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Overview of Sensory Loss & the 
Older Adult 
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Education Health Care Professionals 

Part 4: Loss of Touch 
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The sense of touch is the most intact of all senses in older 
adults, and least impacted by advancing years, it can be the 
more important means of communicating.  

● Some of this sense of touch diminishes with aging, but affects 
no more than 50% of older adults. 

● The sense of touch includes perception of pressure, vibration, 
temperature, pain, position of body in space, and localization 
of a touch.  

● Skin, muscles, tendons, joints, and internal organs have 
nerve endings (receptors) that detect these sensations.  

● Some receptors give the brain information about the position 
and condition of internal organs which helps to identify 
changes such as feeling pain from an internal infection, 
inflammation, disease or injury. 

Changes in Sense of Touch 
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(Penn State Health 2016) 
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● The  brain interprets the type and amount of touch sensation. It 

will interpret the sensation as pleasant, unpleasant or neutral. 

● With aging, sensations may be reduced or changed.  

● Touch sensitivity and the ability to detect pain decreases with 

age. 

● Health problems, such as a lack of certain nutrients, can also 

cause sensation changes.  

● Brain surgery, problems in the brain, confusion, and nerve 

damage from injury. 

● The most pronounced changes occur in the feet, and changes 

become less apparent as we move up the body.  

● A decline in the sense of perception in the feet contributes to 

increased danger of falling or tripping over objects. 

● Changes in hand sensitivity will often lead to dropping of objects. 

 

 

 

 

 

Loss of Touch Sensation 
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(Penn State Health 2016) 
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Certain chronic diseases such as diabetes and stroke can further 

affect a person’s sense of touch. 

● Diabetic neuropathies are nerve disorders caused by 

diabetes. People with diabetes can, over time, develop nerve 

damage throughout the body.  

● Some people with nerve damage have no symptoms.  

● Others may have symptoms such as pain, tingling, or 

numbness, and loss of feeling in the hands, arms, feet, and 

legs.  

● Nerve problems can occur in every organ system, including 

the digestive tract, heart, and sexual organs. 

 

Loss of touch in Chronic Disease 
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(NIH 2013) 
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● A common impairment after a stroke is the loss of fine 

dexterous control of the hand and fingers, or the inability to 

manipulate objects.  

● This impairment most obviously affects a person’s ability to 

perform daily activities such as dressing, cooking and 

bathing, but also impacts leisure and work activities. 

● The inability to perform these daily tasks not only reduces the 

quality of life of the patient, but can also increase the burden 

of care for friends, family and care givers. 

Loss of Touch after a Stroke 
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(Bowden 2012) 
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Staying safe can be accomplished by: 

● Lowering the water heater temperature to no higher than 120°F 

(49°C) to avoid burns or encouraging the individual not to use a 

heating pad. 

 an older adult is more likely to suffer a severe burn or cut before 

noticing discomfort. He or she may not feel the hot temperature 

of bath water or a heating pad 

 

● Inspecting skin, especially feet for injuries.  

 if an injury is found, it must be treated. DO NOT assume the 

injury is not serious because the area is not painful 

 a decline in the sense of perception in the feet contributes to 

increased danger of falling or tripping over objects  

Staying Safe  
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(Penn State Health 2016) 
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Summary > Sensory Changes in 

Older Adults 
 The overview has addressed the importance of 

sensory changes.  

 Older adults experience changes in their sensory 

capacity.  

 Loss of vision, hearing, smell, taste can be considered 

a normal part of aging yet there are many other factors 

other than aging that can contribute to the changes.  

 Some sensory changes can severely impact an older 

person's communication skills  quality of life and more 

importantly, their safety and well-being. 
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