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The COVID-19 pandemic and the adoption of restrictive
measurements to control the SARS-CoV-2 spread disrupted
general population lifestyles including dietary behaviours.
However, there is poor knowledge on potential socioeconomic
and gender disparities in dietary changes. We conducted a
telephone-based survey during fall 2020 on a sample of 4,400
participants representative of the population aged 65-99 years
living in Lombardy, Italy. Changes in a Mediterranean lifestyle
were assessed retrospectively by asking participants to report
modifications in the consumption of nine food groups and five
diet-related behaviours (e.g., consumption of organic and local
foods) compared to the previous year (2019). We then
computed a Mediterranean COVID-19 Pandemic Score
(MedCovid-19 Score), reflecting changes during pandemic,
ranging from -14 to 14, with increasing values indicating
improvements in line with a Mediterranean lifestyle. Overall,
18.3% of the study participants worsened their Mediterranean
lifestyle (MedCovid-19 Score <0), 35.1% remained stable
(MedCovid-19 Score = 0), while 46.6% reported improve-
ments (MedCovid-19 Score �1). Predictors of favourable
changes toward a Mediterranean lifestyle were educational
level (OR = 1.52; 95% CI 1.19-1.95 for postgraduate vs lower
education), wealth (OR = 1.52; 1.14-2.02 for high vs low
wealth), and skilled manual occupations (OR = 1.57; 1.28-1.92
vs white collars). Women were more likely than men to move
away from a Mediterranean lifestyle (OR = 1.86; 1.58-2.21). In
conclusion, improvements in line with a Mediterranean
lifestyle prevailed in almost half of a large sample of elderly
Italians surveyed during the COVID-19 pandemic. However,
changes towards a Mediterranean lifestyle were disproportio-
nately distributed across gender and socioeconomic strata.
These findings were similar to those from the general
population of the Moli-sani study, where it was observed
that healthful dietary changes were associated greater wealth.
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Italy was the first country to be hit by the 2019 coronavirus
disease (COVID-19) in Europe holding one of the highest
clinical burdens. Older adults are those paying the highest
price for the COVID-19 emergency. Within the Lost in
Lombardy project, a web-based cross-sectional study assessing
the prevalence of depressive and anxiety symptoms, hope-
lessness and insomnia before and during the COVID-19
pandemic, was conducted on a representative sample of 4,400
older adults aged 65 years or more from the Lombardy region
recruited between November 17th and 30th 2020. The
prevalence of depressive symptoms increased by + 112%
during the pandemic, anxiety symptoms by + 136%, insuffi-
cient sleep by + 12%, unsatisfactory sleep by + 15%. Feelings of
hopelessness were more frequent among women compared to
men (15.1% vs. 10.4%) and increased with increasing age. A
worsening in each of the four specific mental health outcomes
was more frequently observed in women (OR = 1.50, depres-
sion; OR = 1.31, anxiety; OR = 1.57, sleep quality; OR = 1.38,
sleep quantity), in subjects who decreased their physical
activity during the pandemic (OR = 1.64, depression;
OR = 1.48, anxiety; OR = 2.05, sleep quality; OR = 1.28,
sleep quantity), and with increasing number of pre-existing
chronic diseases (p for trend<0.001 for depression and anxiety;
p for trend = 0.010 for sleep quality; p for trend = 0.012 for
sleep quantity). A worsening in depressive symptoms was more
frequently observed in more educated subjects (p for
trend = 0.008), while a worsening in anxiety symptoms in
subjects living in main towns compared to outskirt with an
economic status below the mean. The use of at least one
psychotropic drug - mostly antidepressants/anxiolytics -
increased by + 26% compared to pre-pandemic. The protec-
tion of the mental health status of this vulnerable segment of
population needs to be recognized as a real public health
priority.
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Background:
There has been increasing policy interest in changing dietary
patterns to reduce diet-related diseases and improve
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