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A moment families often find confusing is when a person who once enjoyed balanced meals
suddenly begins refusing most foods — yet will happily eat biscuits, cake, or anything sweet.

It can look like stubbornness. It can look like preference. It can even look like regression. But
what is changing is not their attitude toward food; It is the brain’s ability to experience taste
itself.

To understand why this happens, it helps to understand that taste is not controlled by the
tongue alone. Taste is a brain process. The tongue detects signals — sweet, salty, bitter, sour,
and umami — but the brain is responsible for interpreting those signals, recognising them, and
connecting them to familiarity, safety, and reward.

In dementia, the brain regions involved in sensory interpretation, recognition, and reward begin
to change. This affects how flavours are experienced, not just how they are remembered.

For many people living with dementia, subtle and complex flavours become harder to detect.
Foods that once tasted rich and satisfying may begin to taste bland, unfamiliar, or even
unpleasant. But sweet taste is processed differently. Sweetness is one of the most primitive and
resilient taste signals the brain recognises. It is deeply linked to survival, energy, and safety.

As dementia progresses, the brain may lose the ability to detect weaker flavour signals, while
still recognising stronger, simpler ones — and sweetness is often the last taste signal to remain
clearly accessible.



This is why sweet foods often become preferred. Not because the person is choosing them in
the way we understand choice, but because those are the foods the brain can still recognise as
“something”.

The brain moves toward what it can still detect.

There is another layer beneath this as well. Dementia affects not only taste detection but also
recognition. The brain must identify what something is before it can decide whether itis safe to
eat. When recognition systems weaken, unfamiliar foods may trigger hesitation or refusal, even
if the food itself is safe and appropriate.

Sweet foods often feel familiar. They require less interpretation. They produce a clearer sensory
signal. They feel safer to the brain. This is why refusal of other foods is rarely about defiance. It is
about uncertainty.

Texture, smell, and effort also play a role. Dementia can affect coordination and sensory
integration. Foods that are harder to chew, harder to identify, or require more effort may be
rejected because the brain experiences them as overwhelming.

Sweet foods are often softer, easier to eat, and easier to process. This is not a behavioural
problem. It is a neurological shift. Understanding this changes the approach completely.

Instead of trying to force the person back into their previous eating patterns, the focus becomes
supporting the brain where it is now.

This may look like:

¢ Adding gentle sweetness to nutritious foods, such as glazing vegetables or meats lightly
¢ Offering smaller, more frequent meals instead of large structured ones

¢ Prioritising familiar and safe-feeling foods

¢ Reducing pressure during meals, as pressure increases resistance

¢ Supporting hydration through drinks that are more appealing to the person

The goalis not to preserve the meal exactly as it once was. The goal is to preserve nutrition,
dignity, and safety.

One helpful approach is to work with the brain’s preference for sweetness rather than trying to
fight it. Nutritious foods can often be adapted so they still feel appealing. Vegetables such as
carrots, sweet potatoes, or butternut squash can be roasted to bring out their natural sugars. A
light drizzle of honey or maple glaze over roasted vegetables or chicken can make savoury foods
more acceptable without turning the meal into dessert. Yogurt can be mixed with fruit purée,
smoothies can combine protein with naturally sweet fruits, and porridge can include nuts,
seeds, or protein powder while still tasting sweet.

Even presentation can make a difference. Small portions arranged attractively, colourful plates,
or foods served in bite-sized pieces can feel easier and more inviting to the brain than a large
unfamiliar meal. The goal is not to eliminate sweetness but to use it as a bridge that keeps
nutrition, energy, and hydration in balance.

When families understand that taste perception itself has changed, frustration often reduces.
The behaviour stops feeling personal and starts making sense.



This is one of the most important shifts in dementia care: moving from trying to correct the
behaviour to understanding the brain behind it.

Because when you understand what the brain is experiencing, you stop fighting the person —
and start supporting them.

If you want to understand more changes like this and how to respond in ways that protect
dignity and reduce distress, you can explore the free Launex Dementia Torches here:
https://launexltd.com/resources/
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