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                                                            SUMMARY

This report, prepared for the European Commission, General Directorate V (Public Health), Luxembourg in 1998-9, examines the trends in the health of older people in the European Union Member States. It attempts to assess how these will develop over the next three decades, in particular the hard evidence that exists for changes in the health of older people and these will continue in the older populations of Europe. The report concentrates on health in old age rather than simply on trends in ill health and mortality since, though attention is often focused on the latter, the quality of the extra years of life that older Europeans gain is markedly influenced by their experience of good health. 

 While more older people are living longer in good health, which is the general experience throughout Europe, at an aggregate level this may still mean that, because there are more old people, there are greater absolute numbers, with their associated needs and demands on health and formal and informal care services. The report examines whether the “burden” of ill health, whether to individuals, to families or to the public purse, will increase or decrease substantially throughout Europe over the coming decades. Specifically, it seeks to answer the following questions:

·  Is it correct to hypothesize that the growing numbers of older Europeans will inevitably 
mean growing numbers suffering from diseases, disabilities and ill health? 

·  What are the features of the lives and experiences of older people and those in the 

 generations coming into this category over the next three decades that need to be 


 examined in order to make predictions about health trends? 

·  How far are changing practices in public health and in individual life styles having an 
impact 
on the actual health of older people? 

·  What are the implications of socio-economic changes for the health of older people?

·  What are the possibilities of making health related interventions in work and home 
environments that will make a discernible difference to the health and well 
being of
people in later life? 

 The report concentrates on known trends that directly impact on older people’s health. However, factors such as the unknown futures of pension and social security systems, of employment, of socio-economic inequalities, of cultural and social values with respect to older people, of environmental and geo-political issues including war, may be of far greater significance for health. Though the main focus is on changing trends in physical and mental health amongst older people and evidence for factors affecting healthy life expectancy (Chapters 1 and 3), the wider socio-economic and political context has a significant impact on individuals, their health and on systems of health. Demographic and epidemiological projections have also to take into account the powerful cohort effects existing in many Member States as the “baby boomers”, born after the Second World War, come into retirement over the next decades and thus expand the older age group. Additionally,  the growing numbers and proportions of the very old i.e. those aged 85 years and over, in European populations over the next three decades, could point to possible increases in demand for health services, given that this group contains a high proportion of those needing health and personal care services. Yet it should be born in mind that only a third of those aged over 80 years in the EU actually need care and changing rates and prevalence of serious disability (discussed in Chapter 1) could change even these predictions. 

Despite the increasing wealth of Europe, social inequalities in many forms continue to play an important role in health, morbidity and mortality of populations, and this is accented in the older age groups (Chapter 2). The problems arising in the field of health promotion and health projections for older people include a lack of substantive evidence for the effectiveness of many health related forms of intervention as well as to the feasibility of their being widely implemented. (Chapter 3)   

In recent years there has been great concern over whether the increasing numbers of older people with health problems will create an unprecedented and problematic demand for health services. Already in some countries hospitals cannot easily find enough beds, there are delays in obtaining medical treatments and forms of “rationing” of treatment exist, often to the detriment of older people  (Chapter 4). European governments are reviewing the public health care sector and considering ways of ensuring that the maximum value is obtained from public health care. The contribution of new technologies to improving health and their cost-benefit (Chapter 5) is a major issue at national and international levels.

 The final chapter (Chapter 6) examines the kinds of interventions that could make a substantial difference in health and disability projections for older people. These range from a change in public perceptions of older people, affected strongly by policies to promote their social and economic integration, to the availability and implementation of new knowledge and technologies and of health promotion.

Since this report was completed (1999) there have been continuous developments affecting health and older people. We have made no attempt to revise the original text and this should be born in mind when reading it. However we are distributing the report electronically in the hope that it will provide a useful reference document for all those with an interest in ageing and health. It has the approval of the Public Health Directorate of the European Commission, who will also be making copies available.
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