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The Case for Better Care 
 
Chronic Illness: Who’s at 
Risk?  
 

Chronic Conditions 
Disproportionately Affect Older 
Adults 
 

• Older adults are more likely to have multiple 
chronic conditions. Nine in ten older 
Americans (age 65 and older) have at least one 
chronic health condition and 77 percent have 
multiple chronic conditions.1 

 

• The average 75-year-old has three chronic 
conditions and takes five prescription drugs.2 

 

• Among Medicare beneficiaries, nine out of 10 
deaths are associated with nine specific 
chronic conditions:  congestive heart failure, 
chronic lung disease, cancer, coronary artery 
disease, renal failure, peripheral vascular 
disease, diabetes, chronic liver disease, and 
dementia.3 

 

The Impact on Older Women 
 

• Because women tend to live longer than men, 
older women are more likely to have chronic 
conditions, many of which carry multiple, 
significant health concerns.4 

 

• Often, these older women are also caregivers 
to spouses, other relatives or friends who are 
also suffering from one or more chronic 
health conditions.5 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The Impact on Low-Income Older 
Persons 
 

• Older adults living below the poverty level 
are more likely than those at higher income 
levels to have multiple chronic conditions.6 

 

• In 2005, the percentage of Medicare 
beneficiaries who delayed care was 
significantly higher for poor, near-poor and 
middle income beneficiaries than for high-
income beneficiaries.7 

 

• Low-income adults ages 55 to 84 were more 
likely than adults in the same age group who 
were not poor to have visited an emergency 
room in the past year.8 

 

 

The Impact on Older Racial and 
Ethnic Minority Populations 

 

• Health disparities pervade our nation. Racial 
and ethnic minorities experience more 
chronic diseases and higher mortality rates 
from these diseases.9 

 

• Among adults aged 65 and older, nearly two 
out of three (65 percent) African Americans 
have hypertension, compared with 49 
percent of older Hispanics and 47 percent of 
the older White population.10 

 

• One out of four Hispanics aged 65 and older 
and 23 percent of older African Americans, 
have diabetes, compared with 14 percent of 
the older adult White population.11   
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• Thirty-nine percent of White adults aged 65 
and older reported very good or excellent 
health in 2004, compared with 24 percent of 
non-Hispanic older African Americans and 
29 percent of older Hispanics.12  

• Black and Hispanic Medicare beneficiaries 
are more likely than non-Hispanic White 
beneficiaries to delay needed care due to 
cost.13
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