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Myths 

1. Older people are either super healthy or super frail.  
2. You are completely responsible for how well you age. 
3. Older people will eventually lose their memory. 
4. Most older people will end up in nursing homes. 
5. There is nothing to look forward to in older age.  

myth = widely held but false belief or idea  



Time to Reframe Aging 
- The Frameworks Institute 

http://frameworksinstitute.org/
reframing-aging.html 
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Myth #1: Super Healthy/
Super Frail 

• But mostly we expect older people to be frail. 
• Charles Eugster is the greatest British sprinter you've probably 

never heard of. He currently holds world records in the 200m 
(indoor) and 400m (outdoor) sprints, as well as British records in 
the 60m (indoor), 100m (outdoor), and 200m (outdoor). A 
couple of weeks ago, he narrowly missed out on the world 
record for the 60m sprint after pulling his hamstring halfway 
through. He still won the race to become European Champion. 
It's an impressive record, given that the man—by pretty 
well established standards—shouldn't be able to cross a 
road without help, let alone run. He is 96 years old. 

https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/nn9xzg/charles-eugster-fittest-oap-on-planet 



Heterogeneity 

Optimize Aging Collaborative at UCSF - Geriatric 
Workforce Enhancement Program 



Diversity 

Census projections, 2014 



 

There is more variety among older people 
than among any other age group 

 

Function 
Chronic conditions 

Social network 

Life events Access to health care 
Economic opportunity 

Caregiving responsibilities 



Dying
2%Frail

5-10%
Healthy
50-65%

Chronic 
Illness

30-40%

Myth #1: Debunked 
Health of Adults Age 65+ 

National Health Interview Survey, 2009–
2011 



Myth #1: Debunked 
•  In California, 72% of adults over the age of 65 indicate that their 

health is “good to excellent”.  
 

Source: CDC, Aging Data, 2016 



A brief detour: Function 
• ADLs: Impacted late 

•  Bathing 
•  Dressing 
•  Toileting, continence 
•  Transferring 
•  Feeding 

•  IADLs: Impacted early 
•  Driving/transportation 
•  Using phone 
•  Shopping for food 
•  Finances 
•  Cooking 
•  Housework 
•  Taking meds 



Myth #1: Debunked 

• Only 36% 
have at 
least one 
disability  



Myth #1: 
Debunked 

Older workers: Labor force trends and career options, Bureau of Labor Statistics, May 2017 

• Number of 
workers who 
are older are 
GROWING 



What does it mean to work as an older 
person? 
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Myth #2: It depends… 
•  Life expectancy: Factors 

• Genetics plays a significant role 
•  New England Centenarian Study (NECS): Thomas Perls 

•  Many genetic modifiers, as a group strongly influence longevity 
•  Genetic Signatures 
 

• Compression of Morbidity Hypothesis: James Fries 

• Now--> Compression of Disability 
•  Survivors, Delayers, Escapers  



Myth #2: More older adults are doing 
activity 
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Myth #3: Older people will eventually 
lose their memory DEBUNKED 

Memory loss is common in aging, but not normal 
 
Expected cognitive changes:  

 Decline in processing speed 
 Decreased ability to multi-task 
 Ability to learn preserved, may take more effort 

 
Dividing line: Impact on function 

 Mild Cognitive Impairment vs. Dementia 
 



Myth #3: Older people will eventually 
lose their memory DEBUNKED 

 
What influences: 

•  Sensory function  
•  Baseline fund of knowledge 
•  Illness burden  
•  Habits 

 



Myth #3: Older people will eventually 
lose their memory DEBUNKED 
Risk factors for dementia: 

•  Age 
•  Family history 
•  Genetics 
•  Head injury 

Factors that may reduce risk: 
•  Healthy diet 
•  Avoid tobacco, excessive alcohol   
•  Exercise body and mind 
•  Heart and Brain Health 
•  Social activity  



Myth #3: What you CAN do to preserve 
cognition 

1) Exercise. 
2) Correct hearing and vision. 
3) Social engagement. 
4) Vascular risk factors, if applicable. 
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Myth #4: Most older people live in 
nursing homes 

•  Most of the residents in long-term care are older adults (63%), but 
37% of residents are under the age of 65 (including hospice, nursing 
home, home health, and residential care communities) 

 
•  In 2010, 13% of Americans age 85 or older (13 percent) resided in 

institutions, compared with 1% of people ages 65 to 74. 
 
•  25% of people admitted stay only a short time (3 months or less) 

Data From the National Study of Long-Term Care Providers, 2013–2014 

 Source: https://www.caregiver.org/selected-long-term-care-statistics 
 



Lifetime risk of using a nursing home 
•  56% of persons aged 57-61 will spend at least one 

night in nursing home over lifetime 
• Overall, at age 65 lifetime risk is 43% (Cohen et al, 

1986) 
•  A person aged 57-61 has a 10% chance of 

spending 3 yr or more in a nursing home and a 5% 
chance of spending more than 4 years 

•  Source- Hurd et al.2017 



Who pays? 
• 2017 Harris Poll: 55% Americans believe Medicare or insurance 

will pay for assistance with daily living.  

 
Americans over 40 
are unsure about 
who pays; Source: 
longtermcarepoll.or
g 
 



Housing Options 
•  Assisted Living – term that includes all types of group settings that provide some 

level of in-home support services 
•  Provide: wide range of in-home support services to help residents with activities of daily 

living 
•  Don’t provide: continuous nursing care at the level of a nursing home 

•  Residential Care Facilities for the Elderly (RCFE) – sometimes called “Assisted 
living” or “Board and Care” 

•  Provide: room, board, housekeeping, supervision, and personal care assistance with basic 
activities 

•  Continuing Care Retirement Communities (CCRCs)- may provide a range of 
services from independent living units to assisted living to skilled nursing care 

•  Adult Foster Care Homes – private residential settings that may include a basic 
room, help with instrumental activities of daily living, and services such as meals, 
transportation and supervision 



 
Myth #4: Most older people will end up 
in nursing homes DEBUNKED. 
 • Nursing Homes: only a small slice of pie 

•  1.4 million NH residents; 1.7 million licensed beds (2014) 
• Residential Care Communities in US: 30,200 (2014)  

•  1 million licensed beds 
•  845,200 residents 

•  Assisted Living Facilities (ALF) 
•  Board and Care Homes 

• Active Adult Communities:   
•  151 in CA, 15 in Bay Area 







Myth #4: 
  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Nursing Home 
Compare:  
 
https://
www.medicare.gov/
nursinghomecompare
/search.html? 
 
 
 



California Advocates for 
Nursing Home Reform: 
http://www.canhr.org/ 
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Myth #5: Debunked- Happiness 
• 2969 total respondents 

• Older adults are as happy 
as everyone else 

Data	  from	  Pew	  Research	  Center	  2009	  



Myth #5: Debunked- Expectations 

• The negative 
expectations of aging 
among younger people 
do not align with the 
reality of aging for older 
people 



Arthur A. Stone et al. PNAS 2010 

Myth #5: Debunked- Well-Being 
•  2008, Gallup Organization, 

340K people 
•  “Please imagine a ladder 

with steps numbered from 0 
at the bottom to 10 at the 
top. The top of the ladder 
represents the best possible 
life for you, and the bottom 
of the ladder represents the 
worst possible life for you. 
On which step of the ladder 
would you say you 
personally feel you stand at 
this time?” 



…a ceremony 
of losses… 



Myth #5: Loneliness is 
prevalent 

• 29% (11.3 million) live alone 
•  Almost half of older women (47%) age 75+ live 

alone.  

 

• Prevalence of loneliness: ~43% of 
community living adults report feeling 
lonely 

DHHS, Administration on Aging, Aging Statistics 2011 



Myth #5: Age and Loneliness 

Age Differences in Loneliness from Late Adolescence to Oldest Old Age 
Luhmann & Hawkley, Feb 2016, Developmental Psychology 



www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/ 

Myth #5: 
Aging and 
Loneliness   
 
SOLUTION
S 



Myth #5: It’s in all our hands- the future of 
aging 

http://www.ltcccsf.org/aging-disability-friendly-sf-workgroup 



Netherlands 



May is Older Americans Month! 

https://oam.acl.gov/resources.html 



For more information contact: OAC@ucsf.edu
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QUESTIONS? 
THANK YOU! 

Optimizing Aging Collaborative at UCSF  


