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Involuntary or unintentional weight loss (UWL) is frequently insidious
and can have important implications, often serving as a harbinger of
serious underlying disease. Clinically important weight loss is
defined as the loss of 10 pounds (4.5 kg) or >5% of one’s body
weight over a period of 6—12 months. UWL is encountered in up to
8% of all adult outpatients and 27% of frail persons aged =65 years.
There is no identifiable cause in up to one-quarter of patients despite
extensive investigation. Conversely, up to half of people who claim to
have lost weight have no documented evidence of weight loss.
People with no known cause of weight loss generally have a better
prognosis than do those with known causes, particularly when the
source is neoplastic. Weight loss in older persons is associated with
a variety of deleterious effects, including falls and fractures, pressure
ulcers, impaired immune function, and decreased functional status.
Not surprisingly, significant weight loss is associated with increased
mortality, which can range from 9% to as high as 38% within 1-2.5
years in the absence of clinical awareness and attention.

PHYSIOLOGY OF WEIGHT REGULATION WITH AGING
(See also Chaps. 401 and 476) Among healthy aging people, total
body weight peaks in the sixth decade of life and generally remains
stable until the ninth decade, after which it gradually falls. In contrast,
lean body mass (fat-free mass) begins to decline at a rate of 0.3 kg
per year in the third decade, and the rate of decline increases further
beginning at age 60 in men and age 65 in women. These changes in
lean body mass largely reflect the age-dependent decline in growth
hormone secretion and, consequently, circulating levels of insulin-
like growth factor type | (IGF-I) that occur with normal aging. Loss of
sex steroids, at menopause in women and more gradually in men,
also contributes to these changes in body composition. In the
healthy elderly, an increase in fat tissue balances the loss in lean



