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Factors Which Affect 
Food Intake
 Good nutrition can help keep the 
body healthy. However, many factors 
can affect older adults’ ability or desire 
to grocery shop, cook or eat.

Physical Factors
 Muscle mass tends to decrease with 
age. This can result in lower strength, 
energy, mobility and balance. This can 
make grocery shopping, cooking and 
even eating difficult. 
 Bone mass tends to decline with age. 
This can lower mobility and increase 
fracture risk. It can also affect grocery 
shopping and cooking. 
 Joint problems, such as arthritis, are 
a problem for many older adults.  Joint 
problems can hinder grocery shopping, 
cooking and eating. 
 Vision tends to decline with age. 
This can make grocery shopping and 
cooking harder.

Nutrition for Older Adults:
Factors Which Affect 

Food Intake

 Taste and smell tend to decline with 
age. Foods may not taste the same 
causing lower food intake.
 Saliva tends to decrease with age. 
Foods may be dry and difficult to swal-
low which can lower food intake.
 Tooth and mouth problems can 
make chewing and swallowing difficult. 
These can lower food appeal.
 Digestion changes occur with age. 
This can cause digestion problems or 
food intolerances. This can lower food 
appeal.
 Intestinal motility tends to decline 
with age. Along with low fluid and fiber 
intake, this can result in constipation. 
This can lower food appeal.

Social Factors
 Loss of social contact is a problem 
for many older adults. Retirement and 
loss of family and friends can lead to 
loneliness. Lack of communication can 
be more important than living alone.
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 Loneliness can lead to lower interest 
in shopping, cooking and eating. This 
can lead to poor eating habits. 

Emotional Factors
 Although not a problem for all, depres-
sion is a problem for many older adults. 
Loss of social contact, retirement, and 
loss of family and friends can cause 
depression. Some medicines can also 
cause depression.
 Depression can also lead to lack of 
interest in shopping, cooking and eating. 
This can result in a poor diet.

Medication Factors
 Medicines can lower appetite in sev-
eral ways. Some medicines can cause 
nausea. Some can affect taste. Some 
can cause of depression. 

Money Factors
 Many older adults have limited funds. 
This can result in less money for food or 
transportation to shop. Limited funds can 
result in moving into housing with less 
space for storing and cooking food. This 
may affect the quality of food choices.

Oklahoma State University, in compliance with Title VI and VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Executive Order 11246 as amended, and Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 (Higher 
Education Act), the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, and other federal and state laws and regulations, does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, national origin, genetic information, 
sex, age, sexual orientation, gender identity, religion, disability, or status as a veteran, in any of its policies, practices or procedures.  This provision includes, but is not limited to admissions, 
employment, financial aid, and educational services. The Director of Equal Opportunity, 408 Whitehurst, OSU, Stillwater, OK 74078-1035; Phone 405-744-5371; email: eeo@okstate.edu has 
been designated to handle inquiries regarding non-discrimination policies: Director of Equal Opportunity. Any person (student, faculty, or staff) who believes that discriminatory practices have 
been engaged in based on gender may discuss his or her concerns and file informal or formal complaints of possible violations of Title IX with OSU’s Title IX Coordinator 405-744-9154.
 
Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department  of  Agriculture, Director of Oklahoma Cooperative Extension 
Service, Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, Oklahoma. This publication is printed and issued by Oklahoma State University as authorized by the Vice President for Agricultural Programs and 
has been prepared and distributed at a cost of 20 cents per copy.  Revised 0417 GH.

Sources
Whitney, E.N. & Rolfes, S.R. (2015). Understanding Nutrition, 14th ed., Wadsworth, Cengage Learning, 

Belmont, CA.

Bernstein, M., & Munoz, N. (2016). Nutrition for the Older Adult, 2nd ed., Jones and Bartlett Publishers, 
Sudbury, MA.

Brown, J.E. (2014) Nutrition through the Life Cycle, 5th ed., Cengage Learning, Stamford, CT.


