
NUTRITION
Malnutrition is a significant challenge within the health system, with 50% of patients in aged 
care facilities consistently identified as malnourished. While its development is multi-factorial, it 
contributes to morbidity and mortality of patients. Malnutrition is highly associated with pressure 
injury. Adequate nutrition is a basic necessity for all individuals, but more so in the elderly. It is 
well recognised that malnutrition is an underdiagnosed and undertreated condition in many aged 
care facilities. The individuals who enter aged care are increasingly frail and are most at risk of 
malnutrition, nutrient deficiencies and other dietary related problems. 



Adequate nutrition in the elderly is fundamental in optimising their quality of life and maximising 
health outcomes. It is increasingly recognised as an integral part of the overall care of patients 
in aged care facilities and the importance of planning and providing nutritious foods cannot be 
overstated. The nutritional needs of aged care residents is by no means homogeneous, however 
many common requirements do exist and these can form the basis for guidelines when planning 
a menu. Many residents will have multiple health concerns and malnutrition is a more common 
concern in this population. 

Meals and menus provided in aged care facilities must meet the nutritional requirements 
of patients, which is essential in the management and prevention of malnutrition. The food 
offered and the dining environment must provide choice and variety, and meet the nutritional 
and psychosocial needs of the patients, including those requiring higher protein and energy 
requirements and texture-modified meals. 

In aged care, energy (kilojoules) requirement is lower, but nutrient requirement is similar or higher 
than the requirement of a younger adult, necessitating the need for more nutrient-dense foods. 
Elderly persons are at risk of inadequate dietary intake, therefore all residents should be assessed 
on admission and reviewed as necessary by a dietitian.

Chewing and swallowing difficulties are common in this age group. Modification to food texture 
may be required while still providing nutritionally adequate choices in appropriate serving sizes. 
Residents with dementia and other similar conditions benefit from finger foods. These options 
can facilitate increased oral intake, independence and self-feeding. Constipation and dehydration 
is a common issue in elderly persons. Encouraging appropriate food and fluid intake is beneficial. 

Using a validated Malnutrition Screening Tool, a dietitian experienced in aged care should 
regularly and formally review all patients’ nutrition and hydration needs. Where required, 
interventions should be implemented to minimise the risk of undesired weight loss or 
malnutrition.



WEIGHT
Helping Prevent Weight Loss or Regain Weight

While the focus in younger years is often loosing weight, for many older people it is necessary to 
devise a weight-gaining plan to avoid the negative health implications of being underweight. 

A good body weight is a protective factor in older people, as carrying a little extra weight will 
help to see them through illness and times when their appetite is poor. Whereas, a low body 
weight can have a negative impact on strength, energy levels and overall quality of life.

If a person is underweight, even one or two days of reduced food and fluid intake can rapidly 
lead to severe weight loss. Unplanned weight loss of 5 kilograms (just under a stone) or more in 
the last six months is a concern. 

Because appetite can decrease with aging, eating a large volume of food can be difficult. A 
good way to increase weight is to eat calorie-dense foods at each meal and snack time, as small 
changes in food choices can make a large difference overall in the goal to gain weight.



Include Higher-Calorie Foods to Gain Weight

Margarine or
Butter

• Spread thickly on toast, bread, crackers, crispbreads, scones  
and pikelets.

• Melt over vegetables, rice and pasta.

Vegetable Oil • Fry red meat, chicken and fish in oil.

Cream • Pour over breakfast cereal and add to soups and sauces,  
casseroles, fruit, dessert and coffee.

Sour Cream • Put a dollop of sour cream on potatoes and in casseroles.

Cheese
• Add grated full fat cheese to vegetables, omelettes, baked beans, 

pasta, soup, scrambled egg and white sauce. Have cheese with 
crackers and put an extra slice on sandwiches or toast.

Dairy Milk

• Pour sweetened condensed milk over desserts and breakfast 
cereals.

• Enrich full cream milk with full cream milk powder.
• Make milk drinks on enriched milk.
• Make porridge on milk rather than water.
• Use full cream dairy foods, not reduced, low fat or skim.

Salad Dressing

• Add creamy salad dressings and creamy mayonnaise to salads and 
sandwiches.

• Spread tartar sauce, creamy mayonnaise or creamy salad dressing 
on fried or crumbed fish.

Nuts and
Nut Butters

• Add two tablespoons of nut butter to fruit slices, smoothies or 
wholegrain bread.

• Include nut butter in baking.
• Have one or two handfuls of mixed nuts as a between-meal snack.

Avocado
• Boost the calorie intake of a salad by adding slices of half or a 

whole avocado.
• Have avocado on wholegrain toast instead of regular spreads.

Whole Grains and 
Starches

• Brown rice, beans and other legumes are easy to make in large 
batches so they are ready for the week.

• Add starchy foods such as potatoes and bread to up the calorie 
count, such as serving meat loaf with a baked potato and a slice of 
garlic bread.



Include Calorie-Dense Drinks

Banana Smoothie

Iced Coffee

Milk Shake

Incorporating high-calorie beverages in a daily routine can help ensure weight gain for the 
elderly person. Full-fat milk, chocolate milk, fruit and yoghurt smoothies and 100% juice are a few 
examples of high-calorie beverages. Here are some recipe ideas: 

One tablespoon of full cream milk powder

One scoop of ice cream (about two tablespoons)

Half a banana

Half a cup of full cream milk

One tablespoon of full cream milk powder

One scoop of ice cream (about two tablespoons)

One teaspoon of instant coffee

Half a cup of full cream milk

One tablespoon of full cream milk powder

One scoop of ice cream (about two tablespoons)

Two teaspoons of flavouring

Half a cup of full cream milk



Create Meal Plans 

Day 1

In order to fuel your body with adequate nutrition you should eat a variety of foods each day. 
Try having five or six meals each day instead of the conventional three, to help increase calorie 
intake. It can be helpful to have your main meal in the middle of the day instead of at night, as 
you may feel hungrier and more like cooking. Below is a sample daily meal plan to help get  
you started. 

Breakfast: Traditional porridge with milk and a piece of fresh fruit.

Mid-morning snack: One piece of fresh fruit.

Light Meal: Wholegrain salad sandwich with chicken, ham, tinned fish, egg, baked beans  
or cheese.

Afternoon snack: Wholegrain crackers with cheese or peanut butter.

Main Meal: Meat, chicken or fish, plenty of coloured vegetables and a small serve of  
sweet potato.

Supper: Tub of unsweetened yoghurt.


