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G lobally, mental health systems have been in cri-
sis for decades, prompting calls for a “revolu-

tion” in mental health.1 Today, there are 703 million
people aged 65 or older, a number that is projected to
reach 1.5 billion by 2050.2 Of these, approximately
20% will have mental health conditions such as
dementia, depression, anxiety and substance use,
often complicated by physical and psychosocial
comorbidities culminating in disability.3 These omi-
nous trends have been accelerated by the COVID-19
pandemic with widespread increases in brain health
challenges.

The COVID-19 tragedy combined with the exten-
sively entrenched societal ageism, has created a dual
pandemic, leading to a widespread and devastating
impact on older persons’ lives everywhere. This
deplorable situation has created an urgent ethical,
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moral, and legal imperative to establish effective
ways to enhance and protect the human rights of
older persons.4−11 The impact of the twofold pandem-
ics has laid bare decades of discriminatory shortcom-
ings of society towards the plight of older persons,
especially those who live with mental health condi-
tions and psychosocial disability. Previously implicit
biases towards older persons (ageism), coupled with
discrimination against mental symptoms or condi-
tions (mentalism), and prejudice against people with
disabilities (ableism), have become much more
explicit during the period of the COVID-19 pandemic.
We have all witnessed agonizing and distressing sto-
ries of older persons previously functioning well who
have succumbed due to the flagrant violations of their
basic human rights. These include many reports of
immeasurable suffering as a result of social isolation
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and loneliness, precipitous decline in physical health,
increased frailty, severe cognitive, functional and
behavioral changes, insurmountable fear, paralyzing
anxiety, symptoms of depression often accompanied
by suicidal behavior and medically assisted suicide,
not to mention the devastating impact on the families
and loved ones. Older persons have been left behind,
made invisible, and marginalized with respect to their
human rights in every sense; ethically, based on an
individuals’ subjective wisdom of right from wrong;
morally, based on widely-shared communal or socie-
tal norms; and legally, based on a state’s or commun-
ity’s recognition and regulation of the actions of its
members and possible enforcement by the imposition
of penalties.

The existing Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (UDHR)12 of 1948, and the subsequent nine
core human rights treaties13 based on the UDHR tem-
plate, e.g., the right to protect children, women, and
persons with disabilities, are applied today on a per-
manent basis at global and regional levels. The UHDR
was a milestone document when adopted in 1948, set-
ting out for the first time, 30 fundamental universal
human rights, but with the notable exception of the
rights of older persons. A key fact to remember is that
the phenomenon of aging was not a major consider-
ation in 1948, when the average life expectancy was
64.6 years,14 versus 82.66 years15 in 2021.

The World Health Organization global report on
ageism published in March 2021 states that one of
every two people are ageist against older people.16

The most comprehensive global review of the health
consequences of ageism is a meta-analysis published
in 2020, with over 7 million participants17 demon-
strating poor health outcomes in 95.5% of studies,
with a strong association between mental health con-
ditions and ageism. Individuals with internalized
negative representations of old age had higher preva-
lence of psychiatric conditions with depression being
the most frequent in 6.33 million cases globally. The
first major study of the economic impact of ageism
published in 202018 considered the impact of discrimi-
nation aimed at older persons, negative age stereo-
types, and negative self-perceptions of aging on
health in persons aged 60 years or older as predictors
of ageism in the United States. It estimated that over a
one-year period, the financial impact of ageism on
health care was $63 billion. Furthermore, it predicted
that reduction in ageism is likely to result in health
2

benefits for older persons and be cost-effective, espe-
cially for less-developed countries, where a large
increase in the numbers of older persons is antici-
pated in the future. An exemplary Brain Capital
Grand Strategy (BCGS)19 has recently been proposed
embracing the concept of brain health and brain skills
as contributors to the world’s Brain Economy, inte-
grating emotional, behavioral, and cognitive
strengths of all persons across the life span. Brain
health is critically shaped by the social, economic,
physical, and cultural environments in which people
live, work, and play. Compromised brain health
greatly increases the risk of disorders across the life
span, hindering the achievement of the person’s full
human potential. The Strategy calls for alignment of
diverse public and private entities, innovation and
action across all levels, sectors, and systems of society
across the world to focus on brain health and produce
brain skills as an essential element to catalyze prog-
ress. However, for BCGS to succeed with effective
interventions impacting the brain health and brain
skills of older persons, a critical prerequisite will be
combating ageism and inclusion of human rights in
all policies by governments to promote health and
well-being, as well as social and ethical determinants
of health and illness.

This special thematic issue of the AJGP aims to
accelerate and build momentum for transforming the
current global narrative with strong negativity bias to
one where every older person is able to fully enjoy
their life. By using a human rights-based lens, each
article in this issue aims to reduce the burden of age-
ism, mentalism, and ableism permeating virtually
every aspect of older persons’ lives. Each author high-
lights special viewpoints on the ethical determinants
of the mind, brain, and mental health of older per-
sons. Prevention strategies against a perfect storm of
ageism and mentalism is featured by Rabheru. Age-
ism during the pandemic, its manifestation, etiology,
and impact is highlighted in an article by Ayalon et
al; in two separate articles, Ayalon and colleagues
also focus on the right to work and climate change.
The right to justice is well captured in an article by
Mitchell and team. Hamilton and colleagues under-
score the special unmet needs of older women in soci-
ety, while Verbeek et al. illuminate important aspects
of inclusive living and care for older persons with
dementia. Dignity and its critical impact on ageism
and human rights of older persons is the focus of an
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article by Banerjee and Ivbijano. Pesiah and colleagues
underscore the importance of a good death and dying
well, while Wand and associates focus on the evolving
and controversial topic of suicide as an end point of
ageism and human rights violation. Two often
neglected topics highlighted include sexuality and
intimacy by Pesiah et al. and the right to oral health
by Gibney et al. A special feature is an editorial by Ms.
Claudia Mahler, Independent Expert on the human
rights of older persons from the Office of the High
Commissioner, Human Rights (OHCHR) United
Nations (UN) andMr. Gerard Quinn, UN Special Rap-
porteur on the rights of persons with disabilities.

The International Psychogeriatric Association
(IPA) and the World Psychiatric Association-Section
of Old Age Psychiatry (WPA-SOAP) join the call to
action to reduce ageism, change the status quo, and in
Am J Geriatr Psychiatry &&:&&, && 2021
the professional roles of each member, to fully
embrace and support the human rights of older per-
sons. The IPA and WPA-SOAP has issued a Joint
Statement on the Rights of Older Persons with Mental
Health Conditions and Psychosocial disabilities with
specific strategies supporting human rights in our
professional roles working in mental health (see Table
1).20 The IPA and WPA-SOAP are fully committed to
support and promote a United Nations (UN) conven-
tion on the rights of older persons to safeguard that
older persons with mental health conditions and psy-
chosocial disabilities can live free from discrimination
and are able to fully enjoy their rights.

Kiran Rabheru is the sole author of the contents of
this Invited Editorial.

Kiran Rabheru does not have any conflicts to
report.
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