
 

Many older Americans rely on people,
devices, other strategies to get by

December 12 2013

Only about a third of Americans ages 65 and older are fully able to take
care of themselves and go about their daily lives completely
independently, according to a new study published online in the 
American Journal of Public Health.

Understanding that there are different ways older adults adapt to
disability is a big step in developing public health policies that maximize
the quality-of-life for all older Americans, said the study's lead author,
Vicki Freedman, a research professor at the University of Michigan
Institute for Social Research (ISR).

Freedman and colleagues analyzed data on a nationally representative
sample of 8,077 older men and women, part of the National Health and
Aging Trends Study. The National Institute on Aging, part of the
National Institutes of Health, funded the research.

Among the findings:

About a quarter succeed in accomplishing what they need to do
on their own using walkers or other assistive devices; Another 18
percent say they have trouble even when using these devices.
Six percent cope by reducing their activities—bathing or going
outside less often, for example.
21 percent manage by receiving help from others.

The study is the first to provide national estimates of ways the Medicare-
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age population adapts to limitations in daily life.

"Nearly 80 percent of all older adults find ways to manage on their own
without assistance from others," Freedman said. "The group using
devices on their own without difficulty is especially interesting. They
seem to be able to participate in activities they enjoy and report well-
being as high as those who are fully able to care for themselves."

The researchers asked about seven activities of daily living: going
outside, getting around inside, getting out of bed, eating, getting cleaned
up, using the bathroom, and dressing.

During face-to-face interviews, study participants were first asked
whether they used devices or environmental modifications including
canes, walkers, wheelchairs, scooters, grab bars, and bath/shower seats
and whether they received help from another person in the last month.

Then they were asked whether they experienced any difficulty doing any
of the activities even when they used modifications, and about whether
they had changed how often they performed any basic activities over the
last year.

According to Freedman, the proportion of older adults able to function
independently varies greatly by activity and by age. For example, 90
percent of older adults are fully able to eat by themselves, while only 54
percent are fully able to bathe by themselves. About 45 percent of those
ages 65 to 69 are fully able to carry out all activities independently,
compared with only 4 percent of those ages 90 and older.

Women are more likely than men to do things on their own by using
devices to assist them (26 percent compared to 23 percent). But African
Americans and Hispanics are much less likely than whites and Asians to
do so. Older adults with low incomes are also less likely to successfully
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accommodate declines in their functional abilities.

"Two groups that we identified may be especially important targets for 
public health intervention," Freedman said. "These are the seven million 
older adults who have difficulty carrying out activities alone with
whatever accommodations they have already made, and the additional
2.1 million who have reduced their activity levels but do not experience
or acknowledge that they are having difficulty."

Provided by University of Michigan

Citation: Many older Americans rely on people, devices, other strategies to get by (2013,
December 12) retrieved 24 April 2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2013-12-older-
americans-people-devices-strategies.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

3/3

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/public+health/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/older+adults/
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2013-12-older-americans-people-devices-strategies.html
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2013-12-older-americans-people-devices-strategies.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

