CARING FOR THE

While we give

sertous thought to the
postponement of ageing,
we Should give equally
serious thought to the
soctal implications t

will bring.

October 1972

OLD age is not a disease. It
gives rise, however, to social
problems. In many parts of the
world, particularly in the deve-
loped . countries, increased life
expectancy has created vast num-
bers of people over 65. The
table shows the differences bet-
ween the industrialized and the
developing countries, with regard
to both life expectancy at birth
and the percentage of the popu-
lation over 65.

There is, however, a link bet-
ween old age and disease. Chronic
disease becomes more common
with increasing age. Old people
are more likely to have multiple
diseases and diseases that may
accelerate the process of ageing.
The aged drag with them the
diseases accumulated over a life-
time—diseases of long duration
requiring long-term care.

In a WHO review of 29 coun-
tries, cardiovascular disease was
found to be the leading cause of
death in most of the industria-
lized countries, followed by malig-
nant tumours. Other leading
causes of death in these countries,
in order of importance, were
accidents of all types, influenza
and pneumonia. Indeed, before
the discovery of antibiotics, pneu-
monia was often called “the
old man’s friend.”

Many chronic diseases cause
disability rather than death. They
include chronic rheumatic disea-
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ses, chronic diseases of the chest
other than tuberculosis (for ex-
ample chronic bronchitis) and
various forms of mental disease.
In many countries, their economic
significance is enormous. They
may result in reduced producti-
vity and increased expenditure of
resources in the form of medical
care. As populations age, chronic
diseases leading to death, dis-
ability or discomfort become
greater problems.

Chronological  age is not
synonymous with biological age.
Biologically, people age at dif-
ferent rates. It is impossible to
determine the exact date of onset
of old age, because the process
is gradual. In many countries,
65 is considered the beginning of
old age because it is the age at
which people normally retire,
and it constitutes a social mile-
stone.

The signs of ageing include a
reduction of the acuity of the
various senses; an impairment in
performance of the body’s systems;
psychological changes such as
slowing of the ability to learn,
deterioration of the memory and
decrease in mental efficiency; and
biochemical changes in body tis-
sues. These gradual changes lead
to a decline in the total perfor-
mance of the individual and in
his capacity to withstand stress
and to adapt to change in his
environment.
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