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Water is essential to body’s processes and overall health 
 

Water is arguably the most 
important of the 50-some essen-
tial nutrients that we obtain 
from the food we eat, yet it is 
commonly underconsumed by 
older individuals. 

About 50 percent of the hu-
man body is water, and essen-
tially all of the body’s bio-
chemical and physiological 
functions depend on adequate 
hydration. A serious water defi-
ciency can develop much more 
quickly than any other nutrient 
deficiency. 

QUESTION: What are the 
symptoms of chronic dehydra-
tion? 

ANSWER: They are some-
what insidious. Both physical 
and mental performance are ad-
versely affected. Inadequate hy-
dration can even affect a per-
son’s psychological state, result-
ing in irritability, increased con-
fusion, impaired short-term 
memory, decreased ability to 
focus, poor attention span and 

depression. 
Physiological effects include 

decreased saliva production, 
which affects both food con-
sumption and digestion and in-
creased difficulty swallowing 
pills. Chronic dehydration de-
creases urine output and can 
cause constipation. Skin can 
become dry, and muscles can 
develop a chronic soreness. 

Extended chronic dehydration 
can increase heart rate and body 
temperature, which in turn in-
creases water needs because 10 
percent more water is needed 
for each degree increase in body 
temperature. Other problems 
linked to low water consump-
tion include compromised im-
mune function and increased 
risk of urinary tract infections 
and kidney stones. Common 
consequences also include diz-
ziness, falls, strokes, renal fail-
ure, even death. 

Q: Why are people more 
likely to become dehydrated as 

they age? 
A: Sense of thirst might de-

cline with age along with a de-
sire to decrease the number of 
trips to the bathroom. 

Q: How much water does a 
person need? 

A: Water needs can vary 
greatly depending on body size, 
environmental temperature and 
physical activity. The Institute 
of Medicine recommends 2.7 
liters of water per day for the 
average adult woman and 3.7 
liters for a man. Allowing for 
water content in food, this adds 
up to just over 2 liters of bever-
ages per day (about nine 8-
ounce cups) for a woman and 
about 3 liters (13 cups) for a 
man. 

One of the simplest ways to 
monitor your hydration ade-
quacy is to check the color of 
your urine. In general, its color 
should be more like lemonade 
than apple juice. 
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