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Abstract:  

Physical activity can improve health, functionality and reduce the risk of chronic 

disease; it is significant to know the contributing factors to physical activity 

participation among older adults. This paper discusses the importance and benefits of 

physical activity for older adults, and the effect of lack of physical activity on older 

adults.  
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1. Introduction 

 

The term “older adult” is now a commonly accepted replacement for more pejorative 

terms such as elderly, or senior citizen when referring to a member of our aging 

population. The World Health Organization recognizes that older is a vague term, 

although they use the “60 years of age or older” definition set by the United Nations 

(Lawrence, Aingleton, 2017). 

 Physical activity is defined as any bodily movement produced by skeletal 

muscles that require energy expenditure (Halaweh, et al., 2016). Physical activity is an 

effective intervention to enhance the overall health, quality of life, reduce the risk of 

falls, and reduce risks associated with chronic conditions among older adults. In 

addition, being physically active also improves physical and mental functioning, social 

well-being, and overall physical and physiological health. Particularly among 

older adults, physical activity improves and maintains strength, flexibility, balance, and 

coordination as well as reduces risk of falls (Schmidt et al., 2016). Participating in 

regular moderate intensity physical activity such as walking, cycling and swimming has 

significant benefits for health, including improved treatment of many diseases. The 

evidence of health benefits of physical activity is stronger for adults above 65 years old 

than any other age group, since the consequences related to inactivity are more severe 
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in this age group. Active older adults have lower rates of all-cause mortality and better 

muscular fitness compared to less active older adults (Halaweh et al, 2016). 

 

2. Methods  

 

Literature review regarding physical activity for older adults is conducted to illustrate 

the benefits and lack of physical activity on older adults.  

 

2.1 Benefits of physical activity for older adults 

Physical activity has been shown to decrease significantly the risk for cardiovascular 

disease, type II diabetes, obesity, and other chronic health conditions (Ryan, et al., 2017). 

  Physical activity has multiple effects on the ageing process, contributing 

to physical, mental and social well-being in older age. Recent research among 

older adults, 50 years old, in high income countries indicates that 

higher physical activity levels are associated with greater physical function, a decreased 

likelihood of frailty and a lower risk of losing physical independence (Barrett et al., 

2016). In recent years, evidence has accumulated demonstrating that physical activity 

can promote wellness in adults as well as youths (Masurier and Corbin, 2006). There are 

multiple physical activity benefits among older adults, individuals aged 65 and over, 

including falls prevention, increased physical function in daily activities, decreased 

anxiety and depression, and increased quality of life (Kosman & Cardinal, 2014).  

 Advanced age is currently associated with less time spent active and more time 

spent sedentary, which plays a substantial role in the loss of physical fitness and 

increasing presence of comorbidities typically associated with aging . Physical activity 

physical activity can enhance and maintain the health of older adults by minimizing age 

related declines in health, limiting the progression of chronic disease, and improving 

psychological and cognitive profiles in older adults (Lawrence, Singleton, 2017 ). 

 Souza, according to some studies, reported that changes in neural activation, 

such as enhancement in excitation-contraction mechanism, can explain increases in the 

torque and in the ability to sustain longer contractions as result of stretching training. 

This training response may assist the rate and duration of muscle response to change 

skeletal muscle viscoelastic properties increasing the extensibility of the tendon, and of 

muscular components (aponeuroses, contractile and connective tissues). It might also, 

modify the passive length-tension relationship of the muscle and, thus, influence peak 

and endurance torque (Souza, et al., 2017). 

 Participation in physical activity lowers morbidity and mortality rates and 

contributes to health maintenance of older adults (Overdorf, Coker, Kollia, 2016). Many 

age related structural and performance declines can be mitigated with increased 

physical activity, participation in physical activity, for instance, has been shown to 

preferentially enhance cognitive processes sensitive to age-related decline (Szabo et al., 

2013). 
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 The low prevalence of regular PA is determined, among other factors, by the fact 

that in modern industrialized societies the vast majority of adults engage in sedentary 

jobs.  

 

2.2 The effect of shortage of physical activities on older adults  

With ageing, components of physical functioning such as strength, balance, 

coordination, flexibility and endurance are negatively influenced by changes occurring 

in the skeletal muscles and body composition. Muscle strength is an important 

component in maintaining physical function, mobility and vitality in old age. The 

progressive loss of muscle strength and other systems may lead to functional decline 

with advanced age. Physical activity appears to have a beneficial effect on the dynamics 

of physical functioning; relatively regular moderate intensity physical activity can help 

older adults prevent a decline in physical functioning. Furthermore, level of 

engagement in physical activity is an important predictor of physical function; 

older adults who have higher levels of physical activity have better 

overall physical function than those who perform lower level of physical activity 

(Halaweh et al., 2016).  

 A strong body of evidence indicates that low cardiovascular fitness is related to 

higher risk of chronic disease and that high cardiovascular fitness has a protective effect 

for heart disease, high blood pressure, stroke, high blood lipid levels, diabetes and some 

forms of cancer. Strength and muscular endurance are associated with lower risk of 

osteoporosis and higher functional capacity (Masurier & Corbin, 2006). 

 Physical activity levels tend to be lower in high-poverty areas, such as rural and 

inner city communities, than in low-poverty areas, such as suburban and exurban 

communities (Kosman & Cardinal, 2014). Also the maintenance of physical function in 

old age is especially critical in low and middle income countries, with rapidly 

increasing older populations and fewer resources directed to the needs of older adults 

(Barrett et al., 2016). Reduced physical activity is an important issue among adults from 

ethnic minority groups, who are also at higher risk of becoming overweight or obese, 

therefore development of interventions that promote physical activity is important for 

reducing the incidence of obesity (Ferrara et al., 2015).  

 Cross sectional studies have found a link between physical activity and 

cognition. Individuals who report higher levels of physical activity show better 

performance on executive function tasks than those who report lower levels of activity 

(Szabo et al., 2013). 

 Although participation in physical exercise declines with age, the participation of 

women in exercise and recreational physical activity is lower relative to men 

throughout the life course. More is known about barriers to physical activity. These 

include daily activities, being busy, feeling tired, laziness, experiencing health 

problems, having difficulty managing time and not wishing to exercise alone, although 

women over 60 have been found to report lower level barriers to physical activity than 

younger women with the exception of barriers associated with ill health. Some of these 

barriers are amenable to intervention and could be transformed through effective 
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behavioral change mediation. There is also evidence that individual factors including 

levels of self-motivation are likely to be an important influence on older women's 

engagement in physical activity (Carmichael et al., 2015). Yang et al reported that Lack 

of physical activity and prolonged sedentary behavior have been consistently linked 

with elevated risk of metabolic syndrome and other chronic conditions. They continued 

that Among the American working population, a major proportion of their 

daily physical activity is acquired from job related activities, whereas these 

occupational physical activities have become less prevalent and less physically 

demanding over the decades. In addition, prolonged sedentary behavior, characterized 

by low energy expenditure and a sitting or reclining posture, has been on the rise. The 

coexistence of a reduced physical activity level and prolonged sedentary behavior may 

profoundly affect the US working population's health status, and their joint influence is 

likely to differ by occupation type (Yang et al., 2016). A sedentary lifestyle and 

consequent low levels of fitness in older adults have been described as the determining 

risk factors for the development of several chronic conditions (Carrapatoso et al., 2017). 

  Carmichael et al noted that it is possible that the health benefits of increased 

participation in physical exercise could have a positive effect on the employment 

participation of older people, this prediction is consistent with a socio-ecological 

approach that implies a link between an individual's behaviour, their environment and 

wider social constructs such as occupational class (Carmichael et al, 2015). 

 Physical activity is important in the prevention of several chronic diseases and 

conditions, often exhibiting a dose response relationship with health outcomes in 

adults, obesity are also a major modifiable risk factor for numerous chronic diseases 

and conditions in adulthood (Herman et al., 2009). Physical activity is an important 

determinant of health, positively affecting physical, mental and social well-being. 

 Despite this being repeatedly shown in both observational and experimental 

studies, a large majority of adults do not reach the recommended levels of daily 

physical activity (Federico et al., 2013). Studies reported that physical activity was 

positively associated with several indicators of socioeconomic position, such as 

education and occupation and income. Other studies showed that the association 

between SEP and PA was stronger among females than among males (Federico et al., 

2013).  

 

3. Conclusion and Recommendations  

 

Older adults are encouraged to be moderately active five days a week for 30 minutes a 

day or vigorously active three days a week for 20 minutes a day or some combination of 

the two (Kosman & Cardinal, 2014). There is strong evidence that physical activity is 

associated with health outcomes. Physical activity reduces rates of all-cause mortality 

and a number of non-communicable diseases such as coronary heart disease, high blood 

pressure, type 2 diabetes, colon cancer and others (Hamrik et al., 2013). 

 Adults should meet the guidelines recommended physical activity level, 

150 minutes of moderate intensity aerobic activity or 75 minutes of vigorous intensity 

https://oapub.org/hlt/
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aerobic activity or an equivalent combination of the two on a weekly basis (Yan et al., 

2016). Since physical activity participation declines with age and can vary within older 

age groups, the national physical activity recommendations for older adults have been 

developed to attenuate the loss of balance, strength, and cardiovascular ability typically 

seen with advancing age (Lawrence, Singleton, 2017). Recent studies reported that 

engagement in physical and cognitive activities in older adults has a generally positive 

effect on cognition, on brain health, and on cognitive aging outcomes, and may be more 

effective than pharmacological interventions (Overdorf, Coker, Kollia, 2016). 

Accumulating 30 minutes of moderate to vigorous intensity physical activity on most 

days of the week substantially reduces the risk of morbidity and mortality in older 

adults (Carrapatoso, et al., 2017).  

 In terms of public health, walking has been indicated as the most relevant form 

of exercise to increase regular physical activity at moderate intensity. Different 

intervention studies have given evidence of the health benefits of walking and showed 

short-term health improvements in previously sedentary adults (Carrapatoso et al., 

2017). 
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