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FRAIL ELDERLY

Learning outcomes
• Demonstrate knowledge and understanding 

of the specific nutritional needs and energy 
requirements for the frail elderly.

• Explain how to achieve these specific nutritional 
needs and energy requirements through 
appropriate food choices and/or the use of 
supplements.

Course content
Frailty is commonly associated with ageing and 
could include several characteristics, for example: 
• Low physical activity
• Muscle weakness
• Slowed performance
• Fatigue or poor endurance
• Unintentional weight loss.

Frail, older adults are weak and often have many 
complex medical problems. They have a lower 
ability for independent living, may have impaired 
mental abilities, and often require assistance for 
daily activities such as dressing, eating, toileting 
and mobility. Most frail, older adults are women, 
partly because women usually live longer than 
men. Due to the rapid rate of growth in the ageing 
population, aged 65 years and older, the number of 
frail, older adults is increasing every year.

Awareness of any nutrition-related health problems 
and timely intervention can be a big help in 
preventing the downward slide that leads to loss 
of independence and reduced quality of life. Good 
nutrition improves wound healing. It also helps to 
preserve bone mass and maintain muscle strength, 
thus reducing the risk of falls and fractures. 

Choosing nourishing food can be challenging for 
frail older people. Nutrient dense, high protein, 
high energy foods are important. Nutrient dense 
foods should be provided everyday wherever 
possible, especially in times of acute illness. The 
shopping list below shows some examples of 
nourishing, high calorie foods.

Frail elderly
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A few simple dietary and lifestyle changes can help 
people delay or avoid the onset of many illnesses and 
diseases associated with ageing and vastly improve 
their quality of life as they age” British Nutrition 
Foundation – Simple steps to a healthier old age

Eyes 
One in eight people aged over 
75 years suffers from severe 
vision impairment. According 
to the British Nutrition 
Foundation (BNF), lutein and 

zeaxanthin, found in some fruits and vegetables, 
may help protect against poor eye health in later 
life. So regularly eating foods like kiwi fruit, grapes, 
spinach and broccoli is a good idea.

Brain 
Around one in twenty 
people over the age of 65 
suffers from severe cognitive 
impairment or dementia. 
Folate, vitamin B12 and long 
chain omega-3 fatty acids are 
good for the brain and should 
help to keep people’s minds 

alert and agile as they age. Folate is found in leafy 
vegetables, some fruits (for example oranges) and 
fortified breakfast cereals where it is in the form of 
folic acid. Vitamin B12 is found in fish, meat, poultry, 
eggs and dairy products. Long chain omega-3 fatty 
acids are found in oily fish. 

Bones
Osteoporosis affects an 
estimated one in three women 
and one in twelve men over the 
age of 55 years. Calcium (found 
particularly in milk, yoghurt 
and cheese) is very important 
for the protection of bone 
health, as are vitamin D (found 
in eggs, oily fish, margarine) 
and vitamin K (found in dark 
green leafy vegetables and 
some fruits). Vitamin D is 
also made in the skin when 
exposed to sunlight, but in the 
UK we make no vitamin D from 

sunlight during the months of October to March due to 
the reduced angle of the sun. Older women, who cover 
their skin for cultural reasons, are particularly prone to 
vitamin D deficiency. 

Heart
Coronary heart disease 
accounts for around 94,000 
deaths in the UK each year. 
According to the BNF, the 
following foods are all features 
of a heart-healthy diet:

• oily fish which contains long chain omega 3 
fatty acids

• ‘healthier’ fats like vegetable oils and low 
fat spreads 

• foods rich in soluble fibre such as oats, peas, 
beans, some fruits and vegetables 

• foods rich in folate and vitamin B12
• sources of potassium such as root vegetables and 

fruits like peaches and bananas.

Other foods that have been shown to be beneficial 
include wholegrain foods, nuts, soya and 
mycoprotein products, and foods with added plant 
sterols and stanols. British Nutrition Foundation – 
Simple steps to a healthier old age

Shopping list
full cream milk

Quiche

cream

cheese slices

eggs

custard

flavoured milk

tinned beans

long life milk

Quorn products

frozen fish fingers

scones/muffins

tinned spaghetti

frozen vegetables

canned soups

full fat yoghurts

frozen pies

frozen meals

tinned tuna

tinned salmon

http://bit.ly/25pFm0i
http://bit.ly/25pFm0i
http://bit.ly/25pFm0i
http://bit.ly/25pFm0i
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You have been asked to plan meals for a frail, older adult with the following conditions:
– dementia
– difficulty preparing meals due to poor mobility
– depression (low motivation to prepare meals)
– ill-fitting dentures

a) Research some of the issues affecting a person with the above conditions and suggest 
some advice for him or her. 

b) Suggest a range of food options that might be suitable.

1

Revision Questions

2 Many frail older adults are unable to maintain proper energy and nutrient intake by eating 
a well balanced diet. Present the arguments for nutrient supplementation in this group.

3 Discuss the energy requirements of frail older adults.


