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The Health and Retirement Study is a 
longitudinal project sponsored by the 
National Institute on Aging (NIA 
U01AG009740) and the Social 
Security Administration. 



• “A brain is a brain,” 
“A gene is a gene”

• Can be reductionist 
or ignore social and 
environmental 
context

• Limited prediction

Representative samples
Longitudinal collection

Harmonized data

GENERALIZABILITY

INTERNAL 
VALIDITY

PREDICTION BIOLOGY

• Optimizing 
prediction often 
yields little 
biological insight • High internal validity is 

needed but often 
comes at the expense 
of portability 

• Biomarkers do not 
predict equally well 
across groups

• For this to work 
we need 
representative 
samples at some 
point in the 
process…

The Tricky Target



Population-based Studies
• Studies like the Health and Retirement Study facilitate our 

understanding of aging by being:
 Public use
 Multi-disciplinary in what is collected 
 Longitudinal
 Nationally representative with sub-population oversamples

 Exceptional representation of Black and Hispanic populations
 Good national representation of education, other characteristics
 Good national coverage of rurality, other spatial characteristics

 Internationally comparable (harmonized)



Health and Retirement Study
 Core survey is the foundation of a much larger structure 

including: 
 Administrative linkages (SSA, CMS, VA, 1940 Census, CenHRS) 
 Biomarkers (physical measures, dried blood spots, venous blood, 

serum/plasma/DNA/cryopreserved cells) 
 Harmonized cognitive assessment protocol (HCAP) 
 Geographic linkages to contextual data (ACS, Census, EPA, USDA etc.)



Important in Establishing National Prevalence and 
Trends



Examination of Social and Environmental Contextual 
Effects 



Enables Aging Research in Population Subgroups



Improves Generalizability 



Translation to Clinical Care
 Doctors did not have a comprehensive tool for 

predicting long-term disability risk (loss of 
independence) for their patients

 Many older adults value independence as much as or 
more than life expectancy

 Research using the HRS showed that factors like living 
alone, mobility limitations, and functional status, 
predict outcomes as strongly as medical diagnoses 

 Clinicians needed a way to incorporate this information 
into everyday decision-making 

 ePrognosis - a tool developed at University of 
California San Francisco and now used in clinical 
settings to guide care decisions for older adults 



How to 
Approach Multi- 
(Inter-, Trans-) 
disciplinary 
Work

The most impactful population research is 
multidisciplinary 
• To do this, leave your “discipline police” behind 
• There is unlikely to be one study that can answer 

everything you want to know – break your research 
question into parts 

Funders already see the benefit of this approach, 
academic departments need to get on board 

Finding collaborators: 

• Find out whether your institution has a population 
center 

• Attend seminars in other departments 
• Engage with NIA Networks and Centers – pilot 

innovative work, webinars, visiting scholar programs 
to visit potential collaborators (write a grant or 
paper), learn new skills



Thank You!

jfaul@umich.edu
  

http://hrsonline.isr.umich.edu/
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