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Aging with Disability 
Increases in life expectancy are resulting in an aging population.  In the United States, life expectancy 

increased from forty‐seven years in 1900 to about 78 years in 2009 (Administration on Aging, 2009).  

People with disabilities at one time faced a lower life expectancy than people without disabilities, 

however, advances in medical technology have reduced this disparity.  Now people with disabilities are 

living long enough to reach old age, just as their peers.   
 
Living with a disability may have long‐term health and functional 

consequences.  As we see the life expectancy increase, we also see new 

challenges to the quality of life and well‐being for people with and without 

disabilities.  When the process of aging is added, it may be difficult to determine 

what changes are associated with the disability and what are age‐related 

conditions.   Often chronic conditions and age related diseases occur more 

frequently or at an earlier age for people aging with a disability, as much as 20‐

25 years sooner.  People with disabilities also have 3 to 4 times the number of 

secondary health problems compared to their peers without disabilities.  
 

Secondary Health Conditions 

 Respiratory illnesses are four times higher in persons with disabilities; 

 Diabetes is five to six times higher in disability groups; 

 Fractures are five times more common in persons aging with cerebral palsy; 

 Osteoporosis affects nearly 70% of people with disabilities whose mobility is affected; and 

 Other medical problems may include high rates of hypertension, high cholesterol, obesity, and heart 

disease. 
 

Supportive Environments 

 Address health and functional needs by looking at your environment and maximizing appropriate 

services and technology such as home modifications and/or personal assistance services. 



Health-related information provided in this fact sheet is for informational purposes only and should not replace advice from a medical professional. The ND 
Disability Health Project is funded by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) through a grant (1 u59 DD000278) to the North Dakota Center 
for Persons with Disabilities at Minot State University. Opinions expressed here do not necessarily reflect the official policy of the CDC. 

North Dakota Center for   
Persons with Disabilities 
Minot State University 
500 University Ave. W. 
Minot, ND 58707 
1.800.233.1737    
701.858.3580  
www.ndcpd.org/health 
 
Project staff : 
 

Brent Askvig 
Principal Investigator  
701-858-3052 
brent.askvig@minotstateu.edu 

Kari Schmidt 
Program Director   
701-858-3048 
kari.schmidt@minotstateu.edu 

 

Brenda Munson 
Project Coordinator   
701-858-4477  
brenda.munson@minotstateu.edu 
 

Korie Huettl  
Administrative Assistant  
701-858-4154 
korie.huettl@minotstateu.edu 

Pay It Forward…..  
Pass this information on to 
others who may find it helpful. 

V i s i o n :  

All people in ND have 
access to information and 
services they need to 
maintain good health and 
wellness.  There are no 
health disparities between 
people with and without 
disabilities that are based 
solely on the presence of 
a disability. 

Sources: 
  Administration on Aging, 2009. A Profile of Older Americans:  2009. U.S. Dept. of Health and 

Human Services. http://www.aoa.gov 
 Aging with Disability, 1998. Return to Health, Wellness and Aging with Disability.  Raccho Los Amigos 

National Rehabilitation Center in collaboration with  the University of California, Irvine. 

 Adapt the environment to your needs rather than you adapting to the 

environment. 

 Encourage provider education to screen for health and functional 

declines to ask  questions that will reveal changes in functional status, 

new symptoms, or need for additional supports. 

 Increased education for providers who assess for 

assistive devices and home services. Assistive 

devices are often used when they are no longer 

safe or appropriate, but are still used because of 

cost factors, or fear of the stigma of “getting old.”   

Individuals may be more willing to use 

recommended equipment if assistive devices are 

seen as “tools for living,” and not as a sign of 

increased disability or dependence. 
 

Minding Your Health 

Finding your way through the health care jungle is never easy, but there 

are ways to protect yourself.   

 Health professionals are consultants with knowledge about the science 

of your body, but you are the only one who is an expert on yourself; 

 Get to know your health care provider, this allows them to see you as a 

person rather than a “case;” 

 Be informed about health conditions that concern the quality of your 

life; 

 Bring a friend or family member to listen, take notes and ask questions. 

Probably the most important thing to recognize is that you are  responsible 

for managing your own health. 

 

The ND Disability Health Project can provide technical assistance to assist with 
health promotion, staff training and education, and disability awareness.  Contact 

us at 800.233.1737 or visit our website at   
www.ndcpd.org/health  
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