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Nutrition and 
eating behaviour 

in later life



Trinity College Dublin, The University of Dublin

Make as many meals and snacks 
as sociable as you can
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Protect your bones with enough   
calcium and vitamin D

Choose foods that are higher in 
fibre and nutrient-rich

Eat good quality protein to 
protect your muscle strength

Mind your best weight

Keep moving
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Make as many mealtimes as 
sociable as you can

Eating is a biological and social necessity

Shared mealtimes have consistently been 
associated with:

• Greater motivation to cook
• Increased food enjoyment
• Improved nutritional intakes
• Reduced risk of adverse outcomes

Role in social isolation (and loneliness):
• Increase risk of death from CVD by 34%
• Increase risk of death from cancer by 24%
• Shared meals ↓ risks and ↑ diet quality
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Make as many mealtimes as 
sociable as you can

Can be more of a challenge as we age

Doesn’t need to be all the time to see benefit

• Regular interactive element to meals
• Even photos of loved ones improve intake

Try to avoid watching TV during meals

Environment is key to our food behaviour 
• Who is around us when cooking/eating
• Sets us up for healthier behaviours
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Choose foods that are higher in 
fibre and nutrient-rich

Bottom 2 shelves of the Food Pyramid

Up to 80% do not meet guidelines for fibre

• Healthy bowel function
• ↓ risk of constipation
• ↑ diet quality with ↑ range of foods

Soluble and insoluble fibre
• Fruits, vegetables, cereals, grains
• Support blood lipid profiles
• Protective in terms of CVD and cancer
• Improves ‘transit time’
• Mediates blood glucose levels
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Choose foods that are higher in 
fibre and nutrient-rich

Supports a healthier microbiome

• Dietary diversity is key
• Prebiotics and probiotics help
• Affects disease risk, immunity, energy levels

Include fibre-containing foods across most meals

• Aim for different colours
• Some variety with in-season foods
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Choose foods that are higher 
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Eat good quality protein to 
protect your muscle strength

Key for muscle synthesis and maintaining 
muscle mass

1/3 older adults have protein intakes below 
what’s needed for adequate muscle function

Helps prevent or delay sarcopenia and frailty

• More protein-dense diet needed
• Two servings of high-quality protein
• Legumes, meat, fish, poultry, eggs

• Spread across the day
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Eat good quality protein to 
protect your muscle strength

Frailty and sarcopenia

• Significantly associated with losses in function
• Affects up to a 1/3 of older adults

To support adequate muscle mass

• Varied diet with sufficient protein
• Regular physical activity

Key part of living independently
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Protect your bones with enough 
calcium and vitamin D

Calcium and vitamin D go hand-in-hand

Role in ↓ falls and fractures

All older persons need a supplement of
15mcg vitamin D every day

• Sun exposure not recommended
• Capacity to produce vitamin D decreases
• Less time outdoors
• Appetites decrease with age
• Well-rounded diet is not enough
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Protect your bones with enough 
calcium and vitamin D

To support sufficient vitamin D intake

• Natural sources incl. eggs and oily fish
• Fortified sources incl. milks, yogurts, and cereals
• Still need a supplement

To support sufficient calcium intake

• Milk, yogurt, and cheese
• Different benefits
• Average national intake is 2 servings a day
• Recommendation is 3-4 servings a day
• Aim to have some dairy or an alternative with 

most meals or as snacks most days
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Mind your best 
weight

The weight you can 
achieve while living the 
healthiest life you can 
truly enjoy

Often too simplistic 
about weight and 
weight status

Not all the same when 
it comes to our 
experience of weight
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Mind your best weight

Weight stigma refers to labelling, bias, 
stereotyping, discrimination, and/or 
prejudice against people living with 
overweight

A form of stigma that is seen as acceptable

• Experienced multiple times a day

• 75% from family and friends

• 70% from doctors

• 50% from nurses

• 35% from dietitians

• Has no positive effects or motivating fx
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Mind your best weight

Experiencing weight discrimination and 
stigma is associated with ↑ risk of 
dementia and poorer cognitive outcomes

Association held despite controlling for:

• Age, sex, race, ethnicity, education

• BMI, diabetes, hypertension, smoking, 
physical activity, genetic risk

• Depression and depressive symptoms

Psychological, physiological, and 
behavioural responses that harm health 
over time
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Mind your best weight

Consistent stigma (internal/external):

• Less likely to be sociable

• Avoid health services

• Maladaptive eating and coping strategies

• Higher cortisol levels

• Higher levels of inflammation

• Further increased risk of chronic disease
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Important to work on:

• Self-talk around body weight

• Boundaries with other people

• Compassion for where we are at now

• Commitment to ongoing self-care

• Do what your resources allow on a 
given day
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Keep moving

Key to so many of the principles

Any movement is better than none

Combine principles, e.g., less likely to feel 
lonely when walking with another person 
compared to walking alone

Factors that affect our level of movement

• Environment

• Resources

• Concerns about health or fitness

• Fear of falls
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Keep moving

Question the mindset of slowing down

Consider the role of community in 
managing health

• How you contribute

• What you get back from it

What can we ask of our community to 
help us in managing our health?

Collective and life-long effort
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