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Identifying inequitable healthcare 

in older people 

 It is important to know whether older people have 

equitable access to healthcare, but research uses a variety 

of concepts, terms, and methodologies. 

 A systematic literature review was conducted to 

understand the different approaches used by NIHR SPHR 

researchers. 

 The review identified the evidence and arguments needed 

to support a claim of “ageism” or inequity.  

 A set of principles for better research practice in this area 

has been proposed. 
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Healthcare should not discriminate against 

people based on age, but how can we know 

whether differences in healthcare access are 

ageist, or whether they are justified?  

Key issues 

 Older people don’t always receive the same healthcare as 

younger people. They might receive more, or less, of certain 

treatments, services, or interventions. 

 Sometimes these differences are appropriate and fair, for 

example when they are related to need, but sometimes they are 

inappropriate. 

 Deciding whether an observed age difference in care is 

appropriate or not is tricky and requires careful analysis. 

 Reviews of research practice can be useful in identifying areas 

for improvement. 

 

What we did 

NIHR SPHR researchers reviewed published research studies that 

reported age-related differences in healthcare. The review looked at 

the definitions and concepts that researchers used, as well as their 

methods. Common weaknesses and examples of good practice 

were identified and a set of principles were developed to guide 

future research in this area.  

 

What next?  

The research team will use the 

principles in their own analyses 

and promote them for use by 

other researchers. Evidence-

users should also refer to them 

when assessing reports of 

ageism. 
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Age-discrimination has been 

found fairly extensively in the 

past, but should not be 

occurring now because of age-

equality legislation  

Key Principles 

 Define key terms and use consistent terminology. 

 Use a theoretical framework. 

 Adjust for need and co-morbidities. 

 Consider patient preferences, clinical effectiveness, and cost 

effectiveness by age. 

 Acknowledge the moral dimensions. 

 Exercise caution in concluding equitable or inequitable patterns of 

care. 
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