
 

Older adults who identify as sexual and
gender minorities experience
disproportionate age-related decline, finds
study
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In June, the U.S. Census Bureau announced that the average age of the
U.S. population reached a new high of nearly 39 years old. Today,
roughly three million older adults who belong to a sexual and gender
minority (individuals who self-describe as LGBTQ+ or as having
discordant gender and sex assigned at birth) live in the U.S., a number
that is projected to grow to more than five million by 2030.
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Prior studies have demonstrated that this demographic is at
disproportionate risk of chronic conditions, mental health issues,
cognitive decline and health risk behaviors compared to the general
population. However, there's little data available to characterize the way
this population is aging.

In a new study led by Chelsea N. Wong, MD, an advanced geriatric
medicine fellow at Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center, investigators
developed an index to describe and compare frailty—a measure of
physiological reserve or vulnerability—between older sexual and gender
minority (OSGM) adults and non-OSGM participants.

Using the frailty index they constructed, Wong and colleagues showed
that, overall, OSGM had higher rates of frailty, starting at younger ages
and continuing into older age, compared to non-OSGM. The team's work
appears in the The Journals of Gerontology: Series A.

"We found that older individuals who belong to sexual and gender
minorities have a higher burden of frailty, maintained across the lifespan
and a higher magnitude of mortality risk," said Wong, who is also
entering a T32 Post-Doctoral Fellowship with the Harvard Translation
Research in Aging Training Program at Hebrew SeniorLife. "To our
knowledge this is the first study to examine frailty among this
marginalized population."

Frailty is the state of vulnerability caused by age-associated decline
across multiple functions, and it is associated with an increased risk of
falls, disability, hospitalization, and mortality. While no single symptom
confirms a frailty diagnosis, it commonly involves muscle loss and
weakness, fatigue, slow walking speed and impaired cognition. Taken
together, the symptoms of frailty can lead to social isolation or make
independent living impossible.
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Wong and colleagues constructed their frailty index using data from the
All of Us Research Program, a program funded by the National
Institutes of Health designed to recruit a diverse cohort of participants
who have been historically underrepresented in biomedical research. The
team built their frailty index to calculate based on 33 factors where
individuals may experience deficits, including cognition, cardiovascular
diseases, the ability to bathe or run errands alone, maintain a social life,
fatigue, anxiety and depression, hearing and sight.

When the researchers applied the Frailty Index to a sample of more than
76,000 eligible All of Us participants, they saw clear patterns. The 9,110
OSGM participants had a higher burden of frailty than their
counterparts, with 41% robust (not frail), 34% pre-frail, and 26% frail.
In comparison, non-OSGM participants, 50% were robust, 32% were pre-
frail and 19% were frail. Further, the risk of mortality associated with
frailty was higher among OSGM compared to non-OSGM.

These disparities, the authors note, are understood through the minority
stress theory, which describes how the external stressors of
discrimination become internalized. Previous research has demonstrated
that minority stress is associated with negative health consequences,
including changes in inflammation immune and endocrine function,
which in turn contribute to poor cardiovascular, metabolic and
immunologic clinical outcomes.

"This current generation of older adults who identify as sexual and
gender minorities experienced significant events specific to their
minority identity, including homosexuality being officially labeled as a 
mental illness, the Lavender Scare where there was mass dismissal of
SGM workers from U.S. government employment, and the advent of the
HIV/AIDS epidemic," said Wong.

"The minority stress experience of chronic additive stress associated
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with social stigmatization and discrimination may lead to systematic
inflammation and contribute to the development of frailty at relatively
younger ages. These findings emphasize the need for early geriatric
assessment among OSGM and future work should identify potential
targets to mitigate frailty."

  More information: Chelsea N Wong et al, Frailty Among Sexual and
Gender Minority Older Adults: The All of Us Database, The Journals of
Gerontology: Series A (2023). DOI: 10.1093/gerona/glad149
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