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The Power of Protein: Preventing Sarcopenia with Proper Nutrition

While the typical American diet is laden with protein, many older adults, particularly women, often come up short with their intake. Muscles are made of proteins. When the diet is protein-deficient, the body robs amino acids (the building blocks of protein) from vital tissues and organs. Gradually this loss of muscle, known as sarcopenia, leads to a decline in overall physical strength and function. (See this month’s Health Spotlight for more information on sarcopenia).

Dietary protein requirements for older adults are generally the same as younger adults, with the protein RDA set at 0.8 grams per kilogram of body weight per day.  For example, for someone weighing 140 pounds, this works out to 63 grams of protein a day (roughly the amount of protein in two chicken breasts, three ground beef patties or one cup of tuna). Obviously, you don’t want to consume your entire protein allowance in one meal. Instead, aim to eat about a palm-size portion at each meal. It’s also prudent to obtain your protein from a variety of sources:  fish, lean meat, eggs, poultry, dairy products, as well as nuts, seeds, soy and legumes are all good choices. Furthermore, because calorie requirements are lower for older adults, the protein foods you consume should be low in fat and high in quality –i.e., lean meat; skinless, baked or broiled poultry (preferably white meat); wild salmon; and low or non-fat dairy products.

Just as older women are at greater risk for sarcopenia, they are also more likely to be deficient in dietary protein. In fact, the two usually go hand in hand. Women may shun protein foods in an effort to control their weight. They may also have read that a high protein diet can lead to bone loss, which has been shown in some studies if and when calcium intake is also inadequate. Furthermore, other research suggests that individuals with protein intakes below the recommended level have a higher risk of hip fracture. A low protein intake has also been correlated with suppressed immune function.

Animal protein is also an important source of vitamin B-12. An essential nutrient, vitamin B-12 is involved in many key metabolic and enzymatic processes. A deficiency can lead to pernicious anemia. Supplementation of B-12 may be necessary even if dietary protein is adequate because the level of the intrinsic factor necessary for B-12 absorption, declines with age. Older adults who follow a strict vegetarian diet also may need to supplement with B-12.

While a low-protein diet may be prescribed for those with chronic kidney and liver diseases, high blood pressure and/or diabetes, many older adults aren’t eating enough protein to prevent sarcopenia. Furthermore, protein needs may temporarily increase after surgery or during a prolonged illness. Be sure to talk to your doctor or a nutritionist before significantly increasing your protein intake.

