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Changes Due to Normal Aging and Potential for Abuse/Neglect 

Aging Process Changes Normal Aging Outcomes Implications For Potential Abuse 

Skin: 
Loss of skin thickness 
Atrophy of sweat glands and decreased 

blood flow 
Increased wrinkles and laxity of skin 

Skin becomes paper thin 
Decreased sweating, loss of skin water, dry skin 

Immobilization and neglect may cause bedsores, 

skin infection, bruises, skin laceration (potential for 

physical abuse)  

Lung: 
Decreased lung tissue elasticity 
Decreased respiratory muscle strength 

Reduced overall efficiency of gases exchanged 
Reduced ability to handle secretions and foreign 

particles 

Immobilization and neglect may cause lung 

infection  

Decreased stamina may result in dependence and 

isolation 

Heart changes: 
Heart valves thicken 
Increased fatty deposits in artery wall 

Increased hardening, stiffening of blood 

vessels 
Decreased sensitivity to change in blood 

pressure 

Decreased blood flow 
Decreased responsiveness to stress, confusion, and 

disorientation 
Prone to loss of balance 

Potential for falls/injuries, physical and 

psychological abuse 

Gastric and intestinal: 
Atrophy and decreased number of taste 

buds Decreased gastric secretion  
Decreased gastric muscle tone 

Altered ability to taste sweet, sour, salt and bitter  
Possible delay in vitamin and drug absorption 

Altered motility  
Decreased peristalsis 
Decreased hunger sensations and emptying time 

Mal/under nutrition 
Fecal impaction (potential physical abuse) 
Change in how medications are absorbed, resulting 

in possible over-medicating, resulting in falls, 

confusion, etc. 
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Aging Process Changes Normal Aging Outcomes Implications For Potential Abuse 

Bladder: 
Decreased bladder muscle tone and bladder 

capacity 
Increased residual urine 
Sensation of urge to urinate may not occur until 

bladder is full  
Increased risk of infection, stress incontinence 

Urination at night may increase 
Enlarged prostate gland in male 

Incontinence along with immobilization and neglect 

may cause skin breakdown and/or bedsores 
Potential for falls and injuries when having to get 

up more at night 
Incontinence is the single most predictive factor for 

abuse 

Muscles, joint, and bone: 
Decreased muscle mass 
Deterioration of joint cartilage 
Decreased bone mass  
Decreased processing speed and vibration 

sense 
Decreased nerve fibers 
  

Decreased muscle strength and increased muscle 

clamping 
Greater risk of fractures; limitation of movement;  
Potential for pain 

Immobilization and neglect may cause contracture 

deformities (potential for physical and 

psychological abuse) 
Increased potential for falls  
More likely to fracture under less impact than a 

bone of a younger person 
Less strength resulting in increased isolation and 

dependence on caregiver 

Sensory: 

Changes in sleep-wake cycle 
Slower stimulus identification and 

registration  

Decreased visual acuity 
Slower light and dark adaptation  
Difficulty in adapting to lighting changes 

Distorted depth perception 
Impaired color vision 
Changes in lens 
Diminished tear secretion 
Decreased tone discrimination  
Decreased sensitivity to odors 
Reduced tactile sensation 

Increased or decreased time spent sleeping 
Increased nighttime awakenings 
Delayed reaction time 
Prone to falls 
Increased possibility of disorientation  
Glare may pose an environmental hazard 
Incorrect assessment of height of curbs and steps  
Presbyopia (diminished ability to focus on near 

objects)  
Presbycusis (high frequency sounds lost)  
Less able to differentiate lower color tones e.g. 

blues, greens  
Dullness and dryness of the eyes 
Decreased ability to sense pressure, pain, 

temperature 

Neglect and social isolation (potential for financial 

abuse) 
Falls, fractures, and injuries (potential for physical 

and psychological abuse) 

Immune system: 

Decline in secretion of hormones 
Impaired temperature regulation 
Impaired immune reactivity  
Decreased basal metabolic rate 

Decreased resistance to certain stresses (burns, 

surgery, etc.) 
Increased susceptibility and incidence of infection 
Increased incidence of obesity 

Bedsores  
Infections 
Fractures 
Isolation 
Dependence 
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Aging Process Changes Normal Aging Outcomes Implications For Potential Abuse 

 

Mental and cognitive: 

Some cognitive and mental functions 

decline 
Some cognitive skills including judgment, 

creativity, common sense, and breadth of 

knowledge and experience, are maintained 

or improved.  
Some cognitive skills, including 

abstraction, calculation, word frequency, 

verbal comprehension, and inductive 

reasoning, show slight or gradual decline. 

Short-term memory declines but long-term recall is 

usually maintained  
Difficulty understanding abstract content.  

Learning abilities change—older adults are more 

cautious in their responses; are capable of learning 

new things but their speed of processing 

information is slower. 

Potential for financial abuse and exploitation  
Increased risk for self-neglect 

 

 

Source: California State University, Los Angeles, School of Social (2003). Adult Protective Services Worker Training for the California State 

University Department of Social Services 


