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As we age, our bodies undergo various changes, some visible and others less

apparent. While the natural process of aging brings wisdom and experience, it

also brings certain challenges that can significantly impact our day-to-day lives.
Among these challenges are communication and swallowing changes, often

overlooked until they affect our overall well-being.

Understanding Communication Changes

Effective communication is the cornerstone of human interaction. However, age-
related changes can lead to difficulties in verbal expression, comprehension, and

social interaction. Some common communication changes experienced by aging

adults include:
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» Slower speech

» Difficulty finding the right words

» Mild hearing loss

» Decreased voice projection

» Impaired attention and concentration
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» Difficulty participating in group conversations

Impact of Swallowing Changes

Swallowing, a seemingly simple and reflexive act, can become problematic as we
age. Swallowing changes can result in discomfort, reduced enjoyment of meals,
malnutrition, and even aspiration pneumonia. Some common swallowing changes

experienced by healthy aging adults include:

Difficulty chewing food

» Feeling of food getting stuck in the throat
» Coughing or choking during meals

» Decreased ability to taste food

» Involuntary weight loss

= Dehydration

Staying Engaged and Thriving

While communication and swallowing changes can present significant
challenges, there are various strategies and lifestyle adjustments that can help

aging adults maintain an active and vibrant life. Here are some tips to consider:

1. Regular Exercise:

Engaging in physical activity can boost overall well-being and promote better
communication and swallowing functions. Regular exercise, such as walking,
yoga, or swimming, can improve muscle strength and coordination necessary for

effective communication and healthy swallowing.

2. Seek Professional Help:



If you or your loved one is experiencing significant communication or swallowing
difficulties, it is essential to consult with a healthcare professional. Speech-
language pathologists (SLPs) are experts in assessing and treating
communication and swallowing disorders. They can provide tailored strategies

and exercises to improve overall function.

3. Practice Mindfulness and Relaxation Techniques:

Anxiety and stress can exacerbate communication difficulties. By incorporating
mindfulness practices and relaxation techniques such as deep breathing or
meditation into your daily routine, you can promote a calm and focused state of

mind, enhancing communication and swallowing functions.

4. Evaluate Your Environment:

Creating an environment conducive to effective communication is crucial. Ensure
proper lighting, minimize background noise, and face the person you are
communicating with to enhance clarity and understanding. Making small

adjustments can make a significant difference.

5. Stay Mentally Active:

Engaging in mentally stimulating activities can help keep the mind sharp and
combat age-related cognitive decline. Reading books, doing puzzles, playing
board games, or learning a new skill can all contribute to maintaining better

communication and cognitive abilities.

As we navigate the journey of healthy aging, it is vital to be aware of the potential
changes in communication and swallowing functions. By understanding these
changes and implementing strategies to overcome them, aging adults can

continue to lead fulfilling and vibrant lives. Remember, seeking professional help



and maintaining a positive mindset are essential components in optimizing

communication and swallowing abilities in the later stages of life.
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Communication and Swallow Changes in Healthy Aging Adults compiles and
presents the available research on healthy aging adults’ performance and abilities
in the following areas: auditory comprehension, reading comprehension,
speaking, writing, voice and motor speech abilities, cognition, and swallowing.
This text also presents principles from the World Health Organization’s
International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health and its
applications to aging adults. One of the first texts to cover these principles, this
book will address the need for a comprehensive view of communication and

swallow issues in aging for students of speech-language pathology.

Speech-language pathologist students will learn how to fully compare what would
be considered normal for their elderly patients rather than overestimating or

underestimating what aging adults are capable of doing. Knowing what would be
considered within the spectrum of normal, will help speech-language pathologists

to address therapy as effectively as possible. Having this information at hand is
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particularly important as the nation’s population is aging at a rapid rate and there

is a need for evidence-based practice in speech-language pathology.

Written in an easy to follow format, Communication and Swallow Changes in
Healthy Aging Adults includes original research data, discussion questions and a
list of Quick Facts at the end of each chapter to summarize key points. This text
will serve as a useful resource as students see elderly clients in on-campus
speech and hearing clinics and when they intern at hospitals and long-term care

facilities.

Instructor Resources: PowerPoint Slides and an Image Bank

Testimonial:

“Communication and Swallowing Changes in Healthy Aging Adults is a handy
text, portable, and logically organized. The information is easy to follow
complimented by information presented in tables/charts. This text would be
helpful to a practicing therapist when making a differential diagnosis between a

normal vs. atypical aging process.

Communication and Swallowing Changes in Healthy Aging Adults would be an
appropriate text for courses in Communications Disorders Departments for

graduate students in a neuro course or a neurogenic communication disorders
course, and in lifespan development courses as in the field of Psychology and

Gerontology.”

~ Susan Durnford, M.S.,CCC-SLP, Clinical Assistant Professor, Department of
Speech-Language Pathology & Audiology, Ithaca College
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