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Handwashing

Gram-negative bacilli and Staphylococcus aurens commonly
colonize the hands of healthcare providers. Although usu-
ally transient, hand colonization may persist, particularly
in workers with dermatitis. Handwashing before and after
contact with patients is an effective method for removing
transient bacteria,? but this is often a neglected behaviour
by medical personnel. The use of gloves and gowns can
significantly reduce nosocomial infection and pneumonia.
Hospitals with effective surveillance and infection con-
trol programmes have rates of pneumonia 20% lower
than hospitals without such programmes. Adherence to
infection control practices such as handwashing is fun-
damental for the prevention of nosocomial pneumonia.
Unfortunately, such barrier methods will not be effective
in preventing infection with organisms that are part of
the critically ill patient’s endogenous flora; hence most
Gram-negative pneumonias cannot be avoided by iso-
lation methods.®! Improved handwashing practices and
appropriate handling of mechanical feeding, suction and
respiratory devices should reduce the spread of infectious
agents in institutional settings.

Prevention of pneumonia among
the elderly by vaccines

Influenza vaccines

Influenza vaccination is effective in older adults in pre-
venting not only primary influenza pneumonia but also
secondary bacterial pneumonia. Although an increased risk
of pneumonia mortality is found in patients with limita-
tions in activities of daily living, even bedridden elderly
patients can be effectively immunized against influenza and
the duration of febrile days and all respiratory conditions
associated with influenza can be reduced.%?

23-Valent pneumococcal vaccines

The efficacy of pneumococcal vaccine among high-risk
patients has been the subject of some controversy. Some
investigators estimate an ~60-95% prevention rate of pneu-
monia by 23-valent pneumococcal vaccine in immuno-
competent elderly and in other high-risk patients.5 It is
currently recommended in the USA that all adults aged
65 years or older and those at risk because of underly-
ing illnesses receive both of these vaccines. Chiba ef al.
demonstrated that pneumococcal vaccination significantly
shortened the overall febrile days and significantly reduced
the rate of hospitalization for pneumonia even in bedrid-
den patients.* Pneumococcal vaccination is of benefit and
recommended for elderly disabled patients at high risk for
pheumonia.

Bacillus Calmette-Guérin (BCG) vaccines

The tuberculin skin test is an easy way to check the cell-
mediated immunity in elderly people.®® Almostall Japanese
people aver 65 years old may have a positive tuberculin
skin test. If a person shows negative, it means that his or her
cell-mediated immunity is depressed. We undertook a trial
to vaccinate bedridden elderly people with BCG vaccine.
During follow-up, new pneumonia was diagnosed in 42%
of the elderly disabled patients with negative tuberculin
responses, in 15% of the tuberculin converted patients by
BCG and in 13% of the patients with positive tuberculin
responses. BCG inoculation might reactivate the depressed
T helper-1 mediated cellular immunity and prevent pneu-
monia in immobile elderly patients.%

Conclusion

Silent aspiration, which is frequently observed in patients
with basal ganglia infarctions, might be an important risk
factor for pneumonia in elderly patients. Measurement of
a swallowing latency is useful for identifying a subject sus-
ceptible to pneumonia. The swallowing function might be
partly regulated by dopaminergic neurons and substance
P-containing sensory nerves. Disruption of the basal gan-
glia leads to an impairment of the swallowing function
and may predispose stroke patients to pneumonia. ACE
inhibitors and amantadine may have beneficial effects for
the prevention of pneumonia. Similarly, oral care improves
swallowing reflexes and lowers the risk of pneumonia. Vac-
cines are also effective even in disabled elderly patients in
a bedridden condition. Since pneumonia in elderly patients
frequently recurs and is often lethal, it is important to
identify and protect high-risk patients from pneumonia.

Key points

¢ The main theme is to discuss how aspiration pneu-
monia develops in older people and to suggest
preventive strategies that may reduce the incidence
of pneumonia among older adults.

» Silent aspiration of oropharyngeal bacterial
pathogens to the lower respiratory tract is one
of the most important risk factors for elderly
pneumonia. Impairments in swallowing and cough
reflexes among older adults, for example, related
to cerebral basal ganglia infarctions, increase the
risk of pneumonia.

s Since both swallowing and cough reflexes are
mediated by endogenous substance P contained
in the wvagal and glossopharyngeal nerves,
pharmacological therapy using ACE inhibitors,
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» Since the production of substance P is regulated by

which decrease substance P catabolism, can
improve both reflexes and result in the lowering of
the risk for preumonia.

dopaminergic neurons in the cerebral basal ganglia,
treatment with dopamine analogues or potentiating
drugs such as amantadine can reduce the incidence
of pneumonia.
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