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Who is this guide for? 

The advice in this booklet will help improve the health and general fitness  

of people of any age, but it is written to be particularly relevant for people 

who are about 70 years or older.  

People of this age, and sometimes younger, begin a óslowing-downô 

process related to the effects of ageing on their body.  

We cannot stop the process of ageing, but the advice given here will help  

 to keep you fit and independent.  

Mrs Drakos: My Story 

óó Looking back, I can see Iôve been a bit worried about myself for a while. Itôs not as though I was ill or anything, but just a feeling that Iôve sort of 

slowed down ï things being more of an effort. Like doing the weekly wash 

seemed to take all day. Or doing the family Sunday lunch would knock the 

stuffing out of me. And Doreen, the Post Office lady, seemed to be 

mumbling all the time. Anyway , I came across this guide. 

Got my daughter to help with the walking speed test. Was surprised at how 

slow I turned out to be. But there it was! It was a real wake -up call! So I 

checked out the guide and sure enough found I needed new glasses, and 

the hearing aid has been a real boon. I then joined a local  ñGet Fitò group. 

Love the company and chat. All-in-all, feel Iôm back in control again. Thank 

goodness. 

ôô 
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Try this at home 

Have you noticed itôs taking longer to get to the bus stop than it used to? 

Or that your weekly supermarket shop takes longer than before?  

These can be signs that youôve started slowing down. 

If youôve noticed youôre a little slower than you used to be, or even if you havenôt, you may want to 

try the simple test opposite which will let you know if the óslowing-downô process of later life is 

affecting you. It is called the Walking Speed Test. You can do it easily at home. All you need is a tape 

measure and a watch with a second hand or a mobile phone with a stopwatch fu nction. 
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If you take more than 5 seconds, itôs likely youôre affected by the slowing-down process of later life. 

Of course, some of us walk slowly for other reasons, such as arthritis, but the test will give you a 

good indication of your general fitness. If you have slowed down then this guide will help improve 

your health and general fitness. 

 

Repeat three times, allowing sufficient 

time to recover between tests.  

Stand next to the first line.  

Walk at your usual speed (using a  

walking aid if you usually use one)  

until a few steps past the 4 -metre 

mark (donôt slow down as you 

approach the mark).  

Your friend/helper should say 

ñGoò and start timing you.  

As you pass the 4-metre mark, your  

friend/helper should stop timing you.  

Using a tape measure, mark out  

on the ground two lines 4 metres  

(13 feet) apart.  
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Look after your feet  

 

Your feet have been constant fellow travellers throughout your life, but 

they may be showing signs of strain. Healthy feet are essential for 

comfort and safe walking and the good ne ws is that there are lots of 

things you can do to look after them.  

 

Painful and uncomfortable feet arenôt a natural part of  

growing old or something to put up with.  
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A lot can be done to improve comfort, 

relieve pain and maintain mobility. 

Wash your feet often 

Wash your feet daily to help prevent any infections. If you leave dirt on the skin, it can  become 

irritated and infected. Dry them well, especially between the toes to help prevent Athleteôs foot. If 

you have some hard skin, apply moisturising foot cream (not body lotion).  

Toenails 

It can get harder to cut toenails as you get older, but keeping  them short will help keep you 

mobile. When cutting your nails, trim them straight across, never at an angle or down the edge 

as this may cause an ingrown nail. You may need help with this from your chiropodist or a toenail 

cutting service. Ask your local pharmacy if they provide or know of a local service.  

Keeping warm 

Try to keep your feet warm. Warm stockings or socks can help. Avoid anything too tight which 

can restrict your circulation or cramp your toes. Wearing fleece -lined boots or shoes or even an 

extra pair of socks will keep you warm but make sure your shoes arenôt too tight as a result. 

Bed socks are also a good idea when the weather is particularly cold. 

If your feet are cold, donôt try and warm them up by putting them close to a fire or on a hot 

radiator as this risks chilblains. 

Choosing the best footwear 

If your shoes fit well they protect and support your feet and may improve your balance and  

stability. Poorly-fitting shoes or slippers can easily trip you up and cause a fall. Look for shoes 

with uppers made of soft leather or a stretchy man -made fabric which is also breathable. 

Avoid plastic óeasy cleanô uppers which donôt allow the foot to breathe and wonôt stretch to 

accommodate your own foot shape. Check that the heel is held firmly in place. Youôll find that a 

lace-up or Velcro fastening shoe will give more support than a slip -on. 

Shoes should be comfortable in the shop. If they donôt fit well, they can make even minor foot 

problems worse. Donôt buy them if theyôre too tight thinking you can break them in.  

If your feet swell during the day, itôs a good idea to put your shoes on as soon as you wake 

up, before your feet have had a chance to swell. Also, try shopping for shoes in the afternoon 

and make sure they have adjustable fastenings so that they can adjust to your foot shape.  

Speak to your GP to find out if you are eligible for free treatment. If you are not or need 

urgent treatment, you should contact a private chiropodist. 
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Look after your eyes 

Your eyes should give you a lifetimeôs service, but sometimes they can be 

affected by conditions that develop as you grow older.  

Itôs easy to neglect your eyes because they rarely hurt when thereôs a problem. Having an eye test 

will not only tell you if you need new glasses, it will also check the health of the eye and can spot eye 

conditions before you become aware of them so they can be treated early. If you have a low income, 

you may be eligible for help with the cost should you need glasses or contact lenses. 

An eye test can pick up eye conditions, such as glaucoma and cataracts, as well as general health 

problems, such as diabetes and high blood pressure. 

You can help keep your eyes healthy by: 

¶ not smoking ï smoking damages the eye, making it more likely to develop age -related macular 

degeneration and cataracts 

¶ eating lots of fruit and vegetables  

¶ protecting th em from the sun by wearing sunglasses. 

Ask your GP or local optician if you qualify  

for free eye testing and care 
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Look after your mouth  

Maintaining good oral health is important. It contributes to general wellbeing 

and allows you to eat, speak and socialise without discomfort or 

embarrassment. 

Some top tips to improve your oral health: 

¶ Reduce the amount and frequency of sugary foods and 

drinks you consume and avoid eating or drinking sugary 

foods and drinks just before bedtime.  

¶ Using fluoride toothpaste is an effective way 

of preventing tooth decay.  

¶ Brush your teeth at least twice a day, last thing 

at night and on one other occasion, with fluoride 

toothpaste. 

¶ Your dentist may prescribe a toothpaste with a 

higher fluoride content if you have tooth decay or 

are at particular risk of tooth decay.  

¶ Spit after brushing, and do not use mouthwash straightaway as 

this will rinse away the fluoride in the toothpaste.  

¶ Avoid excess alcohol consumption and do not smoke (or use smokeless tobacco such as paan, 

chewing tobacco and gutka), as this can increase the risk of mouth cancer. If you would like help to 

stop smoking, ask your dentist to refer you to your local stop smo king service. 

A dry mouth can increase your risk of dental decay and can impact on your quality of life 

through its effect on your ability to speak, eat and enjoy your food. It can also affect the 

comfort of your dentures, if you wear them. 

¶ Take regular sips of water.  

¶ Suck on sugar-free sweets or chew sugarïfree gum. 

¶ Suck on ice-cubes. 

¶ Avoid alcohol (including alcohol-based mouthwashes). 

¶ Ask your dentist, GP or specialist to suggest/prescribe an artificial saliva substitute. 

Whether you have  

your own teeth or wear  

dentures, you should see  

your dentist regularly for an  

overall check of your mouth,  

teeth, gums and fit of  

your dentures. 
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Make your home safe 

 

It is important to feel safe and comfortable in your home. There are  

some simple things you can do to ensure that you keep yourself and your 

possessions safe and reduce the risk of accidents, fires and other issues. 
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Have a look round your home and check for some simple things 

you can do to make your home as safe as possible: 

¶ Consider getting and wearing a personal alarm, particularly if you live on 

your own. This will let you contact a 24 -hour response centre at the touch 

of a button should you fall or become unwell. Donôt be afraid or 

embarrassed to push the button if you need to. The response centre will 

be glad to reassure you or call for help.  

¶ Have smoke alarms installed in hallways and living rooms of your home and a 

heat alarm in the kitchen. If you have a gas boiler or a coal or wood burning 

fire or stove you also need a carbon monoxide alarm. Test all alarms regularly 

(at least once a month).  

¶ To receive a free home visit contact your local fire and rescue service who 

will provide fire and safety advice and fit smoke alarms.  

¶ If you have an electric blanket, get it tested every year and replace it every 

ten years. Check for danger signs such as frayed fabric and scorch marks. 

You can ask the shop where you bought it about testing and servicing, or 

contact trading standards. 

¶ Itôs easy to slip in the bathroom. Get a non-slip bath mat and a handrail  

to help you feel more stable.  

¶ Remove any clutter on the stairs that might trip you up and ensure stair  

carpets or stair runners are secured in position. 

¶ Use plug-in night lights that turn on automatically at night. They provide  

a low light so you can see your way to the bathroom or stairs.  

¶ Coil up any long or trailing electric leads, particularly around doorways or 

stairs, or tape them close to the wall. Donôt overload sockets and make sure 

leads and cables arenôt damaged ï if they are, then have them replaced.  

¶ Donôt walk in socks, tights or bare feet. Wear well-fitting slippers.  

¶ Donôt wear loose-fitting, trailing clothes that might trip you up, such as  

a long dressing gown. 

¶ Loose rugs and mats can be a trip-hazard and should be avoided. 

Replace frayed carpets or repair with double-sided carpet tape. 
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Keep active 

 

It  can be easy to retreat into the pleasing comfort of an armchair, 

particularly during the colder months.  

But taking life too easy can actually speed up the slowing-down process of later life. Itôs never too 

late to start being more active or begin an exerc ise program. 
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Keeping active is the key to staying fit, 

mobile and independent. 

Regular exercise can help reduce the impact of several diseases, such as osteoporosis, diabetes, 

high blood pressure, heart disease and stroke. Regular exercise can also reduce arthritis-related 

pain, improve sleep, prevent falls and fractures, and improve low mood and memory.  

In fact, taking regular exercise is one of the best things you can do to remain independent.  

The good news is that any exercise is good for you. You donôt need to go to a gym! Try to find 

things that can be part of your everyday routine, such as simple chair -based exercises, walking 

to the shops, or things that are fun, such as dancing or playing bowls.  

Why not contact your local leisure, community centre to see what theyôve got on, or if 

possible see if you can find an activity to do with friends or other people, such as 

walking and dancing. This is especially important if you are finding that you are 

spending a lot of time on your own. 

Your next aim should be to increase your activity so you build up to about 30 minutes activity on  

three to five occasions a week. Each activity should be sufficient to raise your heart rate and make 

you breathe faster and feel warmer.  

Examples of the sorts of activity that improve or maintain health include: 

¶ Brisk walking Å Ballroom dancing Å Climbing stairs Å Swimming 

You should also aim to undertake activity to improve muscle strength on at 

least two days a week, such as: 

¶ carrying or moving loads such as groceries 

¶ gardening jobs such as pushing a lawn mower, digging, or collecting grass and leaves 

¶ activities that involve stepping and jumping such as dancing 

¶ chair-based exercises. 
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If you havenôt been very active, you should aim to minimise 

the amount of time spent sitting down for extended periods. You 

could do this by reducing the time you spend watching TV, taking 

regular walks around the garden or street, or swapping a  

bus or car journey for walking part of the way.  



  

Talk about your medicines 

 

You may be taking several different medicines, especially if you have a 

condition such as diabetes or asthma. Itôs important that your medicines 

and the doses are reviewed regularly. 

Your GP, nurse or pharmacist will do this for you. They may recommend alternative medicines or 

lower doses, or sometimes suggest the medicine is stopped altogether. 

Donôt simply stop taking a prescribed medicine if you are worried about side effects. If you think 

a medicine is causing side effects (perhaps dizziness, a fuzzy head, dry mouth, loss of appetite, 

nausea or constipation), get advice from your GP, practice nurse or pharmacist. 

You should see your GP, nurse or pharmacist if you have not had your medicines reviewed 

for more than one year, or if you are concerned about the medicines you are taking. 
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Did you know that your pharmacist can help you with queries you  

might have about your medicines? They are experts on medicines, and  

often have extended opening hours and no appointment is necessary. 



 

Get your vaccinations 

¶ Flu vaccination, commonly known as the flu jab, protects against influenza. Flu can be 

particularly serious in older people and cause complications such as pneumonia. It is free to 

people aged 65 and over and also to carers and younger adults with conditions that make them 

susceptible to complications if they have flu. So ask at your GP service if you think you could be 

eligible for an annual flu jab.  

¶ People who are aged 65 and over should have a single pneumococcal vaccination which will 

protect you for life. This is a one -off jab that will protect you from pneumococcal infections 

caused by bacteria. 

¶ People who are aged 70, 78 or 79 should be offered a single vaccine to prevent shingles, a 

common and painful skin disease. Talk to your GP practice for further information.  
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As we age, our immune system 

becomes less efficient at protecting 

us. A number of different vaccinations 

are available for older people.  

If youôre 65 or over,  

get a free flu jab  

every year. 


