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PICO Question: For older adults in an assisted living facility, is a walking program led by staff better than group yoga class at improving functional outcome measures that correlate with functional independence, health, and wellness?


In the next 40 years, the number of Americans over 65 years old is expected to double.1 Functional independence, health, and wellness of older adults becomes increasingly important with the aging of this large population of individuals. Physical activity can help to delay disability, reduce risk of falls, and prolong maintenance of function in older adults.2,3 It is unclear which forms of physical activity are most effective for prolonging health and wellness of older adults. Specifically, there is limited understanding of interventions appropriate for older adults in long-term care (LTC) facilities. As a result, this PICO question examined two simple interventions, walking and yoga, for improving functional outcome measures in older adults, particularly those living in LTC facilities.

Of the 8 articles examined, only two directly compared the effects of yoga and walking interventions on older adults.2,4  Other studies investigated yoga2,5,6,7 or walking8,9 programs in older adults living in LTC facilities or in the community. Only one randomized control trial (RCT) with a sample size greater than 100 was found describing these exercise interventions for older adults.4 Most published studies had small sample sizes2,3,5.7.8.9 or other limitations such as poor descriptions of health status of subjects,8 lack of randomization,2,7,8 or limited description of intervention.2,8 

Despite the overall low level of evidence in the articles reviewed, they commonly suggested a variety of benefits for older adults who participate in walking or yoga for physical activity. Studies showed that gentle yoga classes designed for older adults had higher rates of attendance than comparative exercise or other intervention groups.4,5 This finding indicates that a component of the yoga class is motivating to older adults who might otherwise avoid physical activity. Another common finding among yoga interventions included significant improvement in a broad variety of outcomes that measured sleep quality, balance, flexibility, endurance, walking speed, health related quality of life, depression, blood glucose in patients with diabetes, and cholesterol in patients with diabetes.2,4,5,6,7 The vastness of improvements described for older adults who participated in yoga suggests that yoga may be a “catch-all” intervention. It is particularly helpful to utilize such an intervention when older adults have multiple co-morbidities and can benefit from progression in more than one type of outcome. Similarly, walking programs in this review demonstrated overall benefits in older adults. Walking interventions lead to significant improvements in measures of flexibility, functional independence, and balance.7,8

An additional conclusion drawn from these 8 articles was a realization that more significant improvements occurred with greater frequency and duration of physical activity. Specifically, physical activity programs that occurred three times a week for about an hour resulted in large number of significant improvements in outcome measures than programs that provided less frequent activity of shorter duration.2,4,5,7
General conclusions of this review imply that simple physical activity programs such as walking and yoga can lead to a number of different improvements in health, wellness, and function in older adults living in LTC facilities. Benefits are particularly evident when frequency and duration of physical activity interventions approximate the CDC recommendations of about 150 minutes each week.10
References:

1. Vincent GK, Velkoff VA. The next four decades: The older population in the United States 2010 to 2050. U.S. Census Bureau. http://www.census.gov/prod/2010pubs/p25-1138.pdf. May 2010. Accessed November 23, 2013. 
2. Kraemer JM, Marquez DX. Psychosocial correlates and outcomes of yoga or walking among older adults. J Psychol. 2009;143(4):390-404. doi: 10.3200/JRLP.143.4.390-404.

3. Baum EE, Jarjoura D, Polen AE, Faur D, Rutecki G. Effectiveness of a group exercise program in a long-term care facility: a randomized pilot trial. J Am Med Dir Assoc. 2003-03;4:74-80.

4. Oken BS, Zajdel D, Kishiyama S, et al. Randomized, controlled, six-month trial of yoga in healthy seniors: effects on cognition and quality of life. Altern Ther Health Med. 2006-01;12:40-7.

5. Chen KM, Chen MH, Lin MH, Fan JT, Lin HS, Li CH. Effects of yoga on sleep quality and depression in elders in assisted living facilities. J Nurs Res. 2010-03;18:53-61.

6. Patel NK, Newstead AH, Ferrer, RL. The effects of yoga on physical functioning and health related quality of life in older adults: a systematic review and meta-analysis. J Altern Complement Med. 2012-10;18:902-17. doi:10.1089/acm.2011.0473.

7. Schmid AA, Puymbroeck MV, Koceja DM. Effect of a 12-week yoga intervention on fear of falling and balance in older adults: a pilot study.  Arch Phys Med Rehabil. 2010-04;91:576-83.

8. Taylor L, Whittington F, Hollingsworth C, Ball M, King S. Assessing the effectiveness of a walking program on physical function of residents living in an assisted living facility. J Community Health Nurs. 2003;20:15-26. 

9. Schoenfelder DP, Rubenstein LM. An exercise program to improve fall-related outcomes in elderly nursing home residents. Appl Nurs Res. 2004-02;17:21-31.

10. Division of Nutrition, Physical Activity, and Obesity. How much physical activity do older adults need? National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention and Health Promotion. http://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/everyone/guidelines/olderadults.html. Updated December 1, 2011. Accessed November 23, 2013. 

