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COVID-19 in older persons: the role of nutrition

Juergen M. Bauer® and John E. Morleyb

2020 will be remembered as the year that the
COVID-19 pandemic spread throughout the world
[1]. It became rapidly evident that this virus was very
likely to infect older persons and was particularly
lethal in the older population [2,3]. Persons with
comorbidity and frailty were at very high risk of poor
outcomes [4,5]. Not surprisingly, persons living in
nursing homes were at especially high risk of con-
tracting and dying from COVID-19 [6].

Recinella et al. [7] found that hospitalized older
persons at high nutritional risk, as determined by the
Geriatric Nutritional Risk Index, were at high risk for
mortality. They also found that older persons with
hypoalbuminemia and a low BMI had an increased
death rate. Pironi et al. [8] applying the Global Initia-
tive on Malnutrition (GLIM) criteria found thatin Italy
50% of COVID-19 patients in hospital were malnour-
ished. In this study, 70% of included patients were
above age 65. Also using the GLIM criteria another
study found that 42.1% of hospitalized COVID-19
patients were malnourished [9]. In a study of hospi-
talized patients above age 65 with COVID-19 infec-
tion in Wuhan, China, using the Mini Nutritional
Assessment (MNA), 27.5% were at malnutrition risk
and 52.7% had malnutrition [10]. In another study,
that applied the MNA in COVID-19 patients, average
age 55 years, after discharge from the ICU 65.9% were
atrisk and 14.5% of patients were malnourished [11].
Hypoalbuminemia was present in 19.5%.

Liu et al. compared the NRS 2002, the MUST, the
MNA short from (MNA-SF) and the Nutritional Risk
Index in hospital patients with COVID-19-infection
above age 65. The identification of patients at nutri-
tional risk varied widely between the four instruments
with the highest rate of at risk patients identified by
the NRS 2002 (85.8%) and the lowest rate identified by
the MUST (41.1%). Patients at risk according to the
MNA-SF, the NRS 2002 and the NRI had longer length
of stay, higher hospital expenses, poor appetite, higher
disease severity and higher weight loss when com-
pared with patients with normal nutritional status.
The authors concluded that NRS 2002, MNA-SF and
NRI are suitable instrument for nutritional screening
in older patients with COVID-19 infection [12]. In a
recently published systematic review on the screening
tools for malnutrition in COVID-19 patients Silva et al.
[13] provided an overview on the current literature,
but were not able to identify a superior tool for this
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purpose, but they stated that all tested tools — MNA,
MNA-SF, NRS, MUST and Nutritional Risk Index —
demonstrated high sensitivity.

It can be summarized that a high percentage of
hospital patients with COVID-19 is at nutritional
risk and its presence is associated with worse out-
comes in this population. While nutritional risk
screening must become a routine in this patient
group, several screening tools may be recommended
for this purpose.

In a review on nutrition support guidelines for
recovering COVID-19 patients in the community
the authors stressed the importance of screening
for malnutrition, the installment of nutritional care
plans and the continuity of nutritional care between
settings [14]. In this context, it also has to be con-
sidered that nutritional care is also an essential
component of rehabilitation in this population.

The COVID-19 pandemic may also have negative
effects on the wider public beyond those that are
directly affected by the infection. Physical activity
and nutritional behavior during COVID-19 home
confinement was explored with the help of a specifi-
cally designed electronic questionnaire which was
answered by more than 1000 respondents mostly from
Asia, Europe and Northern Africa [15]. The age of 80%
of respondents was below 55 years. While there was a
negative effect on all intensity levels of physical activ-
ity in this rather young group, food consumption and
meal patterns were more unhealthy than before the
confinement period. The latter was characterized by
eating more often out of control, consuming more
snacks and increasing the number of meals. In a large
survey from the United States that included partici-
pants with an average age of 51 years and a wide age
range between 19 and 94 years in one-third of partic-
ipants an increase of household food insecurity since
the begin of the pandemic was documented. The latter
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was associated with a coping strategy of eating lessin a
third of cases [16].

On the contrary, an online survey from Spain
included 7514 respondents with 77.9% university-
level education or higher and documented that
participants followed a healthier diet during the
confinement than before [17]. The latter included
a higher adherence to the Mediterranean diet and a
lower intake of fried foods, red meat, pastries and
sweet beverages. The authors proposed that this
change of diet might have a positive effect on
COVID-19-related complications.

In another online-survey from Lithuania with
2447 participants it was observed that 49.4% ate more
than before and 45.1% increased snacking, while
intake of fast food, sugary drinks and commercial
pastries decreased. A third of respondents described
a gain of weight, more often those with overweight and
those that were older [18]. Summarizing the current
literature on the effects of confinement and quaran-
tine on nutritional intake and nutritional status during
the COVID-19 pandemic it has to be acknowledged
that most studies relied on convenience samples that
were recruited online. Therefore, the participants have
not been representative of the population as a whole as
they were mostly belonging to younger age groups and
a majority was highly educated. Different results may
be expected in older populations and in those that
have been less well educated. In addition, it is highly
likely that the economic effects of the pandemic and
the consequences with regard to food insecurity will
differ significantly between countries.

Primary sarcopenia is the loss of muscle mass and
function that occurs with aging [19]. A major cause of
sarcopenia is the decline in physical activity and exer-
cise. During the COVID-19 pandemic, in an attempt to
protect older persons from contracting the virus, both
social isolation and lockdown have led to a decrease in
physical activity in older persons [20]. This has led to
the loss of muscle coupled with a decline in function.
When an older person becomes infected with COVID-
19 and admitted to hospital, there is a further loss of
muscle due to immobility and usually an increase in
inflammatory cytokines. There is now evidence that
exercise during hospitalization can prevent the func-
tional loss that normally occurs in hospital [21]. To
prevent the acceleration of sarcopenia that occurs
during ‘lockdown’ it is important that older persons
are encouraged to follow an exercise program such as
the ‘Vivifrail’ [22]. In addition, an increase in high-
quality protein intake is recommended [23].

Cachexia is ‘a complex metabolic syndrome
associated with underlying illness and a severe loss
of muscle mass’ [24]. The major cause of cachexia is
an increase in inflammatory cytokines [25]. Persons
infected with COVID-19 have an increase in inflam-
matory cytokines which can be excessive if a ‘cyto-
kine storm’ occurs [26]. Corona virus can enter
muscle cells directly through the ACE2 receptor
on the spike protein, resulting in local inflammation
[27]. Inflammatory cytokines not only lead to mus-
cle loss but also result in decreased muscle function
and myalgia [28] (Fig. 1). These effects are coupled
with anorexia and hypoalbuminemia. COVID-19
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produces loss of smell and taste leading to anorexia
[29]. Persons who are mechanically ventilated are
immobilized leading to further loss of muscle [30].
A number of studies have suggested that low 25
(OH) vitamin D levels may be associated with worse out-
comes in persons with COVID-19 [31-35]. These effects
are best seen in persons with levels below 50nmol/l
(20ng/ml) [36]. Biesalski [37] focuses on the available
evidence that currently illustrates the relevance of
vitamin D for the course of COVID-19 infections.
Persons infected with COVID-19 are at increased
risk for developing hypocalcemia and hypomagne-
semia [37]. Magnesium has antioxidant and inhibits
release of inflammatory cytokines [38]. Magnesium
also inhibits bronchial muscle contraction. In a
study by Tan et al. [39], a combination of vitamin
D, magnesium and vitamin B12 reduced the need
for oxygen support in persons with COVID-19.
Overall, persons with COVID-19 are at increased
risk for developing protein energy undernutrition,
sarcopenia and cachexia. The development of low
calcium and magnesium need to be monitored for
in persons with COVID-19. ‘Lockdown’ increases the
propensity for persons to become vitamin D deficient.
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