
 

Frailty and older men: Study identifies
factors that speed/slow progression

September 8 2017

As we age, we may be less able to perform daily activities because we
may feel frail, or weaker than we have in the past. Frailer older adults
may walk more slowly and have less energy. Frailty also raises a person's
risks for falling, breaking a bone, becoming hospitalized, developing
delirium, and dying.

No one knows exactly how many older adults are frail—estimates range
from 4 percent to 59 percent of the older adult population, according to
a 2015 study. Researchers say that frailty seems to increase with age, and
is more common among women than men and in people with lower
education and income. Being in poorer health and having several chronic
illnesses also have links to being frail.

Frailty also tends to worsen over time, but in at least two studies, a small
number (9 percent to 14 percent) of frail older adults became stronger
and less frail as they aged. A team of researchers decided to find out
what factors might predict whether frailty in older men worsens or
improves over time. The researchers' findings were published in the 
Journal of the American Geriatrics Society.

The researchers examined information gathered from more than 5,000
men aged 65 or older (average age was about 73) who had volunteered
for a study about bone fractures caused by osteoporosis (the medical
term for a thinning of the bones, a loss of bone density, or increasingly
fragile bones). At the start of the study, between 2000 and 2002, the men
all lived independently and could walk; none had had hip replacements.
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Most of the men participated in a second examination about four years
after the study began.

At the start of the study, the researchers determined the participants' 
frailty status by measuring levels of weakness, exhaustion, lean muscle
mass, walking speed, and physical activity. They also asked the
participants to fill out a questionnaire about their race, ethnicity,
education, marital status, tobacco and alcohol use, and any diseases they
had, as well as how they would self-rate their health.

The men were categorized as frail, pre-frail (had one or more signs of
frailty, such as low grip strength, low energy, slow walking speed, low
activity level or unintentional weight loss), or robust (showing no signs
of frailty). The researchers tested the men to measure their ability to
think and make decisions. They also assessed their ability to perform
daily tasks such as eating, bathing, and performing other necessary
activities. A group of 950 participants took blood tests to look for signs
of inflammation.

At the start of the study, nearly 8 percent of the men were frail and 46
percent were pre-frail. The most common problems for the frail men
were weakness, slowness, and low activity. Over four and a half years,
the number of frail men increased while the proportion of robust men
decreased. Among the men who were frail at both visits:

56 percent had no change in frailty status
35 percent had become frailer or had died
15 percent of pre-frail or frail men improved

Having greater leg power, being married, and reporting good or excellent
health were linked to improvements in frailty status. In fact, married
men were 3.6 times more likely to improve their frailty status. Men who
had trouble performing their daily activities, as well as those with
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diabetes or COPD/, were less likely to improve their frailty level.

Activities that preserve strength and exercises that target leg muscles,
prevent chronic conditions like diabetes and COPD, and improve social
support might be good ways to improve frailty and slow its progression,
suggested the researchers.

  More information: Lauren R. Pollack et al, Patterns and Predictors of
Frailty Transitions in Older Men: The Osteoporotic Fractures in Men
Study, Journal of the American Geriatrics Society (2017). DOI:
10.1111/jgs.15003
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