Healthcare use by the
very old: Newcastle
85+ Study

School for
Primary Care
Research

STUDY SUMMARY
Very old people, those aged 85 years and older, are the fastest growing group in society at the moment.
Commonly this group of people have many illnesses such as high blood pressure, arthritis,
diabetes and dementia. Consequently it is assumed rightly or wrong that they are very
high users of GP and other health care services. In 2006, Newcastle University set up
a unique study to look in detail at the health of people aged over 85 years and also
their use of health care over a 5 year period. Over a 100 people joined the study
from GP practices and agreed to have their GP records looked at and also to
home visits by nurses to assess their health. We found that between 85 and 90
years, people were more likely to visit their GP than other professional e.g. nurse
or pharmacist; by 90 most of their health care was provided by the GP. With an
ageing population, it is essential that GPs are adequately trained to act as the
key healthcare provider for a group of people with complex health needs.
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Issue:
Older people ageing 85 years and over (the very old) are currently
the fastest growing age group. Living with many chronic illnesses
(e.g. arthritis, diabetes and dementia) is the ‘norm’ for the very
old but this group are often excluded from research studies. It is
often assumes that this patient group are high users of healthcare
services especially GP and community services.
What we did:
The Newcastle 85+ Study recruited over 1000 people aged 85 and
over (from GP lists in Newcastle upon Tyne and North Tyneside), to
study their health and use of health services over a five year period.
Data was collected from home visits undertaken by nurses and
also information from their GP medical records. We looked at their
use of primary care services (e.g. GP, nurse, pharmacist contacts)
and hospital services such as admissions. out-patient clinic
appointments, day hospital use, accident and emergency visits.
What we found:
Our findings showed that between the ages of 85 and 90 years,
people are much more likely to consult their GP than other primary
healthcare team members. Increases in hospital admissions and
use of day hospitals over the 5 years were also found but the high
use of
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With a rapidly ageing population, it is essential that GPs are
appropriately skilled, and adequately supported by specialist
colleagues, as the main healthcare provider for a population with
complex and challenging needs.

