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Dear Reader. 

We are sharing excerpts from our book, Your Aging Parents: How to 
Prepare, How to Cope. (Osis, Worrell & McDermid)  

This excerpt is taken from Chapter Three and provides a useful 
overview of changes related to aging processes, and how simple 
adaptations can allow continued activity and independence. It includes 
helpful suggestions for supporting individuals with changes in vision, 
hearing and gait/balance.   

To make this content relevant today, we have updated some of the 
content, the End Notes and links, and added additional resources. 
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This chapter considers the common age-related changes that affect everyday life. These changes are related 
to aging, but occur at different rates for each individual. 

There is no denying that these changes occur, but they do not have to cause great decline in activity and 
in quality of life. Sometimes very simple adaptations can allow older adults to continue an activity that they 
love. 

The information is provided for general informational purposes only.  If you or your parents 
have medical conditions involving vision, hearing or gait/balance, always consult an 
appropriate professional.   

EVERYDAY REALITIES OF AGING 

The Canadian Association of Optometrists writes: 1  

Vision loss is a significant health problem that affects an individual’s health, social environment and 
economic well-being. This is especially true for seniors for whom vision loss impedes healthy and 
independent aging. It doubles the difficulties of daily living, advances nursing home admissions by three 
years, doubles social dependence and the risks of falls, triples the risk of depression, quadruples the risk of 
hip fractures, and doubles the mortality rate. 

The four most common eye diseases and leading causes of age-related vision loss in Canada are cataracts 
(opacity in the lens), glaucoma (optic nerve damage due in part to elevated intraocular pressure), macular 
degeneration (changes to central vision), and diabetic retinopathy (diabetes-related changes in the eye). 

Since the majority of these eye problems are asymptomatic or ‘silent,' the best chance for early detection 
and treatment is through regular, comprehensive eye exams. If left untreated, most people with these 
diseases are at risk of blindness or significant vision loss.  

 

Changes in Vision  

Several common changes occur in vision. Some are serious, while others require minor adjustments.  

• The lens in the eye becomes yellow, which can cause difficulty in distinguishing blue from green 
colors. 

• The lens also loses some ability to change shape, which makes it harder to focus close up. This 
explains why so many people use reading glasses. 

• The reaction time of the pupil slows down. This means it takes more time to adjust to changes 
between light and darkness. Three times as much light is needed for reading or to do close work 
such as sewing.  

• The perception of space may become distorted. This can affect safe driving. 
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• Some individuals lose some of their peripheral vision. This change may lead to bumping into 
doorframes or other objects in the room and can also affect the ability to drive safely.  

The likelihood of developing some eye diseases increases with age. Most common are cataracts, glaucoma, 
and macular degeneration.  

A cataract, or cloudy lens, occurs in about half of seniors over 75 years of age. Often both eyes are 
affected. Cataracts are related to aging processes, but they occur at varying rates and degrees in different 
individuals. Treatment involves removing the cloudy lens and implanting a clear plastic lens. 

Glaucoma is a condition that causes increased pressure in the eye and can lead to blindness if not treated. 
While is it not a normal part of aging, it is the most common cause of blindness among seniors. Medicated 
eye drops are the most common treatment, although some individuals can be treated with laser surgery.  

Macular degeneration is a disease that is more common in later life. In this case, deterioration of the 
center (or macula) of the retina at the back of the eye occurs. As the disease progresses, the center of the 
field of vision is lost. Ongoing research is aimed at prevention and treatment of this serious disorder. 

Adaptations 
Most individuals are willing to wear glasses to correct vision. Many are also willing and able to use eye 
drops to correct glaucoma, and prevent blindness. Most seniors will accept cataract surgery and laser 
surgery when necessary.  

Besides wearing eyeglasses, here are some other ways that people adapt to vision loss. 

• They use a nightlight. Some lights are plugged into the wall socket and shine a gentle light on the 
floor, showing a path from bed to the bathroom. 

• They use a high watt or compact fluorescent bulb for reading or close work. 

• They use magnifiers to read the phone book or to play cards. 

Supporting Parents with Vision Changes 
Here are some ideas to share with your parent to prevent or minimize vision loss. 

• Have a yearly eye exam – this can lead to early detection of glaucoma, cataracts and macular 
degeneration. 

• Wear dark-tinted sunglasses in bright sunlight. 

To treat glaucoma: 

• Use eye drops faithfully. 

• Watch for side effects of the medications and report these to a pharmacist or physician. 

• Ask a pharmacist before using any over-the-counter medications.  Some can worsen glaucoma by 
increasing pressure in the eye (antihistamines, for example). 

• Wear a MedicAlertÒ bracelet that indicates that you have glaucoma. 

• Learn about activities that increase eye pressure and avoid doing these, (for example, lifting 
heavy objects). 
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To prepare for cataract surgery: 

• Ensure that you have the correct eye drops and use them as prescribed before and after surgery. 

• Ask for information about recovery. What should your parent expect to experience, and who 
should they call if any problems occur? 

• Your parent will appreciate your presence before and after the procedure. 

To support a parent with macular degeneration: 

• Encourage regular eye exams: if detected early treatment might save the vision! 

• Contact CNIB for more information about living with vision loss (www.cnib.ca). 

 

Changes in Hearing 

Hearing is important to the quality of everyday living. We live in a noisy world, beginning in childhood 
with toys and personal music devices.  

For most seniors hearing loss is gradual. This slow change may mean that your parent is not aware of 
the change. Others in the family may notice it first. People with hearing loss often feel embarrassed by the 
inability to hear what is being said. This can lead to a sense of isolation, frustration, and depression. Hearing 
loss can also affect driving ability and safety.  

The incidence of hearing loss increases with advancing age.  

Adaptations 
If you suspect hearing loss in your parent, suggest a hearing test. Begin with a visit to the family physician 
who will check for infection or wax accumulation in the ear. The physician can also make a referral to an 
audiologist for a hearing test. Your parent might be more willing to listen to this advice from the doctor 
than from you. Many who accept using a hearing aid will say that they wish they had done so sooner instead 
of having become isolated from others.  

 Supporting parents with hearing loss 
If your parent shows signs of hearing loss, here are some steps you can take. 

• Ask your parent to talk to the doctor. 

• Encourage a hearing test. 

• If your parent begins using a hearing aid, encourage patience. It takes time to get used to a 
hearing aid. Wearing it for only a few hours a day at first may be helpful.  

• Consider using devices such as telephone amplifiers, TV and radio listening systems, and visual 
alerts such as a flashing light that indicates the doorbell. You can find out more about these 
devices from any audiologist (a specialist who diagnoses and treats hearing loss.)  

• Learn more through the Canadian Hearing Society www.chs.ca  
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Tips for talking to someone with a hearing loss 
There are some simple actions that you can take to help someone who has a hearing loss.  

• Speak slowly and clearly. 

• Face the person while you are speaking. 

• Do not put your hands over your mouth.  This muffles the sound. Also, some people use lip-reading 
and need to be able to see your lips. 

• Lower the pitch of your voice, without speaking louder.  

• Reduce background noise and distraction; e.g. in a restaurant try to choose a quiet corner; turn off 
the TV.  

 

Changes in Gait/Balance 

You can observe that many healthy elders walk slower and take shorter steps. They might increase  double 
support time (both feet on the ground).  This section does not address abnormal changes in gait. Gait 
disorders require medical assessment and treatment.  

Adaptations 
As people age, they slowly adapt their gait to adjust to changes in balance. They take shorter steps and 

place their feet wider apart.   

Many accept aids such as a cane to ensure they can continue to walk independently and safely. Others 
engage in regular exercise to maintain muscle strength and flexibility.  

Some research suggests that Tai Chi can improve balance. 2 

Further, some seniors attend classes with physiotherapists to learn specific exercises that improve 
balance. 

Obviously, good shoes and winter boots are important.   

 
Supporting parents with changes in balance 
The main focus in adapting to changes in balance is to reduce hazards that might increase the risk of falling. 
You could suggest some minor changes in the home.  

• Locate an occupational therapist that will come into the home to identify risks in the environment. 
Ask about the best ways to assist your parent to get in and out of a car, or up and down the stairs. 

• Lower shelves and re-organize cupboards to avoid high reaching. 

• Release the tension on automatic door closers. Heavy doors are hard to open and to hold open. 

• Learn more about assistive devices, such as bathroom grab bars that contribute to safety. Visit 
Seniors and Aging - Assistive Devices 3 
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T A K E  A C T I O N  
Ø Talk to your parents about their everyday realities of aging. Ask them about the adaptations that 

they are making in their day-to-day lives. 

Ø Review the suggestions in this chapter and discuss with your parents. Perhaps you can add other 
adaptations that improve their quality of life. 

Ø Usually, people will accept eyeglasses more easily than they will hearing aids.  Find ways to 
suggest (gently) that your parent take a hearing test.  

Ø Falls and resulting injury are a major risk for many seniors. Supporting your parent’s adaptations 
to changes in vision, hearing, and balance can help to reduce the risk 

 

End Notes 

1. Canadian Association of Optometrists Paper. October, 2017. 
https://opto.ca/sites/default/files/resources/documents/huma_submission_on_seniors_oct_2017_final_en.
pdf 
 
2.  Try tai chi to improve balance, avoid falls.  Harvard Health Publishing August, 2012. 
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/try-tai-chi-to-improve-balance-avoid-falls-201208235198 
 
3.  Seniors and Aging - Assistive Devices.  Government of Canada Healthy Living.  
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/healthy-living/your-health/lifestyles/seniors-aging-
assistive-devices.html 
 

Additional Resources 

CNIB. Eye Health   .http://www.cnib.ca/en/sight-loss-info/your-eyes/eye-health?region=ab 
 
CNIB. Eye Diseases. http://www.cnib.ca/en/sight-loss-info/your-eyes/eye-diseases?region=ab 
 
National Institute on Aging.  Hearing Loss: A Common Problem for Older Adults.  
https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/hearing-loss-common-problem-older-adults 
 
Next Avenue.  The Latest Technologies for Vision Loss. https://www.nextavenue.org/technologies-vision-
loss/ 
 
Seniors and Aging - Vision Care. Government of Canada Healthy Living. 
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/healthy-living/your-health/lifestyles/seniors-aging-
vision-care.html 
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