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Methods of preventing functional decline in swallowing response
in healthy elderly individuals
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Abstract

Purpose: Many elderly individuals experience declines in swallowing function, increasing the
risk of aspiration pneumonia. Delays in the swallowing response, which can easily lead to
aspiration, are a particular problem. The aim of the present study was to propose effective and
easily implemented day-to-day methods of preventing functional decline in the swallowing
response among elderly individuals.

Study 1: We performed a review of the literature to clarify the mechanisms underlying decline in
swallowing response initiation among elderly individuals. The results of this review suggested
that susceptibility to stimulation was decreasing as a result of a reduction in the distribution of
sensory nerves in the pharyngolaryngeal mucosa, causing delays in the swallowing response.
When we then reviewed the literature regarding current nursing interventions for physiological
changes to swallowing function in elderly individuals, we found that while physical
interventions were being performed, no nursing interventions to directly encourage
physiological changes were being applied.

Study 2: We conducted an investigative study in which we compared healthy elderly individuals
with young individuals to clarify whether age-related changes existed in sensory stimulation
of the pharyngolaryngeal mucosa. As a result, we encountered symptoms indicating
abnormalities in the pharyngeal phase of swallowing in approximately half of the elderly
individuals. Furthermore, latency of the swallowing response in elderly individuals was within
the normal range, but was significantly longer than that of young individuals. These findings
suggested that even healthy elderly individuals latently experience age-related changes in
swallowing response function, making subjective symptoms prone to appearing.

Study 3: We conducted an interventional study of healthy elderly individuals to improve delays
in the swallowing response using routinely ingested foods with added red peppers containing
capsaicin (pickled Napa cabbage). The results suggested that ingesting foods with added red
peppers for 20 days had the same improvement effect on swallowing function as ingesting
capsaicin alone. However, ingesting foods with no added red peppers for the next 7 days
reduced swallowing response function to pre-intervention levels. This suggested that intervals
of >7 days without capsaicin ingestion need to be avoided to maintain swallowing function in
elderly individuals.

Conclusions: Factors reducing the susceptibility of the pharyngolaryngeal mucosa to sensory
stimulation are likely causes of age-related delay in swallowing response among the elderly.
Swallowing function in elderly individuals can, however, be improved by ingesting foods with
added red peppers (pickled Napa cabbage) for 20 days, although our results suggested that
ingestion intervals of >7 days should be avoided to prevent declines. The above is our
proposed method of preventing functional declines in swallowing response among the elderly.
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