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Persons with developmental 
disabilities experience the same 
risk of developing serious health 
problems due to poor diet and 
nutrition as the general population.  
A healthy and nutritious diet 
invo lves  hav ing  accura te  
information and making good 
choices as well as having access 
to healthy foods!  Healthy diet 
choices are prerequisites to aging 
well, maintaining independence, 
enhancing quality of life, and 
decreasing risks of developing 
medical problems. 
 
People who eat a healthy and 
nutritious diet live longer, are 
injured less frequently, and have 
fewer illnesses.   In this edition of 
TheSafetyNet, we discuss several 
ways providers can assist 
consumers with healthy eating.  A 
future edition will suggest ways to 
make healthy choices about 
physical activity.   
 
In addition to the need to make 
healthy and nutritious dietary 
c h o i c e s ,  p e o p l e  w i t h  
developmental disabilities may 
have increased risks of serious 
illness, injury or even death due 
to  swa l low ing  d iso rders .   
Additional information about 
mealtime safety and information 
on swallowing disorders can be 
obtained at www.ddssafety.net.  
The previous TheSafetyNet 
newsletter on Mealtime Safety 
can also be obtained at this 
website.  
 

Healthy
To stay healthy, people have to make 
healthy choices both about what to eat 
and how much to eat. Healthy eating, 
coupled with regular physical activity, 
is important for maintaining a healthy 
weight and decreasing the risk of 
preventable causes of death. Eating 
well can substantially decrease the risks 
of such serious medical conditions as 
high blood pressure, high cholesterol, 
type II diabetes, heart disease, stroke, 
gallbladder disease, arthritis, sleep 
disturbances, and breathing problems.  
 

Healthy Diet Choices 
Eating healthy doesn’t just mean eating 
less or cutting down on fattening foods.  
The following facts will help providers 
assist consumers make healthy diet 
choices.   

• Eat breakfast. Eating breakfast is a 
smart way to reduce the risk of diabetes, 
heart disease and obesity. People who eat 
breakfast are less 
l ike ly  to  b inge  
later and typically 
consume  more  
fiber, fewer calories 
and less saturated 
fat. Drink 100% 
fruit juice.  Spruce 
up cereal, yogurt or 
waffles with a banana or berries.   

• Get enough to eat. It is important for 
people to continue to eat enough as they 
age.   Often times, older people eat less 
and may lose as much as 20-30% of their 
total body weight.   

• Have a balanced diet. If you think 
people under your care don’t eat a 

k the doctor about 
vitamins or other 
supplements.   People 
who get the minimum 
daily requirement of 
essential vitamins and 
minerals are less 
l ike ly  to  develop  
chronic conditions 

including cancer, heart disease, and 
osteoporosis.  

Plan healthy snacks

balanced diet, as

• , such as fruits in 
season, dried fruit, raw vegetables, 
crackers or whole wheat bread. Healthy 
snacks are especially important when 
replacing missed meals.   

Eating 
Eating well can also lower 
your risk of certain types of 
cancers. Individuals who 
are obese also may suffer 
from social stigmatization, 
discrimination, and low 
self-esteem.  
 
Obesity has become a national epidemic 
for our society, including persons with 
developmental disabilities.  Healthy eating 
should be a priority for everyone.   
(Continue on back) 
 

• Get help if needed. If a consumer 
you work with doesn’t have enough to 
eat, talk to his or her Regional Center 
service coordinator about solutions 
such as:  food pantries, food stamps, the 
Women, Infants and Children Program, 
senior meal programs, and community 
gardens. Eating locally produced foods 
in  season,  growing f rui ts  and 
vegetables, and buying nutritious staple 
foods (e.g., pasta, rice, bread, and 
tortillas) and using coupons are all good 
ideas to eat healthy on a budget.    

 
Hydration/Fluid Intake 

Adequate hydration is necessary to 
regulate body temperature, transport 
nutrients, moisten body tissues, comprise 
body fluids, and make waste products 
soluble for excretion.  The amount of 
water recommended for an individual 
varies with age, activity, medications, and 
medical condition.  For people with 
developmenta l  d isab i l i t ies ,  water  
deficiency (dehydration) or water excess 
(over hydration) may be the result of 
inadequate or excessive fluid intake, 
effects of medications, or coexisting 
medical conditions.  
W a t e r  i n  j u i c e ,  
decaffeinated tea 
and coffee, milk, 
a n d  o t h e r  
b e v e r a g e s  c a n  
contribute fluid to 
the diet.  For people 
who don’t like water, try flavored water or 
add lemon or lime.  Avoid over-use of 
carbonated beverages.  Providers should 
consult a health care professional for 
advice on how much and how often fluids 
are needed by each individual. 



 

 

 

Health Eating (Continued) 
Healthy eating includes reducing total 
fat, saturated fat, calories, and sodium 
and increasing fiber. The website 
www.diet-i.com/calorie_chart/ provides 
easy to use information on calorie values 
for a variety of food groups, information 
about healthy weight ranges, and a 
calorie calculator.  Fortunately, for most 
people, there are many simple ways to 
eat healthier.  Providers can help 
consumers learn to: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Follow their physician’s diet and 
exercise recommendations.  
Choose a healthy assortment of foods 
that include vegetables, fruits, grains 
(especially whole grains), fat-free or 
low-fat milk, cheese and yogurt, fish, 
lean meat, poultry, or beans.  
Reduce fat by trimming the fat off beef, 
pork, and lamb and skinning chicken 
and turkey. 
Eat fish once or twice weekly. 
Buy fewer packaged or processed 
foods.   
Increase fiber by choosing whole-grain 
cereals and breads, rice, pasta, fruits, 
and vegetables. 
Eat sensible portion sizes.  Choose 
healthy snacks.   Don’t overindulge in 
snacks with little nutritional value.   
Use “lite” or low-fat milk, yogurt, sour 
cream, and mayonnaise.  Sprinkle 
salads with lemon juice or lemon 
pepper and decrease the amount of 
salad dressing.  
Substitute baked foods for fried (e.g., 
chicken, potatoes).   
Cut down on portion sizes of sweets or 
choose fruit or low-fat/low-sugar 
cookies or ice-cream for dessert. 
Use less salt in cooking.   

Learn how to read food labels and 
know the daily requirements of fat, 
fiber, and calories. Avoid foods high in 
hydrogenated and saturated oils and 
foods with high sodium content. 

EEaattiinngg  OOuutt  
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As food available in most restaurants, 
especially fast food restaurants, tends to be 
high in fat, calories, and salt, people should 
make healthy choices when eating out.  
L a r g e  o r  
“super-sized” 
meals are not 
h e a l t h y  
choices.  If 
portion sizes 
are large, ask 
for a half 
serving or a 
“to go” bag.  Look for restaurants that 
indicate healthy choices on the menu.  Order 
grilled items instead of fried.  Choose a salad 
instead of french fries.  Order items without 
cheese.  Choose mustard or ketchup instead 
of mayonnaise.    

Diabetes 
According to the American Diabetes 
Association, the most common risk factors for 
stage II (non-insulin dependent) diabetes are 
age, overweight/obesity, and lack of exercise.  
People with diabetes are at increased risk for 
heart disease and stroke, kidney disease, and 
vision impairment.  Providers should 
encourage people diagnosed with diabetes to: 
 

Eat well-balanced meals 

Get plenty of exercise. 

Maintain the correct body weight.  

Get a blood cholesterol check at least 
once a year. 

Check with the primary care physician 
about how frequently referrals should 
be made for vision and foot care.     

Set blood sugar goals and keep a 
record of progress. 

The American Diabetes Association’s 
website at www.diabetes.org provides 
information useful for people with 
diabetes.  Tools such as nutritional 
guidelines, emergency preparedness tips, 
and recipes are available. 

  Calcium and Osteoporosis 
When it comes to choosing nutrients for 
strong bones and teeth, calcium tops the 
list.  People with developmental disabilities 
may be at increased risk for osteoporosis, 
a disease in which bones are thin and 
porous, and are therefore at increased risk 
for fracture.  A diet rich in calcium and 
vitamin D is a good first step to 
preventing osteoporosis.  Calcium rich 
foods include dairy products (milk, yogurt 
and cheese), broccoli, salmon, sardines, 
tofu, turnip greens, white beans, almonds, 
and calcium fortified orange juice.  In 
addition, the primary care physician may 
prescribe calcium supplements.   People 
may have a vitamin D 
i n s u f f i c i e n c y ,  
particularly if an 
indoor lifestyle is 
paired with a diet 
deficient in vitamin 
D. Vitamin D may be 
found in meat, tuna, 
e g g s ,  f i s h - l i v e r  
oils, and fortified 
milk and ce rea l s .  
People at increased risk, including 
people taking Dilantin long-term, should 
be screened for osteoporosis by their 
primary care physician.  For more 
information on the risk of osteoporosis, 
see www.ddssafety.net and search “falls 
and fractures” or access the previous  
edi t ion of  TheSafetyNet newsletter 
on Falls.   

Need More Information? 
Want to find out more about diet and 
nutrition?  Try these sources:   

National Center for Chronic Disease 
Prevention and Health Promotion 
(www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpa/index.htm) 

Center  for  Nutr i t ion  Pol icy  & 
Promotion 
(www.usda.gov/cnpp/index.html) 

Nutrition.Gov 
(www.nutrition.gov/home/index.php3)

 
 

 Read Online! 
To sign-up to receive future editions of this newsletter electronically or to access previous editions see www.ddssafety.net.    Why 

not tell a friend, colleague, or family member?  They can sign up too. 
 

TheSafetyNet newsletter, a joint project between the California Department of Developmental Services and The Columbus Organization, provides 
information on a variety of safety issues to supplement pre-existing safety precautions.  It is not intended as a substitute for qualified medical 

advice from a health-care professional.  Reference to any specific product, process, service, or manufacturer does not constitute endorsement or 
recommendation by either DDS or The Columbus Organization.  The Columbus Organization can be contacted at 916-960-0134. 

 
Resource information for this newsletter was provided by:  The Wellness Digest (California DDS); Wellness is Catching:  A Series of Health Videos produced by Kern and Central Valley 

Regional Centers and the DDS Wellness Initiative;  Healthy People 2010; Teaching Health Care and Self-Care Skills, California State Council on Developmental Disabilities Program 
Development Fund, Cycle XXI; The Wellness Guide, University of California, Berkeley, 1999; Enhancing the Lives of Adults with Disabilities, DiLeo (Training Resource Network, 2000);  

The Nemours Foundation; The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention; Department of Developmental Services Diet Manual;  www.lifeclinic.com; http://westonaprice.org; 
http://sunlightandvitamind.com; American Diabetes Association; American Dietetic Association. 

 
Additional safety related information for people with developmental disabilities is available at www.ddssafety.net. 
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