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Preventing undernutrition among elderly

The potencial of dairy products

Author: Alexander Anton, EDA secretary general

U
ndernutrition among elderly citizens and people being hospital-
ised is an increasing phenomenon in Western societies. It affects 
the well-being of the individual as well as public health budgets. 
Thanks to their specific nutritional composition, dairy products 

have a potential role in preventing and reversing this negative trend. 
The European Dairy Association (EDA) suggests a priority should be 
given to undernourishment among elderly citizens and people being 
hospitalised, under the current and coming EU health programmes.

Undernutrition is not widespread among healthy and well-functioning 
elderly citizens. However, some groups of elderly in Western societies 
(especially those very advanced in age) are more likely to suffer from 
undernutrition, manifesting itself in different symptoms like unplanned 
weight and muscle loss (sarcopenia) and bone fractures due to osteo-
porosis and increased risk of falling1-7. A study has shown that two out 
of three elderly citizens participating in ambulatory rehabilitation after 
a hospital treatment have an unhealthy nutritional state or are more 
likely to suffer from it.8 Weight-losses can have fatal consequences as 
even a very small unplanned weight loss can have a big impact on health 
for elderly citizens and increase the risk of premature death. Elderly can 
also be malnourished without experiencing a weight loss or even when 
they are overweight, e.g. when lacking certain vitamins and minerals or 
by loss of skeletal muscle mass, compensated in weight by fat mass3.

The main factors associated with undernutrition can be the loss of 
taste or smell, loss of appetite, problems chewing or swallowing, diges-

tion troubles, physical impairment, hospitalisation, illness or loneliness. 
Undernutrition resulting in lack of protein may have negative physiologi-
cal consequences: it can accelerate the already involuntary loss of mus-
cles, naturally occurring during ageing (sarcopenia), and can be detri-
mental to patients in combination with weight loss and loss of appetite in 
chronically ill patients (cachexia). Lack of vitamins and minerals can have 
multiple negative effects like decreased immune function and cognitive 
impairment. Lack of calcium and vitamin D can lead to loss of bone mass 
resulting in osteoporosis (common among elderly women especially).

Milk and dairy programmes show potential to improve human nutri-
tion worldwide according to FAO 2013 report9. In Western societies, in 
particular among elderly citizens living in nursing homes, receiving home 
care, or living in their own homes as well as for patients at hospitals, dairy 
products have a potential role in preventing or reversing undernutrition.

Dairy products are naturally nutrient rich, fresh and tasty. They are 
easily available in supermarkets, storable, tasty and affordable. They 
are an excellent source of high quality proteins, containing all the 
essential amino acids we need with high leucine levels, which are im-
portant to optimally stimulate skeletal muscle synthesis10. They are 
an important source of calcium playing a role in preventing osteo-
porosis as well. Dairy products also contain high levels of vitamin B12 
guarantying the proper functioning of the brain and immune system, 
and minerals like zinc and selenium, naturally present in dairy, which 
contribute to the protection of cells from oxidative stress. 
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Many elderly citizens are already familiar with dairy products that have 
been a part of their diet for their entire life. In some EU Member States like 
Denmark, it is already recommended that elderly people should increase 
their protein, calcium, vitamin D and energy intake for muscle and bone 
health maintenance. Dairy products are known to be excellent sources of 
these nutrients11,12. Traditional dairy products with high protein-energy 
content like cheese and milk-based products can be recommended for 
all elderly. Specialised dairy products with specific nutritional qualities like 
drinking yoghurts and dairy desserts with high protein content and/or 
energy content may be recommended for underweight elderly.

Undernourishment among elderly citizens and people being hospitalised 
should be a priority under the current and future EU health programmes. 
EDA also fully encourages the establishment of a forum with representa-
tives from Member States, NGOs, research institutions and food business 
operators, in order to exchange best practices on preventing and revers-
ing undernourishment among elderly citizens in the EU.

For more information on the subject, see EDA’s Facstsheet ➞ http://
eda.euromilk.org/news-events/news/read/article/the-potential-of-
dairy-products-in-preventing-undernutrition-among-elderly.html 
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