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LOCALIZED ARTERIOSCLEROTIC DAMAGE IN THE PATHOGENESIS OF "CASCADE FAILURES"
IN AGED PATIENTS
GIUSEPPE  BARBAGALLO-SANGIORGI,  FRANCESCO DURANTE, GIOVANNI  FRADA',
GIUSEPPE COSTANZA, ERNESTO PUTIGNANO, MARIO BARBAGALLO*
Institute of Internal Medicine and Geriatrics, University of Palermo, Italy
*Department of Internal Medicine, University "Tor Vergata" of Rome
INTRODUCTION

Geriatric patients are characterized by several peculiar <clinical
conditions and particularly by the risk of complications, by jatrogenic
injuries, by the frequent onset)of diseases caused by immobilization, by
the risk of falls and their consequences, by mental confusion and urinary
incontinence, by the tendency to develop chronic diseases and permanent
invalidity and to 1ﬁse self sufficiency. Moreover the simultaneous presence
of medical, psychological and social problems exerts a great influence on

general and clinical conditions.

‘CLINICAL CHARACTERISTICS OF GERIATRIC PATIENTS

Attention is now called on some peculiar clinical aspects, usually A
referred to as risk of complications,. but actually showing their own
clinical and pathogenetic features. Most diseases become ‘particularly
severe in aged subjects and their onset and course are characterized by
unusual symptoms (1), such as:

1) the occurrence of function failures in individual organs due to
slight or even irrelevant pathogenetic causes affecting that organ and
determining a functional challenge exceeding the organism's functional

reserve.
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As a typical example we may quote the respiratony apparatus, undengoding
onganic damage with age. Such damage aggects both the parenchymal and the
stuuctunal component: gunctional balance becomes thus unsteady and the
overall behavioun of the respiratony apparatus may be classified as Latent
nespinatony  failure. ~In such condition even slight noxae (o4 an
Ainglammatony, traumatic on jatrogenic nature) may determine an evolution to
acute on subacute nespinatony gailure.

The same 4is thue fon any othen senile ongan (heant, kidney, brain)
undengoing  gunctional challenge and requining alightly increased
pergonmance: thus even moderate physical effonts may cause congestive hearnt
gailure: napid and excessive waten intake may facilitate rhe onset of
pulmonary edema, excess protein intake may cause the onset o4 hyperazotemia
due to insufficient nenal excretion, and 40 on.

These clinical characteristics may be referred to as proneness to "organ
or metabolic failures".

2) The other feature characterizing geriatric patients is the frequent
onset of " vicious circles" in cases in which any clinical event - such
as pathogenetic noxae, drug intake, a painful relationship with the
surrounding world - is 1linked back to the initial event through a
complex pathophysiological connection, and potentiates its effects. It thus

happens that a "per se" quite irrelevant clinical event may become

increasingly severe and yield unfavourable consequences as to self
sufficiency and survival due to the perverse succession of self-
potentiated events rather than to the actual importance of the primary
pathological event (1).

An example of a vicious cirncle possibly Leading to severe consequences Ls
that derndiving grom a thoracic pain agter a nib gracture on some contusdon.
Pain-avoiding attitude causes then a disonder of nespirnatorny mechanics and
hence alveolan hypoventilation,while asymmetrical expansion of zthe Zwo
Lungs <involves an increase of functional dead space.

The presence of bronchial stasis, due to neduced egfectiveness of cough
(checked voluntanily on using antitussive drugs) in onden to avoid pain may
cause tracheo-bronchial encumbrance thus wonsening alveofar ventifation and
favowning the onset of bronchio-pneumonical gocal 4ingections and hence
development o4 severe acute nespiratony gailure.
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Some perverse vicious circles may be induced by the administration of
drugs - even of those most commonly used (2, 3).

Mention should be made o4 the effects exented by diunetics upon the
intestinal tract: diwretics 4nduce 4ingact potassium depletion and hence
obstinate constipation. The patient trhies to corrnect constipation by taking
Laxative dnugs, which wonsen potassium depletion and cause colon anomalies
and hence i{nrevernsible hypokinesis of the intestinal tract and gurther
comstipation.

The primany cause may be due to other drugs, such as psychotropic and
anti-cholinergic agents etc., acting through mechanisms digferent grom
potassium depletion. The problem, howevern, is always the same, since there
45 always a connection o4 events yielding a vicious cincle.

3) Another clinical feature typical of aged patients is the possibility
that if a pathogenetic noxa involves a given organ, this may cause adverse
effects in the function of other organs and so on.

This condition is referred to as “éascade failure" in order to give a

clear idea of the pathogenetﬁc sequence of clinical events (1, 4) The

"cascade" may start at the-respiratory level and induce repercussions at
the cardiac, cerebral or renal level etc. Recognizing and detecting such
"cascades" is particularly important because the most conspicuous symptoms
are often those of an apparatus different and far from those due to the
originally damaged one.

This notion can be explained by some clinical example.

Bronchopneumonia 44 a $requent occuwuvrence in aged subjects and may be
caused by varnious pathogenetic mechanisms. It is a severe ifEness and one
04 the most grequent causes of death, but it may be associated with nefati-
vely slight general and Local nespinatony symptoms and even temperature may
be nathen Low £n quite a number of cases. The physician's attention may
thus not be called on thée nespiratony apparatus, particularly in cases with
preexisting chronic nespiratony disondens, 4in whom heart symptoms may
prevail (onset of tachycardia and of othern rhythm disonders, myocardial
failune with candiac asthma particularly in hypertensive subjects) or be
associated to newropsychic disondens (mental congusion, pasychomoton agita-
tion, manked drowsiness and coma, headache, tremons, abnonmal sweating,
neunological focal asymptoms) and/on to wrinany symptoms (incontinence and
increased azotemda) .



