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Malnutrition in the Elderly
	Malnutrition means that the amount of food or types of nutrients in the food is insufficient to meet body demands. It can be caused by lack of variety of food, decreased availability of food containing proper nutrients and micronutrients, and high prices of food making it inaccessible. These deficiencies in the elderly population can lead to muscle wasting and loss of function and strength, increasing patient risk of falls, bone fracture, loss of mobility and independence, increased inflammation, depression, and lowered immunity (Norman et al., 2021).
	Insufficient food leading to malnutrition is a huge problem among older adults.  According to Feeding America, 3.8 million people between the ages of 50-59 and 5.5 million people aged 60 and above did not have adequate food in 2021 (“The State of Senior Hunger in 2021,” 2023). Minorities are at even more risk of having insufficient food. Hispanic seniors are up to 3 times more likely and black seniors are up to 3.8 times more likely than Caucasians to face hunger. (“The State of Senior Hunger in 2021,” 2023). The major reasons for the disparities are related to racism and discrimination. Having a disability compounds the problem. Seniors with disabilities are 2-3 times as likely to experience undernourishment as those without disability (“The State of Senior Hunger in 2021,” 2023).
Evolution of Malnutrition
	The number of adults over sixty-five is increasing significantly worldwide and is expanding the fastest of any age group due to longer life spans (Norman et al., 2021). Older adults are more at risk for malnutrition due to problems with chewing and swallowing, poor food texture, moving to another place to live (nursing home), fear of choking, depression, decreased social interaction when eating, problems with preparing proper meals or obtaining food, decreases in smell or taste, side effects of medications, dependency upon others for food or help in eating, and diminished appetite (Rusu et al., 2020).
Influence of Family and Other Age Groups
	Older adults are outpacing the population of children, youth, and young adults. It is estimated
that by 2050, the number of older adults will be two times the number of children under five and higher than the number of people aged 15-24 (Norman et al., 2021). Malnutrition can affect all age groups. In children, it can lead to abnormal maturation. Malnourished pregnant women can give birth to low-birth-weight infants. In the elderly, malnutrition results in disease and disability and increased need for medical care (Nakad and Kondo, 2020). Senior adults are two times more at risk for malnutrition when living in homes with multiple generations rather than in homes without children due to limited financial resources, and the needs of the children are often put before those of the seniors (“The State of Senior Hunger in 2021,” 2023). 
Community Impact
	The different regions that seniors live in have a significant influence upon their nutritional status. In the United States, rates for food insecurity among senior adults ranged from 2.8% in North Dakota to 19.8% in Arkansas. The states with the highest number of seniors experiencing food deficiency occurred in the South (“The State of Senior Hunger in 2021,” 2023). These states often have a large elderly population due to the warm climate. Many of these states have limited resources due to a large poverty rate and have difficulty meeting the needs of all age groups. (Hales et al., 2023).
	Culture is another factor affecting nutrition in the elderly. People are nostalgic about the foods they ate when younger. They hold a lot of memories of traditional food and celebrations, and their appetite may be affected by a lack of socialization during meals or from sadness due to loss. Many times, older people have little desire to eat because the foods they have access to are nothing like the traditional, cultural foods they are used to eating.  Fresh fruits and vegetables are often unobtainable due to inability to garden or attend a farmer’s market. Nutrition can be affected not only by desire for traditional and unprocessed food, but also by personal opinions of what healthy food is, as well as by the process of acquiring food—especially if living in a rural area. Transportation to the grocery store and poor mobility can be barriers. (Rivero-Jimenez et al, 2020).
Healthcare System Effects
	The effects of malnutrition on older adults can lead to changes in body structure and slower recovery from injury or illness. Geriatric disorders can develop that affect overall health, cognition, and body function. These issues can result in more frequent hospitalizations (Norman et al., 2021).	Statistics show that inpatients with malnutrition have two times higher hospitalization costs than properly nourished patients. Researchers found that routine screening for malnutrition and nutritional referrals as needed led to a 50% decrease in hospital admissions, saving health care costs for each patient about $2300 (Sulo et al., 2020). 
Future Trends
	The rate of senior hunger is projected to result in more than 7 million seniors without enough food by 2050 if the current rate continues (“The State of Senior Hunger in 2021,” 2023). This will not only affect the seniors, their families and communities, but will drastically raise healthcare costs due to malnutrition. 
	 Lack of available food is not the only reason for poor nutritional status. Many older adults dislike the taste or texture of available food and do not want to eat.  Researchers and manufacturers are looking for ways to flavor food better and add more nutrients to it. They are also attempting to improve the texture of foods for older people with dysphagia or who have difficulty in chewing by developing foam food, gelled bread, and reshaping pureed food to increase palatability (Rusu et al., 2020).
Impact of Healthcare Professionals
	One of the most important things medical professionals can do to prevent improper nutrition is to routinely screen patients for malnutrition risks including socioeconomic factors and make referrals as necessary. Education about healthy meals is also key to prevent deficiencies that can lead to health problems. Healthcare professionals can also encourage participation in community activities to promote socialization at mealtime and prevent depression in elderly patients (Besora-Moreno et al., 2020).
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