
Myth Reality

Dementia is an inevitable part  
of aging. 

Dementia is a progressively degenerative disease and is not a normal 
part of aging. While age is the most significant risk factor, it is not an 
inevitable part of aging. Approximately 13% of adults age 65 years  
and older have Alzheimer’s or another form of dementia and about  
45% of those age 85 years and older have some dementia symptoms.

Older adults become more rigid  
in their thinking and are unable  
to learn or change.

Learning patterns do change with age and it may take a bit longer  
to learn something new. Older adults do not become more rigid,  
and the basic capacity to learn is retained.

Older adults are alone or lonely, 
they have been abandoned by  
their families.

 While the number of casual friends may decrease as a person ages,  
the number of close friends remains stable throughout one’s life.  
80% of parents over the age of 65 see adult children every one  
to two weeks. 75% of grandparents see their grandchildren every  
one to two weeks.

Older adults are in poor health. More than 76% of older adults describe themselves as being in good, 
very good or excellent health despite having an average of two or more 
chronic conditions.

Lifestyle changes late in life  
have no effect on older adults’ 
health and well-being (e.g.,  
begins exercise, quit smoking).

Lifestyle changes including, exercise, diet, sleep, and other health-
promoting behaviors such as quitting smoking can positively impact 
an older adult’s well-being regardless of age. Older adults who 
exercise are able to better fight chronic disease.

As age increases, older adults  
become withdrawn, inactive,  
and cease being productive.

While older adults are not in paid employment, many have important 
roles as grandparents, caregivers, volunteers, and participate in civic 
and social activities.

Older adults are more likely  
to become clinically depressed.

Most older adults are not depressed. Depression is not a normal part  
of growing old but rather an illness that needs to be treated. 

To best understand the aging experience, review this guide. Use as a tool to generate 
discussion and make informed decisions.
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With age, older adults lose 
individual differences and become 
progressively more alike.

The opposite is true. Individual differences appear to increase with  
age. There is more variety among older adults than among any other 
age group.

Most older adults end  
up in nursing homes.

Only about 4% of older adults are living in nursing homes or long-term 
care facilities. An additional 2% live in community housing that has 
services for older adults. About 75% of older Americans never live  
in a nursing home.

Most older adults live in poverty. Only 9% of older adults live in poverty (less than 100% of the federal 
poverty threshold). An additional 26% of older adults are considered 
low income.

With age, most older adults 
become helpless and cannot take 
care of themselves.

About 27% of older adults over the age of 65 years report difficulty  
in performing one or more activities of daily living. Individuals over  
the age of 85 or 90 may need some help with some activities, such  
as shopping, carrying heavy packages, taking out the garbage.

Older adults are an economic 
burden on society, and this takes 
away resources from the young.

Improving the quality of life for older people benefits all age groups. 
Additionally, many older adults transfer financial and caretaking 
resources to younger generations. Spending on appropriate services 
for older people can save money by increasing their mobility, reducing 
the need for additional care, and reducing hospital and nursing home 
admissions — all costs to society. 

Falling is normal with  
advanced age.

Almost one-third of older adults experience a fall every year.  
However, falling is not a normal part of aging. Falls can be minimized  
by addressing risk factors such as removing tripping hazards in the 
home, monitoring medications, and enhancing balance and mobility.

Please go to the References tab on page 103 of the Aging and Its Financial Implications: Planning for 
Housing brochure for more information on the resources cited.
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