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FIC around the World

Japan

Decline of Functioning in Elderly Persons two
Months after the Great Earthquake in Japan

A great earthquake of magnitude 9.0 attacked the north-
eastern part of Japan on March 11, 2011, followed by a
strong tsunami and the meltdown of Fukushima Daiichi
Nuclear Plant. This triple disaster has caused great damages
to the local communities, including 15,733 people dead,
4,462 missing (as of August 27, 2011) and at least 83,951
evacuated to temporary shelters.In addition, tunctioning of
the survived people was found to have declined
considerably. For example, a month after the disaster we
conducted an on-site check-up of functioning in 102 healthy
elderly (65 years or more) persons in Sendai City, who were
staying in temporary shelters during day. It revealed a
remarkable decline in mobility and/or self-care, which was
observed in 64 persons (62.7%). Among the individual
activities, gait declined in 47.1%; standing up from the
floor (necessary for living in traditional Japanese houses and
particularly in the temporary shelters) in 35.3%; climbing
up and down steps in 24.5%; and self-care in 15.7%. These
results were reported to the WHO-FIC FDRG meeting in
Sydney, June 2011. The present study was planned to look
at the situation after two months and look for the causative
factors,

Methods and Participants

The place of study was the township of Minami-Sanriku,
one of the most severely damaged communities, with a
population of 16,817, which suffered 551 people dead and
437 missing after the disaster. The participants were 141
elderly persons (52 males and 89 females) with no previous
problems in activities, who were staying in 35 temporary
shelters of the town during the day (total number of
accommodated persons were 2,935).

Instruments

Semi-constructed interviews on 60+/-2 days after the
earthquake were held by public health nurses using
*Checklist for Disuse Deconditioning’. This checklist is
based on ICF and consists of eight questions on the states of
major activities before and after the disaster. Its purpose is
to identify the declining of functioning (mainly activities) in
a short time. The additional information such as pre-existing
chronic disease, new disease/trauma, the time-course of
appearance of decline of activities etc. were also collected.
The results were analyzed statistically, including a logistic
correlation analysis.

Results
Decline in Mobility and Selt-care: In total, mobility and/or
self-care declined in 59 persons (41.8%). Gait (a450)

declined in 36.9% (gait alone in 12.1%), self-care (a510-
560y in 17.7% (alone in 9.9%), climbing up and down steps
(a4351) in 16.3% (alone in 0.7%), standing up from the
floor (a4104} in 12.1% (alone in no one).

One of the merits of ‘Checklist for Disuse Deconditioning’
is to ask questions not only on the ‘qualitative” aspects
{erades of independence) of the activities, but also
‘quantitative’ ones (frequency, duration etc. of the
activities). One of the ‘quantitative’ questions is about the
bodily motion during daytime, which had considerably
decreased in 67 persons (47.5%) compared with ‘before the
disaster’. For example, 104 persons (73.8%) were in the top
rank (‘Moving much also outside home’) before the
earthquake, but after it only 54 remained so. Out of the
initial 104, 23 moved down to the second rank ("Moving
much in the home”), 24 to the third (*Sitting almost
always”), and three even to the last but one (‘Lying down
sometimes’). No one was in the lowest (fifth) rank ("Lying
down almost whole day’) before, but after the disaster one
person moved down there from the third rank.

Logistic Regression Analysis showed that the factors
influencing the decline of mobility and/or self-care were, in
the order of strength of influence, 1) the reduction in bodily
motion during daytime (Odds Ratio (OR): 23.25 and 95%
Confidence Interval (CI): 7.89-87.62), 2) disease/trauma
after the earthquake (OR: 12.90 and 95%CI: 1.98-112.32),
and 3) bodily motion at present (OR: 4.40 and 95% CI:
2.00-11.03). All three were highly significant.

Conclusion _

The above results strongly suggest that the decline in
mobility and self-care in the essentially healthy elderly
population after the disaster is mostly due to ‘Disuse
Deconditioning’ (Disuse Syndrome), caused by the inactive
lifestyle forced by drastic changes in environmental factors.
The prevention and early detection of the decline in
functioning and early intervention to it must be incorporated
to the health policy at the time of disasters.

Yayoi Okawa MD, National Institute for Longevity
Sciences, Japan

Kayo Takimura MD, Ministry of Health, Labour and
Welfare, Japan

For information:

Emiko Oikawa.

Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, Japan
e-mail: oikawa-emiko@mblw.gojp

Newsletter on the WHO-FIC, Volume 8, Number 2, 2010
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