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The occurrence of psychiatric disorders is common in old age, 
considering that at least 12% of the elderly living in the community 
has a diagnosable mental disorder, in the case of patients hospitalized 
for problems of organic type is estimated between 40-50%, and in 
nursing homes about 70 to 94% (United Nations, 2002). 

when asked how older a person with mental illness, the answer 
is that these patients patient aging has the same characteristics as 
that of any other person, added to their disease risks, such as visual 
and hearing impairment, poor dental and oral health, excessive 
medication, difficulty in detecting associated problems, poor access 
to medical care and poor research of mental diseases of old age 
(World Health Organization, 2003).

The accelerated aging phenomenon as population change process 
is unique, occurring as never before occurred in the history of mankind 
(Bell, 2007). While the population aged 60 and over has grown 
significantly over a prolonged time most industrialized countries, in 
Latin America and the Caribbean demographic indicators show that 
aging is occurring at an unprecedented speed (Aranibar, 2001). In 
Latin America, where changes in mortality and fertility have been 
stable in a few years, the aging rate is much higher than in Western 
Europe and North America, where the reduction in mortality and 
fertility occurred gradually over long periods (Ribotta, 2008). The 
rapid change in the age structure of the population is leading to 
significant changes in policies, plans and programs of most countries 
in the developed world. In these countries, the aging of the population 
has been accompanied by an increase in research on the characteristics 
and consequences of population aging, particularly with regard to 
mental health (Peláez, 2005). The budget for the National Institute 
on Aging in the United States invests in investigating various aspects 
of aging population is a good indicator of the importance of the issue 
in the context of public policy in this country. Also, Canada and 
most Western European countries have been or currently performed 
numerous surveys that collect information directly or indirectly, on 
the health of seniors and related issues (Franco, Kirkwood, Powell et 
al., 2007). It is disturbing that in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
the rapid growth of the older population is not accompanied by 
an increase in research on the meaning and implications of this 
process, especially because the combination of population dynamics 
and institutional contexts social and fragile political increase the 
magnitude of the problems and their implications for developing 
countries (Dabove, 2011). In a recent review of information sources 
for the study of aging in Latin America and the Caribbean, shows 
that with the exception of the database produced by the SABE study, 
no other enabling comparative studies on health in aging (Paredes, 
Ciarniello, & Brunet, 2010).

In 2005, Latin America lived about 48 million elderly, accounting 
for 8.8% of the population; it is estimated that in 2030 will be elderly 

114.5 million people, representing 16.3% of the population living 
in the region (Batthyány, 2009). The Latin American population 
is aging faster than projected, which poses challenges in terms of 
equity, quality and coverage of social services, pensions, academic, 
curricular renewal geriatric and gerontological components, 
strengthening research, cultural work, challenges terms of institutional 
arrangements, new programs of promotion and prevention for older 
persons, the economic sustainability of the adult in the last stages of 
life, prevention of cognitive impairment, etc. (Wong & Díaz, 2007)

In The American System of Human Rights, the only binding 
instrument that explicitly incorporates the elderly is the Protocol of 
San Salvador. Moreover, called Soft Laws instruments (such as UN 
Resolution 46/91, and the Declaration of Brasilia, 2007) have led to 
a significant improvement in terms of recognition of the rights of the 
elderly, have built a moral commitment of States to adopt specific 
measures to benefit the elderly population, but, however, are not 
binding on those States (Duarte et al., 2005; Kinsella & Phillips, 
2005).

While the situation is different for each individual country and 
even between different regions of the continent, chronic financial 
problems of Latin America negatively impact this population: 5% of 
the elderly benefit from a subsidy in money, receiving an average of 
37 dollars a month. These resources are insufficient considering that 
more than half of these elderly are below the poverty line, earning 
less than monthly $ 110, and 15% of them are below the poverty line, 
their income does not allow them to even access a basic food basket 
(Abdalá, Geldstein, & Michaszula, 2000). The elderly populations 
living in poverty have received little attention from researchers and 
policy makers. A limited number of studies have focused on the 
relationship between aging, gender and poverty, especially if this 
equation is added mental illness (Bartoll et al., 2013; Nandi et al., 
2013).

Presented the current status of the aged population in Latin 
America does next big question arise: is the region prepared for the 
challenges posed by an aging population, and particularly mental 
health of the elderly?

The answer is seen in poverty social programs and dispersion due 
to the lack of clear policies. To develop policies, programs and plans 
that improve health during aging, a better use national surveys and 
surveillance systems. It is also necessary to make international efforts 
to gradually create sources of information that provide benchmarks 
to compare the situation of older people in different countries of 
the region and to accumulate evidence to design interventions and 
subsequently evaluate the impact of policies, plans and programs 
(Uribe-Rodríguez et al., 2006; Wilkinson, 1996).

The conclusion is that Latin America in general, is not ready to 
take on the upcoming changes related to the aging population. While 
this is a concern, there is still time to start a job that will address 
demographic change in the best way possible, considering that this is 
a different process experienced by developed countries.

Latin America is Prepared to Face the Challenges of an Aging 
Population?

Prof. Dr. Carlos Jorge Rubinstein

Hospital Dr. Federico Abete – Malvinas Argentinas

Facultad de Medicina, Universidad de Buenos Aires (UBA), Argentina

*Correspondence regarding this article should be directed to:  
rubidoc@gmail.com 



373  Rubinstein • Challenges of an Aging Population

REFERENCES

Abdalá, F., Geldstein A., & Michaszula S. (2000). Economic 
Restructuring and Mortality Changes in Argentina: Is there any 
connection? In. Cornia, G.A., & Paniccia, R. (eds.), Mortality 
Crisis in Transitional Economies. Londres: Oxford University 
Press, Chapter 14.

Aranibar, P. (2001). Acercamiento conceptual a la situación del 
adulto mayor en América Latina. Serie Población y desarrollo, 
21, 3-70. Buenos Aires.

Bartoll, X., Palència, L., Malmusi, D., Suhrcke, M.Y., & Borrell, 
C. (2013). The evolution of mental health in Spain during the 
economic crisis. European Journal of Public Health, 24(3), 415-
418.

Batthyány, K. (2009). Cuidado de personas dependientes y género, 
in Aguirre, Rosario Las bases invisibles del bienestar social 
Montevideo: UNIFEM, pp. 87-124

Bell, I. (2007). The Double Standard Age. In. Freeman J, Women: 
a feminist perspective (4th ed.), Mountain view, California: 
Mayfield Publishing Co, 237-244.

Dabove, M. (2011). Autonomía y atención de las personas mayores en 
situación de dependencia en España: Una cita entre generaciones. 
Oñati Socio-Legal Series, 1(8), 2011. 

Duarte, Y., Lebrão, M., & Lima, F. (2005). Contribuição dos arranjos 
domiciliares para o suprimento de demandas assistenciais dos 
idosos com comprometimento funcional em São Paulo, Brasil. 
Rev Panam Salud Publica, 17(5-6), 370-378.

Franco, O., Kirkwood, T., Powell, J., Catt, M., Goodwin, J., Ordovas, 
J., et al. (2007). Ten commandments for the future of ageing 
research in the UK: a vision for action. BMC geriatrics, 7, 10.

Kinsella, K., & Phillips, R. (2005). Global aging: the challenge of 
success. Population bulletin, 60(1), 1-40.

Nandi, A., Charters, T., Strumpf, E., Heymann, J., & Harper, S. 
(2013). Economic conditions and health behaviours during the 
Great Recession. Journal of Epidemiology and Community 
Health.

Paredes, M., Ciarniello, M.Y., & Brunet, N., (2010). Indicadores 
sociodemográficos de envejecimiento y vejez en Uruguay: 
una perspectiva comparada en el contexto latinoamericano. 
Montevideo: NIEVE, Espacio Interdisciplinario, UR, y UNFPA, 
Lucida Ediciones.

Peláez, M. (2005). La construcción de las bases de la buena salud 
en la vejez: situación en las Américas. Revista Panamericana de 
Salud Pública, 17, 299-302

Ribotta, B. (2008). Envejecimiento y Condiciones de Vida de los 
Adultos Mayores en Latinoamérica: Comparación de tres países. 
Sociedad y Adulto Mayor en América Latina: Estudios sobre 
Envejecimiento en la Región. Serie Investigaciones N° 5. Rio de 
Janeiro: United Nations Population Fund (FNUAP)-Asociación 
Latinoamericana de Población (ALAP). 

United Nations (2002). World population ageing: 1950–2050. New 
York.

Uribe-Rodríguez, A., Molina, J., & González, L. (2006). 
Communication: Program of intervention on the quality of life, 
the depression and the cognitive deterioration in people who 
belong to groups of the third age. 26th International Congress of 
Applied Psychology. Atenas 

Wilkinson, R. (1996). Unhealthy Societies. The afflictions of 
Inequality. London: Routledge

Wong, R., & Díaz, J. (2007). Health care utilization among older 
Mexican: health and socioeconomic inequalities. Salud Publica 
Mex, 49(4).

World Health Organization (2003). Gender, health and aging: A 
Framework for Action, 1-55.


