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This Month’s Focus:  
Protein and Age- Related Muscle Loss 
It’s a normal, predictable aspect of growing 
older: we all lose muscle mass as we age. 
This loss can affect the ability of older 
people to do normal activities, such as 
climbing stairs, walking to the mailbox, 
picking up a package, standing at the stove 
to prepare a meal, carrying groceries, and 
rising from a chair. Throughout life, muscles 
are in a constant state of breaking down and 
rebuilding. To maintain muscles, we regularly 
need adequate protein and physical activity. 
Aging muscles appear to not respond as 
effectively to certain proteins in the diet as they do in our younger years. Also, they also 
are less responsive to exercise intended to build or maintain muscles. As the American 
population ages, nutrition educators have a valuable role to play in helping our elders be 
as strong as they can be throughout their golden years. 
 
This issue of Energize Newsletter for Nutrition Educators focuses on age-related muscle 
loss (sarcopenia) and strategies to help the people we serve to minimize this loss in their 
years ahead. 
 
What Is Sarcopenia? After age 50, we lose an estimated 1 to 2% of our muscle mass 
each year, or about 30% by age 70. It is no wonder we tend to think of older people as 
frail, less active, and needing to use a walker or cane. When muscle loss becomes 
relatively severe, it is called sarcopenia. (A parallel condition related to loss of bone mass 
is osteopenia.) When protein is consumed, it is broken down in the intestinal tract into 
amino acids, which are absorbed into the blood and then go on to build muscle. Of the 
nine amino acids needed to build muscle protein, leucine is the most important one since 
it drives the process. Older individuals are less able to break down protein, and may need 
more. They also may need to spread protein throughout the day in order to maximize their 
body’s ability to use it. 
 
The Recommended Dietary Allowance (RDA) for adults is 0.8 grams of protein a day for 
each kilogram (2.2 pounds) of body weight. Some experts believe that older adults need 
as much as 1.6 grams per kilogram to slow muscle loss. To reach that, some experts 
advise aiming for an amount of protein in grams that is equal to half of a person’s body 
weight in pounds. To find out how much you or a client is consuming of Protein Foods 
compared to an individualized recommendation, go 
to www.choosemyplate.gov/SuperTracker/foodtracker.aspx.) 
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Network of Washington to enhance communication and 
coordination among those who educate Washington 
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enjoyable eating. 
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To access past issues, go 
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Energize is a publication of the Nutrition Education 
Network of Washington, whose staff is responsible for its 
content. 
 

 
This material was funded by USDA's Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program. The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program provides nutrition assistance to people with low income. It 
can help you buy nutritious foods for a better diet. To find out more, 
contact your local DSHS Community Service Office.  
 

In accordance with Federal law and U.S. Department of Agriculture 
policy, this institution is prohibited from discriminating on the basis 
of race, color, national origin, sex, age, religion, political beliefs or 
disability. To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, 
Director, Office of Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, S.W., 
Washington, D.C. 20250- 9410 or call (800)795-3272 (voice) or 
(202)720-6382 (TTY). USDA is an equal opportunity provider and 
employer. 
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Both adequate dietary protein and physical activity, particularly strength training, are needed to maintain muscle. However, protein 
alone can help combat muscle loss that is brought on by inactivity that may particularly be experienced by older adults, such as 
hospitalization and illness. 
 
(Sources: “Muscling in on Sarcopenia,” University of California, Berkeley, Wellness Newsletter, 28(4), January 2012. “Staying Strong,” 
Center for Science in Public Interest Nutrition Action, April 2011, which includes a useful chart of the protein and leucine amounts in 
specific foods. Egg Nutrition Center tool kit, Dietary Protein Recommendations for Adequate Intake and Optimal Health, www.enc-
online.org/protein/pdf/ENC%20Protein%20Tool%20Kit%20Leader%20Guide.pdf.) 
 
Dietary Protein and Meal Timing – Douglas Paddon-Jones, researcher at University of Texas Medical Branch, is a strong proponent 
of distributing protein evenly among three meals a day to increase and maintain muscle mass. Consumption by most Americans is 
skewed: breakfast is often carbohydrate-based with little protein and lunch is often carbohydrate-laden, too. At dinner, most people 
consume more protein than their bodies can handle at one time. His research has shown that about 30 grams of protein (about four 
ounces of high-quality, protein-rich food) is the maximum amount that can be used at a meal. His recommendation is not necessarily to 
increase overall protein intake but instead to redistribute it by consuming a moderate amount of high-quality protein three times a day, 
providing 25-30 grams of protein per meal. A mix of animal and plant sources can provide the essential amino acids, including leucine, 
although he says that some elders with restricted diets might need leucine supplements. 
(Sources: http://www.dairycouncilofca.org/PDFs/Protein_Beyond_Muscle.pdf and his presentation at Washington/Oregon Academies 
of Nutrition and Dietetics, April 2012.) 

 
Senior Services and High-Quality Protein – Martha Peppones, Registered Dietitian with 
Senior Services of Snohomish County (SSSC), places a priority on protein with the elders 
she serves. Each meal served at the congregate dining sites and in the Meals on Wheels 
program provides at least one-third of the nutrients that seniors need. Martha says this is the 
main meal of the day for most of their clients, making high quality protein particularly 
important. The program provides education about spreading protein throughout the day, with 
20 to 30 grams recommended at each meal. Consuming this much protein can be a 
particular challenge for breakfast, so they suggest cottage cheese, nuts on cereal, adding 
powdered milk when making cooked cereal, and using breakfast cereals that are higher in 
protein. A barrier to adequate protein intake (and other nutrients, too) is access to shopping 

for food, which can be caused by limited mobility, illness, lack of transportation, bad weather, and the risk of falling. SSSC’s Meals on 
Wheels program addresses those obstacles by delivering food to elders’ homes. (Contact: Martha Peppones, Nutrition Director, Senior 
Services of Snohomish County, 425-290-1264, mpeppones@sssc.org.) 
 
Getting a Grip on Sarcopenia: What Works – In a comprehensive review article, authors found 
two consistently effective strategies to prevent muscle loss. The most important dietary 
recommendation is to include 20 to 30 grams of high quality protein per meal. The type of protein is 
key: it needs to that provides enough of the essential amino acids, particularly leucine. The most 
important physical activity recommendation is doing resistance exercise (such as weight lifting), 
which helps maintain muscle, improves strength, and promotes overall physical functioning. 
(Source: L Breen and SMPhillips, “Skeletal muscle protein metabolism in the elderly: Interventions 
to counteract the ‘anabolic resistance’ of ageing [sic].” 
Nutrition & Metabolism, 8:68, 
2011, www.nutritionandmetabolism.com/content/8/1/68.) 
 
IN THE MEDIA 
One in Seven Seniors Faces Threat of Hunger – A recent study of hunger trends over a 10-year period found that 15% of seniors in 
the United States are food insecure. This translates to 8.3 million seniors, and represents an increase of 78% from 2001 to 2010. 
Authors of the report express concern that the recent increase hunger among seniors will likely lead to additional nutritional and health 
challenges for the nation. A surprising finding was that most of the seniors facing hunger have incomes above the poverty line and are 
white. (Sources: JP Ziliak, Senior Hunger in America 2012: An Annual Report, May 2012, prepared for the Meals on Wheels Research 
Foundation, http://www.mowrf.org/the2010annualreport.pdf.)  
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WASHINGTON GROWN 
Local Cherries – Cherries are not only delicious, they are also very nutritious! Cherries are 
considered a good source of at least three key nutrients: one cup provides 10 milligrams of 
vitamin C, 311 milligrams of potassium, and 3 grams of fiber…and only 90 calories. Red 
cherries also contain anthocyanins, which give the cherries their lovely color and also can help 
reduce the risk for cancers and heart disease. Although raw cherries are tasty by the handful, 
they make good additions to salads or added to cereal, yogurt, or pancakes. Since cherries do 
not ripen or get sweeter after they are picked, choose cherries that are ready to eat, with the 
stems attached. They can be kept unrefrigerated for two days or refrigerated up to a week. 
More info about local cherries at Northwest Cherries, www.nwcherries.com. 
 
DID YOU KNOW? 
Rainier cherries were developed right here in Washington State. In 1952, Harold Fogle of Washington State University crossed Bing 
and Van cultivars to create the creamy yellow cherry with a red blush. They’re enjoyed by many people, and birds, too! About one-third 
of the fruit in a Rainier cherry orchard is eaten by birds. 
 

 
EAT TOGETHER EAT BETTER – Family Meals Focus 

Because our readers have told us that Family Meals is a hot topic, in the May 2011 issue we began a small section on recent news 
relating to this topic and our long-standing signature program, Eat Together, Eat Better. 

 WSU Extension Promotes Eat Together, Eat Better in Radio Interviews – Following a press release 
with a Mother’s Day theme, WSU Extension’s educational modules with the Eat Together Eat Better 
program hit the air waves. In May, Kathleen Manenica, State Coordinator for Extension’s Food $ense , 
conducted two interviews and Martha Marino, Director of Nutrition Affairs at the Washington State Dairy 

Council, conducted another. Both showcased the benefits of eating together, offered realistic tips for listeners, and told about the 
partnership between the two organizations. (Contact: Kathleen Manenica, WSU Puyallup, 253-445-4598, manenica@wsu.edu.
Family Meals Slides for Low-Income Audiences – For a set of 17 free, downloadable images encouraging low-income 
parents to eat together with their young children, see Mealtime is Family Time, developed by Pennsylvania Nutrition Education 
Tracks, 

) 

www.panen.org/mealtime-family-time.  
Toolkit on Family Meals for Dietitians – Just a few weeks ago, the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (formerly called the 
American Dietetic Association) launched a collection of educational tools for dietitians to give presentations in their communities 
about family meals. The Kids Eat Right Family Meals: Anytime, Anyplace toolkit includes PowerPoint® presentations for two 
audiences: one for parents and another for teens. Both have scripts, handouts, and an optional activity. The free, downloadable 
toolkit is available to any member of the Academy who wishes to volunteer in its “Kids Eat Right” campaign. The goals of that 
campaign are to improve nutrition and physical activity and help prevent childhood obesity. Info for the public is 
at www.kidseatright.org. (parents and nutrition educators can sign up for a weekly email) and for dietitians  
who want to get involved and gain access to the Family Meals toolkit  
at the same website. 
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