Falls:  The Effects of the Aging Process on Falls

The aging process significantly increases the risk of falls in older adults due to various physiological changes and health conditions that develop over time.  The combination of the factors listed below significantly increases fall risk as people age. For instance, about 1 in 3 adults over 65 and half of those over 80 fall at least once a year
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Here's an overview of how aging affects fall risk:

-Muscle weakness and loss of mass: As we age, muscle strength and mass decline, particularly in the lower extremities.
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-Joint stiffness: Arthritis and reduced flexibility in joints can impair gait and balance.
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-Bone density loss: Osteoporosis weakens bones, making fractures more likely if a fall occurs.
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-Vision deterioration: Aging often brings decreased visual acuity, contrast sensitivity, depth perception, and dark adaptation.  These factors make it more likely that people with visual loss will trip over things and fall.  The visual system is also directly linked to  the vestibular system (inner ear) to maintain balance. The vestibular system provides information about head position and movement. Visual input helps confirm and refine this information, allowing us to orient ourselves in space.
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-Vestibular function decline: This can lead to balance problems and dizziness.
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-Reduced proprioception: Decreased sensation in the feet and legs can impair balance and gait, which causes an increased risk of falls. 
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Neurological Changes
-Slower reaction times: The ability to respond quickly to balance disturbances decreases with age. So if you start to fall, you’ll have a harder time catching yourself. 
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-Cognitive decline: Memory problems and reduced executive function can impair judgment and increase fall risk.
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-Chronic Health Conditions:  
-Aging is associated with an increased prevalence of chronic conditions that can contribute to fall risk:
-Neurological disorders (e.g., Parkinson's disease, stroke)	 
-Cardiovascular issues (e.g., orthostatic hypotension)	 
-Diabetes (affecting sensation and vision) 
-Urinary incontinence (causing rushing to the bathroom)- which increases the chances of falling. 

Medication Effects
Older adults often take multiple medications, which can increase fall risk through side effects like: dizziness, drowsiness, blurred vision, low blood pressure, and confusion
Behavioral Factors	
-Reduced physical activity: Fear of falling or general inactivity can lead to further deconditioning, creating a cycle of increased fall risk
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-Environmental interactions: Older adults may have difficulty adapting to or navigating hazards in their environment due to the cumulative effects of age-related changes
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