
Authors: 
Professor Jane Coad (PI) Professor in Children and Family 
Nursing, Centre Lead. 

Dr Sarah Durnan (Co-PI) Honorary Assistant Professor. 

Centre for Children and Young People’s Health Research 
(CYP-HR). School of Health Sciences. The University of 
Nottingham

Food for Feeding Tubes:

A BLended ENteral Diet 

Study (BLENDS)
12th October 2023

BLended
ENteral
Diet
Study



BLended ENteral Diet Study2

Contents
Food for Feeding Tubes - BLENDS	 3

What is blended diet?	 5

Why do families choose to use blended food?	 6

To help reduced reflux, retching and vomiting	 6

To help manage constipation and diarrhoea	 7

To help improve overall health and well-being	 8

To include their tube-fed child in family meals	 9

To include ‘real food’	 10

To include their tube-fed child in social occasional which involve food	 11

Things to consider before starting to use blended food	 12

The type of feeding tube	 12

Nasogastric-Tubes	 13

Feeding into the small bowel (Jejunal Feeding)	 13

The amount of time and work involved	 14

Support from your child’s team	 16

Food choices	 17

Nutritional adequacy	 17

Babies and toddlers	 18

Food choices for children 2+	 19

Introducing potential allergens	 20

Day-to-day practicalities	 21

How should I prepare, cook and store blended foods?	 21

Blending	 22

How can I give blended diet through the tube?	 23

How to keep going	 24

Holidays are possible!	 25

Notes	 26

Contents



BLended ENteral Diet Study 3

This information is also available online at 
blends-project.co.uk

This resource has been designed to help you find out about blended diet 
and help you to decide if it is a good choice for you and your family.

We are aware that there are lots of different ways in which families 
choose to use blended diet, but we hope that this resource will help 
you to navigate those choices and prepare you for conversations about 
blended diet with your healthcare team.

This resource was developed with a group of parents who use blended 
diet; they have already travelled this route. Their experiences and top 
tips are highlighted throughout.

This resource was funded by Vygon (the people who provide MIC-KEY 
buttons). The project was developed by Professor Jane Coad, a Children’s 
Nurse and leading academic and Dr Sarah Durnan, PhD. a children’s 
home enteral feeding dietitian and researcher. Both Sarah and Jane 
work together at Nottingham Children’s Hospital and The University of 
Nottingham University, in the UK. Sarah co-led the review of the BDA 
Practice Toolkit and some of the quotes used here come from her PhD 
research into parents experiences of blended diet.

Food for Feeding Tubes - BLENDS

This resource was developed by parents and us to support you

"It is about choice, there are options, and 
there are different routes you can take"

"There is no right or wrong way; it’s about 
finding what works for you and your family"  
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Parent & 
Child Bond

Real, 
Natural 
Food

Choice Tips Caution

Making a choice to use blended diet opens up lots of smaller choices, 
there are lots to navigate and we hope this resource will help you find 
your own path through. 

The forest theme was chosen because our work is based in Nottingham 
famous for its ancient forests.
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The term ‘blended diet’ is often used to describe the diet of a tube-fed 
person who has everyday foods (the same foods people would eat orally) 
given through their feeding tube.

This can be either instead of, or as well as a commercially prepared 
enteral formula. Also, some people eat some food orally too.

Throughout this resource, we have chosen to refer to blended food 
because a blended diet is ‘just food, which has been blended’.
Much of the advice given here has come from healthy eating and food 
safety advice for the general (oral eating) population using resources 
such as the NHS Eat Well Guide and Food Standards Agency advice, this 
information aligns to advice given inn the British Dietetic Associations 
Practise Toolkit.

The British Dietetic Association has guidance, which supports the use 
of blended food for tube feeding at home The Use of Blended Diet with 
Enteral Feeding Tubes | British Dietetic Association (BDA). This includes 
advice for when children who are normally given blended food at home 
by tube are admitted to hospital.

We have also included ‘Top Tips’ from a group of parents who have 
travelled this path ahead of you.

We hope you find it useful in your Blended Diet journey.

What is blended diet?

A chicken curry blend
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There are lots of reasons why families first have an interest in using 
blended food and there are also lots of different ways in which people 
use it as part of a tube-fed persons diet.

Let’s look at some of the reasons:

Some children and young people who are tube-fed suffer from acid 
reflux, retching and vomiting symptoms. Often families are advised 
to give enteral formula at a very slow rate over a long period of time 
to help manage these symptoms – sometimes this doesn’t work or it 
is impractical to do because the child is attached to the tubing and a 
feeding pump for a long time.

Doctors can provide medication to help manage these symptoms 
(antacids or anti-sickness or both) but for some these do not seem to 
work. These symptoms can have a big impact and limit what the child or 
young person is able to do day-to-day.

Many families have found that using blended food has improved these 
symptoms. It is possible to see an improvement in symptoms just from 
adding a very little blended food into the tube-fed person’s commercial 
enteral formula. We don’t really know why or how this can help. One 
theory is that the blended food is thicker than the commercial formula 
which helps it stay down.

Why do families choose 
to use blended food?

"It was just so tying. She couldn’t join in 
things because she was constantly attached 
to the pump"

"I felt like we had run out of other options, 
he was constantly on the pump being fed at 
a very slow rate but still being sick and not 
thriving at all"

To help reduced reflux, retching and vomiting
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People who are tube-fed can be prone to either (or both) constipation or 
diarrhoea. To manage this doctors often prescribe medication. We know 
that introducing some blended food can help to normalise bowel habit. 
In the longer term, some families have found they have been able to 
reduce or even stop using bowel medication.

Again, the way in which this works is not clear, but one theory is 
that using blended food means lots of different types of fibre (such 
as fruit and vegetables and whole grains) can be included in the tube-
fed person’s diet. We know that fibre is very important to help the 
gastrointestinal tract function properly and encourage the growth of 
healthy gut bacteria.

To help manage constipation and diarrhoea

"He just could not go without huge 
interventions. He could go for maybe a few 
weeks which is not healthy, it used to be 
upsetting seeing him that upset and in that 
much pain."

"[after starting to use blended food] He did 
a poo for the first time in his life, a proper 
poo!"

"I can adjust it, if she’s getting maybe a little 
bit constipated, the next blend I could adjust 
the fibre, I’ve got control."
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Parents who have started to use blended food often comment that their 
child seems to have brighter skin, glossier hair and that their fingernails 
grow more quickly.

They also seem less prone to coughs and colds. This is not something 
which is easy to measure, so it has not been looked at in medical trials.
However, it does make sense particularly if the child or young person 
has stopped being sick as often; they will be keeping more food down 
and so be able to absorb more vitamins and minerals from their diet. We 
know that vitamins and minerals are very important for general health 
and well-being.

To help improve overall health and well-being

"Her hair is glossy, the spots have cleared 
from her face, her skin is brighter and her 
nails grow ever so quickly."

"She gets less colds and flus, her body 
resistance to those has improved a lot. She 
was very vulnerable before, if somebody 
looked at her with a cold, she would catch it."

"Comparing [her] to how she was on 
[commercial] formula, she seems to have 
a bit more energy, she seems to be more 
responsive, she just seems to have that bit 
more sparkle in her eye."
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Some families choose to give their tube-fed child exactly the same 
meals as the rest of the family, just blended. This can be a good option 
if the tube-fed child or young person does not have any special dietary 
needs (for example allergies or high energy needs) because it is easier to 
portion up a balanced meal.

Other families may only share the same foods as their tube-fed child on 
special occasions because they have to prepare special meals for their 
tube-fed child or have to eat at different times.

To include their tube-fed child in family meals

"Very often particularly on school days she 
doesn’t actually eat with us she wants to lie 
on her bed as soon as she gets home, so I’ll 
do her feed in her bedroom while [younger 
sister] is eating hers in here so it’s not, oh 
wonderful family togetherness, but it’s still 
actually here comes your dinner, you are 
having food."

"I would love to be able to just feed him 
whatever we are eating, but he has a long list 
of allergies, we have to be very careful what 
he gets. I tend to cook for him separately."

"That kind of binds you to the family. You can 
go home thinking there’s four people in this 
house one person is severely disabled and 
fed by a tube but guess what we are all sat 
round the table and having the same dinner, 
great that’s just... you can’t put a price on 
that."
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Using blended food means the tube-fed person has the chance to 
have ‘real food’ the same every day foods that people eat orally. 
Commercially prepared enteral formula can feel more like medicine than 
a food possibly because it is prescribed in set doses and volumes by a 
healthcare professional but also because it looks and smells the same 
every time.

The food we eat orally in comparison varies hugely. Most families who 
choose to use blended foods pick healthy, fresh and nutritious food 
ingredients to make their blend recipes, although most also include 
treats in moderation too.

Healthy food choices are likely to have a positive improvement in overall 
health and well-being too.

To include ‘real food’

"My friend has an allotment; they’ll say 
what can I grow for [her] I want to grow 
something that she can have, Or my mum 
might bring something from her green-house 
for her. They feel like they are contributing 
something."

A birthday cake blend
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It can be difficult to have a feeding tube particularly if you are unable 
to eat any food orally alongside. Some families have said they felt like 
their tube-fed child was missing social experiences that involve food (for 
example birthday cake).

On the other hand, for other some families find this is less important 
and they prefer to only put healthy low sugar and salt foods through 
the tube. This choice may depend on whether or not your child is able to 
have food orally as well as through their tube.

"There’s always food involved, food is part 
of our life, of our existence. I feel if I didn’t 
give [her] normal food she would miss out on 
this. For me on a psychological level that is 
extremely important."

"Cognitively, he wouldn’t understand or 
recognise what a cake was so I wouldn’t 
choose to blend one. Other children may 
well or their siblings may well so I can 
understand why some parents choose to."

"I especially like Christmases and birthdays 
where we blend cake and things and have a 
bit more fun with the blend and it’s just 
nice to know that she’s having the fun festive 
food and the treats that you’re all having its 
quite nice like she not missing out anymore."

To include their tube-fed child in social occasional 
which involve food
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There are a number of things to consider before you decide to starting 
to use blended food including:

Blended food works best with gastrostomy feeding tubes (these tubes 
are placed directly into the tummy). If you want to use blended food 
and your child has a nasogastric (a tube which goes through the nose 
to the tummy) or jejunal tube (further down into the small bowel) you 
can discuss the possibility of changing the type of tube with your child’s 
healthcare team.

Professionals often advise it is best to use a balloon-retained tube 
because you can be trained to change this yourself at home- just in case 
the tube is blocked or damaged.

A blocked disc retained tube on the other hand would need to be 
replaced in hospital.

Better still, using a gastrostomy ‘button’ means it is far more likely the 
extension set would be the part to block. The extension set can easily be 
taken off and washed or replaced.

Feeding tubes come in a variety of widths this is measured in French 
gauge or Fr. The thinner the tube the thinner the blend recipe will need 
to be to pass through the tube this could mean it is too thin to help 
reflux, retching and vomiting symptoms. It also means more pressure is 
needed to push the blended food through the tube which could increase 
the risk of the tube splitting. Most families who use blended food have a 
12Fr tube or wider.

Things to consider before 
starting to use blended food

The type of feeding tube
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Nasogastric tubes are very long and thin (6Fr or 8Fr) this means a lot 
of liquid has to be added to the blended food to make it thin enough 
to pass through the tube (which is likely to make is less effective at 
reducing reflux, retching and vomiting symptoms). Because the tube is 
long and thin more pressure is needed to push the blended food through 
the tube which increases the risk of the tube splitting.

What do I do if it splits?

If a nasogastric tube splits the blended food could go into the lungs 
which would lead to chest infection. If you have a nasogastric tube and 
would like to use blended food please discuss changing to a gastrostomy 
tube with your healthcare team.

Jejunal feeding, further down the intestinal tract, past the stomach, is 
sometimes used to reduce reflux, retching and vomiting symptoms.

It could be dangerous to give blended food directly into the jejunum for 
three reasons:

1. There are no protective stomach acids, which could increase risk of 
getting an infection

2. The jejunum is not as stretchy as the stomach so cannot hold as 
much volume

3. Food would usually have been through several steps in digestion 
before getting to the jejunum, if added straight in it may pass 
quicker through (i.e. diarrhoea) and not be absorbed properly

Blended diet can be better tolerated, meaning it’s possible to feed into 
the stomach. It is better to use the stomach if possible. Some children 
are fed blends into their stomachs in the daytime and enteral formula 
at night time into their jejunum. It’s best to discuss all the options with 
your child’s healthcare team. 

Nasogastric-Tubes

Feeding into the small bowel (Jejunal Feeding)
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"I don’t want to be negative because we’ve 
obviously all seen how many positives there 
are, but I think we need to be honest, this 
isn’t the easy route. I t is time consuming and 
it can be expensive."

"I spend every Saturday, batch cooking, 
blending, freezing, and portioning, and that 
just becomes part of your life."

"From a practical point of view, it [blended 
diet] is actually more awkward because with 
the milk [commercial formula] you get it 
delivered and you just stick the tube in, hook 
it up and it’s gone. With the food you’ve got 
to buy it, you’ve got to prepare it, you’ve got 
to make it, you’ve got to keep it fresh and 
refrigerate it, use it before it’s gone past it, 
and of course there is more stuff to clean 
up too."

Using blended diet is not an easy option and it involves a lot more time, 
effort and money compared with using a commercial enteral formula. 
For example, you will spend time planning meals and shopping for food 
ingredients. You may need to invest in new kitchen equipment such as a 
food blender or storage equipment and a second freezer if you are going 
to batch blend.

The amount of time and work involved
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Although blended diet takes more time and planning in comparison to 
ready to hang formula many parents enjoy being able to shop, prepare 
and cook for their tube-fed child.

A freezer full of batch made blends

"You get a kick out of it. I hate doing it 
sometimes, especially when I think he’s got 
two meals left and I look in the freezer and 
there is nothing, that is a horrible feeling. 
Even sometimes when I don’t want to do it 
and I’m really quite grumpy about having to 
do it I end up enjoying it. I t’s really weird, 
there is something about it. I t feels really 
good."
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The idea that you can give blended food through a feeding tube is still 
relatively new. There were concerns that the use of blended food could 
increase the risk of tummy bugs, feeding tube blockages and micro 
nutrient deficiencies. However, families for many years have shown it is 
possible to provide safe, healthy, well-balanced diets using blended food 
without blocking the tube. To do this it is best to seek the support of 
your child’s dietitian.

Many registered Children’s Home Enteral Feeding dietitians now have 
experience supporting families who use blended food. Nurses and 
Doctors and the team around your child can also support you. Just ask 
your team.

It’s worth considering where your child is fed, outside of the family 
home. Before you start using blended food you may wish to speak to the 
teams in these settings and ask if they would be able to prepare and 
give blended food through the feeding tube.

Each setting will be different; it will depend on the kitchen and storage 
equipment available and the confidence and abilities of the staff.

Support from your 
child’s team

"The hospice that we are associated with they 
are very pro-blended diet they even have a 
blender there and for most children that go 
there who have a blended diet it is totally 
normal which is very nice."

"Nursery are happy to give blends now but he 
starts school in September so I am preparing 
myself for another battle then"
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Using blended food means you need to plan, shop, prepare, cook, blend 
and store food for your child, while many parents find this rewarding it 
can also be overwhelming particularly when you are first starting out. 
While some families choose to use only blended foods many choose to 
use blended food alongside a commercial enteral formula, which can 
give the best of both options and offer more flexibility.

Food choices

"Most parents using blended diet have put in 
a lot of work to make sure they are feeding 
their child really good healthy nutritious 
food"

Nutritional adequacy

Missing out certain vitamins or minerals in the diet 
leads to micro-nutrient deficiencies. Equally, very high 
levels of some vitamins and minerals can be harmful. 
You can easily avoid these problems by following 
age appropriate general healthy eating advice. Don’t 
overuse any one particular food ingredient - opt for 
variety and if in doubt speak to a registered dietitian 
with experience of blended diet. 
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Expressed breast milk or first infant formula provides all the energy and 
nutrients your tube-fed baby needs until they are 6 months old.

At 6 months you could start to add blended food to the expressed breast 
milk or first infant formula. Babies have tiny tummies, so start by 
adding a small amount of blended food (5-10ml or 1-2 teaspoons) to their 
expressed breast milk or first infant formula.

Single vegetables such as broccoli, cauliflower, spinach, sweet potato 
or carrot are good options for first blended foods, as are fruits such as 
apple and pear.

Babies and toddlers

"It is like when you start weaning a baby. You 
start with small amounts of puree fruit or 
vegetable, I guess that is easier if you have 
had experience weaning a child orally."
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The NHS Eatwell Guide provides healthy eating advice for the general 
population (age 2+) and many families have found it to be a useful 
starting point to help plan a healthy and well-balanced blended diet too. 

The Eatwell Guide - NHS (www.nhs.uk)

The Eatwell Guide shows that to have a healthy, balanced diet, we 
should all try to:

•	 Eat at least 5 portions of a variety of fruit and vegetables every day
•	 Base our meals on higher fibre starchy foods like potatoes, bread, 

rice or pasta
•	 Have some dairy or dairy alternatives (such as soya drinks)
•	 Eat some beans, pulses, fish, eggs, meat and other protein
•	 Choose unsaturated oils and spreads, and eat them in small amounts
•	 Drink plenty of fluids (for older children at least 6 to 8 glasses a day)

Food choices for children 2+

"The Eat Well Guide is a good visual. I t’s 
far less daunting than trying to calculate 
exactly what’s in food which is an extra 
difficultly job you don’t need."

"There has to be some give and take, it might 
not look like the Eatwell guide everyday- but 
that is how people eat, it is a starting point."

Foods and drinks that are high in fat, salt and sugar, should 
be used less often and in small amounts. Choosing a variety of 
different foods from the 5 main food groups means there are a 
wide range of nutrients (vitamins and minerals) in the diet.
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There are 14 common food allergens: milk, eggs, soya, cereals containing 
gluten, peanuts, tree nuts, sesame seeds, fish, mustard, crustaceans 
(like crab), molluscs (for example mussels), lupin, celery and sulphur 
dioxide (sulphites).

Symptoms of food allergy include:

• Gut reactions such as tummy ache, vomiting and diarrhoea
• Skin reaction for example a rash, itch or swelling
• Respiratory reactions such as a wheeze, cough or in extreme cases 
anaphylaxis.

Introduce the foods that can trigger allergic reactions one at a time and 
in very small amounts so that you can spot any reaction. If there is a 
history of food allergy in your family, you should take particular care; 
you may wish to use a food and symptom diary to help you track this.
If you think your child is reacting to a particular food, talk to your 
dietitian. Do not be tempted to cut out whole food groups; this way 
leads to nutrient deficiencies.

[Food Allergy | Allergy UK | National Charity] 
(www.allergyuk.org/types-of-allergies/food-allergy/)

Introducing potential allergens
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Most harmful germs which cause illness grow 
rapidly at temperatures above 8°C and below 
63°C - this is often called the ‘danger zone’. 
For this reason, the FSA advice is to keep food 
in the danger zone for the shortest amount of 
time possible. That is why the FSA advise that 
the safest way to defrost food is in the fridge 
overnight.

As with any food it is important to prepare, cook and store blended food 
properly to avoid contamination with and growth of germs which can 
cause stomach upset and illness.

The UK Food Standards Agency provides advice on how to safely prepare, 
cook and store food. 

Food safety and hygiene | Food Standards Agency.

Babies have an undeveloped immune system so there are some 
particular foods to avoid

Foods to avoid giving babies and young children - NHS (www.nhs.uk)

Day-to-day practicalities

"It makes you nervous, irrational even. I have 
seen people [on the Facebook group] ask 
if they need to cook this ingredient before 
blending or how long can they store a blend 
recipe for. You are literally giving your child 
the food they would have eaten orally, treat 
it as it they were going to eat it orally"

How should I prepare, cook and store blended foods?
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Getting the smooth consistency required can be a process of trial and 
error.

Some parents choose to use regular kitchen blender, others choose to 
invest in high-powered, expensive blenders. Some parents will choose to 
sieve the blend whereas others are happy not to.

"Getting the consistency of the blend right, I 
found very difficult and we wasted a lot of 
blends in the process. The right consistency 
is where it’s thick enough that it’s not like 
the milk, and therefore does them good 
but isn’t too thick to be too risky pushing 
through the tube."

Blending
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There are three different ways in which parents choose to give blended 
food:
• A slow plunge technique
• Gravity bolus
• A bolus using an enteral feeding pump

If the tube does become blocked, water (cold or warm) can be used to 
try and unblock it. Using a 60ml enteral syringe use a push/pull action to 
try to unblock the tube. If the 60ml syringe does not clear the blockage, 
try a 20ml enteral syringe. This needs to be done carefully to prevent 
any tube damage.

If you are unable to unblock the tube yourself you should, contact your 
healthcare team for advice.

"We did perfectly well with a smaller 
blender for a long time, but decided we were 
going to go for it and make an investment [in 
a more powerful blender]"

"I will sieve and sieve because I just do not 
want to take the risk of blocking the tube."

"I’ve never had a problem and I know that 
I can change his button, so I’ve kind of risk 
assessed and made that decision. I just do 
not have the capacity or time to do that"

How can I give blended diet through the tube?
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"Everyone has at some point forgotten to put the 
blender lid on. You end up with food splattered all 
across you, your child, the walls, the ceiling"

Using blended food does become easier with time and practice.

How to keep going

"The group is great for Mum to mum tips. 
New foods tried, offers in supermarkets 
or finding a leak proof storage container. 
Everyone helps each other out."

"I think it’s important for people to know ... 
you get your routine, you get your rhythm."

Don’t panic!
You will likely make a mess

Talk to others!
There are support groups online run by parents for parents for 
example Blended Diet UK available from www.facebook.com/
groups/2787024721835551 (You will need to request access to join)
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Holidays are possible!

"Holiday are possible with blends! It takes 
more planning but you can do it. I have a 
little blender which I take away with me, 
we’ve even managed to go camping"

Many families using blended diet manage to travel.

We hope you have found this information useful and wish 
you all the best in the choices you make.

Christmas dinner, blended
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Notes
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