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Malnutrition in the elderly is an underrecognized condition that is increasing in prevalence. If left 
untreated, malnutrition leads to a progressive decline in overall health and reduced physical and cognitive 
function. Eventually this silent killer can lead to longer hospital stays, readmissions, a myriad of chronic 
health issues and even death.1,2 

In fact, deaths from malnutrition among older adults have more than doubled from 2018 to 2022, 
according to the U.S. Centers of Disease Control and Prevention. 

Accurate prevention and diagnosis of malnutrition is important for resident health outcomes as well as 
your community’s resource utilization.3,4 The good news is timely identification of this nutrition problem 
by a registered dietitian (RD) can help residents live healthier lives and help your community save money. 

Through this e-book, senior living executives will better understand:

The prevalence and  
impact of malnutrition  

among seniors

How to identify the 
condition and intervene 

to improve health outcomes

The benefits of a 
comprehensive malnutrition 
program in your community 
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Simply stated, malnutrition is a lack of sufficient nutrients in the body. As people age, 
they often become less active, and their metabolism slows, so they need less food.  
At the same time, older adults’ abilities to absorb and utilize many nutrients decrease. 
Chronic conditions and medications can have a significant impact and, according 
to the National Council on Aging: 80 percent of older adults have at least one chronic 
condition such as diabetes or heart disease and take at least two prescription drugs. 
For most seniors, nutrient requirements actually increase over time.5

Malnutrition can be reversed if caught early. Unfortunately, it’s widely 
underrecognized, and malnutrition in older adults has become a critical public 
health issue.6 

“The problem isn’t limited to skilled nursing and rehab facilities,” says Phyllis 
Famularo, DCN, RD, LDN, CDP, FAND. Famularo is the Senior Manager of Nutrition 
Services for Sodexo Seniors and has been practicing in CCRCs and skilled nursing 
communities for over 25 years. She’s supported many at-risk residents across 
the continuum of care.  

“People tend to think of a frail, emaciated, 99-year-old woman as the “poster 
child” for malnutrition, but younger, active – even obese – residents can suffer 
the effects when their nutrient intake is inappropriate.”

The troubling reality 
of malnutrition

Malnutrition among the elderly 
by the numbers

1 in 2 
seniors

are now, or at risk  
of becoming, malnourished

$51.3 
billion

annual estimated cost  
of disease-associated 
malnutrition

3x 
likelihood
of death

Malnourished patients in the 
hospital are three times more 
likely to die

Malnutrition-related hospital 
stays are exponentially 
higher for adults aged 65+
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It can be difficult to know when a resident is at risk, especially in independent living 
communities where most residents are active and responsible for their own meals.

 “A registered dietitian or health care clinician is best equipped to identify potential 
issues,” says Emily Fear, MS, RDN, LDN, CDP, and Senior Area Manager at Sodexo 
Seniors. “But non-clinical staff can certainly help because they often have more 
one-on-one time with the residents and will notice if there are changes.”

Uncovering 
the issue

Independent and assisted living residents who may benefit from 
an assessment and nutritional counseling session with a registered 
dietitian include those who:

•  Have multiple chronic conditions but no personalized diet plan 

•  Take multiple medications on a regular basis (i.e., polypharmacy)

•  Have poor oral health

•  Have a cognitive impairment such as dementia or a disability

•  Are clinically depressed 

When conducting a malnutrition screening, a registered dietitian first 
interviews the resident to understand health history, eating habits, medication 
schedule, and more. Next, she reviews six clinical characteristics of the 
condition that are widely recognized by health care professionals: food intake, 
weight, fat, or muscle loss, excess fluid accumulation and grip strength. 

If the RD suspects a nutrition issue, she confers with the resident’s physician  
to obtain a documented diagnosis, and then relies on her knowledge  
of evidence-based clinical nutrition to build a customized meal plan that  
meets the resident’s unique needs. 

“This customization is at the heart of what we as dietitians do,” Fear says. 
“Everyone can benefit from a ‘healthy diet’, but that diet may vary greatly 
depending on an individual’s special situation. It’s one small but important way 
the community can add value to residents’ experiences, enhance their satisfaction 
with the facility, and help prevent moves to higher acuity levels of care.”

The Six Clinical Characterisitics 
of Malnutrition

food intake

weight

fat loss

muscle loss

grip strength

excess fluid 
accumulation
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It’s recommended that older adults who live independently should be screened 
for malnutrition annually, either as a standalone event or as part of a routine 
physical exam. This allows communities to build a nutrition health record for each 
resident so changes over time are more apparent. 

“Prevention and quick intervention are the most important 
ways to combat the detrimental effects of malnutrition,” 
says Sara Krause, a Sodexo RD at a senior living community 
in Pennsylvania. “There’s no quick fix, but generally the 
sooner we’re able to provide person-centered nutrition 
support, the better the outcomes.”

Some communities show their support for clinical nutrition 
by partnering with foodservice providers like Sodexo 
Seniors to promote healthy eating. Outsourcing can be 
a practical way to add value and boost wellness services 
without the burden of planning special events or bringing 
on specially trained staff. Krause recommends building  
a program by engaging with residents to identify areas  
of interest, and then testing a variety of tactics for success. 

An ounce of prevention 
is worth a pound of cure

A few ideas for a successful healthy eating program are:

•  Host cooking demonstrations focused on special dietary requirements,  
such as heart health or diabetes control

•  Offer access to nutrition counselors, such as the Sodexo Nutrition & Wellness 
Center, where prescribed sessions for Medicare beneficiaries may be available 
at no cost (applicable to diabetes and non-dialysis kidney disease patients)

•  Share educational information about how nutrition 
impacts common chronic conditions (e.g., table tents  
on dining tables, postings on video screens)

•  Train the dining staff on the most up-to-date practices, 
such as the IDDSI guidelines for dysphagia

•  Sponsor foodservice managers to obtain Certified 
Dietary Manager credentials through the Association  
of Nutrition & Foodservice Professionals

•  Raise awareness of malnutrition through resident 
meetings or hallway signage

 
And, of course, the most important strategy is to ensure 
menus at all venues offer a variety of delicious, appealing, 
nutritious foods.

“There’s no quick fix, 
but generally the 
sooner we’re able 
to provide person-
centered nutrition 
support, the better 
the outcomes.”

Sara Krause
Registered Dietitian 
Sodexo Seniors
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Many chronic illnesses and the corresponding treatments that are common 
in skilled nursing facilities (SNF) are known to lead to unintentional weight 
loss and affect nutrient metabolism. Conversely, malnutrition in general 
can have significant implications for clinical outcomes, especially over long 
periods of time. Research has shown it as a serious burden for health care 
systems – one study estimated the annual cost associated with malnutrition 
in the United States to be more than $147 billion per year.4

Because protocols for nutrition screening are more rigorous when a resident 
is admitted to a SNF, where weights are routinely monitored, there is greater 
opportunity to identify and intervene quickly. Open communication among 
members of the interdisciplinary team is important, and it’s critical that  
a physician’s diagnosis is documented properly in a resident’s health record 
because it’s the foundation for reimbursement under the Patient-Driven 
Payment Model (PDPM) system. If malnutrition is coded and documented 
correctly, communities can receive higher reimbursement. 

Without this, SNFs undervalue their services. Undiagnosed malnutrition  
is missed revenue. 

In SNF, undiagnosed 
malnutrition is 
missed revenue
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Most senior living communities are committed to the promise of helping 
older adults live their best lives. Families put their trust in dedicated staff 
who go above and beyond every day to care for their aging and vulnerable 
loved ones.

Malnutrition is a hidden health crisis that can easily go undiagnosed, 
especially among independent living residents and assisted living residents. 
By implementing a comprehensive malnutrition program that includes 
regular assessment, resident engagement, person-centered care, and 
wholesome meals and snacks, executive leaders reap benefits for individual 
residents and the community as a whole. 

Better health outcomes and better financial outcomes is a win-win. 

At Sodexo Seniors, we understand the unique health risks of older adults. 
Nutrition is the foundation of our culinary program. We strive to promote 
wellness and support older adults in managing a variety of chronic diseases. 
Our registered dietitians provide an evidence-based approach to resident 
nutrition powered by the latest emerging science and data from around the globe. 

Delivering on your 
community’s promise

Resident Benefits

Acute injury/surgery recovery

Aging in place longer

Disease management

Elevated dining experiences

Improved general health and well-being

Social interaction

Wound healing support

Community Benefits

Reduced hospital admissions/readmissions

Higher occupancy rates

Decreased need for high acuity care

Improved resident satisfaction

Fewer move-outs/transitions to skilled care

Resident engagement and satisfaction

Decreased need for high acuity care
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us.sodexo.com | 1-833-977-1759

Along with your team, we’re dedicated to ensuring that all residents receive the nourishment they 
need and that health care providers are being fully reimbursed for their work. To learn more about 
how Sodexo Seniors can partner with your community, visit us online.
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