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Overview of Frailty & the Older 
Adult 

1 

Education for Health Care Professionals 

Part 2: Contributory Factors of Frailty 
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● As previously suggested frailty can be defined as a person’s 

of vulnerability to negative outcomes resulting from physical, 

socio-economic and multiple disease interactions. 

● The contributory factors to frailty can be categorized under 

the headings of physical, socio-economic and co-

morbidity (multiple disease) factors. 

Contributory Factors to Frailty 
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Physical Predictors of Frailty 

● Extreme age is a physical 

predictor. 

 Despite stereotypes most of the 

elderly age well! 

 Generally normal aging is 

associated with a reduction in 

FUNCTIONAL RESIDUAL  

CAPACITY in tissues and organs. 

 The percent of those with frailty 

however increases with age. 
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● Weight loss is a physical predictor: 

 Nutritional risk pertains to weight 

change, nutrition intake and dietary 

habits.  

 In a 2008/2009 study, 34% of 

Canadians aged 65 or older (more than 

4.1 million) were at nutritional risk . 

• 38% of women, 29% of men were at risk 

• 22% had a weight change of more than 10 

pounds 

• 15% skipped meals almost every day 

• 18% of older adults ate fewer than two 

servings of fruit and vegetables daily 

•  23% never or rarely ate with someone  

• 18% found cooking a chore 
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Physical Predictors of Frailty 

(Ramage-Morin 2013) 
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Sarcopenia 
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(Robinson 2012) 

● Sarcopenia is the loss of skeletal 
muscle and strength with aging which 
is mainly a result of poor nutrition and 
inactivity. 

● The nutrients most consistently linked 
to sarcopenia and frailty in older 
adults are vitamin D, protein, and a 
number of antioxidant nutrients, that 
include carotenoids, selenium, and 
vitamins E and C.  

● Recommended protein intakes may 
need to be raised in older people in 
order to maintain nitrogen balance 
and to protect them from sarcopenic 
muscle loss. 
  Protein and/or amino acid 

supplementation should, therefore, 
have the potential to slow sarcopenic 
muscle loss. 
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● Fatigue/Inactivity/Poor grip 

strength are physical predictors. 

 Fatigue may be linked to underlying 

issues such as heart or lung disease, 

anemia, thyroid problems, low sodium 

etc. 

 Grip strength is important to assess as it 

is associated with frailty: 

 an example is found in hospitalized frail 

elderly where grip strength serves as a 

prognostic factor in the ability to walk. 
(Beseler 2014)  

 It’s Important to appreciate muscle loss 

with age not inevitable and reflects 

mainly inactivity and poor diet. 
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Physical Predictors of Frailty 
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Physical Predictors of Frailty 

● Slow or unsteady gait with reduced 

endurance, need for assistance and 

possible risk of falls 

 Reduced gait speed has been shown to 

be the strongest predictor of chronic 

disability, long-term care stays, and 

injurious falls, as well as a predictor of 

survival (Lee, 2015) 
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Isolation is more common for older 

women and increases risk of poor 

outcomes for several reasons. 
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Socio-Economic Predictors of Frailty 

 Older women are more likely to be 

isolated with loneliness and low mood  

 Social isolation and loneliness 

predicted mortality for older men and 

women, as there is increased 

likelihood of poor nutrition, financial 

problems or difficulty in managing 

medication.  

(Steptoe, 2013) 
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Caregiver gaps 
 

9 

Socio-Economic Predictors of Frailty 

● Estimated that 80% of all supportive care is by informal 

caregivers. 

● However: 

 40% older women live alone compared to 20% of older men (more 

men remarry) 

 The majority of those who provide informal care to older Canadians 

are spouses and adult children although roughly one-third of 

caregivers are friends, extended family and neighbours. 

 Family caregivers have multiple responsibilities despite ongoing work 

and family demands 

 1 in 4 Canadian informal caregivers who provide support to older 

people are themselves 65 years or older 

 70% of Canadian caregivers acknowledge that providing care to family 

members is stressful 

(Lum, 2011) 
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Poverty is a predictor of frailty.  
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Socio-Economic Predictors of Frailty 

● For those 65 and older the poverty rate increased from 3.9 % 

to 11.1 % in 2013, or 1 in 9 individuals Old-age poverty is 

significant for elderly women and immigrants. 

● Older single women rate has risen sharply from 9% to 28% or 

1:3 persons and for older single men it has increased from 6% 

to 24% 

● Poverty rates tend to be highest among widows over the age 

of 75.  

(Shillington 2016) 
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● People aged 75 years and over, often have multiple 

chronic conditions. 
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Co-Morbidity Predictors of Frailty 
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● People aged 70 years and over, often have multiple 

chronic conditions. 

● Nearly 2/3 of those with two or more chronic 

conditions are frail.  

● Some Chronic Diseases are particularly likely to 

contribute to frailty for example impaired cognition or 

mood. 

● Older adults with Multiple Chronic Diseases are 

often on many medications (Polypharmacy) which 

can cause problems. 
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Co-Morbidity Predictors of Frailty 
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