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Fertility: not just an issue for the young'uns! 
By Professor Gregory Peterson 

It appears that generativity (the need to nurture and guide younger people and contribute to the next generation) contributes to successful ageing and remains a 
vital developmental task in later life. 5 

What has fertility to do with the elderly?', I can hear you ask. 
OK, when I saw that the theme of this issue of Australian 
Pharmacist was fertility, I did think that putting together an 
aged care column might be difficult. However, fertility does, 
indirectly at least, have significant influences on the health 
and wellbeing of the elderly population. 

The elderly aged 75 and above have the highest suicide rates 
of all age groups in most industrialised countries.1.2 In fact, 
it has been noted that while much attention has focused on 
the rising suicide rates in young males in Australia, local 
media and health authorities have given little emphasis 
to the high rates found in elderly males.3 Risk factors for 
suicide in the elderly seem to include family conflict, serious 
illness, loneliness and depression.l In a very interesting 
study, Shah recently studied the relationship between the 
societal suicide rates of elderly persons and fertility rates 
for 81 countries. 4 Fertility rates were considered a proxy 
measure for social integration (the extent to which members 
of society are bound together in social relationships). Multiple 
regression analysis indicated that suicide rates for males and 
females in the age ranges 65 to 74 years and 75 years and 
over were both independently (negatively) correlated with 
fertility rates. That is, higher fertility rates were associated 

When fertility rates are lowest 
(e,g. grandchildren are absent), 
older individuals will perhaps be more 
likely to suffer from loneliness and lack 
a sense of purpose, 

with lower suicide rates in the elderly. Shah concluded that 
fertility rates, as a measure of social integration. may interact 
with, modify and mediate the effect of cultural factors on 
suicide rates of elderly persons. When fertility rates are 
lowest (e.g. grandchildren are absent). older individuals will 
perhaps be more likely to suffer from loneliness and lack a 
sense of purpose. It appears that generativity (the need to 
nurture and guide younger people and contribute to the next 
generation) contributes to successful ageing and remains a 
vital developmental task in later life. 5 
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