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Frailty and Loss of Independence
Don't Start in the Muscles...They Start
in the Nerves

Most people assume frailty begins with muscle
loss. It often begins earlier, in the nervous system.

Your muscles only move when your brain sends signals to activate them. With aging,
those signals become less efficient. Motor units (the connection between nerves and
muscles) fire more slowly. Fast-twitch fibers (the ones that move us) are recruited less
effectively. The result is not just weakness, but slower force production.

That distinction matters.

Strength = how much force you can produce
Power = how fast you can produce it

Research shows muscle power declines two to three times faster than strength with age.
Power is what keeps you upright when you trip. It is what allows you to rise from a chair
without rocking forward. It is what prevents a misstep from becoming a fall.

Activities of daily living can still look normal while this decline is happening. A person
may walk daily, manage stairs, and remain technically independent. But reaction time is
slowing. Movements are less automatic. Recovery from imbalance is less reliable.

Falls, hospitalizations, and sudden loss of independence rarely come “out of nowhere.”
They are often the first visible sign of a process that has been quietly progressing for
months.

Early warning signs include:

Increased effort rising from low surfaces
More frequent stumbles, even if recovered
Slower starts when initiating movement
Greater reliance on railings or armrests

Frailty is not just muscle loss. It is a decline in the nervous system’s ability to generate
rapid, coordinated force. And when rapid force is gone, independence can disappear
quickly.
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