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The COVID-19 pandemic is causing untold 
fear and suffering for older people across 
the world.  As of 26 April, the virus itself 
has already taken the lives of some 193,710 
people1, and fatality rates for those over 80 
years of age is five times the global average.2  

As the virus spreads rapidly to developing 
countries, likely overwhelming health and 
social protection systems, the mortality rate 
for older persons could climb even higher. 

Less visible but no less worrisome are 
the broader effects: health care denied 
for conditions unrelated to COVID-19; 
neglect and abuse in institutions and 
care facilities; an increase in poverty and 
unemployment; the dramatic impact on 
well-being and mental health; and the 
trauma of stigma and discrimination. 

Efforts to protect older persons should not 
overlook the many variations within this 
category, their incredible resilience and 
positivity, and the multiple roles they have 
in society, including as caregivers, volun-
teers and community leaders. We must see 
the full diversity of people within the older 

persons category3. Women, for instance, are 
over-represented among both older persons 
and among the paid and unpaid care workers 
who look after them.  We must also recognize 
the important contribution of older persons 
to the crisis response, including as health 
workers and caregivers. Each of us – States, 
businesses, international organizations, 
companies, communities, friends and family 
– need to step up our effort to support older 
persons. We must do everything possible to 
preserve their rights and dignity at all times. 

 Across society, COVID-19 presents a range 
of particular risks for older persons. 

	> Life and death: Although all age groups are at 
risk of contracting COVID-19, older persons 
EVI�EX�E�WMKRMƼGERXP]�LMKLIV�VMWO�SJ�QSVXEPMX]�
and severe disease following infection, with 
XLSWI�SZIV����]IEVW�SPH�H]MRK�EX�ƼZI�XMQIW�
XLI�EZIVEKI�VEXI��%R�IWXMQEXIH���	�SJ�TISTPI�
aged 70 and over have at least one under-
P]MRK�GSRHMXMSR��TPEGMRK�XLIQ�EX�MRGVIEWIH�
VMWO�SJ�WIZIVI�MQTEGX�JVSQ�'3:-(����4  Older 
TIVWSRW�QE]�EPWS�JEGI�EKI�HMWGVMQMREXMSR�
MR�HIGMWMSRW�SR�QIHMGEP�GEVI��XVMEKI��ERH�

Executive Summary

 1	 https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200426-sitrep-97-covid-19.pdf?sfvrsn=d1c3e800_6 

 2	 COVID-19 Strategy Update, 14 April 2020. World Health Organization.   
https://www.who.int/publications-detail/covid-19-strategy-update---14-april-2020 
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https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200426-sitrep-97-covid-19.pdf?sfvrsn=d1c3e800_6
https://www.who.int/publications-detail/covid-19-strategy-update---14-april-2020
https://cmmid.github.io/topics/covid19/Global_risk_factors.html
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PMJI�WEZMRK�XLIVETMIW��+PSFEP�MRIUYEPMXMIW�
QIER�XLEX��EPVIEH]�TVI�'3:-(�����EW�QER]�
EW�LEPJ�SJ�SPHIV�TIVWSRW�MR�WSQI�HIZIPSTMRK�
countries did not have access to essential 
health services.5�8LI�TERHIQMG�QE]�EPWS�
PIEH�XS�E�WGEPMRK�FEGO�SJ�GVMXMGEP�WIVZMGIW�
unrelated to COVID-19, further increas-
ing risks to the lives of older persons.

	> Vulnerability and neglect:�7SQI�SPHIV�TISTPI�
JEGI�EHHMXMSREP�ZYPRIVEFMPMXMIW�EX�XLMW�XMQI��8LI�
WTVIEH�SJ�'3:-(����MR�GEVI�LSQIW�ERH�MRWXM-
tutions is taking a devastating toll on older 
people’s lives, with distressing reports indi-
GEXMRK�MRWXERGIW�SJ�RIKPIGX�SV�QMWXVIEXQIRX��
3PHIV�TIVWSRW�[LS�EVI�UYEVERXMRIH�SV�PSGOIH�
HS[R�[MXL�JEQMP]�QIQFIVW�SV�GEVIKMZIVW�QE]�
EPWS�JEGI�LMKLIV�VMWOW�SJ�ZMSPIRGI��EFYWI��ERH�
neglect.  Older persons living in precarious 
GSRHMXMSRW�Ɓ�WYGL�EW�VIJYKII�GEQTW��MRJSVQEP�
WIXXPIQIRXW�ERH�TVMWSRW�Ɓ�EVI�TEVXMGYPEVP]�EX�
VMWO��HYI�XS�SZIVGVS[HIH�GSRHMXMSRW��PMQMXIH�
access to health services, water and sanita-
tion facilities, as well as potential challenges 
EGGIWWMRK�LYQERMXEVMER�WYTTSVX�ERH�EWWMW-
XERGI��*YVXLIVQSVI��SPHIV�TIVWSRW�EVI�EPWS�
SJXIR�EQSRK�XLI�GEVIKMZIVW�VIWTSRHMRK�XS�XLI�
TERHIQMG��MRGVIEWMRK�XLIMV�VMWO�SJ�I\TSWYVI�
to the virus. This is particularly true of older 
LSQI�FEWIH�GEVIVW��XLI�ZEWX�QENSVMX]�SJ�XLIQ�
[SQIR��[LS�TVSZMHI�GEVI�JSV�SPHIV�TIVWSRW��
IWTIGMEPP]�MR�GSRXI\XW�[LIVI�LIEPXL�W]WXIQW�
ERH�PSRK�XIVQ�GEVI�TVSZMWMSR�EVI�[IEO�

	> Social and economic well-being: The virus 
MW�RSX�NYWX�XLVIEXIRMRK�XLI�PMZIW�ERH�WEJIX]�
of older persons, it is also threatening their 

https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/186463
https://www.ilo.org/stat/Publications/WCMS_629567/lang--en/index.htm
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While the median age of confirmed COVID-
19 cases is 51 (see figure 2), fatality rates 
for those over 80 years of age is five times 
the global average.7 Over 95 per cent of fatal-
MXMIW�HYI�XS�'3:-(����MR�)YVSTI�LEZI�FIIR�
SJ�TISTPI����]IEVW�SV�SPHIV�8 In the United 
7XEXIW����	�SJ�HIEXLW�[IVI�EQSRK�EHYPXW�
���ERH�SZIV�9�-R�'LMRE��ETTVS\MQEXIP]���	�SJ�
HIEXLW�SGGYVVIH�EQSRK�EHYPXW�EKIH����]IEVW�
or older.10 This reality poses a series of direct 

https://www.who.int/publications-detail/covid-19-strategy-update---14-april-2020
http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/health-emergencies/coronavirus-covid-19/statements/statement-older-people-are-at-highest-risk-from-covid-19,-but-all-must-act-to-prevent-community-spread
http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/health-emergencies/coronavirus-covid-19/statements/statement-older-people-are-at-highest-risk-from-covid-19,-but-all-must-act-to-prevent-community-spread
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/69/wr/mm6912e2.htm?s_cid=mm6912e2_w
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32064853
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-R�EHHMXMSR��EX�XLMW�XMQI�LIEPXL�WIVZMGIW�YRVIPEXIH�
XS�'3:-(����QE]�FI�WGEPIH�FEGO��FYX�XLI�VMKLX�
XS�LIEPXL�VIUYMVIW�XLEX�SPHIV�TIVWSRW�GSRXMRYI�
to receive integrated health and social care, 
MRGPYHMRK�TEPPMEXMZI�GEVI��VILEFMPMXEXMSR��ERH�

https://cmmid.github.io/topics/covid19/Global_risk_factors.html
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/ageing-and-health
https://english.elpais.com/spanish_news/2020-04-08/coronavirus-deaths-in-madrid-could-be-3000-above-official-figures.html
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EPQSWX�E�XLMVH�SJ�EPP�GSVSREZMVYW�HIEXLW13, and 
WMQMPEVP]�MR�XLI�9RMXIH�7XEXIW��SRI�SJ�IZIV]�ƼZI�
HIEXLW�EXXVMFYXIH�XS�'3:-(����Ɓ�QSVI�XLER�������
Ɓ�LEZI�SGGYVVIH�MR�RYVWMRK�LSQIW��EGGSVHMRK�
to news reports.14  While the situation of older 
TIVWSRW�MR�PS[IV�VIWSYVGI�IRZMVSRQIRXW�QE]�FI�
HMJJIVIRX��WMQMPEV�SV�IZIR�[SVWI�QSVXEPMX]�VEXIW�

https://dashboard.covid19.data.gouv.fr/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/17/us/coronavirus-nursing-homes.html
/sites/un2.un.org/files/policy_brief_on_covid_impact_on_women_9_april_2020.pdf
https://www.helpage.org/resources/ageing-in-the-21st-century-a-celebration-and-a-challenge/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/24/world/europe/coronavirus-europe-covid-19.html
https://www.bma.org.uk/advice-and-support/covid-19/practical-guidance/covid-19-retired-doctors-returning-to-work
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/progress-of-the-worlds-women
https://www.who.int/en/news-room/detail/14-06-2017-abuse-of-older-people-on-the-rise-1-in-6-affected
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/04/issue-brief-covid-19-and-ending-violence-against-women-and-girls
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SOLUTIONS/
RECOMMENDATIONS

•

https://www.who.int/publications-detail/covid-19-strategy-update---14-april-2020
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Impact of the digital divide: �*SV�QER]��XLI�
Internet and other digital technologies have 
FIGSQI�E�[MRHS[�XS�XLI�[SVPH�HYVMRK�XLI�
PSGOHS[R��IREFPMRK�YW�XS�GSRRIGX�[MXL�JEQMP]��
JVMIRHW�ERH�XLI�GSQQYRMX]��,S[IZIV��QER]�
SPHIV�TIVWSRW�LEZI�PMQMXIH�EGGIWW�XS�HMKMXEP�
technologies and lack necessary skills to fully 
I\TPSMX�XLIQ��;LMPI�EFSYX�SRI�LEPJ�SJ�XLI�[SVPHƅW�
population has Internet access, older persons 

https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/12/1027991
https://news.itu.int/itu-statistics-leaving-no-one-offline/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933274795
https://www.ageuk.org.uk/globalassets/age-uk/documents/reports-and-publications/reports-and-briefings/active-communities/rb_july16_older_people_and_internet_use_stats.pdf
https://www.ageuk.org.uk/globalassets/age-uk/documents/reports-and-publications/reports-and-briefings/active-communities/rb_july16_older_people_and_internet_use_stats.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2016/02/22/internet-access-growing-worldwide-but-remains-higher-in-advanced-economies/
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8LMW�HMKMXEP�HMZMHI�GER�EPWS�MQTIHI�SPHIV�TIV-
WSRWƅ�EGGIWW�XS�IWWIRXMEP�MRJSVQEXMSR�VIKEVH-
MRK�XLI�TERHIQMG�ERH�VIPEXIH�LIEPXL�ERH�
WSGMS�IGSRSQMG�QIEWYVIW��3PHIV�TIVWSRW�QE]�
EPWS�FI�YREFPI�XS�EGGIWW�WIVZMGIW��WYGL�EW�
XIPIQIHMGMRI�SV�SRPMRI�WLSTTMRK�ERH�FEROMRK�
HYVMRK�XLI�XMQI�SJ�PSGOHS[R�ERH�TL]WMGEP�HMW-
XERGMRK��;SVOMRK�[MXL�GSQQYRMXMIW�ERH�YWMRK�
E�ZEVMIX]�SJ�JSVQEXW��WYGL�EW�VEHMS�FVSEHGEWXW��
TVMRX�RSXMƼGEXMSRW��ERH�XI\X�QIWWEKIW��QE]�
IRWYVI�XLEX�GVMXMGEP�MRJSVQEXMSR�SR�QIEWYVIW�
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'3:-(����I\EGIVFEXIW�KPSFEP�IGSRSQMG�MRI-
UYEPMXMIW�ERH�I\TSWIW�I\MWXMRK�MRIUYEPMXMIW�XLEX�
EJJIGX�SPHIV�TIVWSRW��IWTIGMEPP]�SPHIV�[SQIR�
ERH�SPHIV�TIVWSRW�[MXL�HMWEFMPMXMIW��8LMW�MRGPYHIW�
MREHIUYEXI�EGGIWW�XS�IWWIRXMEP�KSSHW�ERH�FEWMG�
WIVZMGIW��PMQMXIH�WSGMEP�TVSXIGXMSR�WIVZMGIW��ERH�
[MHIWTVIEH�EKI�HMWGVMQMREXMSR��-X�MW�GVMXMGEP�XLEX�
VIWTSRWIW�XS�XLMW�GVMWMW�WTIGMƼGEPP]�MHIRXMJ]�ERH�
TVMSVMXM^I�SPHIV�TIVWSRW��[LS�QE]�FI�EX�TEVXMGY-
PEV�VMWO�SJ�FIMRK�PIJX�FILMRH�SV�I\GPYHIH��HYVMRK�
XLI�TERHIQMG�VIWTSRWI�E瘆ѐV朔뀀䀀

/esa/socdev/ageing/documents/PovertyIssuePaperAgeing.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/secsoc/information-resources/publications-and-tools/policy-papers/WCMS_645692/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/secsoc/information-resources/publications-and-tools/policy-papers/WCMS_645692/lang--en
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/WCMS_738753/lang--en/index.htm
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Universal health coverage: 3ZIV�XLI�RI\X�XLVII�
HIGEHIW��XLI�KPSFEP�RYQFIV�SJ�SPHIV�TIVWSRW�MW�
TVSNIGXIH�XS�QSVI�XLER�HSYFPI��VIEGLMRK�SZIV�
����FMPPMSR�TIVWSRW��9RMZIVWEP�,IEPXL�'SZIVEKI�
GERRSX�FI�EGLMIZIH�[MXLSYX�EHHVIWWMRK�XLIMV�
needs.32�7XVIRKXLIRMRK�TYFPMG�LIEPXL�W]WXIQW�EW�
E�TEVX�SJ�FYMPHMRK�KPSFEP�LIEPXL�WIGYVMX]�ERH�YRM-
ZIVWEP�LIEPXL�GSZIVEKI�MW�GVMXMGEP�XS�IRWYVI�FIXXIV�
LIEPXL�ERH�[IPP�FIMRK�JSV�EPP�TISTPI�IZIV][LIVI���

Care and support services: The COVID-19 pan-
HIQMG�LEW�I\TSWIH�MREHIUYEXI�ERH�YRHIVJYRHIH�
care and support services for older persons. 
Many older persons have no access to, or choice 
and control over, the care and support services 
XLI]�QE]�RIIH�XS�PMZI�MRHITIRHIRX��EYXSRSQSYW�
lives in the setting of their choice. The types 
SJ�GEVI�ERH�WYTTSVX�WIVZMGIW�EZEMPEFPI�XS�SPHIV�
TIVWSRW�ZEV]��FYX�MR�QER]�TPEGIW�XLIWI�WIV-
ZMGIW�EVI�PMQMXIH�ERH�YREJJSVHEFPI�XS�IZIV]SRI�
I\GITX�XLSWI�SR�E�LMKL�MRGSQI��*SV�QSWX��JEQMP]�
QIQFIVW�EVI�XLI�SRP]�GEVI�ERH�WYTTSVX�TVSZMH-
IVW�EZEMPEFPI�XS�XLIQ��-X�MW�MQTSVXERX�XS�MRZIWX�
in their care and support services to ensure 
that services are adapted to older persons 
MRHMZMHYEP�RIIHW��TVSQSXI�XLIMV�[IPP�FIMRK�ERH�
QEMRXEMR�XLIMV�EYXSRSQ]�ERH�MRHITIRHIRGI��

Legal protection:�1ER]�GSYRXVMIW�PEGO�EHIUYEXI�
legislation at the national level to protect the 
VMKLXW�SJ�SPHIV�TIVWSRW�ERH�XS�TVIZIRX�HMWGVMQ-
MREXMSR��I\GPYWMSR��QEVKMREPM^EXMSR��ZMSPIRGI�
ERH�EFYWI�33�8SKIXLIV�[MXL�XLI�EFWIRGI�SJ�E�
HIHMGEXIH�MRXIVREXMSREPP]�EKVIIH�PIKEP�JVEQI-
work,34��XLMW�GSRXVMFYXIW�XS�XLI�ZYPRIVEFMPMX]�
SJ�SPHIV�TIVWSRW�ERH�QE]�LEZI�GSRXVMFYXIH�

XS�EX�XMQIW�MREHIUYEXI�VIWTSRWIW�XS�XLI�
'3:-(����GVMWMW��8LIWI�KETW�QYWX�FI�ƼPPIH��
if we are to ensure the rights of the growing 
population of older persons in all societies.

SOLUTIONS/
RECOMMENDATIONS:

•	 (VE[�SR�92�W]WXIQ�WYTTSVX��MR�PMRI�[MXL�
XLI�92ƅW�JVEQI[SVO�JSV�VIWTSRHMRK�XS�XLI�
WSGMS�IGSRSQMG�MQTEGXW�SJ�'3:-(�����
7LEVIH�6IWTSRWMFMPMX]��+PSFEP�7SPMHEVMX]�35 

•	 (ITPS]�E�VIWTSRWI�MR�LYQERMXEVMER�WIXXMRKW�
that is sensitive to the range of risks facing 
SPHIV�TISTPI�ERH�GSRXVMFYXI�XS�XLI�92ƅW�
+PSFEP�,YQERMXEVMER�6IWTSRWI�4PER�36 

•	 )RWYVI�XLI�MRGSQI�WIGYVMX]�SJ�SPHIV�
TIVWSRW��TEVXMGYPEVP]�SPHIV�[SQIR��
through universal pension coverage 
ERH�EHIUYEXI�IRXMXPIQIRX�PIZIPW�

•	 %HSTX�MQQIHMEXI�WSGMS�IGSRSQMG�VIPMIJ�
QIEWYVIW�ERH�WSGMEP�WEJIX]�RIXW��WYGL�EW�
guaranteed access to food, water, essen-

https://www.who.int/ageing/health-systems/uhc-ageing/en/
https://www.who.int/en/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/universal-health-coverage-(uhc)
https://www.unocha.org/covid19
https://unsdg.un.org/resources/secretary-generals-un-covid-19-response-and-recovery-fund
https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Global-Humanitarian-Response-Plan-COVID-19.pdf
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8LI�GVMWMW�LEW�VIZIEPIH�MQTSVXERX�KETW�MR�XLI�
EZEMPEFMPMX]�SJ�EKI�WTIGMƼG�HEXE��(EXE�SR�SPHIV�
TIVWSRW�HMWEKKVIKEXIH�F]�EKI�KVSYTW��ERH�
GSZIVMRK�EPP�PMZMRK�EVVERKIQIRXW��WYGL�EW�SPHIV�
persons in residential care facilities, are cru-
GMEP�XS�MHIRXMJ]MRK�XLI�JYPP�TMGXYVI�SJ�TERHIQMG�
MQTEGXW�ERH�XS�XEVKIXMRK�VIWTSRWIW��(EXE�SR�
older persons, where they are collected, often 
TSVXVE]W�E�LSQSKIRSYW�KVSYT��*SV�I\EQTPI��
'3:-(����JEXEPMXMIW�EVI�SJXIR�VITSVXIH�MR�FVSEH�
EKI�KVSYTW��WYGL�EW�EQSRK�TIVWSRW�����]IEVW��
QEWOMRK�XLI�RSXEFPI�HMJJIVIRXMEPW�MR�'3:-(����
SYXGSQIW�FIX[IIR�TIVWSRW�EKI��������EKI�
�������ERH�����]IEVW��(MWEKKVIKEXMSR�SJ�'3:-(�
���HEXE�MW�IWWIRXMEP�F]�EKI��WI\��HMWEFMPMX]��ERH�
underlying health conditions, in order to differ-
entiate accurately the risks to older persons. 
7XYHMIW�EPWS�WSQIXMQIW�LEZI�EVFMXVEV]�GYX�SJJ�
EKIW�XLEX�I\GPYHI�QSWX�SPHIV�TIVWSRW��MRGPYH-
MRK�QSWX�WYVZI]W�SR�XLI�TVIZEPIRGI�SJ�ZMSPIRGI�
EKEMRWX�[SQIR�SV�YWI�WEQTPIW�SJ�SPHIV�TIVWSRW�
XLEX�EVI�XSS�WQEPP�JSV�HEXE�XS�FI�HMWEKKVIKEXIH��

7MQMPEVP]��XLI�ZSMGIW��TIVWTIGXMZIW��ERH�I\TIV-
XMWI�SJ�SPHIV�TIVWSRW�MR�MHIRXMJ]MRK�TVSFPIQW�
ERH�WSPYXMSRW�EVI�WSQIXMQIW�RSX�WYƾGMIRXP]�
MRGSVTSVEXIH�MR�TSPMG]�QEOMRK��TEVXMGYPEVP]�SR�
WYFNIGXW�[LIVI�SPHIV�TIVWSRW�EVI�EJJIGXIH�
F]�XLI�HIGMWMSRW�YRHIV�GSRWMHIVEXMSR��-X�MW�
MQTSVXERX�XLIVIJSVI�XS�FVSEHIR�SYV�TEVXRIV-
WLMT�[MXL�GMZMP�WSGMIX]�ERH�SXLIVW�XS�FVMRK�MR�

the voices of older persons, harness their 
knowledge and ensure their free, active and 
QIERMRKJYP�TEVXMGMTEXMSR��6IPIZERX�KPSFEP�TPEX-
JSVQW�RIIH�XS�MHIRXMJ]�[E]W�XS�FIXXIV�WLEVI�
WSPYXMSRW�ERH�FIWX�TVEGXMGIW�EQSRK�GSYRXVMIW�
WIIOMRK�XS�TVSXIGX�XLI�LYQER�VMKLXW�SJ�SPHIV�
TIVWSRW�MR�GVMWMW�WMXYEXMSRW�ERH�FI]SRH���

SOLUTIONS/ 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

•	 Review disaggregation protocols for data 
on social welfare, violence (including 
HSQIWXMG�ERH�KIRHIV�FEWIH�ZMSPIRGI
��
TYFPMG�TEVXMGMTEXMSR��ERH�SXLIV�IWWIRXMEP�
MRHMGXSVW�XS�VIQSZI�YTTIV�EKI�GYX�SJJW�
and to ensure full older age disaggrega-
XMSR�SJ�GVYGMEP�HEXE��4VSQSXI�XLI�KIRIV-
EXMSR�ERH�XEFYPEXMSR�SJ�EZEMPEFPI�HEXE�SR�
SPHIV�TIVWSRW�F]�ƼZI�]IEV�EKI�KVSYTW�38 

•	 -R�EHHMXMSR�XS�EKI��TVSQSXI�XLI�GSPPIG-
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