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Future Nursing Research of Older Adults: Preserving Independence

and Reducing Health Disparities
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Abstract: Nursing professionals are at the forefront of primary care and the largest segment
of the health workforce, and nurse researchers can bring vital perspectives to aging research
and clinical practice. Although healthcare systems are experiencing more work from the aging
of populations, unfortunately there are limited nurse researchers trained in gerontological
nursing. Future research in older adults needs to be based on the current needs of and
for older adults. In this article, | identify potential future research of aspects for older adults
by highlighting opportunities and examples to conduct culturally appropriate interventions
that aim to reduce health disparities and preserve independence.

Because there is a complexity of health issues in older adults, nurse researchers need
to pursue the best ways to address their needs, investigate and disseminate technology-based
assessments, provide culturally appropriate interventions to promote independence, prevent
chronic conditions, and enhance health equality. Nurses and nurse researchers also need to
monitor the changes in functional status and health of older adults, especially as the global
burden and costs of diseases and disability of this population grows, and to save unnecessary
health care expenditure. To create new knowledge and discover best practices in aging care,
nurse researchers lead multidisciplinary teams, develop innovative ideas with the potential
for significant clinical impact, and use appropriate research approaches that steer to successful
grant applications to national funding agencies. It is essential to establish a program for
training or mentoring nurse researchers dedicated to caring for older adults, advocating,
and disseminating innovative care to maximize the independence of older adults.
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Nursing professionals are at the forefront of
primary care and the largest segment of the health
workforce. Nurse researchers bring vital perspectives

to aging research and clinical practice that may be
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undervalued or overlooked by other disciplines.
Whereas healthcare systems encounter population
aging, there still are limited nurse researchers trained
in gerontological nursing. As revised by the American
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Nurses Association (ANA) in 2018, the goals of
gerontological nursing are to optimize health and
functions, prevent illness and injury, facilitate healing,
alleviate suffering, and advocate for older adults,
families, carers, groups, communities, and populations.'
Caring is a core nursing value and a desirable attribute
that developed in nurses. Positive attitudes toward
aging and caring behaviors in nurse researchers lead
them to play an essential role in working with researchers
in other fields (e.g., engineering, computer science)
and interact with older adults and their families to
better address complex health problems.

By 2030, the number of people aged =60
years is projected to grow by 56% (1.4 billion) and
is expected to grow fastest in Latin America and the
Caribbean, Asia, and Africa, respectively.z More than
1 billion adults aged 60 who live in low- and middle-
income counties do not have access to essential resources
and combat multiple barriers.® Extreme global poverty
rose in 2020 as the disruption of the coronavirus
disease (COVID-19) pandemic compounded the forces
of climate change.’ In addition, aging speeds up during
middle adulthood (ages 40-65) and over half of adults
aged =60 years live with two or more chronic health
conditions.* A recent scoping review revealed that
older adults with chronic conditions require care models
and support services, especially older workers and older
carers, since they have unmet care needs related to physical,
psychological, social, and environmental factors.”

Aging populations are more negatively affected
by disasters, including climate change, and health
emergencies such as the current COVID-19 global
pandemic, and they are less likely to access resources
to help mitigate the consequences.® This pandemic
has magnified life’s uncertainty and inevitable health,
social and economic consequences, especially in older
adults who experience health disparities and ageism.
Physical/social distancing and lockdown have been
adopted as a critical strategy to help reduce the further
spread of COVID-19. However, prolonged periods of

those strategies may worsen existing health problems,>*

including frailty and falls. Asevidenced in a systematic
review, social isolation is significantly associated with
falls."

In many regions, the cumulative effects of chronic
conditions, the COVID-19 pandemic, and climate
change effects such as floods, have impacted and
highlighted several existing gaps for populations of
older people, including an inability to access healthcare
resources and essential public services, and technology
services such as telehealth, apps to manage health
conditions. There is a need to address the differences
in technological accessibility and improve digital
literacy within impoverished communities.® Even in
a high-income country like the United States, almost
22 million seniors (429% ) do not have internet access
at home, and 40% of COVID-19 deaths among older
adults occurred when they were unable to access
essential online resources at their place during the
pandemic."' Older adults have been using technology
to keep in touch with family and friends to reduce the
adverse effects of prolonged social isolation.®

Future nursing research in older people

Future research should be based on the current
needs of older adults, so the role of nurse researchers
and highlight
opportunities and examples to conduct research for

is to identify potential topics,
this population aiming to 1) preserve independence
and provide culturally appropriate interventions; and
(2) reduce health disparities.

Preserving independence and providing culturally
appropriate interventions.

Aging is a risk factor for functional decline and
diseases,'” and primary prevention is a public health
priority. A prospective cohort study in the United States
found that the number of extra disease-free years is
around 10 for women and 7.6 for men compared to
persons with no low-risk lifestyle factors.'® It is never
too late to change health behaviors to decrease the risk
of chronic diseases by starting an early investment in
health and wellness that centers on disease prevention
and promotion across the life span are keys. As nurse
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researchers we need to try to understand future disease
patterns better that are related to disability in later life.
Health behaviors such as physical activity, diet quality,
and appropriate body weight can extend lifespan, and
postpone the onset of disability at older ages. For instance,
several research studies revealed that older adults are
14-16

and the

lack of this activity is related to falls, chronic conditions,
17,18

less likely to participate in physical activity
and poor quality of life. Physical activity protects
against frailty in men and women of all ages."® A longer
life free from diseases such as type 2 diabetes, cancer,
and cardiovascular disease is linked to healthy habits
in middle age.'® Strategies for promoting physical
activity adherence among midlife and older age in
real-world contexts are needed. A recent study in the
United States shown that a culturally adapted exercise
program helped Hispanic older adults to be more
active and improve their physical function. *°

Assessment plays a vital component in aging
research and is embedded in the nursing process.
Utilizing innovative and cost-effective technologies
to assess physical and cognitive, and other abilities
associated with maintaining independence are needed.
Additionally, an intense research effort is warranted
to identify risks by using a combination of subjective
measure and objective measure is likely to be more
beneficial to older adults and health care providers in
terms of assessment and tailor interventions. For
example, using innovative portable technology (BTrackS
Balance System) to assess discrepancies of physiological
fall risk (objective measure) and perceived fall risk
(subjective measure) and provide virtual physio-feedback
based on an objective measure.”' Novel physio-feedback
technology is affordable, easy to use, provides visual
presentation, and possibly encourages older adults to
participate in the exercise program.””

A systematic review indicated that technology-
based exercise interventions have good adherence and
may provide a sustainable method of promoting physical
activity and preventing falls.*® Integrating digital
technology into interventions may increase accessibility
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and success of screening and tailor interventions based
on older adults’ culture and context to increase adherence
and drive improvement. Furthermore, connecting older
adults with technology may be an effective way for older
adults to maintain self-reliance without leaving their
residence,* and enhancing technology-based assessments
may facilitate better outcomes.”” Innovative technology
brings effective strategies to maintain independence,
prevent disability, and increase access to quality care.
For example, apps linked to a mobile phone can help
with medication management and exercise adherence,
and wearable technologies can track activities in real—
time. Moreover, future research should provide the
insights needed to facilitate a safer environment that
encourages physical and psychosocial engagement
and identifies safety risks at home or in neighborhoods
to reduce falls and injuries.

Reducing health disparities

Health disparities are the differences between
populations in their ability to access and achieve
positive health outcomes. Several factors are associated
with health disparities, such as age, gender, education,
socioeconomic status, disability, ethnicity, race, and
geographic location. For instance, in the United States,
the National Institute on Aging (NIA) is accelerating
efforts to understand how to prevent or lessen the effects
of chronic conditions by designing more culturally
appropriate interventions and discovering means to
enhance healthy behaviors among ethnically diverse

older adults.”®?’

In addition, the National Institutes
of Health (NIH) has funded research activities that
help communities disproportionately affected by
COVID-19, build trust, and address barriers and
challenges surrounding prevention and treatment. **
As the number of frail older adults increases
sharply and the demand for informal care by disabling
older adults from their adult children is projected to
rise faster than supply over the next 20 years, future
research may gear to promote informal caregiving
and support carers. Having an informal caregiver can

improve older adults’ well-being and reduce depressive
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symptoms. However, the burden on caregivers and
changes in their health status may be related to earlier
institutionalization for older patients. We need to have
a better understanding of how caregiving impacts
older patients and caregivers’ health issues.

In conclusion, regarding the complexity of
health, not only in “normal’ situations but also in global
pandemics and disasters, nurse researchers pursue
the best ways to address the needs of older adults, investigate
and disseminate technology-based assessments and culturally
appropriate interventions to promote independence and
enhance health equality. We also need to monitor the
changes in functional status and health of older adults
on the global burden and costs of diseases and disability
as the older population grows to save unnecessary health
care expenditure. To create new knowledge and discover
best practices in aging care, nurse researchers lead
multidisciplinary teams, develop innovative ideas with the
potential for significant clinical impact, and use appropriate
research approaches that steer to successful grant
applications to national funding agencies. It is essential
to establish a program for training or mentoring nurse
researchers dedicated to caring for older adults,
advocating, and disseminating innovative care to maximize

the independence of older adults.
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