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Aging after spinal cord injury: 40 years 

What is the study about? 
Indiv iduals with spinal cord injury (SCI) face signif icant long- term chal lenges to health,  wel l -being 
and longevi ty.  Even though SCI  may reduce l i fe expectancy,  many indiv iduals l ive decades wi th SCI .  
The purpose of  this study was to explore the natural  course of aging af ter SCI by ident i fy ing 
changes in par t ic ipat ion in community act iv i t ies, employment,  heal th,  and qual i ty  of l i fe outcomes 
among par t ic ipants who had been in the study for 40 years.  

 

Who participated and how was the study conducted? 
The SCI Longi tudinal Aging Study in i t ia l ly enrol led 256 part ic ipants in 1973, with 49 part ic ipants 
remaining in the study 40 years later.  Many of  the par t ic ipants were over 50 years post  in jury at  the 
t ime of  our study.  The average age was 64.9 and the number of  years post - in jury  was 45.9 years.  
Part ic ipants were ident i f ied f rom outpat ient  records at  a Midwestern univers i ty hospita l  and a 
rehabi l i tat ion hospita l  in  Minnesota .  Par t ic ipants  comple ted se l f- repor t  assessments  eight  d i f ferent  t imes 
over  the 40 years .  

 

What did the study find? 
We found that  these long- term survivors have been resi l ient  to the issues and chal lenges 
presented by SCI.  There was an increase in the need for  non-rout ine phys ic ian v is i ts and 
hospita l izat ions,  par t icular ly af ter about 30 years of  part ic ipat ion in the study.  These dramat ic 
changes indicate that  health needs wi l l  increase with substant ia l  aging,  even among the most 
resi l ient  par t ic ipants with the greatest  longevity .  Al though there were dec l ines in sat isfact ion with 
some areas of  l i fe (sex l i fe,  socia l  l i fe and health),  other areas remain stable.  Indiv iduals cont inue to 
adjust  wel l  to SCI.  

 

Implications and/or recommendations? 
The f indings should be used to help people understand the natural  course of  SCI as people age, 
and to prepare for  possib le changes in health,  employment and qual i ty  of  l i fe af ter SCI .  More 
resources to help indiv iduals  to maintain thei r  health and to prepare for changes in funct ion and 
soc ia l  support  networks that  may change as a result  of  increase in age. Many people who have 
been re lat ively healthy over the years may be caught of f  guard when thei r  health changes. So i t  is  
very important to keep a watchful  eye for  ear ly s igns of  secondary health condi t ions,  l ike the 
development of  pressure ulcers,  which may lead to other condit ions.  This may happen much more 
quick ly  as people age.  
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Th i s  ar t i c l e  con ta ins  fu l l  re fe rences  to  a l l  per t i nen t  i n fo rma t i on ,  inc l ud ing  de ta i l s  o f  p rev ious  research  by  o ther  
inves t iga to rs ,  i ns t rumen ts  used ,  and  more  de ta i led  f i nd ings .  
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