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As Canadians live longer, their extra time can be a source of joy and fulfilment as they follow their passions and contribute to the well-being of their
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As Canadians live longer, their extra time can be a source of joy and fulfilment as they follow their
passions and contribute to the well-being of their communities. It can also bring complications related to
aging. A 20-year study looks at the factors influencing the tipping point.
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wo men go to the hospital.
Both are 75 and have previously
enjoyed a similar level of wellbeing. Then both fractured a hip due
to a fall. And although their injuries
– as well as many of the medical history details captured on their hospital
admission forms – are similar, what
follows may be drastically different.
Patient A may leave the hospital
and return to his home, family and
community, resuming the same lifestyle he’s led before. Patient B, on
the other hand, may move into a care
facility, either temporarily or permanently, due to the lack of social and
community support systems.
What causes such divergences in
people’s paths? And how can Canadians improve their chances of being on
the trajectory with the most positive
outcomes?
Geriatric epidemiologist Parminder
Raina says the Canadian Longitudinal
Study on Aging – a 20-year project
that follows more than 50,000 Canadians – will shed light on such questions.
“Some people age gracefully, living
healthy productive lives until close to
their deaths. Others face a lot of challenges that can lead to a poor quality
of life. We are trying to understand the
triggers that push people towards a
healthy versus non-healthy trajectory,”
says Dr. Raina, who is the study’s lead

“Some people age
gracefully, living healthy
productive lives until close
to their deaths. Others face
a lot of challenges that
can lead to a poor quality
of life. We are trying to
understand the triggers
that push people towards a
healthy versus non-healthy
trajectory.”

and the scientific director of the Institute for Research on Aging at McMaster
University in Hamilton, Ont.
Among the many factors considered by Dr. Raina and his team are
genetics, lifestyle and behaviour, and
psychological, social, demographic
and economic influences. “Some data
suggests that genetics explain only
one-quarter of what happens to people
when they age,” he says. “We look
at different variables and how they
come together to make things better
or worse.”
The answers are far from simple,
and Dr. Raina stresses that “there is a
lot of heterogeneity in the older population.” People over 75, for example,
are likely to be affected by more than
one chronic condition, he says.
“They are at the doctor’s office not
because they have diabetes, heart
disease or cancer – they have multiple
conditions,” explains Dr. Raina. “This
is often unknown territory, and we
are researching how different disease
combinations increase the risk of
complications and predict mortality.”
Canada’s seniors and their families
are eager to learn more about – and
act on – research findings that may
impact their quality of life, says John
Lavis, director of the McMaster Health
Forum and professor in clinical epidemiology and Canada Research Chair
in Evidence-Informed Health Systems.
Many follow news and lifestyle programs and seek out health informa-

loved ones’ health,” he says. “We are
trying to promote an understanding
that not all available information is of
equal value.”
This is the challenge that is addressed by the recently launched McMaster Optimal Aging Portal, explains
Dr. Lavis. By bringing together research evidence about clinical, public
health and health systems questions,
and presenting the information in an
easy-to-understand way, the portal
provides a comprehensive go-to place
for health-conscious Canadians over
the age of 50.
Following the flood of health and
well-being-related news items can be
“like trying to drink from a fire hose,”
says Dr. Lavis. “We’re working to reduce it to a trickle of water so you can
fill your glass and actually drink it.”
In addition to providing information
for the general public, the portal is
also a resource for health-care practitioners and caregivers, as well as
policy-makers, for whom the scientific
evidence will be presented in line with
their specific needs, he adds.
Dr. Raina explains that providing

answers and access to actionable
information for improving health and
well-being goes beyond outcomes
for the individual – it potentially has
implications for our communities and
society since older Canadians have
much to give in wisdom and expertise, he says.
Seniors make valuable contributions through volunteerism and mentorship, for example, and Dr. Raina
says understanding what causes
disease and disability can inform
the development of programs and
interventions that promote healthy
and independent living.
“During the next two decades,
the number of seniors in Canada
will double,” he says, adding that
McMaster’s many research initiatives
strive to provide evidence and tools
to enable seniors to “live the fullest
lives possible.”
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OPTIMAL AGING PORTAL

Addressing key questions
1

WHAT IS ACTIONABLE?
Today’s news reports on research findings may contradict something
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