Healthy Aging
Chapter 5: Physical Changes of Aging

Learning Objectives
At the end of the chapter, you should be able to:
» Identify normal age changes.
> Make a plan of care for the older adult that reflects prevention and
maintenance associated with some of the changes with age.

Aging is a series of complex changes that occur in all organisms.

It is important for the care provider to understand that what is normal in an older adult may be abnormal in an
adult of a younger age with the same condition. Also, the approach to the care of the younger adult and older
adult with the same condition may be considerably different. This may be due to biopsychosocial changes that
accompany aging.

2 categories of age-related changes:
1. USUAL (average) aging; and
2. SUCCESSFUL (pure) aging.

Usual Aging
Refers to the “combined effect of the aging process, disease, and adverse environmental and lifestyle factors.”

Successful Aging
Refers to “changes due solely to the aging process uncomplicated by damage from environment, lifestyle, or

disease.”

Example:
Oxygen consumption by sedentary elderly persons is usually low (usual aging); however, take the sedentary
elder and place him or her in a regular aerobic exercise regimen, and he or she can achieve oxygen levels equal

to those of sedentary young adults (successful aging).

Changes in body structure and function are lifelong alterations that begin to take on significance internally and
externally in the 4" and 5% decades of life. External signs are the clues by which most people judge aging.

However these signs can be deceptive. Skin can become deeply wrinkled or hair can become gray early in adult
life, even though these features are considered signs of aging.

Today individuals have at their disposal cosmetic surgery, hair coloring,
make up and clothing choices that can make a person look younger than
his or her chronologic age.
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Structure and Posture
Obvious manifestations, influenced by many factors such as age, sex, race, and environment, occur in the 5
decade of life. With age, height diminishes by 1 % to 2 inches, and the trunk shortens as a result of dehydration
of the vertebral disks.

Long bones take on the appearance of disproportionate size (long arms and legs)
because stature decreases. Vertebral disks become thin as a result of dehydration,
causing a shortening of the trunk.

Many aged persons assume a stooped, forward-bent posture, with the hips and
knees somewhat flexed and the arms bent at the elbows, raising the level of the
arms.

To maintain eye contact, the head is titled backward, which makes it appear that the elderly individual is jutting
forward. The forward-leaning posture is attributed to muscle shrinkage. The decrease in abdominal length gives
the overall picture of a disproportionate individual who needs to be stretched out a bit.

Osteoporosis is the thinning of bone tissue and loss of bone density over time. This type of degeneration is four
times more prevalent in women, becoming apparent as estrogen declines in older women. Men who develop
osteoporosis are from lack of exercise, smoking, and lack of calcium in diet.

Skin, Hair and Nails
Wound healing is approximately 50% slower than at 35 years of age. Collagen decreases approximately 1% per
year, causing the skin to “give” less under stress and tear more easily. The dermis becomes thinner in the

absence of subcutaneous fat.

Regardless of sex, 50% of the population over 50 years of age have gray or partly gray scalp hair because of a
decrease in melanin production in hair follicles. Hair loss is prominent in men. By age 40, hair patterns have
reached their maximum and begin to recede. Women have less pronounced hair loss.

Hair Distribution

Race, sex, sex-linked genes, and hormonal influences determine the maximum amount of hair that one has and
the changes that will occur with it throughout life. Asian and blacks are less hairy than whites, American Indians
have little or no hair on their bodies.

Fingernails and Toenails

Fingernails and toenails grow at a slower rate than in younger adults and develop longitudinal striations.
Toenails grow at even slower rate than fingernails in the elderly. The nail plate may thicken and give the nail a
yellow appearance.

Facial Changes

An indented “loss of lip” appearance of the mouth occurs with tooth loss when uncorrected by dentures or
other oral prostheses. Eyelids appear swollen as a result of the redistribution of fat deposits. The fat layer around
the orbit of the eye disappears, creating a sunken appearance of the eye.
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Cardiovascular Changes
It is the major cause of death world-wide in people age 60 and over. In the United States, one half of all CV
disease occurs in those 65 years of age and older.

One of every two persons age 60 and over may have some severe narrowing of the coronary arteries, but only
about 50% of those clinical signs of coronary artery dysfunction.

Immune System

Age-related changes in the immune system increase vulnerability to infections, tumors and immune disease.
Factors that affect immune system function include hormonal changes, age, nutrition, and psychological factors
(e.g., stress).

As we grow older, our bodies are less able to produce antibodies which are important in fighting infections. As
a result older adults are at greater risk for infections and the mortality rate from infection is much higher than
in the young.

Older adults are 3 times more likely to die of pneumonia or sepsis, 5 to 10 times more likely to die of urinary
tract infections, and 15 to 20 times more likely to die of appendicitis.

Reproductive System

The most dramatic age-related changes in the reproductive system occur with women at menopause when their
estrogen production ceases and they lose their capacity to reproduce. Many men also experience declines in
testosterone production but they maintain their reproductive ability in extreme old age.

Sensory System

As you age, your senses (vision, hearing, taste, smell, touch) may become less acute. The most dramatic sensory
changes with age affects vision and hearing but all the senses can be affected by aging. Fortunately, many of
the changes can be compensated for with assistive devices (e.g., glasses, hearing aids, etc.) or by changes in
lifestyle.

VISION

Visual impairment is the most common sensory problem of older adults.

About 95% of individuals age 65 and older report wearing glassing or needing
glasses to improve their vision. However, the effectiveness of glasses decreases
with age. Among those over age 85, only 45% report that their glasses corrected
all their visual problems and 12% are legally blind.

Older adults should have vision checkups every two years if they wear glasses, every five years if they don't.
Those with a family history of eye disorders, diabetes or a diagnosed vision disorder such as glaucoma or
cataracts should get more frequent checkups.

HEARING
Hearing loss is very common with aging and is one of the most correctable yet often unrecognized problems. It
contributes significantly to social isolation. About 25% of people between 65 and 74 years of age and 50% of

people age 75 or older report difficulty hearing.
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Unfortunately, although 65% of those age 85 and older report hearing difficulty only 8% use a hearing aid or
other assistive listening device. After age 60 there appears to be a 10dB (decibel) reduction in hearing sensitivity
each decade.

Older men are more likely to have hearing loss than older women and people with Alzheimer's disease have a
higher rate of hearing impairment than others.

Signs of Hearing Impairment
> Other people, particularly women and children, are hard to understand. People do not seem to speak
clearly-- it sounds as if they are mumbling.
Background noise makes it even harder to hear.
Certain sounds seem loud or annoying.
A background hissing or ringing is heard.
Social events such as parties, concerts, or watching television are less enjoyable because you can't hear
as well.
You find yourself straining to understand what others are saying.

YV V V V

Y

Headway Nursing Services 95 S Tobin St., Suite 204, Renton, WA 98057



