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Researching the health of the 
elderly 
Stefania Maggi 

WHO's strategies far the elderly are aimed at 
maintaining the quality of life for this population 
group. 

Research projects by WHO 's 
Health of the Elderly 
Programme will help 
minimize the decline in the 
quality of life that comes 
with age, so that everyone 
can have the most fulfilling 
life at home for as long as 
possible. 

he need to gain an understand
ing of some of the most devas
tating chronic diseases of older 

persons was emphasized by a World 
Health Assembly resolution in 1987. 
It is , after all, these illnesses and 
similar afflictions which prevent all 
of us from functioning in our homes 
for as long as we might otherwise. 

The research effort of the Health 
of the Elderly Programme, which is 
coordinated in the WHO Office for 
Research on Aging at the National 
Institute on Aging, National 
Institutes of Health, Bethesda, 
Maryland, USA, has undertaken a 
series of cross-national research 
projects directed towards an under
standing of the age-associated 
dementias, osteoporosis, age-related 
changes in immune function and the 
determinants of healthy aging - all of 
which are relevant to home care. By 
carrying out cross-national research, 
the Programme hopes to identify risk 
factors for some of the conditions 
which are devastating to many of us 
as we age and at the same time to 
contribute to the basic needs assess
ment of the older population 

The dementias 

The objectives of the age-associated 
dementias project are to estimate age 
and sex-specific prevalence and 
incidence rates of dementias, and to 
investigate the distribution of several 
possible risk factors in Chile, Malta, 
Nigeria, Spain and the United States. 
The clinical manifestation of these 
illnesses appears to reflect cultural 
and environmental factors as well as 
genetic determinants. Over time, an 
impairment of cognitive function is 
virtually always associated with 
deficits in both the fundamental 
activities of daily living and the more 
complex daily activities such as 

shopping. These disabilities, which 
usually increase in severity, result in 
the need for both family members 
and health care agencies to provide 
progressively greater amounts of 
assistance to those afflicted. 

Caring for a demented relative is 
among the most stressful of all 
activities, often interfering with the 
carer's work capabilities, with very 
negative consequences on family 
relationships and lifestyles. In tum, 
these problems may well affect the 
care provided to the sick individual. 
Respite care - allowing a welcome 
break- is therefore one of the great
est unmet needs expressed by carers. 
This project, designed to elucidate 
the causes of this disease or group of 
diseases, may also be instrumental in 
providing information on the unmet 
needs of millions of persons world
wide who have a dementing illness, 
as well as the needs of their families 
as they struggle to maintain these 
persons in the home setting 

Brittle bones 

Another project for research in the 
Programme addresses a serious and 
crippling illness, osteoporosis, 
which impairs function in older 

Old women in Asian countries have fewer hip 
fractures than those in "Western" countries in 
spite of their lower bone density. 
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women especially. This effort, to be 
carried out in Brazil, China, Hong 
Kong, Hungary, Iceland and Nigeria, 
is designed to identify risk factors 
associated with hip fracture, a fre
quent consequence of this "brittle 
bone" disease and one which can 
result in devastating and irreversible 
loss of function. Dietary habits, 
reproductive history, physical activ
ity, medication use, neuromuscular 
impairments, visual impairments and 
cigarette smoking are among the risk 
factors being studied to determine 
exactly what measures might limit or 
delay the likelihood of hip fracture. 

This project may help to explain 
the differences in hip fracture inci
dence rates -for example, why older 
women in Asian countries, in spite of 
a relatively low bone density, appear 
to have fewer hip fractures than older 
women in some other countries. The 
research programme will focus on 
changes in bone mineral density over 
time and the risk factors involved. 
This will require individuals to be 
followed for a number of years so 
that deterioration in bone strength 
and difference in hip fracture rates 
can be measured. The incidence of 
hip fracture is projected to quadruple 
by the middle of the next century, at 
very high cost to individuals and 
nations in both economic and human 
terms. 

Successful aging 

A third research project is being 
carried out in Costa Rica, Israel, 
Italy, Jamaica, Thailand and 
Zimbabwe. It is designed to describe 
the health and functional status of 
that unique segment of the older 
population living at home which has 
aged successfully, often in spite of 
the accumulation of disease over a 
lifetime. This study will test 
hypotheses regarding the conditions 
that predict differences in rates of 
healthy aging both within countries 
and between countries. Each country 
should be able to profit from the 
experience of others by putting in 
place those preventive measures 
which will result in an even greater 
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Assessing the needs of the elderly all over the world will help to ensure that the strategies of core 
ore put in place. 

proportion of the population aging 
successfully. 

Better vaccines 

In a related effort, the research 
programme is supporting the devel
opment of better vaccines for use in 
the home setting. In association 
with the Institute for Advanced 
Studies in Immunology and Aging, 
the programme is sponsoring collab
oration among scientists involved in 
developing new technologies di
rected to the design of vaccines 
against influenza and pneumococcal 
infection. These diseases cause 
exceptionally high rates of morbidity 
and mortality in the older popula
tion. The need for tens of thousands 
of individuals to be sent to hospital 
would be eliminated if new and 
more effective vaccines were devel
oped and widely used. 

Healthy aging promotes the most fulfilling life at 
home for the longest possible time. 

Home care assessment 

Lastly, because the Health of the 
Elderly Programme is fundamental 
to the maintenance of older people in 
their homes, it is collaborating with 
scientists from Belgium, Italy, Japan, 
Sweden, the United Kingdom and 
the United States to design ways that 
can be used in several countries to 
assess the needs of this segment of 
the population. With a valid, reli
able and easy-to-use needs assess
ment instrument, each country will 
be able to tailor effectively and 
appropriately its services for all 
persons as they age. 

These research projects- dedi
cated to providing continuous, 
standardized, epidemiological sur
veillance of the rapidly increasing 
older population- will study both 
those who remain functional for the 
greatest length of time, and those 
who show a decline in function . We 
believe that these and similar efforts 
will help minimize the decline in the 
quality of life that comes with age, 
so that everyone can have the most 
fulfilling life at home for as long as 
possible. • 
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