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Healthy ageing in Africa 
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Community-based education programmes make older people aware of the ways to stay healthy -
and to avoid health risks. Photo WHO/ H. Anenden 

Community services should be 
designed in such a way that 
society can benefit from the 
experience of older people, 
while the needs of the elderly 
themselves are fulfilled. Older 
people should continue to be 
fully functioning, active and 
productive members of their 
communities. To achieve all 
this, a healthy ageing process 
needs to be encouraged and 
nurtured even from childhood. 

The number of elderly people in 
the general population is in
creasing rapidly in many 

African countries owing to the dra
matic gains in li fe expectancy during 
the 20th century. In most African 
countries, in both traditional and 
contemporary societies, old age is 
regarded as a blessing, and old peo
ple are respected. 

Classically, the extended fami ly 
and the community have constituted 
the primary source of care for the 
elderly, but urbanization, moderniza
tion, and political and social strains, 
such as war, poverty and economic 
insecurity, are eroding these tradi
tional support networks. Perceptions 
about older people are being dis
torted, and they are often seen as a 
burden on the family, using up scarce 
resources. A sizeable proportion of 
them today are viewed as unproduc
tive and have become highly depen
dent. As the numbers of the elderly 
escalate, the question of how to care 
for them becomes more critical. 
What can be done to ensure healthy 
ageing and a good quality of life in 
old age? What are the correlates of 
longevity associated with psycho
physical well-being? Attempts to 
provide answers to these questions 

no doubt led to the choice of the 
theme for International Nurses' Day 
in 1992, which was "Healthy 
Ageing" , as well as the United 
Nations' decision to designate 1999 
as the International Year of Older 
Persons. 

Our knowledge of the determi
nants of healthy ageing in Africa is 
still in its preliminary stages but is 
rapidly expanding. A major implica
tion of the increase in life expectancy 
is the likelihood of an increase in the 
prevalence of physical disabilities 
among the elderly. While some 
physical capabilities deteriorate with 
age, it is known that a majority of 
health issues associated with ageing 
have the potential for successful 
preventive action. Health care is 
often hindered in the elderly popula
tion by poor access to health services 
and limited use of preventive ser
vices. Barriers to access are primarily 
social and economic. It is becoming 
more and more necessary for policy
makers and members of the commu
nity to ensure that supportive healthy 
environments are provided for older 
people. Ideally, societies should view 
ageing as a normal process, and as 
something quite distinct from illness. 

Longitudinal studies underscore 
the multifaceted nature of the ageing 
process; genetic and biological 
factors influence longevity, as also 
do social and ecological factors, 
which in turn help to determine the 
kind of lifestyle that promotes 
longevity. Nutrition, physical 
activity, the extended family and 
spirituality are known to be major 
determinants of well-being in the 
elderly. Dementia, depression, alco
holism, neglect and suicide are some 
of the most important mental health 
issues affecting older people. There 
is also a high prevalence of problems 
relating to activities of daily living. 
Health promotion for the elderly 
should promote the advantages of a 
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healthy lifestyle, encouraging people 
to come together to enjoy recre
ational and social activities, to re
duce social isolation, and to foster 
independence, intergenerational 
support, self-reliance and good 
quality of life through well-devel
oped community networks. 

What can be done? 

Firstly, older people should have 
adequate access to community
based health enhancement 
programmes organized by persons 
with experience in health education 
as it relates to such risk factors as 
hypertension, diabetes, smoking and 
alcohol abuse. Regular screening 
should be carried out at these com
munity-based centres, including 
checking on vision and gait to pre
vent accidents. But in addition to 
screening for health problems, such 
exercises should include psychoso
cial factors. 

Then it is known that, with ad
vancing age, energy expenditure -
and therefore energy requirement -
generally decreases, because of a 
decrease in basal metabolic rate and 
physical activity. Emphasis should 
therefore be placed on keeping 
people active and independent, at the 
same time nurturing a state of health 
that allows maximum active life 
expectancy while maintaining high 
levels of function. Older people 

should continue to engage in intel
lectual and physical work within 
their capacity. 

Thirdly, disease prevention 
through meal planning is a cost
effective approach to promoting 
healthy ageing. The ageing process 
alone has no significant adverse 
consequences on the caloric intake 
and nutritional status of healthy 
elderly individuals, but epidemio
logical data suggest that, in humans, 
undernourishment reduces the life 
span. Nutritional intake and nutri
tional status are dependent not only 
on appetite and the availability of 
diverse food, but also on physical 
activity and involved social 
lifestyles, among other factors. 
Community health nurses should 
encourage nutritionally sound habits 
through the medium of health educa
tion, by promoting and supporting 
the use of traditional food and cook
ing habits. 

Fourthly, populations with 
healthy lifestyles have a signifi
cantly greater life expectancy. 
Malnutrition is common in the 
developing world, and it is the result 
of poverty, alcohol misuse, smoking 
and other factors such as depressive 
disorders and social isolation. Health 
promotion in Africa needs to move 
beyond simple health education 
strategies to strategies which advo
cate policies, environments, and 
resources aimed at promoting a 
lifestyle that will encourage Africans 

to age in peace, comfort and eco
nomic security. 
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Finally, social interaction should 
be encouraged among older people 
themselves. Social networks can 
provide facilities for sports and 
recreation, as well as offering friend
ship and companionship. A closer 
interaction between older and 
younger people should be encour
aged through organized visits by 
schoolchildren to older people 
within the community. 

Ageing is a lifelong and natural 
process which brings about certain 
anatomical, physiological and psy
chological changes. Older people 
should be positively encouraged not 
to lose interest in the joys of life. 
Community services should be 
designed in such a way that society 
can benefit from the experiences of 
older people, while the needs of the 
elderly themselves are fulfilled. 
Older people should continue to be 
fully functioning, active and produc
tive members of their communities. 
To achieve all this, a healthy ageing 
process needs to be encouraged and 
nurtured even from childhood. • 
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A health centre in Lesotho. The elders in the family have more difficulty 
than their younger relatives in reaching sometimes distant health pasts. 
Photo WHO/) & P Hubley 

A market-place in Nigeria. Traditional food and cooking habits lay a 
sound foundation for healthy nutrition at all ages. 
Photo WHO/) & P Hubley 


