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Introduction 

It’s time to make lifestyle changes so you can stay active in the upcoming years. 
Research shows that it’s never too late to make smarter food choices and add 
healthy habits, like being physically active, to help reduce your risk of chronic 
diseases, such as heart disease, diabetes, and osteoporosis.  

Making wise food choices as you grow older might be easier than you think. 
In What’s On Your Plate? Smart Food Choices for Healthy Aging, the National 
Institute on Aging (NIA), part of the National Institutes of Health (NIH), 
shows you how to make good food choices part of your daily life and adjust 
those choices as you grow older. 

What’s On Your Plate? follows the nutrition recommendations for older adults 
in the 2020- 2025 Dietary Guidelines for Americans from the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
(HHS). Every five years, the USDA and HHS use the latest nutrition research 
to develop the Dietary Guidelines, which encourages people to make healthy 
food and beverage choices in their daily lives. The Dietary Guidelines is based on 
evidence from research, including studies conducted and supported by NIH.  

This booklet provides advice on what and how much to eat, as well as how 
to overcome challenges to maintaining a healthy eating pattern. We hope you 
find What’s On Your Plate? a valuable resource to make smarter food choices 
and stay healthy as you age. A list of more resources about healthy eating and 
healthy aging begins on page 64. 
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Healthy 
Eating Patterns

2 | What’s on Your Plate



When Nick and Diana both turned 60, they decided to make some changes 
in their lives. They’d put on some weight, and their doctor said their cholesterol 
levels were going up. They started to feel sluggish after eating instead of energized. 
Over the past few years, they’d been busy with work, children, and caring for 
their aging parents. They found that they were cooking less and less, often getting 
takeout or eating prepackaged foods. They wanted to make better choices but felt 
overwhelmed and unsure of how to start.  

Older adults can find nutrition information they can trust in the 2020-2025 
Dietary Guidelines for Americans, which contains advice about how to shift 
toward healthier food and beverage choices. The Dietary Guidelines provides 
advice on how to achieve a healthy eating pattern — a style of eating based on 
both health and individual food preferences. There are several different healthy 
eating patterns to choose from, all of which can support health as you age.  

Four Major Recommendations for Healthy Eating 

You may need to make some changes in your food and beverage choices to 
achieve a healthy eating pattern. It’s easier than you think! A healthy eating 
pattern is not a rigid prescription. Rather, it’s a framework that lets you 
enjoy food that meets your personal preferences and fits your budget. To 
encourage healthy eating patterns, the Dietary Guidelines provides four major 
recommendations:  

1.	 Follow a healthy dietary pattern at every life stage. At every life stage 
— infancy, toddlerhood, childhood, adolescence, adulthood, pregnancy, 
lactation, and older adulthood — it’s never too early or too late to eat 
healthfully.   

2.	 Customize and enjoy nutrient-dense food and beverage choices 
to reflect personal preferences, cultural traditions, and budgetary 
considerations. A healthy dietary pattern can benefit all individuals 
regardless of age, race, ethnicity, or current health status. The Dietary 
Guidelines provides a framework intended to be customized to individual 
needs and preferences, as well as the eating styles of the diverse cultures in 
the United States. 
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3.	 Focus on meeting food group needs with nutrient-dense foods and 
beverages and stay within calorie limits. An underlying premise of the 
Dietary Guidelines is that nutritional needs should be met primarily from 
foods and beverages — specifically, nutrient-dense foods and beverages. 
Nutrient-dense foods provide vitamins, minerals, and other health-
promoting components and have no or little added sugars, saturated fat, or 
sodium. A healthy dietary pattern consists of nutrient-dense forms of foods 
and beverages across all food groups, in recommended amounts, and within 
calorie limits.   

4.	 Limit foods and beverages higher in added sugars, saturated fat, 
and sodium, and limit alcoholic beverages. A healthy dietary pattern 
doesn’t have much room for added sugars, saturated fat, or sodium — or 
for alcoholic beverages. A small amount of sugars, saturated fat, or sodium 
can be added to nutrient-dense foods and beverages to help meet food 
group recommendations, but foods and beverages high in these components 
should be limited. 
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Healthy Mediterranean-Style Eating Pattern  
This eating pattern adapts the Healthy U.S.-Style Eating Pattern to reflect 
Mediterranean-style diets that have been shown to be good for your health. It 
contains more fruits and seafood and less dairy than the Healthy U.S.-Style 
Eating Pattern. There is also less calcium and vitamin D because it includes 
fewer dairy foods.  

Healthy Vegetarian Eating Pattern  
This eating pattern contains no meat, poultry, or seafood but does contain 
fat-free or low-fat dairy. Compared with the Healthy U.S.-Style Eating Pattern, 
it contains more soy products (such as tofu), eggs, beans and peas, nuts and 
seeds, and whole grains. It’s somewhat higher in calcium and fiber and lower in 
vitamin D compared to the Healthy U.S.-Style Eating Pattern. 
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How many calories a person needs affects the quantities of food they should 
eat. For example, the chart below shows the recommended amounts of food to 
eat at different calorie levels for the Healthy U.S. Style Eating Pattern. 

Healthy U.S.- Style Eating Pattern:  What and How 
Much To Eat Per Day at Different Calorie Levels 

Food Group 1,600 Calories 2,000 Calories 2,400 Calories

Vegetables 2 c-eq* 2 1/2 c-eq 3 c-eq

Fruits 1 1/2 c-eq 2 c-eq 2 c-eq

Grains 5 oz-eq 6 oz-eq 8 oz-eq

Protein 
foods**

5 oz-eq 5 1/2 oz-eq 6 1/2 oz-eq

Dairy 3 c-eq 3 c-eq 3 c-eq

Oils 22 g 27 g 31 g

Calories for 
other uses

100 calories 
(7% of total 

calories)

240 calories 
(12% of total 

calories)

320 calories 
(13% of total 

calories)

*Food group amounts are shown in cup-equivalents (c-eq) or ounce-equivalents (oz-eq). 
Oils are shown in grams (g).

**Protein can come from many different types of food. The table above shows the  
recommended total amount of protein per day. The following shows the recommended 
amounts of specific sources of protein per week.

Protein 
Source

1,600 Calories 2,000 Calories 2,400 Calories

Seafood 8 oz-eq 9 oz-eq 10 oz-eq

Meat, 
poultry, eggs

23 oz-eq 26 oz-eq 31 oz-eq

Nuts, seeds, 
soy products

4 oz-eq 5 oz-eq 5 oz-eq
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Cup- and Ounce-Equivalents  
Daily intake amounts listed in terms of cups or ounces may not actually translate 
to cups or ounces of the food you’re eating. This is because some foods are 
denser than others, and some have more air or contain more water. For example, 
in the vegetables food group, 1 cup of raw spinach and 1/2 cup of cooked spinach 
both count as 1 cup-equivalents because they have the same nutritional value. 
Cup- and ounce-equivalents help you understand the different amounts of foods 
from each food group that you should eat. Pages 11-25 show equivalent amounts 
of food within each food group.  
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This table compares the Dietary Guidelines’ three healthy eating patterns for a 
person who eats 2,000 calories per day. The column for the Healthy U.S.-Style 
Eating Pattern is the same as the 2,000-calories (middle) column on page 8. 

Healthy Eating Patterns: 2,000-Calorie Level Amounts

Food Group U.S.-Style
Mediterranean

-Style
Vegetarian

Vegetables 2 1/2 c-eq 2 1/2 c-eq 2 1/2 c-eq

Fruits 2 c-eq 2 1/2 c-eq 2 c-eq

Grains 6 oz-eq 6 oz-eq 6 1/2 oz-eq

Protein 
foods**

5 1/2 oz-eq 6 1/2 oz-eq 3 1/2 oz-eq

Dairy 3 c-eq 2 c-eq 3 c-eq

Oils 27 g 27 g 27 g

Calories for 
other uses

240 calories 
(12% of total 

calories)

240 calories 
(12% of total 

calories)

250 calories 
(13% of total 

calories)

*Food group amounts are shown in cup-equivalents (c-eq) or ounce-equivalents (oz-eq). 
Oils are shown in grams (g).

**Protein can come from many different types of food. The table above shows the  
recommended total amount of protein per day. The following shows the recommended 
amounts of specific sources of protein per week.

Protein 
Source

U.S.-Style
Mediterranean

-Style
Vegetarian

Seafood 9 oz-eq 15 oz-eq --

Meat, 
poultry, eggs

26 oz-eq 26 oz-eq 3 oz-eq (eggs)

Nuts, seeds, 
soy products

5 oz-eq 5 oz-eq 15 oz-eq
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Know Your Food Groups

Let’s look more closely at the recommendations for the different food groups 
in each of the eating patterns described in the Dietary Guidelines. What foods 
are in each group? What are protein foods? How much of your daily fruit need 
is met by a medium banana? How should you count beverages? Starting on the 
next page, you’ll find the answers to these and similar questions, as well as more 
detailed information about the five major food groups and calories for other 
uses. We’ve also included some examples of equivalent amounts of food within 
each food group. 

Vegetables

Fruits

Grains

Protein Foods

Dairy

Other Foods
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1/2 Cup-Equivalent of Vegetables Equals:

1 cup uncooked spinach

1 small (6-inch) ear corn

1 large stalk celery

6 baby carrots

1 small (less than 
2” diameter) baked potato

1/2 large (3-inch diameter,  
3 and 3/4-inch long)  

red pepper

1/2 cup cooked  
kidney beans

1/2 cup broccoli florets

1/2 cup cooked  
green beans
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1/2 Cup-Equivalent of Fruit Equals:

1 small piece fruit, such as a  
2-inch peach or large plum

1/2 cup 100% orange juice

1/2 -inch wedge 
watermelon

1/2 large (8-inch) 
 banana

1/2 medium grapefruit

1/2 cup grapes

1/4 cup dried fruit

 1/8 medium canteloupe

4 strawberries
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1 Ounce-Equivalent of Grain Equals:

1 slice bread

2 (3-inch) pancakes

1/2 English muffin

1 cup breakfast cereal
(flakes, rounds, or puffed)

3 cups popcorn

1 mini-bagel

1/2 cup cooked cereal,  
rice,or pasta

1 small (6-inch diameter)
corn or flour tortilla

1/3 cup oatmeal
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1 Ounce-Equivalent of Protein Foods Equals:

1/2 ounce nuts 
(12 almonds, 24 pistachios, 

or 7 walnut halves)

1/2 cup split pea, lentil, or  
other bean soup

1 egg

1 ounce cooked salmon

1/4 cup cooked beans

1 ounce cooked  
lean beef, lean pork, 
chicken, or turkey

1 tablespoon peanut butter 

1/4 cup tofu

2 tablespoons hummus
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1 Cup-Equivalent of Dairy Equals:

1 cup pudding  
made with milk

1 cup milk or calcium-fortified
soy beverage

1 cup yogurt

1/3 cup shredded cheese

2 cups cottage cheese

1 and 1/2 ounces hard cheese,  
such as cheddar, mozzarella,

Swiss, or Parmesan
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Teaspoons of Oil:

1 tablespoon mayonnaise (not 
mayonnaise-type salad dressing) 
has 2 and 1/2 teaspoons of oil

1 ounce dry-roasted nuts has  
3 teaspoons of oil 

1/2 medium avocado has 
3 teaspoons of oil

1 tablespoon peanut butter  
has 2 teaspoons of oil

1 ounce sunflower seeds has  
3 teaspoons of oil

4 large ripe olives have 
1/2 teaspoon of oil
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In general, try to use oils instead of solid fats, such as butter or lard, which are 
high in saturated fat. Saturated fats occur naturally in some foods, but they 
are also added to foods such as baked goods and potato chips. To lower the 
saturated fat in your diet, eat low-fat or fat-free dairy products, choose cuts of 
meat with less fat, and remove the skin from chicken. Reading the Nutrition 
Facts label can help you keep track of how much saturated fat you consume. 

You should also keep trans fat intake as low as possible. Trans fats are harmful, 
and although they are being phased out of many products, they can still be 
found in some processed foods, such as microwave popcorn, frozen pizza, 
margarine, and coffee creamer. 

Added sugars. Limit the consumption of foods high in added sugar, which 
include sweetened cereals and highly processed snack foods such as cookies and 
cakes, dairy desserts, and many items marketed as low-fat. Read the ingredient 
list to see if the food you’re eating has added sugar. Some key words to look for: 
brown sugar, corn sweetener, corn syrup, dextrose, fructose, and high-fructose 
corn syrup. See pages 41-43 to learn more about food labels. 

Beverages
Although many beverages can be part of a healthy eating pattern, some add 
calories without adding nutritional value and you should avoid them.

Coffee and tea. Drinking coffee or tea barely provides any calories unless you 
add sugar or cream, which aren’t nutrient-dense and should be consumed in 
moderation. Be cautious when ordering drinks from coffee shops because these 
are often loaded with extra sugars and fats. 

Sweetened beverages. Examples of beverages that often have added sugars 
are soda, fruit drinks, sports drinks, energy drinks, and sweetened waters. Most 
sweetened beverages don’t contribute to meeting food group goals and often 
contain a high number of calories. 

Alcohol. Alcohol isn’t nutrient-dense and isn’t part of the healthy eating 
patterns recommended in the Dietary Guidelines. If you consume alcohol, do so 
in moderation, defined as one drink or less per day for women and two drinks 
or less per day for men.
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Don’t Feel Thirsty? 

With age, you might lose some of your sense of thirst. To further 
complicate matters, some medicines require plenty of fluids. Don’t 
wait until you feel thirsty to drink water or other fluids. Take sips 
of water, milk, or juice between bites during meals. Add liquids 
throughout the day. For example, have a cup of low-fat soup as an 
afternoon snack. Drink a full glass of water when you take a pill. Have 
a glass of water before you exercise. Remember, water is a good way to 
add fluids to your daily routine without adding calories.

Calories from sugars, saturated and trans fats, and drinks can add up quickly. 
As these foods provide no nutritional benefit, they should only be consumed on 
occasion and in limited amounts. Beverages that are calorie-free — especially 
water — or that contribute beneficial nutrients, such as fat-free and low-fat milk 
and 100% juice, should be the primary beverages you consume.
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Measurements for Vitamins and Minerals 
Vitamins and minerals are measured in a variety of ways. The most common are:
  

• mg — milligram 
• mcg — microgram  
• IU — international unit  

Micrograms are used to measure very small amounts — there are 1,000 
micrograms in a milligram. The size of an international unit varies depending 
on the vitamin or drug it’s used to measure. 

Recommended Sodium Intake for Older Adults 
Sodium is an important mineral. In most Americans’ diets, sodium primarily 
comes from salt (sodium chloride). Whenever you add salt to your food, you’re 
adding sodium. But the Dietary Guidelines shows that most of the sodium we 
eat doesn’t come from our saltshakers — it’s added to many foods during 
processing or preparation. We all need some sodium, but too much over time 
can lead to high blood pressure, which can raise your risk of having a heart 
attack or stroke. 

How much sodium is okay? People 51 and older should reduce their sodium 
intake to 2,300 mg each day. That is about 1 teaspoon of salt and includes 
sodium added during manufacturing or cooking as well as at the table when 
eating. If you have high blood pressure or prehypertension, limiting sodium intake 
to 1,500 mg per day, about 2/3 teaspoon of salt, may be helpful. Preparing your 
own meals at home without using a lot of processed foods or salt will allow you 
to control how much sodium you get. Try using less salt when cooking, and don’t 
add salt before you take the first bite. If you make this change slowly, you will 
get used to the difference in taste. Also look for grocery products marked “low 
sodium,” “unsalted,” “no salt added,” “sodium free,” or “salt free.” Also check the 
Nutrition Facts label to see how much sodium is in a serving. 

Eating more fresh vegetables and fruit also helps — they are naturally low in 
sodium and provide more potassium. Get your sauce and dressing on the side 
and use only as much as you need for taste.
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Smart Food
Choices To 
Maintain a 
Healthy Weight
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Eating To Lose or Gain Weight 
Whether you’re trying to lose or gain weight, eating healthy foods matters. Try 
to follow a healthy eating pattern rich in vegetables, fruits, whole grains, low-
fat dairy, and lean proteins. If you’re concerned about your weight and want to 
change it, there are things you can do. Talk with a health care professional about 
how to make healthy changes that are right for you. 

Trying to lose weight? 

•	 Limit portion size to control calorie intake. 
•	 Be as physically active as you can be. 
•	 Swap out your usual foods for healthier alternatives. 
•	 Stay hydrated with water and avoid drinks with added sugar. 
•	 Set specific, realistic goals, such as three 15-minute walks per week. 
•	 If there’s a break in your healthy eating or exercise, try to get back on track 

as quickly as possible. 
•	 Keep track of what you eat in a food diary. 

Trying to gain weight? 

•	 Eat more foods with healthy fats, such as avocados and peanut butter. 
•	 If you get full quickly, eat frequent, smaller meals throughout the day. 
•	 Add nutrient-dense snacks such as nuts, cheese, and dried fruit to  

your menu. 
•	 Dine with friends and family to make the experience more enjoyable. 
•	 Stay active to boost your appetite. 
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Make Healthy Shifts in Your Food and Beverage Choices 
Eating the right amount is important, but so is making sure you’re getting 
all the nutrients you need. Older adults often need fewer calories, but more 
nutrients, which makes it essential to eat nutrient-dense foods. To eat nutrient-
dense foods across all the food groups, you may need to make some changes in 
your food and beverage choices. You can move toward a healthier eating pattern 
by making shifts in food choices over time. Here are some ideas: 

Shift from:
High-calorie snacks

Shift to:
Nutrient-dense snacks

Fruit products with added sugars Fresh Fruit

Refined grains Whole grains

Snacks with added salt or sugars Snacks without added salt or sugars

Solid fats Oils
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It’s easy to forget about calories you consume from beverages. If you drink 
sodas, creamy and sweet coffee drinks, or alcohol, swapping them out for 
healthier options can make a huge difference. There are plenty of beverage 
options that are low in added sugars, saturated fats, and sodium. Here are  
some suggestions:

Shift from:
Medium café latte made  

with whole milk 

Shift to:
Small latte made with  

fat-free milk

Sweetened lemon iced tea Sparking water with  
natural lemon flavor

Regular cola Water or water flavored with  
fruits or vegetables
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Another way to think about nutrient- and calorie-dense foods is to look at a 
variety of foods that all provide the same calories. Let’s say that you wanted to 
have a small snack. You might choose:  

• 7- or 8-inch banana 
• 20 peanuts 
• 3 cups low-fat popcorn  
• Two regular chocolate-sandwich cookies  
• 1/2 cup low-fat ice cream 
• One scrambled large egg cooked with oil 
• 2 ounces baked chicken breast with no skin 

These choices all have about 100 calories but provide different amounts of 
nutrients. The right choice for you may depend on what else you’re eating 
throughout the day. 

Eating healthy isn’t just about how much you eat, it’s also about what you 
eat. Older adults should try to eat foods that are packed with nutrients while 
limiting foods that are high in calories but provide few nutrients. Swapping 
out snacks and beverages with nutrient-dense alternatives can help you get the 
nutrients you need while staying within your recommended number of calories.

Exercise and Physical Activity 

Exercise and physical activity are good for just 
about everyone, including older adults. Aim 
for at least 150 minutes of moderate-intensity 
aerobic activity — working hard enough to raise 
your heart rate and break a sweat — each week. 
You don’t have to accomplish this all at once; 
rather, you can break up your activity over the 
course of seven days. If you can’t meet the 
goal right away, try to be as physically active as 
you can. Doing something is better than doing 
nothing at all. 

For adults at every weight, aging is associated 
with muscle loss, which makes certain 
activities difficult. Being active can help older 
adults maintain muscle mass and make it 

From time to time, 
keep a food diary. 
Keep track of what 
you eat, and check 
your weight once a 
week. Then you’ll 
know if you are 
balancing the calories 
in and calories out 
and whether you need 
to be more active or 
make healthier food 
choices.

Here’s a Tip
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easier to conduct daily activities, participate in outings, drive, keep up with 
grandchildren, avoid falls, and stay as independent as possible. 

You don’t need to spend a lot of money joining a gym or hiring a personal trainer 
to get fit. Think about the kinds of physical activities that you enjoy. Walking, 
running, bicycling, gardening, swimming, dancing, and even everyday chores 
such as vacuuming can provide physical activity. While you’re getting started 
with exercise, try to stay motivated to move your body regularly. Then increase 
the length of time you exercise or add another fun activity. Talk with your doctor 
before starting a new or more vigorous exercise program.

Servings and Portions 

Do you have to measure or weigh everything 
you eat? Not really. Some people find it helps 
to measure things carefully at first, but once 
you get used to your new eating pattern, 
strict measuring probably won’t be necessary. 
Understanding portion and serving sizes, as 
well as the difference between them, can help 
you better understand how much you’re eating.

A “serving size” is a standard amount of a 
food, such as a cup or an ounce. Serving sizes 
can help you when choosing foods and when 
comparing like items while shopping, but they 
aren’t recommendations for how much of a 
certain food to eat.  

The term “portion” means how much of a food 
you’re served or how much you eat. A portion 
size can vary from meal to meal. For example, at home you may serve yourself 
two small pancakes in one portion, but at a restaurant, you may get a large stack 
of pancakes as one portion. A portion size may also be bigger than a serving 
size. For example, the serving size on the Nutrition Facts label for your favorite 
cereal may be 1 cup, but you may pour yourself 1 and 1/2 cups in a bowl. 
Neither serving sizes nor portions are recommendations for how much to eat 
but being aware of these terms can help you make healthy food choices. 

Portion size can be a 
problem when eating 
out. To keep your 
portion sizes under 
control, try ordering 
smaller appetizers 
instread of an entrée 
as your mean, or 
share and entrée with 
a friend. Or eat just 
one-half of an entrée 
and take the rest home 
to enjoy as a meal the 
next day.

Here’s a Tip

Smart Food Choices To Maintain a Healthy Weight | 37



Is Snacking Allowed? 

Snacks are okay, as long as you make good choices. If you want an afternoon 
pick-me-up or after-dinner snack, have a piece of fruit, or spread peanut butter 
or low-fat cream cheese on whole wheat toast. Don’t forget to include snacks in 
your daily food count. For example, 1 tablespoon of peanut butter spread on a 
slice of whole wheat toast counts toward the protein foods group and the grains 
group. Some ideas for healthy snacking include:

When you’re out and 
need a snack, don’t 
be tempted to buy a 
candy bar. Instead, 
take along a homemade 
trail mix in a plastic 
bag when you go out. 
If you need to buy a 
snack while you’re on 
the go, pick up an apple 
or a banana — most 
convenience stores  
have them.

Here’s a Tip
• Have an ounce of cheese with some whole 

grain crackers, a container of low-fat or  
fat-free yogurt, or a 1-ounce portion of 
unsalted nuts.  

• Put fruit instead of candy in the bowl on  
your coffee table.  

• Keep a container of washed, raw vegetables 
in the fridge along with hummus or other 
healthy dips. 

• To limit your portion sizes, don’t eat from 
the bag. Count out a serving and put the  
bag away.
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More Help With 
Healthy Eating
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Nutrition Facts Labels 
The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) requires a Nutrition Facts 
label on most packaged foods and beverages. At the top of the Nutrition Facts 
label, you will find the total number of servings in the container and the food 
or beverage’s serving size. The serving size on the label is based on the amount 
of food that people may typically eat at one time and isn’t a recommendation of 
how much to eat.  

The remainder of the label information is usually based on one serving of the 
food or beverage (see Food Label A). However, if the container has more than 
one serving but typically might be consumed in one sitting — such as a pint of 
ice cream — the label will have two additional columns (see Food Label B). The 
first of these columns lists the calories and nutrients in one serving. The second 
lists that same information for the entire container. If you eat an entire package 
of food that contains two servings, you will get twice as many calories, nutrients, 
sugar, and fat as are in one serving. 

No Label? No Problem.

Although frozen and canned fruits and vegetables have food labels, 
fresh varieties often don’t. You can find nutrition information for fresh 
fruits and vegetables on the USDA website. Or call the USDA’s Food 
and Nutrition Information Center at 301-504-5414. 

A B
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Percent Daily Value (% DV) 
The percent Daily Value (% DV) tells how much a nutrient in a serving of 
the food or beverage contributes to a total daily 2,000-calorie diet. Although 
the average person needs 2,000 calories a day to maintain their weight, 
individuals may need more or fewer depending on their lifestyle. If you’re 
eating fewer calories per day and eat one serving, your % DV will be higher 
than what you see on the label. Some nutrients on the Nutrition Facts label 
do not have a % DV, but consumers can still use the number of grams to 
compare and choose products.

Most older adults exceed the recommended limits for saturated fats, sodium, 
and added sugars. Compare and choose foods to get less than 100% DV of 
these each day, making sure to adjust for how many calories are in your diet. 
Additionally, many older adults don’t get the recommended amounts of dietary 
fiber, vitamin D, calcium, and potassium. Eating enough foods that contain 
these nutrients can reduce the risk of developing some diseases and conditions, 
such as cardiovascular disease, osteoporosis, and high blood pressure. Compare 
and choose foods to aim for 100% DV of these nutrients. 

The % DV information is not calculated with the unique needs of older adults 
in mind. Read the nutrition label as a whole to determine how a particular food 
or drink fits into your healthy eating pattern. 

Ingredient Lists 
The ingredients in packaged food and beverage items are listed separately 
from (and often below) the Nutrition Facts label. This information lists each 
ingredient in the product by its common or usual name, and in descending 
order by weight. That is, the ingredient that weighs the most is listed first, and 
the ingredient that weighs the least is listed last.  

Be on the lookout for terms that indicate added sugar, such as brown sugar, 
corn sweetener, corn syrup, dextrose, fructose, and high-fructose corn syrup. 
Artificial sweeteners such as sucralose, saccharin, aspartame, and acesulfame 
should also be consumed in moderation. Avoid trans fats altogether — look for 
hydrogenated oil or partially hydrogenated oils in the ingredients list. 
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Food Safety When Cooking  
When preparing foods, follow four basic steps — clean, separate, cook, and chill. 

Clean. Wash your hands, the cutting board, 
and the counter with hot, soapy water, and 
make sure knives and other utensils are clean 
before you start to prepare food. Clean the 
lids of cans before opening. Rinse fruits and 
vegetables under running water but don’t 
use soap or detergent. Don’t rinse raw meat 
or poultry before cooking — you might 
contaminate other things by splashing disease-
causing microbes around.

Keep your refrigerator clean, especially the 
vegetable and meat bins. When there is a spill, 
use hot, soapy water to clean it up.  

Separate. Keep raw meat, poultry, seafood, 
and eggs (and their juices and shells) away from 
foods that won’t be cooked, both in your shopping cart and in your refrigerator 
when you get home. 

When you’re cooking, it’s also important to keep ready-to-eat foods like fresh 
produce or bread apart from food that will be cooked. Use a different knife 
and cutting board for fresh produce than you use for raw meat, poultry, and 
seafood. Or use one set and cut all the fresh produce before handling foods that 
will be cooked. Wash your utensils and cutting board in hot, soapy water or the 
dishwasher, and clean the counter and your hands afterwards. If you put raw 
meat, poultry, or seafood on a plate, wash the plate in hot, soapy water before 
reusing it for cooked food. 

Remember to 
rinse all fruits and 
vegetables under 
running water, even 
if you plan to peel 
before eating. That’s 
because it’s easy to 
transfer bacteria from 
the peel or rind to the 
inside of your fruits 
and veggies when 
you’re cutting.

Here’s a Tip
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Tired of Cooking or Eating Alone?  
Maybe you’re tired of planning and cooking dinner every night. Have you 
considered potluck meals? If everyone brings one part of the meal, cooking is 
a lot easier, and there might be leftovers to share. Or try cooking with a friend 
to make a meal you can enjoy together. Food delivery services are yet another 
option. You could also look into having some meals at a nearby senior center, 
community center, or religious facility. Not only will you enjoy a free or low-
cost meal, but you will have some company while you eat.  

Problems Chewing or Swallowing Food?  
Do you avoid some foods because they are hard to chew? People who have 
problems with their teeth or dentures often avoid eating meat, fruits, or 
vegetables and might miss out on important nutrients. If you’re having trouble 
chewing, see your dentist to check for problems. If you wear dentures, the 
dentist can check how they fit. 

If food seems to get stuck in your throat, it might be that less saliva in your 
mouth is making it hard for you to swallow your food. Or there may be other 
reasons you’re having trouble swallowing your food, including problems 
with the muscles or nerves in your throat, problems with your esophagus, or 
gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD). Talk with your doctor about what 
might be causing your swallowing issues. 

Physical Problems Making It Hard To Eat?  
Sometimes illnesses like Parkinson’s disease, stroke, or arthritis can make it 
harder for you to cook or feed yourself. Your doctor might recommend an 
occupational therapist. The therapist might make a custom splint for your hand, 
give you special exercises to strengthen your muscles, or suggest rearranging 
things in your kitchen. Special utensils and plates might make mealtimes easier 
or help with food preparation.
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Food Tastes Different?  
Are foods not as tasty as you remember? It might not be the cook’s fault! Maybe 
your sense of taste, smell, or both has changed. Growing older, having dental 
problems, and experiencing medication side effects can cause your senses to 
change. Taste and smell are important for healthy appetite and eating. Try 
adding fresh herbs, spices, or lemon juice to your plate.  

Smoking and drinking alcohol can also affect your sense of taste. If you smoke, 
quitting may not only improve your sense of taste and smell, but also your health 
in many other ways. If you drink alcohol, consider stopping or cutting back. 

Some medicines can change how food tastes, make your mouth dry, or reduce 
your appetite. In turn, some foods can change how certain medicines work. You 
might have heard that grapefruit juice is a common culprit when used with any 
of several drugs. Chocolate, licorice, and alcohol are some others. Whenever 
your doctor prescribes a new drug for you, be sure to ask about any food-drug 
interactions. 

Just Not Hungry?  
Changes to your body as you age can cause some people to feel full sooner than 
they did when they were younger. Lack of appetite can also be a side effect of a 
medicine you’re taking. Your doctor might be able to suggest a different drug.  

Try to be more active. In addition to all the other benefits of exercise and 
physical activity, they may make you hungrier.  

If you aren’t hungry because food just isn’t appealing, there are ways to make 
it more interesting. Make sure your foods are seasoned well, but not with extra 
salt. Try using lemon juice, vinegar, or herbs to boost the flavor of your food.  

Vary the shape, color, and texture of foods you eat. When you go shopping, look 
for a new vegetable, fruit, or seafood you haven’t tried before or one you haven’t 
eaten in a while. Some grocery stores have recipe cards near items, or you can 
ask the staff for suggestions about preparing the new food or find recipes online. 
Foods that are overcooked tend to have less flavor. Try cooking or steaming 
your vegetables for a shorter time and see if that gives them a crunch that will 
help spark your interest.  
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Sample Menus 
and Recipes  
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Spaghetti & meatballs
• 1 cup cooked spaghetti
• ¼ cup spaghetti sauce
• ¼ cup diced tomatoes  

(canned, no salt added)
• 3 medium meatballs
• 1 tablespoon parmesan cheese
½ medium raw apple
1 cup water

Garden salad
• 1 cup mixed greens
• 3 slices cucumber
• ¼ cup cubed avocado
• ¼ cup garbanzo beans  

(canned, low sodium)
• 3 tablespoons shredded,  

reduced-fat cheddar cheese
• 1 tablespoon  

ranch dressing

 Breakfast

½ whole wheat bagel
• 2 tablespoons of  

creamy peanut butter
1 medium banana
Coffee
• ¼ cup milk
• 2 teaspoons sugar
Fat-free strawberry yogurt  
(8 ounces)

Lunch

Tuna salad sandwich
• 2 slices 100% whole  

wheat bread
• 2 ounces canned tuna
• 2 teaspoons mayonnaise
• 2 tablespoons chopped celery
• 1 medium leaf lettuce
4 baby carrots
¼ cup raisins
1 cup low-fat (1%) milk

Below is a sample day’s menu to show you how easy it can be. It provides 2,000 
calories and doesn’t exceed the recommended amount of sodium or calories 
from saturated fats and added sugars. You might need to eat fewer or more 
calories, depending on your height, weight, activity level, and whether you’re a 
man or a woman.

Sample Menu

 Dinner
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A Heathier
Future
Thinking about what’s on your plate and shifting toward a healthier eating 
pattern can help you live better and longer. Changing your eating habits 
might not be easy at first, but as you incorporate smart food choices into your 
daily life, you will begin to make changes without thinking.   

Keep this book handy and refer to it when you’re unsure or need more 
information. With good nutrition and increased physical activity a part of your 
daily life, you will be taking charge of your health — maybe even making it 
better with age.
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