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“Motivation is what gets you started.  Habit is what keeps you going.” 

~ Anonymous 

Even though I am well past my childhood and adolescent years, I can still hear my pediatrician 

exclaiming, “Anthony, remember that you are what you eat!”  Thirty years later, his echo lingers 

on through my daughter’s comments; “Daddy, don’t forget to always eat a protein with your 

carbohydrate.  That’s way too much salt.  Taste your food before salting, please!  You know 

what I am talking about.  And, don’t forget who the Registered Dietitian is around here!”   



Thus, “The 80:20 Rule” vividly comes into focus; I am 80 what I eat and 20% how well I 

exercise and move my body.  More specific, current exercise physiologists claim that the “new 

rule” is 100:100 ~ giving 100% of your attention and focus to both diet and exercise.   

Research has consistently proven over the years that taking care of your health is important and 

knowing how to take care of yourself is empowering!  For today’s residents, daily exercise 

programs that include strength and balance are two of the most beneficial and effective 

interventions to help focus attention on diet and exercise.  This includes the ever-present risk of 

‘nursing home’ falls.  In long-term care settings, falls are the leading cause of emergency 

department visits, hospital admissions, and unintentional death for older adults. (Shuber T; 

Evidence-based exercise prescription for balance and falls prevention: A current review of the 

literature.  Journal of Geriatric Physical Therapy. 2011; 34:100).  Interestingly, residents living 

in adult-care settings do not fall because they get older; more often, there is an underlying cause 

for falls.  Studies have reported that strength and balance programs helped reduce falls that 

caused injuries by 37%, falls leading to serious injuries by 43%, and broken bones by 61% (El-

khoury F, Cassou N, Charles M, Molina P. The effect of fall prevention exercise programs on 

fall induced injuries in community dwelling older adults: systematic review and meta-analysis of 

randomized controlled trials. BMJ 2013; 34:f6234).   

As Recreation/Activity Professionals, it is essential that we establish appropriate, proven and 

effective exercise programs that incorporate and support healthy lifestyle activity goals for each 

resident in our care.  Putting into practice healthy eating and snacking, daily exercise, movement, 

stretch and physical play helps our residents have a better understanding of healthy fitness and 

provides greater ways for them to achieve their physical goals within the scope of their person-

centered care plan. 



According to Drs. Mehmet Oz and Mike Roizen (youdocsdaily@sharecare.com) a new study has 

been published indicating a key factor that we can do in our middle years (50+) to minimize the 

development of one of the biggest hallmarks of Alzheimer’s – those sticky amyloid tangles; 

exercise!  In addition, researchers from the Journal of the American Medical Association 

recently published a 24-year study of 322 men and women finding that having just one of the 

following risk factors for cardiovascular disease doubles one’s chances of developing amyloid 

clumps: 

§ Smoking 
§ Obesity 
§ Type 2 diabetes 
§ High blood pressure 
§ High LDL cholesterol levels 

Having two or more of these above-mentioned risk factors triples the risk.  We all need to follow 

healthy eating guidelines that includes lots of exercise and movement!  Furthermore, according 

to a brand new study (2017) by the British Journal of Sports Medicine, “A combination of 

aerobic and weight training is the most effective way to protect cognitive function if you’re 50 or 

older.  A 45-minute session five times a week produces the best results.”   

Now, let’s shift attention to our residents.  It is necessary to remember that as we age we can’t 

eat the same types and amounts of food we once enjoyed.  Our metabolism is slowing down 

hence requiring us to be more active; maintaining that healthy balance of “energy in” and 

“energy out.”  Can’t you just hear our residents saying, “I just don’t have the time.”  “I don’t 

know how to do all that stuff.”  “I don’t want to hurt myself.”  “Exercise is boring!”   

 



Many Recreation/Activity Professionals work with independent and assisted living residents who 

are fully capable of moving, stretching and exercising on a regular, consistent basis.  And, let’s 

be honest; our skilled nursing residents oftentimes surprise us with what they can actually 

accomplish in the exercise world!  The following strategies have proven both successful and 

beneficial.  Always remember that the ultimate goal is to get residents active and moving as 

much as possible!  

v First and foremost model that you support and promote physical activity. 

v Safety first; always! 

v Create an empowering and positive recreation environment that fosters healthy living. 

v Set small achievable exercise goals at first and then increase as the resident is able. 

v Offer exercise classes at various times throughout the day. 

v Don’t be afraid to be different ~ schedule 30-minute and 60-minute programs. 

v Walking, dancing and gardening are all great ways to get older adults moving and active. 

v Have the animal-assisted therapy dog(s) come regularly for “Resident-Dog Walks”. 

v Cultivate the social aspect of physical exercise and encourage residents to invite a family 

member or friend to attend the program. 

v Work with your Registered Dietitian and Food Services Department. 

v Ensure that staff members who teach any exercise program are trained and prepared. 

v Offer classes that have options, adaptations and modifications.  

 

 



The photographs, at the beginning and end of this article, capture the theme of this writing.  Two 

years ago, July 2015, I joined the local YMCA with hopes of losing some long-overdue weight 

gain and getting myself healthy again.  With perseverance and hard work, I accomplished my 

goal and continue to regularly visit the gym.  One day during my morning regime, I had the 

pleasant surprise of meeting Jerry, Jack and Henry; the three amigos, as they refer to themselves!  

I instantly became ‘gym friends’ with this delightful gentlemen’s trio.  During the first few 

weeks, I watched in amazement as they came to the gym each morning and worked out for 60 

minutes on their personal routines.  Surprising to me, Jerry, Jack and Henry are each 80+ years 

old and know more about how to use the gym equipment for personal gain than the YMCA 

trainers!  They not only care about themselves; they care for one another, carefully watching and 

supporting the other with kind words and positive encouragement along the way.  This is truly an 

‘exercise trio’ in action!  These men are choosing to live healthy lifestyles and saying a great big 

‘No’ to obstacles that diminish their Quality of Lives.  Dr. Thomas Hunt, Chair of the 

Department of Family Medicine, Roseman University’s College of Medicine states, 

“Unfortunately, many of our residents/patients are often the biggest obstacle to their own health, 

because unhealthy habits are hard to change.”  Hunt embraces an attitude of ‘less instruction and 

telling’ and ‘more showing, encouraging and motivation’ techniques.   

Specific to the Recreation/Activity Professional, the following list includes important details to 

remember as we support, encourage and motivate our residents along their exercise pathways: 

v Maintain proper lighting in the Activity Room. 

v Remove mats and/or rugs that don’t have non-slip backing. 

v Offer a variety of healthy foods and drinks throughout all programs. 

v Encourage residents to stay hydrated and drink plenty of water. 



v Always look for dropped food, spills, etc. 

v Remove clutter from all walkways in the Activity Room. 

v Carefully “hide” any electric cords. 

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, by 2020 the portion of the United 

States population aged 80 and older will approach the 50 million mark.  This growing number of 

older Americans will put unique demands on public health, aging services and the nation’s 

healthcare system (CDC).  Resident education on how habits affect overall health combined with 

the right motivational approach in helping our seniors positively change their habits not only 

creates proactive Resident/Activity Professional relationships, but helps to overcome some of 

today’s most common health problems. 

The National Council on Aging (NCOA) celebrates National Senior Center Month this coming 

September 2017 (www.ncoa.org).  This year’s theme has four distinct phases for healthcare 

communities to consider: Empower ~ Enlighten ~ Engage ~ Enrich; highlighting programs that 

empower older adults to be stronger and more confident, especially in controlling their life and 

claiming their rights.  It’s not enough to recommend that our residents exercise daily and eat 

well.  They need specific, engaging opportunities that motivate and support them to take these 

actions (Aging Mastery Program, National Council on Aging, 2017). 

 

 



In conclusion, I am most proud to say that Jerry, Jack and Henry are not part of the Center for 

Disease Control’s above- referenced statistic; the growing number of older Americans with 

unique demands on public health, aging services and the nation’s healthcare system.  These men 

fight each and every day to stay as healthy, fit and active as possible.  Bravo, gentlemen!  Keep 

going strong, 3 amigos.  Each of you has set the bar high for all of us to follow!   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The root of all health is in the motivation.  The trunk of it is in emotion.  
The branches and leaves are the body.  The flower of health blooms 

when all parts work together.” 



~ Kurdish Saying 

 

 

Postscript 

Here are some excellent website resources/phone numbers for more information on  
healthy lifestyles and eating for seniors: 

 
National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute 
1-301-592-8573 
nhlbiinfo@nhlbi.nih.gov 
www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/health-topics/topics/dash 
Good information about nutrition, meal programs, or getting help with shopping 

Eldercare Locator 
1-800-677-1116 
www.eldercare.gov 
Federal Government Nutrition Websites: 
www.choosemyplate.gov—USDA Food Patterns 
www.foodsafety.gov—Learn how to cook and eat safely. 
www.healthfinder.gov—Get tips for following a healthier lifestyle. 
www.nutrition.gov—Learn more about healthy eating, food shopping, assistance programs, and 
nutrition-related health subjects. 
 
National Library of Medicine/MedlinePlus 
MedlinePlus has information about diseases, conditions, and wellness issues 
www.medlineplus.gov 
 
USDA Food and Nutrition Information Center 
National Agricultural Library 
1-301-504-5414 
fnic@ars.usda.gov 
http://fnic.nal.usda.gov 
 

For more information on health and aging, including nutrition and exercise, contact: 



National Institute on Aging 
Information Center 
P.O. Box 8057 
Gaithersburg, MD 20898-8057 
1-800-222-2225 
1-800-222-4225 
niaic@nia.nih.gov 
www.nia.nih.gov 
www.nia.nih.gov/Go4Life 


