Older people – active and included

Preventing older people from falling and new technologies to help them park cars or manage illnesses were among the research projects featured at an all-Ireland conference on ageing and older people in December 2008.

Showcasing Ageing and Disability Research - Lessons for Policy and Practice was organised at Croke Park, Dublin by the Centre for Ageing Research and Development in Ireland (CARDI) along with Strategic Promotion of Ageing Research Capacity (SPARC) at the University of Reading and the National Disability Authority’s Centre for Excellence in Universal Design (CEUD).

Minister for Older People in the Republic, Ms Máire Hoctor, said research can help inform us of new and improved ways of doing things, thereby challenging traditional approaches.

“Today’s programme encompasses social inclusion, health, housing and transport and there is a particular emphasis on technology. For myself, events such as this help rebalance the tendency to think about older people only in terms of health and to emphasise that older people’s issues cut across every policy and service area in government and society,” she said.

The Minister urged researchers to engage in all-Ireland work and to embrace the opportunities provided by research to make Ireland a great place to grow older.

Social Inclusion

Robin Webster, chief executive of Age Action, claimed age discrimination is alive and well and probably growing. Chairing the first session on social inclusion he said there are negative stereotypes about older people and serious issues such as older people not knowing their rights. 
“Discrimination is a very personal experience. The growing interest in ageing is very encouraging and especially on a cross-border basis. It is essential that we put older people at the centre of this development, seeing them not as a problem but as a solution. We must let our views and assumptions be challenged by these older people and we need to retain our capacity to be surprised by their perceptions,” Mr Webster said.

Speaking on ageing and disability, Professor Eamon O’Shea from the Irish Centre for Social Gerontology at NUI Galway said there is no theoretical framework for the discussion of ageing issues, which meant we were likely to get bad policy. 
Disability was part of the early civil rights movement in the US and spread to Europe several decades ago but an older movement must move fast to catch up.

“Medical and administrative models predominate in ageing. We haven’t been innovative and we haven’t been willing to take risks. A social model is not as well developed as in disability,” he told the all-Ireland audience.
He also questioned what we mean when we say we want older people to be independent – to get them out of sight or living in flats until they die? “There is no point in keeping people at home if we imprison them or deny them access to the local political and social process. Social conditions, structures and relationships all matter for age and disability,” Professor O’Shea said.
Suzette Keith, Middlesex University, said that the proportion of people over 70 in the UK holding driving licences has risen from 15% to 51% in the last 30 years. People drive fewer miles when they get older but they use their cars regularly eg among over 80s just over half are driving daily.

She outlined a project about getting new technology to help them drive and maintain their independence and stay connected socially.

Healthy Long-Term Living

Introducing the second session, Professor Bob Stout, co-chair of CARDI’s steering group, said we need to tackle problems that are real and serious but also avoid the danger of suggesting that these are normal.

Rose Anne Kenny, Professor of Medical Gerontology at Trinity College and St James’s Hospital, Dublin, said half of over 80s have recurrent falls and the risk of falls for people with dementia are up to 10 times higher than others of the same age. Among people over 65 almost half of all attendances at Accident and Emergency are for falls and accidents.

She explained that after the age of 50, people have a 1-2% per year loss of muscle strength and 3-4% loss of muscle power. Failing eyesight is another risk factor in falls; others include taking four or more medicines.

A very large-scale project in Newcastle looked at all risk factors and treated them; this can reduce falls by one third. Professor Kenny said they hope to go further with two major projects: TRIL (Technology Research for Independent Living) and TILDA, the Irish Longitudinal Study.

Technology and Design

Ruth Morrow, Professor of Architecture at the University of Ulster said universal design is concerned with design for all ages but there are several specific categories eg people with disabilities or obese people or older people. However, categorisation may lose as much information as it gains and is sometimes driven by user groups. 
When asked what the architecture curriculum should be, new students leave out two things: the need to design and the need to understand people. “I believe design and people are at opposite ends of the spectrum; people destroy your design bubble. And if you’re seen to be interested in people you are assumed not to be capable of design,” she said.

“If we want to effect change we have to put disability and ageing at the heart of the debate. That is where you look for solutions that can be spread to a wider constituency,” Professor Morrow added. 

Paul Mc Cullagh, University of Ulster, explained a project by the SMART Consortium on the potential of technology for self-management of long term conditions. Rodd Bond, Dundalk Institute of Technology talked about the work of the Nestling Project. Chris Nugent, also University of Ulster, spoke about emerging technologies, including the Cogknow project. David Craig, Queen’s University Belfast, showed how video streaming on mobile phones could help people with dementia.
The presentations will be placed on the SPARC website: www.sparc.ac.uk
