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Research with African elderly

E. LEKALAKALA-MOKGELE. Conducting research with an African elderly population. Geron-
technology 2016;15(suppl):44s; doi:10.4017/gt.2016.15.s.653.00  Purpose This paper examines 
the ethics and the notion of vulnerability of older African persons within the context of re-
search.  Method  A literature search on the vulnerability of older African persons was per-
formed through a multiple electronic data base, using the combined key words of elderly, older 
person, vulnerability, ethics, consent and research. Access to the database was mainly via 
EBSCO1. Sixty-eight (68) articles were selected and reviewed.  Results & Discussion  Older 
people are considered a vulnerable group in society2 and may sometimes have diminished 
ability to provide informed consent3. Disease, as well as general physiological decline, render 
them vulnerable4. Possible cognitive impairment and dementia amongst older people is a par-
ticular challenge when it comes to understanding the informed consent5-7. Older people are 
consistently among the poorest in all societies8. Populations with limited resources are particu-
larly vulnerable as their economic circumstances may limit independent consent which may 
also be distorted through the giving of incentives9. Frail elderly are also said to be experiencing 
high social vulnerability10. Low level of literacy amongst older African persons raises a concern 
about their ability to adequately comprehend the research process, and their potential risk for 
an effective and informed voluntary decision8,10. 
References  
1. www.ebsco.com; retrieved May 22, 2016 
2. Suhonen R, Stolt M, Launis V, Leino-Kilpi H. Research on ethics in nursing care for older people: A 

literature review. Nursing Ethics 2010;17(3):337-352; doi:10.1177/0969733010361445  
3. Grady C. Vulnerability in Biomedical Research: Vulnerability in Research: Individuals with Limited 

Financial and/or Social Resources. The Journal of Law, Medicine & Ethics 2009;37(1):19-27; 
doi:10.1111/j.1748-720X.2009.00347.x 

4. Lang P-O, Michel J-P, Zekry D. Frailty syndrome: A transitional state in a dynamic process, Gerontol-
ogy 2009;55(5):539-549; doi:10.1159/000211949 

5. Dewing J. From ritual to relationship: A person-centered approach to consent in qualitative research 
with older people who have dementia. Dementia 2002;1(2):157-171; 
doi:10.1177/147130120200100204 

6. Sherratt C, Soteriou T, Evans T. Ethical issues in social research involving people with dementia. 
Dementia 2007;6(4):463-479; doi:10.1177/1471301207084365 

7. Hall S, Longhurst S, Higginson I. Challenges to conducting research with older people living in nurs-
ing homes. BMC Geriatrics 2009;9(38):1-6; doi:10.1186/1471-2318-9-38 

8. Makiwane M, Kwizera SA. An investigation of quality of life of the elderly in South Africa, with specific 
reference to Mpumalanga Province. Applied Research in Quality of Life 2007;1(3/4):297-313; 
doi:10.1007/s11482-007-9022-6 

9. Creed-Kanashiro H, Oré B, Scurrah M, Gil A, Penny M. Conducting research in developing countries: 
Experiences of the informed consent process from community studies in Peru. The Journal of Nutri-
tion 2005;135(4):925-928 

10. Mitnitski AM, Rockwood K. Social vulnerability, frailty and mortality in elderly people. Plos One 
2008;3(5);e2232; doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0002232 

Keywords: older persons, research vulnerability, ethics, developing countries 
Address: Sefako Makgatho Health Sciences University, Pretoria, South Africa;  
E: Sebi.Lekalakala@smu.ac.za 


