
Singapore reveals novel study on International Day for Older Persons 2020

01 October 2020 | News 

Observed on October 1 every year, it is a United Nations designated day to focus on the well-being of the elderly 
people.

The fear of falling is a common problem in countries with fast ageing populations. Certain activities such as bending down, 
walking on slippery or uneven flooring may incite the fear of falling among the elderly.

In a study conducted by the NUS Yong Loo Lin of Singapore (NUS Medicine), researchers found a high prevalence of a fear 
of falling among the Singapore elderly and this has significant physical, mental and psychosocial consequences (due to fear-
related activity restrictions) that could predict future functional disability, restrict mobility and is associated with falls, social 
isolation, depression, anxiety and a poor quality of life.

The study found that 2 in 3 older adults (aged 60 and above) have a fear of falling, and among them, more than 1 in 3 restrict 
their activities as a result. Some examples of fear-related activity restrictions include avoiding the following activities: 
attempting stairs, shopping, taking public transport, outdoor walking or visiting friends.

There is also a higher prevalence of a fear of falling in females than males. However, notably, among those who were afraid 
of falling, only 1 in 3 females restricted their activities as compared to 1 in 2 males.

This cross-sectional observational study evaluated 463 community-dwelling older persons in Singapore, aged 60 and above. 
Led by Associate Professor Reshma Merchant from the NUS Medicine Department of Medicine and Head & Senior 
Consultant of the Division of Geriatric Medicine, National University Hospital, the study also found significant association of a 
fear of falling and/or activity restrictions with frailty, sarcopenia, cognitive impairment, depression and social isolation in 
Singapore elderly.
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Assoc Prof Merchant said, “Ageing is often associated with physiological and psychosocial changes, and increased 
vulnerability to social isolation and loneliness. In this study, we found that frailty and sarcopenia (age-related muscle loss) are 
associated with the increased fear of falling and activity restrictions, along a high incidence of depression affecting quality of 
life.”

“Frailty and sarcopenia are both preventable and reversible and with the right interventions such as exercise, 
we can stop or delay this decline in muscle strength or mass that often comes with ageing” – Assoc Prof 
Reshma Merchant

The high prevalence of a fear of falling and its resultant activity restrictions on the elderly in Singapore signal the need to 
include and ramp up screening for frailty, sarcopenia and a fear of falling among the elderly. With the findings of this study, 
possible preventive measures such as exercise, resistance exercise, a high-protein diet and cognitive-behavioural and 
multifaceted interventions could also be included in the daily routines of the elderly to avert the risk of sarcopenia and frailty.

 


