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Geriatric Frailty 

Condition: “Geriatric frailty” is the result of decline in multiple physical functions and health that some 
individuals experience as they get older. 

Background: It is important to recognize that frailty is not a natural result of aging, but instead a 
condition involving gradual loss of muscle strength and function. 30% of older adults are considered 
frail by age 90 in the U.S.  

Risk Factors: Risk of frailty increases with age. Women are more at risk than men, and people in lower 
income levels are also at increased risk. It is more common in African Americans and Asians compared 
to Hispanics and Caucasians.  

History and Symptoms: Frail elderly persons often experience muscle weakness, falls, balance, and 
walking issues. Additional symptoms may include poor vision, cognitive (thinking) difficulties, weight 
loss, and depression.  

Physical Exam: Physicians check a wide range of functions, such as a person’s muscle coordination 
and strength, vision, hearing, cognition, and mood. 

Diagnostic Process: A person is considered frail if three or more of the following five criteria are met: 
weight loss of 10 pounds or more in the past year, exhaustion, weakness, slow walking speed, and 
decreased physical activity. Blood work can also be helpful to determine if symptoms are due to 
another medical condition.  

Rehab Management: Each individual should have his/her medication regimen reviewed to minimize, 
as best possible, the overall number of medications and to choose medications and dosages to prevent 
side effects. Nutrition should be assessed to ensure a balanced diet. Environmental factors, such as 
financial resources or physical barriers (lack of transportation), should also be assessed. Older adults 
should participate in an exercise program that includes aerobic, resistance, flexibility, and balance 
exercises. These exercises will help develop and strengthen muscle as well as improve balance to 
prevent falls.   

Working with a physical medicine and rehabilitation (PM&R) physician will enable a complete 
evaluation of all factors that may be contributing to a patient’s symptoms. A PM&R physician will also 
work with a patient and their family to develop the best approach to a treatment plan to help improve 
symptoms and serve as an advocate when discussing treatment plans with your other doctors and 
therapists.  

Other Resources for Patients and Families: Families and caregivers often put their own finances and 
health at risk while caregiving. Resources such as the Eldercare Locator—a nationwide governmental 
service that connects older Americans and caregivers with information on senior services—can help.  

http://www.eldercare.gov/Eldercare.NET/Public/About/Index.aspx
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Frequently Asked Questions 

What is PM&R? 
Physical medicine and rehabilitation (PM&R), also known as physiatry, is a primary medical specialty 
that aims to enhance and restore functional ability and improve quality of life to those with injuries, 
physical impairments or disabilities affecting the brain, spinal cord, nerves, bones, joints, ligaments, 
muscles and tendons. PM&R physicians, known as physiatrists, evaluate and treat the whole body, 
maximize patients’ independence in their daily life and are experts in designing comprehensive, patient-
centered treatment plans to empower patients to achieve their goals. By taking the whole body into 
account, they can accurately pin-point problems, decrease pain, assist in recovery from devastating 
injuries and maximize overall outcomes and performance with non-surgical and peri-surgical options. 
To learn more, visit www.aapmr.org/aboutpmr. 

What makes PM&R physicians unique? 
PM&R physicians’ training focuses not just on treating medical conditions, but on enhancing the 
patient’s performance and quality of life in the context of those medical conditions. They focus not only 
on one part of the body, but instead on the development of a comprehensive program for putting the 
pieces of a person's life back together – medically, socially, emotionally and vocationally – after injury 
or disease. PM&R physicians make and manage medical diagnoses, design a treatment plan and 
prescribe the therapies that physical therapists or other allied therapists perform or that are carried out 
by the patients themselves. By providing an appropriate treatment plan, PM&R physicians help patients 
stay as active as possible at any age. Their broad medical expertise allows them to treat disabling 
conditions throughout a person’s lifetime. 

Why see a PM&R physician? 
A PM&R physician will thoroughly assess your condition, needs, and expectations and rule out any 
serious medical illnesses to develop a treatment plan. By understanding your condition and goals, you 
and your PM&R physician can develop a treatment plan suited to your unique needs. 

How do I find a PM&R physician near me? 
Visit www.aapmr.org/findapmrphysician or contact your primary care physician for a referral. 

https://www.aapmr.org/about-physiatry/about-physical-medicine-rehabilitation
https://members.aapmr.org/AAPMR/AAPMR_FINDER.aspx

