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Ageing

The twentieth century saw incredible gains in global life expec-
tancy: in 1900, the average person lived to 32 years, a figure 
that had more than doubled by 2000. This trend seems to have 
stalled in the most developed parts of the world. In Europe, for 
instance, life expectancy increased by almost three years from 

2000 to 2010, but grew half as much in the following decade, and that 
was before the COVID-19 pandemic prompted a global dip in longevity. 
Those harbouring hopes of humans finding new ways to improve  
lifespan can take solace in the fact that research in this area — through 
the relatively young interdisciplinary field of geroscience — is boom-
ing. By focusing on understanding the biological mechanisms under-
lying ageing, researchers are zeroing in on a number of treatments 
that hold the promise of slowing down the process, therefore reduc-
ing the risk of disease. Whether the end goal here is a longer life, or 
a longer period in which people remain healthy, is a key question. 
Some researchers believe that geroscience has become so central 
to reducing the global burden of a host of diseases, from cancer to 
dementia, that ageing itself should be classed as a disease. This might 
essentially be a semantic argument, but proponents argue that mak-
ing this shift could make it easier for researchers to gain traction and 
funding. This presents ethical dilemmas around how society views older 
people, and whether it could ultimately lead to a deepening ageism. 
Although scientists seek to answer these big questions, it is the break-
throughs in treating the conditions that blight life in the later years that 
are likely to have more immediate impacts. We highlight three research-
ers working on solutions, from blood tests that can identify Alzheimer’s 
disease early to better ways to repair the heart after cardiac stress.
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*Nature Index’s signature metric Share, used in this supplement, is a 
fractional count for an article allocated to an institution, city or country/
region, that accounts for the proportion of authors on the article whose 
institutional affiliation is with that institution or location. Adjusted 
Share accounts for annual variation in the total number of articles in 
Nature Index journals. We point out that the Nature Index provides just 
one indicator of research performance, and many other factors must be 
taken into account when assessing the quality of research or institutions.
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