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Exploring which foods can be used as high protein carriers for adults older
than 50 years
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The world population nowadays is ageing, which results in a shift towards higher numbers of people older than 65 years(1). This
increasing lifespan is not always matched with increased years spent in good health. Malnutrition, and particularly decreased protein
intake is one of the leading causes of frailty among older adults(2). Research has shown that protein enrichment of existing food pro-
ducts could be an effective way of enhancing protein intake(3).

This study aimed to explore potential food products that could be used as high-protein carriers by surveying adults older than 50
years; addressing future older adults (50–64 years) and current older adults (older than 65 years). The developed questionnaire
included questions related to sociodemographic characteristics (age, marital status, education, gender, financial status, place of resi-
dence), dietary and food purchasing habits, food choice motives and knowledge of protein function. Participants were also asked to
state their willingness to consume 15 predetermined products as potential high-protein carriers(3). Non-parametric tests were con-
ducted(4) to investigate the effect of the participants’ characteristics on the willingness to consume the products under investigation.

In total 61 participants completed the survey (57% female). Most of them (68%) belonged to the future older adults’ group (50–64
years) and the majority lived in a town (42%) or in a small village (34%). A significant proportion (40.7%) had little or no knowledge
of protein function within the body and 74.6% were unaware of protein RDI.

While there was no effect of most of the sociodemographic characteristics on willingness to consume the food products under inves-
tigation, there was a gender effect on the willingness to consume yoghurt, as revealed from a Mann-Whitney U test (U = 377, p =
0.005) with female participants more willing to consume yoghurt (mean willingness score 3.26) than male (1.95). Friedman test
(χ2(14)=61.84, p < 0.0001) on the willingness to consume the different products and post-hoc analysis using the Nemenyi’s test,
showed that spreads would be most preferred products, while meat substitutes and crisps would be the least preferred ones.

There were differences among the participants in the ranking of the food choice motives, as shown from a Friedman test (χ2(7)
=67.56, p < 0.0001). Nemenyi’s test revealed that the health benefit, organoleptic properties, price and preparation were equally
important food choice motives for the specific group, while environmental concern was the least important one.

From this pilot study it can be suggested that when exploring potential high-protein carriers, food producers should attempt to
incorporate protein in products perceived as healthy, easy to prepare, without compromising their sensory properties. It may also
be necessary to develop a variety of products to account for the heterogeneity of this age group. Finally, it is important to raise aware-
ness in protein function.
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