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Editorial 
Home care in an aging world 

0 ne of the formidable chal
lenges in the approaching 
century is to provide health 

care to the rapidly increasing num
bers of elderly throughout the world. 
While the developed countries are 
beginning to take a series of mea
sures to respond to the economic, 
social and health care issues of this 
transition, the developing countries 
have yet to assess the magnitude of 
the impact of these changes. A 
decade or so into the future, 10-12% 
of the total population will be 60 
years old and over. In only six years 
time there will be 600 million elderly 
individuals, of which two out of three 
will reside in the developing world. 
What worries planners most is that a 
majority of the elderly will be eco
nomically non-productive, and many 
will be socially isolated and at risk of 
unnecessary and even permanent 
disability. 

Today there are many developing 
countries where the primary health 
care system is far from being able to 
achieve the goal of health for all, in 
spite of very substantial efforts 
having been made during the last two 
decades. Economic pressure has 
forced many governments to make 
adjustments in national planning 
among which unfortunately the 
social sectors, health and education, 
are so often the victims. Primary 
health care is the only available 
means to serve the majority of the 
elderly population in the developing 
world, but there is often no opera
tional component targeted to the 
needs of the elderly. Most developing 
countries should therefore begin by 
including health care of the elderly 
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within their health protection and 
promotion programmes for the gen
eral population. 

The prevailing cultural norm in 
most countries in all regions of the 
world is that parents and sometimes 
grandparents are looked after at 
home by their grown children. Most 
families , in both the developed and 
developing world, are more than 
willing to care for their elderly mem
bers to the limits of their abilities, but 
they too need support. However, the 
extended family system is breaking 
down in several countries with the 
result that many elders are finding it 
difficult to obtain home care. Day 
care centres for the elderly and com
munity care through informal carers 
clearly have potential. Efforts in 
many developed countries to main
tain healthy elderly persons in the 
workplace will go a long way to 
providing economic independence, 
as will old-age pensions and similar 
subsidies. In addition, families must 
have support from the national health 
care system, in collaboration with 
nongovernmental organizations 
wherever they are active, and social 
support from the community to 
enable the elderly to remain socially 
active as long as possible. Although 
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specialized hospital care will be 
required at times, the strategy should 
always be to bring health care to the 
individual homes. 

This issue of World Health fo
cuses on compassionate home care 
which is loving as well as technolog
ically sophisticated. It highlights the 
policy implications of home care as 
governments consider costs and 
efficiencies of service. There will be 
a need for curricular changes for all 
types of professionals who will 
provide services in the home and 
education and support for families, as 
well as more and better research in 
the home setting. These efforts need 
to be directed to ways of providing 
better services, and the most effec
tive way to prevent diseases that 
preclude us from achieving the 
highest quality of life for the longest 
possible duration. • 
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