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SEARGHING FOR
A FOUNTAIN OF

AMERICANS ARE LIVING LONGER
THAN EVER BEFORE. Life expec-
tancy has risen from 68 years for
people born in 1950 to 78 years for
people born in 2011. And as the
baby boomers enter their golden
years, the elderly population is sky-
rocketing. According to the Census
Bureau, one in five U.S. residents will
be 65 or older by 2030.

Today, geriatric research is
ramping up to keep pace with
America’s changing population.
Doctors are searching for ways to
keep us healthy and independent
well into our golden years.
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Promoting mobility

A key area of research centers
on mobility. Few things affect
quality of life in later years more
than the ability to get around.
Neil Alexander, director of a
Veterans Affairs geriatrics center in
Michigan, works with patients to
improve balance, posture control,
and physical activity.

*What we do is very broad,
but also very relevant to a lot of
people,” says Alexander, who is
also a professor at the University of
Michigan's Institute of Gerontology.

Alexander's research focuses
on improving posture control and
maintaining balance. Recent studies
have looked at dual-tasking, the
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ability to maintain balance and
walk safely while performing a
separate task.

“People who have their attention
diverted are at risk for fall, so we've
been looking at that for a number
of years,” he says.

“The whole approach is about
using functional exercise to
develop functional mobility, as well
as improving physical activity at
home," he says. “It looks like it’s
working well."

Maintaining

health £

As America's
population lives
longer, doctors are
seeking ways to
improve the quality
of those golden
years

By Paula Andruss
for USA TODAY

longer, more independent lives.
Walston's principal area of
research centers on frailty. As we
age, our strength declines and our
risk of developing chronic diseases
rises. Walston and his team con-
duct studies in hopes of unlocking
the secrets to maintaining strength
and warding off disease as people
age. Walston's patients most often
point to muscle weakness and
fatigue associated with aging.
Both conditions pose serious
problems, hindering everyday
function and often leading
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interest in geriatric
research to a college
job working for a
dynamic elderly womar.
He recalls the dramat- ic
decline in her health and well-
being that he witnessed over the
course of his four years in schoaol.
“That's when I recognized that
there was a big need to try to
figure out how to keep people
healthier longer,” Walston says.
Now a professor and researcher
at the Johns Hopkins Older
Americans Independence Center
in Baltimore, Walston conducts
research on age-related decline
in hopes of helping seniors live
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underpinnings that
make older people
more vulnerable," he

says, “so once we find those
potential causes we try to
develop interventions that might
ameliorate those and slow the
decline.”

Because frailty is not recognized
as a disease, there are no treat-
ments to prescribe for it. Walston
hopes his research will help
thar change. “We look for basic
biological reasons that older people
would lose muscle mass and try
to turn that around,” he says. "Our
goal is to keep people independent
CONTINUED »
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and highly functional as long as
possible, which means being able
to take care of all your own needs
and live independently in your own
home.”

Looking at the
whole person

Emotional and cognitive issues
can also arise as we age. Dan
Blazer, vice-chair of faculty in the
psychiatry department at Duke
University Medical Center, works to
address those problems.

After years of studying depres-
sion in older adults, Blazer has
turned his attention to the problem
of substance abuse. This can include
the use of alcohoal, illegal drugs,
and unauthorized prescription
pain medications. Though not
especially prevalent among older
people today, Blazer expects those
problems to increase as baby
boomers age.

"Our research suggests that a
significant number of individuals
use substances in midlife, and that
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HENRIETTADABNEY participatesin
the mobility researchlab.

could be even more dangerous as
they get older because it can cause
falls and other health problems,”
Blazer says. “When you have mare
people in late life using at a higher
level, then you have a real problem
pending.”

Blazer's research suggests that
preventive measures can help. He
and his team have studied large
databases of information about

DR.ALEXANDER
works with patient
Bonnie Anderson in his
mobility research lab.

drug-use habits and health. The
researchers found that asking
about and monitoring the use of
substances—both legal and illegal—
can have a positive impact,

“It's very common for a
physician to ask a 20-year-old
male about substance use, but
much less common to ask a 50- or
70-year-old male the same thing,”
Blazer says.

Educating older patients about
the dangers of substance abuse,
as well as how to recognize and
prevent it, will prove crucial to
keeping them healthy.

“Most older people don't think
of people they know having
problems with substance abuse,
and they don't realize some of
the risks,” he says. “But there's
good evidence that we can
help eliminate substance abuse
problems in older adults, and if it's
done early enough it will have a
major role in improving both the
lives of those people as well as
their life expectancies.” £=
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