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AGING AND NUTRITIONAL HEALTH

Changes in health and lifestyle can affect nutrition needs as we age. 

• Physical changes can affect interest in food or ability to eat well.

These include vision, dental, or taste problems.

• Lifestyle changes such as losing a spouse can affect eating habits.

• To help prevent or treat chronic diseases, we may need to change

the kinds of foods that we eat. 

Here is some good news: We can plan meals and snacks to overcome these

challenges, improve health, and maintain our quality of life.

GOALS FOR GOOD HEALTH

Get the right amount of calories for a healthy weight.

As we age, our metabolism slows down. We burn fewer calories when we breathe,

digest food, and handle other body functions. We also may be less physically

active. As a result, we may need fewer calories to maintain a healthy weight.

It’s best to consume the right amount of 

calories for good health. Too many calories

can lead to obesity. This raises the risk for 

high blood pressure, diabetes, heart attack,

and stroke. Too few calories can lead to

weight loss and feeling weak.



Eat a balanced diet that’s
rich in nutrients.

Although we need fewer calories, we

still need plenty of vitamins and miner-

als. To meet nutrient needs on fewer

calories, older adults should consume a

variety of nutrient-dense foods.

Nutrient-dense foods and beverages

are rich in vitamins and minerals. They

are also low or moderate in calories.

Examples are fruits, vegetables, juices,

lean meats, low-fat dairy products,

whole grain breads, and fortified cereals.

Get enough fiber in foods.

Dietary fiber can help control blood

cholesterol and blood sugar. It can also

help keep the bowels regular. Aim for

20 to 35 grams of fiber each day. Foods

with fiber include fruits, vegetables,

cooked dry beans, lentils, brown rice,

and whole grain cereals and breads.

Drink enough fluids.

Every day, our bodies lose fluids.

Replace these fluids to prevent 

dehydration, keep the body working

smoothly, and prevent constipation. 

Most people need at least 6 to 8 cups of

fluids each day. Fluids can include water,

juice, milk, soups, and decaffeinated

coffee or tea. 

Prevent or control chronic diseases. 

Many chronic diseases are related to

poor eating habits acquired earlier in

life. However, good nutrition in the

later years can help lessen the effects

of these diseases, and improve the

quality of life. Contact a health care

provider for specific advice.

Heart disease: Follow a heart-

healthy diet. 

• Limit foods that are high in saturated

fat. These include eggs, high-fat

meats, butter, lard, and palm oil. 

• Eat foods that are low in trans fat.

Use food labels as a guide.

• Use olive, safflower, canola,

or soybean oils.

• Try lean meats and low-fat milk. 

• Eat fish at least 1 or 2 times

per week.

• Remove skin from chicken and

other poultry.

• Avoid fried foods. 

• Eat fruits, vegetables, and cooked

dry beans and lentils.
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High blood pressure: Control sodium

intake and weight.

• Choose foods with less salt or 

sodium. Use food labels as a guide.

• Include fruits, vegetables, and

low-fat dairy products.

• Maintain a healthy weight. 

Diabetes: Control blood sugar

and weight.

• Follow a meal plan from a health

care provider.

• Use insulin or other medicines.

• Stay physically active, if possible.

• Maintain a healthy weight. 

Osteoporosis: Keep bones healthy with

calcium and vitamin D.

• Consume low-fat milk, cheese, and

yogurt as calcium sources. 

• Drink milk fortified with vitamin D.

• Ask a health care provider if 

supplements are needed.

• Stay physically active, if possible. 

Address problems that make meals
hard to eat.

Poor appetite

• Eat small, frequent meals.

• Drink beverages with calories and

nutrients, such as milk, soup, or hot

chocolate. Ask a health care provider

if supplemental drinks are needed.

• Add variety and color to meals.

• Perk up flavors with herbs or spices.

• Marinate meats in fruit juice or salad

dressing to add flavor.

• Create a positive setting for meals.

Some ideas are tablecloths, pleasant

lights, and appealing music.

Problems with chewing foods

• Drink water or fluids with meals.

• Eat foods that are soft and

easy to chew.

3 Tender cuts of meat

3 Soft foods that are good sources

of protein (eggs, low-fat milk,

cheese, or yogurt)

3 Soft fresh fruits and vegetables

3 Fruits canned in water or juice 

3 Cooked vegetables

3 Cooked cereals, rice, or pasta

3 Mashed or pureed food
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Food allergies

• Carefully read the ingredients on

food labels to avoid foods or 

additives that trigger allergies.

Lactose intolerance (inability to digest

the sugar found in milk)

• Try lactose-free milk products or 

lactase pills that digest lactose.

• Some dairy foods such as cheese or

yogurt may be easier to digest. 

Stay physically active.

Physical activity can be part of a

healthy lifestyle at any age. It can help:

• Burn calories to help manage weight.

• Maintain strong bones and muscles. 

• Prevent heart disease and diabetes.

• Improve the way that the heart and

lungs work.

• Increase strength and flexibility.

• Add to a feeling of well-being. 

• Maintain overall quality of life.

Most older adults can take part in

physical activity. Examples are walking,

gardening, swimming, or dancing.

Climbing stairs, chair exercises, and

wheelchair exercises also count. 

Know your medications.

Some medicines react with foods in

the diet. Read the labels carefully. 

ASK YOUR HEALTH CARE PROVIDER

• Find out how many calories you

need, and whether you need to 

follow a special diet.

• Tell the doctor and pharmacist

about all medicines that you take.

This includes over-the-counter and

prescription drugs. Ask whether

any of these medicines might react

with the foods in your diet.

• Get advice before starting

a new exercise.

FOR MORE INFORMATION 

U.S. Department of Agriculture National Agricultural Library 

Website: www.nutrition.gov (In the Nutrition Information About…box, 

click on Elderly).
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IT’S EASY TO MAKE HEALTHFUL MEALS!

Preparing foods in a healthful way does not require more time or effort.

Here are some tips to select and prepare foods for better health.

When You Shop for Foods

Use food labels to compare foods and make healthy choices.

1. Read the Nutrition Facts panel to look for: 

• the serving size of the food or beverage.

• the number of servings in this size of bottle, jar, or package.

• the amount of calories and nutrients in each serving.

2. Read the Ingredients to see if a product is relatively high in certain

ingredients. By law, ingredients are listed in order by weight. The one that

adds the most weight to the product is listed first. The one that adds the

least weight is listed last.

3. Read the Nutrition Facts panel and look for any nutrient claims on the

label. Food companies must report Percent Daily Value in foods and they

may also tell you if a food is high or low in certain nutrients.

Example: 

1 cup of 2% fat milk has 120 calories and 5 grams of total fat.

1 cup of skim milk has 80 calories and 0 grams of total fat. 

Example: 

Check the ingredient list on a loaf of bread. If whole wheat flour

appears first on the list, the bread is high in whole wheat flour.

Example: 

Added fiber, reduced fat, no trans fat, or high in vitamin C.



Use less fat. 

Meat, Poultry, and Fish

• Choose lower-fat meat and poultry.

3 Ground beef that is less

than 20% fat

3 Lean ground turkey in place of

ground beef

3 Lean meats instead of hot dogs

or bologna

• Prepare or serve these foods

with less fat.

3 Bake, broil, or roast these rather

than frying them

3 Trim off all visible fat from meats

3 Drain fat from cooked meats

3 Remove skin from chicken

or turkey

Milk Products

• Use skim milk instead of whole milk.

• Use low-fat cheese instead of

regular cheese. 

• Use low-fat yogurt instead of

sour cream. 

• Use ricotta cheese instead of

cream cheese.

Oils, Toppings, and Condiments

• Use less butter and margarine.

• Use vegetable oil or non-fat cooking

spray to sauté foods.

• Use low-fat mayonnaise.

• Use less gravy on meat and potatoes.

Soups and Stews

• Chill, then skim off hardened fat

before reheating.

• For creamed condensed soups,

prepare with skim milk instead

of whole milk. 

Breads and Grain Products

• Limit high-fat breads such as 

croissants and some muffins.

• Replace high-fat crackers with

reduced-fat crackers.
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WHEN YOU PREPARE OR SERVE FOODS



Use less sodium.

• Buy fresh or frozen foods rather

than canned foods. 

• Choose canned foods labeled

“no salt,” “no sodium,” or

“reduced sodium.”

• Use fewer processed meats.

• Omit salt or use less than the

amount listed in a recipe.

• Use less celery salt, seasoned salt,

soy sauce, monosodium glutamate

(MSG), Worcestershire sauce, and

bouillon cubes.

• Make soup stock from turkey,

chicken or beef bones. 

• Try herbs, spices, and seasonings

for flavors.
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ALL-PURPOSE SEASONING

For meats, vegetables, and tomato-based foods

2 Tbsp. dry mustard 2 tsp. black or white pepper

2 Tbsp. onion powder 2 tsp. thyme

2 Tbsp. paprika 1⁄2 tsp. ground basil

2 Tbsp. garlic powder

Blend spices thoroughly. Store in an airtight container.

Yield: about 1⁄2 cup

ITALIAN SEASONING 

For pasta sauces or Italian dishes

4 Tbsp. dried parsley, crushed 1 tsp. ground thyme or marjoram

4 tsp. dried minced onion 2 tsp. celery seed

1 tsp. ground oregano 1 tsp. garlic powder

2 tsp. dried basil, crushed 1⁄4 tsp. black pepper

Blend spices thoroughly. Store in an airtight container.

Yield: about 1⁄2 cup

Source of Recipes: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Midwest Region. What’s in a Meal?
A Resource Manual for Providing Nutritious Meals in the Child and Adult Food Care Program,
Fourth Edition, 2003. Reproduced by the National Food Service Management Institute.
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Use less sugar. 

• Eat fresh fruit or unsweetened

frozen fruit.

• Eat fruit canned in its own juice

or water. 

• Use up to 1⁄3 less sugar in recipes

for baked goods.

• Choose foods with fewer added

sugars (brown sugar, cane sugar,

corn sweetener, corn syrup, high

fructose corn syrup, dextrose, fructose,

glucose, honey, invert sugar, lactose,

malt syrup, maltose, maple syrup,

molasses, or sucrose). 

Add more fiber.

• Use brown rice instead of white rice.

• Use whole grains in mixed dishes,

such as barley in stew.

• Add rolled oats to meatloaf or 

meatballs.

• Use rolled oats as breading

for baked chicken or fish. 

• Replace half of the meat in chili

with kidney or black beans.

• Make soups with dried beans, split

peas, or lentils.

• Add vegetables to quiche, casseroles,

and spaghetti sauce.

• Serve fresh fruits or vegetables 

as a snack. 

Add more fruits. 

• Top cereal with fresh fruit.

• Add orange pieces to a tossed salad.

• Serve cut-up fruit as a snack. 

• Mix fruit with low-fat yogurt.

• For dessert, serve baked apples,

pears, or a fruit salad.

• Top frozen yogurt with berries. 

• Make a fruit smoothie by blending

milk or yogurt with fruits.

Add more vegetables. 

• Try a main dish salad for lunch. 

• Add chopped vegetables to soups,

casseroles, pasta sauces, lasagna,

meatloaf, and stir-fry meals. 

• Use cooked potatoes to thicken

stews or soups.
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Check the Nutrition Facts panel for the

serving size and number of servings in

the package. Look for the amount of

calories and nutrients in each serving.

Limit snacks that are high in calories,

saturated fat, trans fat, total fat, and

sodium.

Check the ingredient list. Choose fewer

snacks that list any added sugars as the

first ingredient. Added sugars include

Instead of …. Try….

Ice cream. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Flavored low-fat yogurt

Milkshake . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Fruit shake made with skim milk

High-fat crackers . . . . . . . . . . . . Reduced-fat crackers

Candy bar . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Fresh fruit

Fruits canned in syrup . . . . . . . . Fruits canned in their own juice

Snacks can be a healthful part of the diet at any age. They can help satisfy hunger,

and provide fuel and nutrients. The most healthful snacks are high in nutrients,

and low in fats and added sugars.

TIPS FOR CHOOSING HEALTHFUL SNACKS

Use food labels to choose healthful snacks. 

brown sugar, cane sugar, corn sweetener,

corn syrup, dextrose, fructose, glucose,

honey, invert sugar, lactose, malt syrup,

maltose, maple syrup, molasses, and

sucrose.

Look for products with the nutrient

claims fat free, low fat, reduced fat,

no trans fat, light, low sodium, reduced

sodium, lightly salted, or reduced calorie

on the front of the package. 

Choose snacks that are low in fat and added sugars.
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Enjoy fresh fruits and vegetables
as a snack.

• They are high in nutrients,

and low in fat.

• Try them with a low-fat dip

or dressing. 

Combine healthful foods in
appealing ways.

• Mix low-fat yogurt with pieces of

fresh, frozen, or canned fruit. 

• Use low-fat milk with cereal.

Top with fresh or frozen fruit.

• Make a shake: Mix skim milk, fruit,

and vanilla extract in a blender.

• Melt low-fat cheese on a whole-

wheat tortilla.

• Make a dip with non-fat cottage

cheese. To each cup of cottage

cheese, add 2 tablespoons skim milk.

Add chopped dill or chives. Serve

with whole grain crackers, or with

sliced soft raw vegetables.

Use snacks as a way to add
extra fluids. 

• Drink 100% fruit juice, low-fat milk,

decaffeinated or herbal teas, plain

water, or water flavored with lemon. 

• Try frozen fruit bars made with

100% fruit juice.

• Soups are also a good source

of fluids.

If needed, choose snacks that are
soft and easy to chew or swallow.

• Eat soft fruits and vegetables

with the peels removed.

• Eat canned fruits packed

in juice or water.

• Eat yogurt and cottage cheese.


