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Untoward Effects

A n o th e r  p h e n o m e n o n  frequen tly  e n co u n te red  in an 
elderly  patient  re lates to the m an ifes ta t ion  o f  unusua l  
sy m p to m s re la t ing  to  the d rug .  Digitalis p r e p a ra t io n s  used in 

‘norm al dosage in the  elderly a re  not  in f requently  associa ted  
with m enta l  change ,  leading to the deve lo p m en t  o f  
depress ion ,  co n fus ion ,  m anic  b eh av io u r  a n d  the d iagnosis  o f  
sen ility . Sedatives a n d  hypnot ics ,  like d iazep am , may result 
in con fusion ,  loss o f  m em o ry  an d ,  again ,  a d iagnos is  o f  senile 
dem entia .

Polypharmacy

T he n a tu ra l  h is tory  o f  ad v anc ing  age represen ts  a 
progressive reduc t ion  in func t ion  o f  all organ-system s.  It is 
therefore  logical th a t  m an y  elderly people  will present  with a 
m ultiplic ity  o f  com p la in ts  a n d  have m ore  th a n  one clinical 
diagnosis .  It is c o m m o n ,  e.g. for  d iabetes  mellitus to  co-exist 
in the elderly with a n  infection, ischaemic hea r t  disease , a 
degree o f  renal d e c o m p e n s a t io n  a n d  per iphera l  neuritis . 
Each m odali ty  p roduces  sy m p to m s  an d  requires t rea tm en t  
in its ow n right. Research  has show n that  the risk o f  side 
effects rises exponen t ia l ly  when m ult ip le  p rescr ip t ions  are 
util ized in y o u n g e r  ind iv iduals  (B ourne ,  H e d d o n  and  
W aterm eyer ,  1979). In the elderly this risk is even greater .

In a  s tudy  carr ied  o u t  in a psychogeria tr ic  unit  
(W ate rm e y er ,  1979) it was sh o w n  that  in fully o n e - th ird  o f  
elderly peop le  a d m i t te d  with a  m ix ture  o f  psychiatric  an d  
p h y s ic a l  h e a l th  p r o b le m s ,  th e  p r e c ip i t a t i n g  f a c to r  
r esponsib le  fo r  the adm iss ion  related to  side-effects f rom  one

o r  m ore  d rugs  ut ilized,  of ten  fo r  d o u b t fu l  indications.  D ru g  
w i thd raw a l  u n d e r  supervis ion  an d  the res t i tu t ion  o f  fluid an d  
electrolyte  ba lance  resulted  in sy m p to m a t ic  im p ro v e m e n t  in 
68 percent  o f  patients .

WHAT D O E S  IT ALL MEAN?

As a heal th  p rofessional ,  one  is regularly  r em inded  o f  the 
im p o r tan c e  o f  viewing disease as a d is tu rbance ,  not  jus t  o f  
physical func t ion ,  b u t  a lso as a d is rup t ion  o f  psychological  
a n d  social p lanes o f  existence.  It a p p ea r s  no w ad ay s  tha t  we 
may indeed cause physical,  psychologica l  a n d  social 
d y sfunc t ion  by o u r  very a t te m p ts  to al leviate the sy m p to m s 
which have  b r o u g h t  a pa t ien t  to  us in the first place. It 
behoves us therefore  to r em em b er  a n o th e r  anc ien t  d ic tum  
when we deal  with s e p tuagena r ia ns ,  oc to g en a r ian s  an d  such
like —  n am ely  p rim um  non nocere  —  if we c a n ’t d o  any  g ood ,  
let us a t  least  d o  no harm .  p

M o d e rn  medical science perm its  us to  d o  b o th  h a rm  and  
goo d  fo r  those  u n d e r  o u rc a re .  It behoves  all o f  us to c o n s id e r  
side-effects as well as benefits o f  t r e a tm e n t  schedules to 
achieve m a x im u m  im p ro v e m e n t  in qual i ty  o f  life.
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THE OLDER ADULT -  HIS CONTRIBUTION TO THE 
COMMUNITY OF SOUTH AFRICA
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SUM M ARY

G rowing o ld  involves biological, em o tiona l and social 
changes. L ife  roles change, but w ill depend on personal life  
p a tte rn s  o f  w ork a n d  activity, relationships and  a ttitude. There  
is a loss in ac tiv ities requiring speed, but a gain in those  
requiring carefulness, thoroughness and  the use o f  previous  
experience. R e tirem en t usually results in adjusting  to a low, 

f i x e d  income. A ccu m u la ted  skills, know ledge, judgem ent, 
w isdom  and  perspective  are lost, y e t  p roduc tiv ity  a n d  creativity  
can be u tilised  i f  the older person is a llow ed to pursue a career 
p a ttern  su itable to his needs.

IN TR O D U C T IO N

G ro w in g  old  can  be a crit ical  experience because it 
involves b iological ,  e m o t io n a l  a n d  social changes .  It has 
been s ta ted  tha t  o ld  age begins a t  tha t  po in t  in a n  ind iv idua l’s 
life when he ceases to p e r fo rm  all those duties  a n d  enjoy all 
those  r ights  which were his d u r in g  m a tu re  a d u l th o o d ;  when 
he begins to  take  over  a new system o f  rights a n d  duties.

* D ire c to r  o f  S.A. N at io n a l  Counc il  for  the Aged. 
Received 7 J u n e  1982.

O PSO M M IN G

Om o u d  te word, behels biologiese, em osionele en sosiale  
veranderinge. Lew ersrolle verander, m a a r hang nog a f  van  ̂
p ersoon like  lew enspatrone van w erk en aktiw ite it, ver- 
houdinge en gesindhede. D aar is verlies van a k tiw ite ite  wat 
spoed  verg, m aar die wat sorgvuldigheid, deeg likheid  en die 
gebru ik van vorige ondervinding verg, w ord verbeter. A ft  reding  
bring aanpassing  b y  'n !ae, vasgestelde in ko m ste  mee. 
V ersam elde vaardighede, kennis, oordeel, w ysheid  en 
p e r s p e k tie f  w ord veroor, to g k a n  produ k tiw ite it en vindingryk- 
heid  benut w ord as die ouer persoon toegelaat w o fd o if i  ’n 
beroeps-patroon g e sk ik  vir sy  behoefte  te volg.

We d o  not k n o w  w hat  ageing  is. C onseq u en t ly  we can n o t  
decisively se para te  the social,  beh av io u ra l  a n d  biological 
changes ,  in trins ic  to  ageing  f rom  medical his tory ,  cu ltural  
an d  e thn ic  b a c k g ro u n d ,  e n v i ro n m en t  a n d  all the external  
fac to rs  which have gone  in to  the m a k in g  o f  a p e r s o n ’s life.

Life-roles change  at  d if ferent  t imes a n d  to  a different 
degree; som e end  com ple te ly ,  o thers  beco m e  modified .  Old 
age is ne i ther  inherently  m iserable  n o r  inheren tly  sublime. 
The process o f  ageing an d  eventual  d ea th  m ust  u l t im ate ly  be 
accep ted  as the na tu ra l  p rogress ion  o f  the life cycle; the old 
co m ple t ing  the ir  prescr ibed  lifespan a n d  m a k in g  way for  the 
young.
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C H A R A C T E R IS T IC S  O F  T H E  O L D E R  A D U L T

Different  peop le  m a tu re  at  different deve lopm en ta l  
tempos.  They  grow  up a n d  gro w  old in response  to different 
co m b in a t io n s  o f  genetic  a n d  en v i ro n m en ta l  c ircum stances .  
Physiological a n d  psychological  character is t ics  may be as 
diverse within age g ro u p s  as betw een  age g roups .

Sociological  forces, on the o th e r  h an d ,  are  so  largely 
func t ions  o f  t im e  per iods tha t  they c o n fe r  different 
characteris t ics  on  d ifferent  genera t ions .  T h o se  w ho  grew up 
within a p a r t icu la r  time per iod  have exper ienced the history, 
cu lture,  econom ics  a n d  educa t io n a l  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  o f  that  
period.

The sta te  o f  a n  elderly  ind iv idua l ’s well-being develops 
f rom  his personal  life p a t te rn  o f  w ork  o r  ac tivity, h u m an  
relat ionships a n d  m en ta l  a t t i tude .  Ageing is var iable  an d  no 
two persons  will react physically , socially  o r  em o t io n a l ly  in 
precisely the sa m e  way.

C H A N G E  IN G O A L S

C hanges  take  p lace in an  o lder  person  a n d  one  o f  the 
m ajo r  changes  is ch a rac te r ised  by a s lowing d ow n .  Reaction  
times d o  slow d o w n  with age bu t  m ost  o f  the o ld e r a g e  g ro u p  
fully re ta in  until  their  d ea th  their  abil i ty  to reason, their  
m em ory  a n d  the ir  wit.

Research has p roved  that  ageing  is a p rocess which 
a m o u n ts  to a loss in those activ i t ies . that  require  speed and  
disciplined t e a m w o rk  bu t  tha t  it represents  a gain in those 
activities which require  carefu lness ,  th o ro u g h n ess  a n d  the 
use o f  p revious experience.

M A IN T EN A N C E  O F  E C O N O M I C  S TA T U S

It w ould  be la b o u r in g  the obv io u s  to  stress the im portanc e  
o f  ad e q u a te  incom e when d iscussing the prac tica l  realities of  
life for retired persons .  W e all k now , o r  a t  least shou ld  know , 
that  incom e, heal th  care a n d  housing  fo r  the aged is 
inadequate .

Retired persons  in o u r  society face one c o m m o n  task — 
ad jus ting  to living o n  the low incom e available  in ret irement 
years. With fixed incom es a n d  rising prices the p rob lem s 
which cen tre  a r o u n d  the f inancial c i rcum stances  o f  re tired 
persons a re  ove rw h e lm in g  an d  pens ioners ,  be they in receipt 
o f  sta te  o r  private  pens ions ,  have been g reat ly  affected  by the 
rising cost o f  living.

There  is n o  d o u b t  tha t  o u r  e c o n o m y  will eventually  be 
i overwhelm ingly  b u rd e n e d  th ro u g h  an  a rb i t ra ry  an d  
com p u lso ry  re t i rem en t  age forc ing  one par t  o f  the 
po p u la t io n  to' s u p p o r t  bo th  the y o u n g  a n d  the old with a 
resu l tan t  decrease  in the living s ta n d a rd  o f  all.

T he  fo l low ing  cha r t  indicates the expected  increase in the 
n u m b e r  o f  peop le  over  the age o f  60 years f rom  I 340 350 in 
I970 to 5 934 760 by 2020.

Aged Populat ions —  Age 6 0 +
Year White Coloured Asian Bantu Total
1970 394 600 99 270 20 530 825 950 1 340 350
1980 508 280 125 190 32 220 997 390 1 663 080
1990 607 840 170200 48 240 1 363 680 2 189 960
2000 714920 249 500 73 600 1 9 32030  2 9 7 0 0 5 0
2 0 10 908 510 3 62030 116 140 2 725 180 4 111860
2020 1 107310 5 73180 164 420 4 089 850 5 934 760

W ASTE O F  H U M A N  E X P E R IE N C E

In o u r  society, the a t t i tu d e  to re t i rem en t  generally  is such 
that  once peop le  a re  no  longer  work ing ,  the ir  intrinsic  worth  
is d im inished.

Yet people a re  ret ired  co m pu lso r i ly  on  g ro u n d s  o f  age. 
The ac c u m u la te d  skills, know ledge,  ju d g e m e n t ,  w isdom  an d  
Perspective o f  the o lde r  a du l t  a re  d isc arded  ju s t  when they

ean be o f  m os t  value to  society.
Each year as  th o u sa n d s  o f  peop le  are  enco u rag ed  o r  forced 

to  retire, the ir  skills, know ledge a n d  w isdom  are  lost  an d  
their  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to  instruc t ,  te ach ,  consu l t  o r  advise, listen 
a n d  reflect, as  well as to  work ,  a re  cu t  off.

In an era when people  m ade  the ir  own p ro d u c ts  a n d  were 
their  o w n  bosses, they used to w ork  until they  were disabled  
o r  died. T o d a y  this is still the case for  the se lf-employed,  who 
also have som e co n tro l  over  the w ork  they d o  — lawyers,  
physic ians,  farm ers  a n d  the like; they con t inue  to  be 
produc t ive  a n d  are  ap t  to  w ork  to  the end. W hy then d o  we 
not c o n t in u e  to  m ake  use o f  the rest o f  the work force?

O lder  peop le  begin to face age d isc r im ina t ion  as early  as 
age 45, even if highly qualified. M a n y  are  forced  to retire  at  a 
specific age,  usually  be tween the ages of  60 to  65, an d  are  told 
to enjoy  the re t irem ent which o f ten  m eans pover ty  as  well as 
idleness a n d  can result  in living in iso lat ion .  People w ho may 
have t ru ly  loved to  w o rk  feel e m p ty  an d  useless when their  
jo b s  are  s t r ipped  away. O th e rs  who w ould  welcome 
re t i rem ent ,  if  they c ou ld  a ffo rd  it, are  f ighting to  survive 
ra the r  than  enjoy the leisure to  which they have looked  
forwa rd.

Older  peop le  a re  n o t  the only losers in all o f  this. W e as a 
n a t ion  a re  depr ived  o f  the ir  var ied  skills a n d  experience ; a 
whole g ene ra t ion  o f  people  t r a in ed  in every conceivable 
occupa t ion  is sudden ly  cu t  off  f rom  us. Re ti rem ent  a n d  age 
d isc r im ina t ion  cause  a t r e m e n d o u s  waste o f  h um an  
resources. P roduc tiv ity ,  independence  an d  self-help are  
cher ished  values a n d  expec ta t ions ,  bu t  even if the o lder  
person is willing a n d  ab le  to  work it is difficult  for h im  to find 
a job .

P R O D U C T IV IT Y  AND C R EATIVITY IN O L D  AGE

M ost o f  the old people  in o u r c o u n t r y a r e  in te l lec tua l lyand  
soc ially  c o m p e ten t ,  in terested  in their  s u r ro u n d in g s  an d  
eager  to  par t ic ipa te  in family a n d  c o m m u n i ty  life. They 
c ou ld  be immensely  p roduc t ive  given the o p p o r tu n i ty .

T h u s  we see that  at  the po in t  o f  re t i rem en t  f rom the work 
force the individual  sh o u ld  have a variety o f  o p t io n s  to 
pursue  in f inding a ca reer  p a t te rn  suitable  to  h i s /h e r  own 
needs.

R e ti rem en t  shou ld  not  be a hopeless cond i t ion  of 
d isengagem en t  f rom all l ife-sectors.  T here  can be a shift in 
careers d u r in g  the re t irem ent p e r iod  a n d  change  in interest  
an d  physical cond i t ion  a re  the m ost  im p o r ta n t  fac tors  in 
such changes .  P rovis ion  shou ld  be m ade  w hereby  the o lder  

-adu l t  can  s t ruc tu re  for himself  a range o f  op t io n s  in all life- 
sectors .  He shou ld  have the right to m ake  choices an d  
decisions a n d  p a r t ic ipa te  in p lan n in g  for his ow n welfare.  
H aving  a p u rpose  in life a n d  be ing  socially useful a re  as 
necessary  to the o lder  a d u l t  as  to  a n y o n e  else.

AG E D IS C R IM IN A T IO N  IN E M P L O Y M E N T

Em ployers  often have negative s te reo typed  a t t i tudes  to 
o lder  jo b  app l ican ts ,  which in general  have little o r  no  basis 
in fact. Paradoxical ly  em ployers  m ay  be o lder  persons 
themselves whose w o rk  p e r fo rm an ce  belies their  beliefs. 
Em ployers  often just ify  their  s te re o ty p e s a n d  their  re luctance 
to hire o ld e r  workers  with the excuse tha t  they a re  in business 
to m a k e  profits a n d  o lder  w orkers  a re  considered  
unpro f i tab le  inves tm ents .  Surveys show  no  significant d ro p  
in p e r fo rm an ce  or  product iv ity .

M a n y  o f  the o lder  w orkers  ac tual ly  exceed the average 
o u tp u t  of 'the yo u n g e r  employees;  w orkers  65 a n d  over  have a 
g o o d  reco rd  o f  a t te n d a n c e  in c o m p a r i so n  with o th e r  age 
g roups ;  o ld e r  w orkers  a re  m ore  flexible in accep ting  a change 
in the ir  occu p a t io n  a n d  earn ings .  Yet em ployers  are 
pre jud iced  in giving these people the o p p o r tu n i ty  to prove 
that  they a re  capab le  o f  m a k in g  a m os t  im p o r ta n t  
c o n t r ib u t io n  to com m erce  an d  industry .
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