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ABSTRACT

The study was conducted on elderly aged 60 plus years to assess their dietary pattern.
Vegetarianism was common. Two to three meals a day was a prevalent practice. Majority of the
families consumed meals prepared by a family member. Most females helped in cooking and
special foods were prepared for approximately one-third elderly.
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INTRODUCTION

Elderly people above sixty years of age constitute a vulnerable segment of population.
The world’s older population continues to grow at an unprecedented rate. Today 8.5 per cent
of people worldwide (617 million) are aged 65 and over. According to a report, ‘An Aging
World: 2015, this percentage is projected to jump to nearly 17 per cent of world’s population
by 2050 (1.6 billion) (Cire, 2016).

According to the census reports of Indian Census 2011, the population of India is
1,210,854,977 with 623, 724, 248 males and 586,469, 174 females (www.census2011.co.in).
As per available data from SRS, there has been a gradual decline in the share of population
in the age group 0-14 from 41.2 to 38.1 per cent during 1971 to 1981 and 36.3 to 29.5 per
cent during 1991 to 2011, whereas, the proportion of economically active population (15-59
years) has increased from 53.4 to 56.3 per cent during 1971 to 1981 and 57.7 to 62.5 per
cent during 1991 to 2011. On account of better education, health facilities and increase in life
expectancy, the percentage of elderly population (60+) has gone up from 5.3 to 5.7 per cent
and 6.0 to 8.0 per cent respectively during the periods under reference
(www.censusindia.gov.in).

Life is a continual process of change and ageing begins in the young adult and
progressively erodes tissue function throughout the remainder of the life span. The pace of
ageing varies greatly and therefore chronological age cannot be used as the sole criterion of
expected performance. Physiological capacity is shaped not only by genetic factors and by
the number of years lived, but also by the variety of life experiences, life style and environmental
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factors, especially nutrition.

Nutritionists all over the world agree that the elderly constitute one of the most vulnerable
segments of population from the stand point of nutrition. However, very little attention has
been paid to the problems of the aged, particularly in the developing and the underdeveloped
countries.

Population of older people is growing rapidly in every country and every part of the
world. People are living longer but that doesn’t necessarily mean that they are leading a
healthy life. Recently, a great deal of research interest has been stimulated in ageing as a
socio-cultural and biological phenomenon and among these, role of nutrition cannot be
undermined.

METHODOLOGY

The locale of the study was an agriculture based area of Rajasthan from which a
sample of 100 elderly was surveyed. The study sample constituted of an equal number of
elderly males and females. The sample was further subdivided into two age categories of
60-69 years and 70 years and over. Information relating to dietary pattern was collected
which included questions relating to food habits, meal pattern, special foods, timings and
regularity of eating, outside meals etc. Direct questions were asked from the subjects and
for this purpose a pretested questionnaire was used.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The results of the present study revealed that majority of the families surveyed (72.00%)
were vegetarian while 16.00% were non-vegetarian and the rest (12.00%) were ovo-
vegetarian (Table 1). In both the age and sex groups almost similar trend was seen with
respect to the intake of vegetarian and ovo-vegetarian foods except for non-vegetarian
foods which was a little higher in males.

Two or three meal pattern was popular. None of the subjects took more than three
meals a day and the consumption of one meal a day was also limited (2.00%). More of the
sample in the 70+ age group consumed two meals a day (61.11% in males and 68.42% in
females) as compared to 60-69 year elderly (43.75% in males and 54.84% in females). This
may be because as the age increases physical activity as well as the requirements of the
body decrease and this affects the food intake. Sex-wise difference in meal consumption
was also observed. Two meal pattern was more common in females in both the age groups
(54.84% in 69-69 year and 68.42% in 70+ age group) as compared to the male counterparts
(43.75% in 60-69 year and 61.11% in 70+ age group).

In majority of the families in both the age and sex group food was prepared by a family
member (742.00%). Majority of the elderly females helped in the preparation of food while
on one family took hired help. Very few males helped in preparing food.

Special diets for the elderly were not prepared by an overwhelming majority (69.00%)
of the families and the elderly took family diet with little or no modification. However the
number of elderly consuming special foods was higher in the 70+ age group (43.24%) as
compared to 60-69 year old elderly (23.81%). The proportion of males taking special food
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was also higher in 70+ age (44.44%) as compared to the females (42.11%).

It was also observed that a large percentage of elderly (72.00%) had regular timings of
eating their meals. A trend of eating food in the company of family members, usually children
or grandchildren was common (82.00%). Some of the elderly had meals with their spouse
and this trend was prevalent more in the nuclear families (18.00%). In both the age and sex
groups most of the elderly subjects did not share their plate with any other member of the
family and for the rest who shared their plate, sharing was mostly with their grandchildren.
Sixteen per cent families still followed the age old tradition of giving preference to the male
members of the family while serving food. In seven families elderly were served first, while
in nearly three-fourth households no such preference was given to anybody.

As far as the appetite is concerned (Table 2), almost half of the elderly felt that they

Table 1 : Dietary pattern of elderly

Details Male Female Overall
60-69 yrs 70+ yrs (n=18) 60-69 yrs 70+ yrs (n=100)
(n=32) (n=31) (n=19)
No. (%) No. (%) No. (%) No. (%) No. (%)
Food habits
Vegetarian 23 71.88 13 72.22 23 74.19 15 7895 72 72.00
Non-vegetarian 5 15.62 3 16.66 4 12.90 2 10.53 16 16.00

Ovo-vegetarian 4 12.50 2 11.11 4 12.90 2 10.53 12 12.00
No. of meals/Day

One 1 3.13 0 0.00 0 0.00 1 5.26 2 2.00
Two 14 43.75 11 61.11 17 54.84 13 6842 55 55.00
Three 17 53.13 7 38.89 14 45.16 5 2632 43 43.00
Food prepared by

Self 2 6.25 1 5.56 9 29.03 3 1579 15 15.00
Spouse 7 21.88 3 16.67 1 3.23 1 5.26 12 12.00
Family member 23 71.88 13 72.22 21 67.74 15 7895 72 72.00
Hired help 0 0.00 1 5.56 0 0.00 0 0.00 1 1.00
Special food prepared

Yes 8 25.00 8 44 .44 7 22.58 8 42.11 31  31.00
No 24 75.00 10 55.56 24 77.42 11 57.89 69  69.00
Regular timings of eating

Yes 24 75.00 12 66.67 21 67.74 15 7895 72 72.00
No 8 25.00 6 33.33 10 32.26 4 21.05 28 28.00
Food eaten in company of

Spouse 6 18.75 4 2222 5 16.13 3 15.79 18 18.00

Family member 26 81.25 14 77.78 26 83.87 16 8421 82 82.00
Preference in serving meals

Aged 2 6.25 1 5.56 2 6.45 2 10.53 7 7.00
Male members 4 12.50 4 2222 5 16.13 3 1579 16  16.00
Children 0 0.00 0 0.00 1 3.23 0 0.00 1 1.00
None 26 81.25 13 72.22 23 74.19 14 73.68 76  76.00
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had a poor appetite. The percentage was higher for the subjects in the 70 plus age group
(59.46%). Nearly one-fourth of the elderly in 60-69 year age group and half of the elderly in
70 plus age group faced some or the other problem in eating food.

Most of the elderly in both the age groups remained unaffected (60.00%) whenever
there was a delay in the preparation of food. The percentage of such males and females was
higher in the 60-69 year age group (62.50% and 67.74% respectively). The others who were
affected faced problems such as loss of appetite (29.00%) and loss of patience (11.00%).
Age wise differences were clear, with comparatively more of the subjects in the 70 plus age
group suffering from such alterations.

More than four-fifth of the elderly seemed satisfied with their diet, which was reflected
in the manner that they did not long for any special kind of food. No major differences were
seen sex wise.

Advice regarding what should be prepared in the meals was sought from a major

Table 2 : Other dietary practices

Male Female Overall
Details 60-69 yrs 70+ yrs 60-69 yrs 70+ yrs (n=100)
(n=32) (n=18) (n=31) (n=19)
No. (%) No. (%) No. (%) No. (%)  No. (%)
Good appetite
Yes 17 53.13 7 38.89 15 48.39 8 4211 47 47.00
No 15 46.87 11 61.11 16 51.61 11 57.89 53 53.00
Response on delay in food services
Loose appetite 8 25.00 6 33.33 8 25.81 7 36.84 29  29.00
Loose patience 4 12.50 3 16.67 2 6.45 2 10.53 11 11.00
Not affected 20 62.50 9 50.00 21 67.74 10 52.63 60 60.00
Longing for special food
Yes 5 15.63 4 2222 8 25.81 3 1579 20  20.00
No 27 84.38 14 7778 23 74.19 16 8421 80  80.00
Adyvice taken from elderly in cooking food
Yes 17 53.13 5 2778 28 90.32 15 7895 65 65.00
No 8 25.00 8 44.44 1 3.23 3 1579 20  20.00
Occasionally 7 21.88 5 27.78 2 6.45 1 5.26 15 15.00
Help in cooking
Yes 17 53.13 5 2778 28 90.32 14 73.68 65 65.00
No 15 46.88 13 72.22 3 9.68 5 2632 35  35.00
Shopping of food items
Self 20 62.50 8 44.44 10 32.26 1 5.26 39 39.00
Family member 12 37.50 10 5556 20 64.52 17 8947 59 59.00
Others 0 0.00 0 0.00 1 3.23 1 5.26 2 2.00
Outside meals
Yes 2 6.25 1 5.56 2 6.45 0 0.00 5 5.00
No 2 6.25 5 27.78 6 19.35 6 31.58 19 19.00
Occasionally 28 87.50 12 66.67 23 74.19 13 6842 76  76.00
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proportion of the subjects, the percentage being higher in the 60-69 year age group (53.13%
in males and 90.32% in females) as compared to the 70 plus age group (27.78% in males and
78.95% in females). Women participated more actively as compared to the males. The main
reason behind this may be that most of the females were housewives and therefore played
a major role in the activities relating to kitchen. Majority of the females helped in cooking
food, the percentage being higher in the 60-69 year age group (90.32%) as compared to the
70+ age group (74.68%). In males this percentage was much lower (31.25% in 60-69 year
and 27.78% in 70+ year age group).

As far as the shopping of food items is concerned, males played an active role. The
number of such males was higher in 60-69 year age group (62.50%) as compared to the 70+
age group (44.44%). Some females (22.00%) also participated in the activities related to
shopping. In rest of the households some other family member did the work of shopping
while in two families hired help was sought.

Outside meals were an occasional practice, and that too usually during outings or parties
(76.00%). A few elderly in 60-69 year age group (6.25% males and 19.36% females) and in
70 plus age group (27.78% males and 31.58% females) never took meals outside. The
proportion of females avoiding outside meals was higher as compared to the males.

Conclusion :

The current investigation has brought to light that the aged, in general had a normal
dietary pattern with simple food habits. Most of the elderly were vegetarian and consumed
two to three meals a day. Females contributed actively to the kitchen work whiles males
helped in the shopping of food items. Although many elderly reported a decrease in appetite,
majority of the subjects consumed normal food with little or no modification.

Projections suggest that the elderly will continue to grow in number and this will put an
increasing demand for effective caring of elderly. The dietary intake pattern, an integral
component of nutritional status assessment, is affected by a host of factors. A continuum of
services that considers the nutritional, social, cultural, psychological, health and financial
characteristics of the aged needs to be advocated to promote the greatest benefit of the
elderly.
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