or 
distressed. Assessment should reflect these nuances rather than making global judgments.

Thorough, well-documented capacity assessments provide the foundation for appropriate support that balances health needs with respect for autonomy and choice.
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The Difficulty with DoLS and Diet
Assessing capacity for food-related decisions presents unique challenges, particularly around understanding abstract health concepts and their long-term implications. These challenges make 
it especially important to carefully consider how the capacity framework applies to dietary choices.

Understand the information given to them

This includes understanding long term consequences of poor dietary intake and what could happen to their health if they continue to eat poorly.

These are abstract concepts which can be difficult to comprehend.

The first element of capacity—understanding relevant information—is particularly challenging when it comes to diet and health for several reasons:

Abstract Concepts
The relationship between diet and health involves abstract concepts like nutrition, 
metabolism, and disease processes that may be difficult for people with learning 
disabilities to grasp.

Invisible Processes
Many of the health impacts of diet happen internally and aren't immediately visible, 
making them more challenging to understand than more concrete, observable 
consequences.

Delayed Consequences
The health effects of poor diet often develop gradually over years or decades, creating a 
significant time gap between choices and consequences that can be difficult to 

conceptualise.

Probabilistic Outcomes
Health risks are typically expressed as probabilities rather than certainties, adding 
another layer of abstraction that can be challenging to comprehend.

To support understanding of these complex concepts, several approaches can be helpful:

Concrete analogies: Using physical models or simple analogies to represent abstract health concepts

Visual representations: Showing pictures of how different foods affect the body

Personal relevance: Connecting dietary choices to specific health conditions the person has experienced or can observe

Simplified explanations: Breaking complex health information into basic cause-and-effect relationships

Experiential learning: Where safe, allowing the person to experience mild, immediate consequences of different food choices

When assessing understanding, it's important to check for comprehension in ways appropriate to the person's communication style:

Asking the person to explain concepts back in their own words

Using multiple-choice questions rather than open-ended ones

Observing whether they can apply information to practical scenarios

Looking for consistency in their explanations over time

Even with these supports, some people with learning disabilities may struggle to fully understand the abstract, long-term health implications of dietary choices. This doesn't automatically 

mean they lack capacity, but it highlights the importance of thorough, person-centred assessment that genuinely explores their level of understanding.
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The Difficulty with DoLS and Diet
The second element of the capacity framework—retaining information—presents particular challenges in relation to dietary decisions, which occur multiple times throughout each day.

Retain that information for long enough to make the decision

Food choices are decisions which are made every day, multiple times per day. The information of dietary consequences should be retained for each of these decisions.

Unlike many other decisions that might be made occasionally or at specific times, food-related decisions happen continuously throughout daily life:

1Breakfast Choices
Decisions about what to eat for breakfast, portion sizes, and whether to have 

seconds

2 Morning Snacks
Decisions about whether to have a mid-morning snack and what to choose

3Lunch Choices
Decisions about lunch options, sides, and desserts

4 Afternoon Snacks
Decisions about afternoon snacking, including when out in the community

5Dinner Choices
Decisions about evening meal components, portions, and additional servings

6 Evening Snacks
Decisions about evening snacks while relaxing or watching television

This frequency of decision-making creates several challenges for the retention element of capacity:

Sustained recall: Information about health consequences needs to be retained not just for minutes or hours, but consistently across multiple decision points

Competing factors: Hunger, visual food cues, emotions, and social contexts can all interfere with retention of health information

Changing contexts: The ability to retain and apply information may vary across different environments (home, day services, community outings)

Cognitive fatigue: The need to repeatedly consider health implications can lead to decision fatigue, potentially reducing retention

Strategies to support retention of information for food-related decisions include:

Visual reminders: Placing health information in food preparation and eating areas

Consistent cueing: Establishing routine prompts before food decisions

Environmental modifications: Structuring the food environment to reduce the need for constant active decision-making

Simplified guidance: Creating clear, memorable rules that are easier to retain and apply

Regular reinforcement: Frequently revisiting key health information in different formats

When assessing retention for capacity purposes, it's important to consider whether the person can maintain awareness of health implications consistently enough to incorporate them into 

their regular food decisions—not just whether they can repeat information immediately after it's provided.

For many people with learning disabilities, the challenge isn't just understanding health information initially, but maintaining that understanding as an active consideration across numerous 
daily food choices in various contexts.
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The Difficulty with DoLS and Diet
The third element of the capacity framework—weighing up information to make a decision—presents perhaps the most significant challenge when it comes to food-related decisions for 
many people with learning disabilities.

Weigh up the information available to make that decision

The individual must be able to identify the abstract concepts of diet and health long term and be able to evaluate the impact of these accordingly.

Weighing up information involves balancing immediate desires against long-term consequences, considering multiple factors simultaneously, and making evaluative judgments. This process 

is particularly challenging for food-related decisions for several reasons:

Competing Priorities
Food decisions involve balancing immediate sensory pleasure and satisfaction against 
abstract, future health consequences—a particularly difficult weighing process.

Abstract Concepts
Evaluating the impact of diet on health requires understanding abstract concepts like 
risk, probability, and gradual health changes over time.

Complex Trade-offs
Food choices often involve multiple considerations beyond health, including cost, 
preference, social aspects, and convenience—creating a complex decision matrix.

Executive Function
Weighing up information draws heavily on executive function skills, which are often 
affected in people with learning disabilities, making the evaluation process more 

challenging.

Even when a person understands and can retain information about healthy eating, they may struggle with the process of weighing this information against immediate desires and other 
factors to reach a decision. This difficulty may be particularly pronounced when:

The person is hungry or facing appealing food options

There are social pressures or influences around food choices

The person is experiencing stress, anxiety, or other strong emotions

The environment contains multiple food cues or options

The decision needs to be made quickly without time for reflection

Strategies to support the weighing-up process include:

Structured decision-making tools: Visual aids that prompt consideration of different factors

Simplified comparisons: Breaking complex decisions into clearer, binary choices

Reflective discussions: Talking through the decision-making process with supportive prompting

Practical experiences: Creating opportunities to experience the consequences of different choices

Emotional regulation support: Helping manage impulses and emotions that might interfere with weighing information

When assessing this aspect of capacity, it's important to consider whether the person can genuinely engage in a process of weighing different considerations, rather than simply responding 
to immediate desires or external prompts.

For many people with learning disabilities, the abstract nature of weighing future health impacts against immediate food preferences presents a significant challenge to capacity for 

independent food-related decision-making.
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You're Probably Thinking "Most of the People I Work With 
Don't Have Capacity!"
After considering the challenges of understanding abstract health concepts, retaining information across multiple daily food decisions, and weighing complex factors to make choices, you 

might be concluding that many people with learning disabilities don't have capacity for food-related decisions. This reaction is common and understandable.

"The abstract idea of potential risks and consequences on health in the future is often difficult to comprehend, and the majority of people with learning disabilities will not be able to 

therefore meet the DoLS criteria."

This observation highlights a crucial tension in supporting people with learning disabilities: how do we balance protection from health risks with respect for autonomy and choice? How do we 

provide appropriate support without unnecessary restriction?

While many people with learning disabilities may struggle with aspects of capacity for complex food decisions, it's important to remember several key principles:

Capacity is Decision-Specific
A person might lack capacity for complex nutritional planning but still have capacity for 
simpler food choices between pre-selected healthy options.

Capacity Can Be Supported
With appropriate accommodations and support, many people can participate 
meaningfully in food decisions even if they cannot make them entirely independently.

Least Restrictive Approach
Even when someone lacks capacity, any interventions should use the least restrictive 
approach possible to achieve the necessary health protection.

Involvement Remains Essential
People should be involved in decisions affecting them to the fullest extent possible, 
even when they lack capacity for independent decision-making.

Rather than seeing capacity limitations as justification for taking control, we can adapt our support approach to enable greater participation and choice within a framework that provides 
appropriate protection:

Creating simplified choice frameworks that match the person's level of understanding

Using environmental modifications to make healthier choices more accessible

Establishing collaborative decision-making processes that involve the person

Providing education and support that gradually builds capacity over time

We can however adapt the situation to allow them to retain capacity and better improve their ability to make their own decisions.

In the next section, we'll explore practical approaches to supporting choice and decision-making that respect autonomy while providing appropriate structure for health protection.
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Closed Choices and Collaborative Choices
One of the most effective ways to support autonomy while providing appropriate health protection is through the thoughtful use of different types of choice frameworks. These frameworks 
can be adapted to match the person's capacity level while still providing meaningful opportunities for participation and preference.

Full Choice
"What would you like for dinner?"

Offers complete freedom of selection

Requires full capacity to understand and weigh 
health implications

May be overwhelming or lead to less healthy choices

Appropriate for those with full capacity

Closed Choice
"Would you like spaghetti bolognese or chilli con carne 

for dinner?"

Limits options to pre-selected healthy alternatives

Requires capacity to choose between specific options

Provides structure while preserving autonomy

Suitable for many people with partial capacity

Collaborative Choice
"I have some ideas for dinner here. Help me pick one 

out."

Involves the person in the decision process

Provides support for weighing options

Creates shared ownership of the decision

Appropriate when more support is needed

These different choice frameworks aren't just used in professional care settings—they're common in everyday family life and relationships. Most families naturally use a mix of choice types 

depending on the situation, the person's needs, and practical considerations.

The art of supporting choice effectively involves selecting the appropriate framework based on:

The person's specific capacity for that particular decision

The potential health implications of the choice

The person's known preferences and values

Practical constraints such as available options and time

Opportunities to build decision-making skills over time

Visual supports can significantly enhance choice-making across all frameworks:

Photographs of available meal options

Picture-based menus for regular meal choices

Visual scales for expressing preferences (e.g., thumbs up/down)

Recipe cards that show ingredients and preparation steps

Food models or examples for more concrete understanding

Even with significant capacity limitations, most people can express preferences when presented with appropriate choices in accessible ways. The goal should be to find the maximum 
level of choice and control the person can successfully exercise with support.

By thoughtfully applying different choice frameworks rather than defaulting to either complete freedom or complete control, we can balance autonomy with health protection in ways that 

respect the person's dignity and preferences.
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How to Allow Independence
Supporting independence in food choices while ensuring health needs are met requires a thoughtful, balanced approach. Even when someone has limited capacity for complex nutritional 
decisions, there are multiple ways to promote autonomy and involvement.

1

Offer Meaningful Choices
Continue to ask for the person's opinion or preference by giving the choice of a few 

options. Ensure all options presented are acceptable from a health perspective, so that 
any choice can be honoured.

2

Collaborate When Preferences Differ
If they don't agree to any of the choices offered, move to a collaborative approach. Ask 

what they would like (such as a burger and chips) and then work together to find a 
compromise.

3

Find Healthier Compromises
Look for ways to modify preferred options to make them healthier, such as offering to 
have a smaller portion of chips or adding a salad to the burger. This respects the core 

preference while improving nutritional value.

4

Involve in Decision-Making Process
Include the person in as many aspects of food-related decision-making as possible, from 
menu planning to shopping to preparation. This builds ownership and understanding.

Several approaches can further enhance independence and choice while supporting health:

Skill building: Gradually teaching food preparation skills that increase independence

Supported shopping: Involving the person in selecting groceries with appropriate guidance

Visual menus: Creating picture-based meal planning systems that the person can use

Adapted recipes: Developing simplified recipes that the person can follow independently

Choice routines: Establishing regular opportunities for food-related choices

The level of independence possible will vary based on individual abilities, but most people can participate meaningfully in some aspects of food choice and preparation. The key is to identify 
opportunities for choice and control that match the person's specific capabilities.

Supporting independence often requires more time and creativity than simply making decisions for someone. However, this investment yields significant benefits in terms of skills 

development, self-esteem, and quality of life.

When supporting someone to exercise greater independence around food choices, it's helpful to:

Break complex tasks into manageable steps

Provide just enough support to enable success

Gradually reduce support as skills develop

Focus on the person's strengths and interests

Celebrate progress and achievements

By thoughtfully balancing structure with flexibility, we can create approaches that support both health needs and personal autonomy—recognising that these goals can be complementary 
rather than contradictory when approached creatively.
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Remember: It Is Not in Breach of Their Liberty to Guide 
into Better Choices
As we conclude this training, it's important to emphasise a fundamental principle: providing appropriate guidance toward healthier choices is not in breach of a person's liberty. In fact, such 
guidance is often an essential part of fulfilling our duty of care.

There is a significant difference between:

Respectful Guidance
Offering limited choices between healthy options

Creating an environment that makes healthy choices easier

Providing accessible information about health implications

Teaching skills that support healthier eating

Establishing routines that incorporate healthy habits

Inappropriate Restriction
Preventing all access to preferred foods

Imposing rigid dietary regimes without involvement

Using physical restraint or medication to control eating

Applying punitive consequences for food choices

Restricting all freedom of movement to control food access

Our role as carers involves finding the appropriate balance that provides necessary support while respecting dignity and autonomy. This balance will look different for each individual, based 

on their specific needs, preferences, capabilities, and circumstances.

Duty of Care
We have a professional and ethical responsibility to 
promote health and wellbeing, which includes 

supporting appropriate weight management and 
nutrition.

Respect for Autonomy
We also have a responsibility to respect individuality, 
preferences, and the right to make choices to the 

greatest extent possible given the person's capacity.

Proportionate Approach
The level of guidance and structure should be 
proportionate to the health risks and the person's 

specific capacity for food-related decisions.

Throughout this training, we've explored approaches that balance these considerations—providing appropriate support for weight management while respecting individual dignity and 
choice. These approaches include:

Understanding nutritional needs and translating them into practical meal planning

Making small, sustainable changes that build over time

Providing clear, concrete guidance tailored to individual understanding

Creating choice frameworks that match capacity levels

Collaborating with the person and their family to develop acceptable approaches

Addressing practical challenges like finances and time constraints

Considering legal and ethical aspects of supporting choice

"Supporting people to make healthier choices isn't about controlling them—it's about empowering them with the information, skills, and opportunities they need to live healthier, longer 
lives."

As you apply the knowledge and strategies from this information in your daily practice, remember that your role in supporting weight management has profound significance. Through 
thoughtful, person-centred approaches to nutrition and health, you contribute directly to addressing the significant health inequalities faced by people with learning disabilities—potentially 

adding years of healthy life and enhancing quality of life for the people you support.

Thank you for your commitment to this important aspect of support. Your daily work in promoting healthy eating and appropriate weight management makes a genuine difference 
in the lives of people with learning disabilities.
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