
COVID19, Social Distancing and 
Lockdown:

Implications on Older People in the 
Middle East & North Africa

Professor Shereen Hussein
Professor of Health & Social Care Policy

London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine
United Kingdom



• The context of population ageing

– A quick overview of the situation in 
the region

• Impact of COVID19 on older people

– Introducing the MENARAH network
– Findings from recent research 
• Specific to the wellbeing of older people 

during COVID19

– Tools to support older people and 
their families

COVID19
Infection levels in the 

MENA region
Accuracy of reporting

Infection Control Measures
Social Distancing
Lockdown
Curfews

Overview of the presentation
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Infections levels 
high in certain 
‘hot spots’

Differences 
between actual 
& reported cases

Lack of 
widespread 
testing

COVID19 in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA)
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Sources: Wikipedia, The New York Times, JHU CSSE COVID-19 Data

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Template:COVID-19_pandemic_data
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/us/coronavirus-us-cases.html
https://github.com/CSSEGISandData/COVID-19


Measures to Reduce Infection Spread- examples from 
selected countries

Lebanon Iraq Morocco Libya Palestine Syria

School Closure * *

Workplace closure * * * *

Cancel public event *

Gatherings *

Stay at home * * *

Int’n travel *

Testing *

Face covering *
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Source: Oxford University COVID19 tracker- up to 31 December 2020



COVID19 Cases and Stringency Level
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Source: Oxford University COVID19 Tracker
https://covidtracker.bsg.ox.ac.uk



Ø Economic impact:
Ø On the individuals & household 

income
Ø Countries

Ø Employment
Ø Education
Ø Mobility
Ø Remittances 

v Older People

Implications of COVID19 in the MENA region
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‘Rapid’ process of ageing (fast and 
steep)
High level of unpreparedness 

Ø Health and care services
Ø Infrastructure
Ø Social & economic opportunities

Social-determinants of health and 
wellbeing at old age
Nested within other demographic 
dynamics (pop. growth & dividends) 
Socio-political structures
Perceived age-related roles & duties

Population Ageing in the MENA Region
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Aging index

(0,15]
(15,30]
(30,60]
(60,100]
(100,200]

(0,15]: Iraq, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Syrian Arab Republic
(15,30]: Azerbaijan, Egypt, Arab Rep., Iran, Islamic Rep.
(30,60]: Armenia, Lebanon, Turkey
(60,100]: Cyprus, Georgia, Moldova, Macedonia, FYR, Serbia, Slovak Republic
(100,200]: Austria, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Germany, Greece,
 Croatia, Hungary, Italy, Netherlands, Romania, Ukraine M. Ismail, Analytical Research Ltd
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Source: Ismail & Hussein (Forthcoming)



By 2050, 80% of the world 
older people will be living in 
LMICs 

The speed of ageing in the MENA region

Source: WHO, additions by author
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• Socio-determinants of health and co-
morbidity

• Physical (in)activity
• Isolation and loneliness
• Care options and support mechanisms 
• Regional and socio-economic differences

–Within and between countries
• Impact of COVID19

‘Treasuring’ older people

Re-constructing ‘real’ vs. 

rhetoric values

Healthy and meaningful 

ageing process

Care as a family ‘business’

Care ability and burden 

Ageing and Cultural Contexts
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Gender roles, expectations and aspirations

Both as older people and informal carers

Unequal, and qualitatively different, gender share of caring 

burden

Family and marriage norms

Intergenerational two-ways flows of exchange

Ageing as ‘women’s’ issues – at both ends of the spectrum

Wellbeing & quality of life

Opportunities – learning, training & the workforce

Informal support networks, communities and ‘care-share’

The Reliance on Family and Informal Networks
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The Middle East and North Africa Research on Ageing 
Healthy (MENARAH) Network

• Focuses on healthy ageing in its 
broadest meaning 

• Aims to 
– Conduct research and knowledge 

mobilisation activities 
– Raise awareness and connect different 

actors 
– Inform policy and practice

• A network of researchers, NGOs, 
policymakers and many more

• Launched Sep. 2020; funded by the 
GCRF, UK

www.menarah.org
@MENARAH3@DrShereeHussein  www.MENARAH.org

http://www.menarah.org/


• Key findings from interviews

• Reduced levels of social and physical 
activities
• Risks of deconditioning
• Social isolation

• Reduced access to health and care services
• Disease management and control

• Significant negative impact on physical and 
psychological wellbeing

• The potential role of technology & social 
media

Summary of activities
Ø Group discussions
Ø Virtual Workshops
Ø Telephone Interviews (11)

From May-December 2021
Supportive tools

Ø Doctori Pilot (survey 
n=216)

Ø Facebook page
Ø Tailored exercise videos 
Ø Blogs & articles

Recent Research on the Wellbeing of Older People during 
COVID19 in the MENA Region
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Developing Practical Online Tools
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https://www.facebook.com/ انیلاھأ-ةحص -Our-Elders-Health-
104264887980919/



Impact of COVID19 on older people- interviews with older 
people and their carers

Significant reduction in physical/social activities:
Including social visits, going to work or running errands

قوستلاواهزنتلاتارمددعوابراقلالتارایزلالیلقت
(older person (man); 65)

Reduction in medical checks and visits to health professionals
نكاملااهذھلثميفسوریافلابةباصلالضرعتلانمفوخلاوتایفشتسملاواءابطلالةیرودلاتارایزلالیلقت

(Family carer (daughter in law), 80 years)
Isolation especially for older people who are living alone

 دحاولا تلخ انوركلا .ریتك هطشنا سرامنو يشمتنو هديدج نكاما فوشنب ، ریتك تلااحر حوراب تنك انوركلا لبق
 سانلا نامكو تیبلاف هدعاقلا رتك نم فوخ هیف نلا يشمي ناشع هكسمي دح جاتحم ،هدحول جرخي فراع شم
 ةحص يلع ادج يبلس ریثاتلاف .بعص يقب هسفن يشملا .يكودعي نكمم شیفرعتم مھیلباقت نكمم يللا
 هفياخ انا يتقولد عوبسلااب نیترم يدانلا حورأب تنك .تیبلا نم شتجرخم رھشا٦ نم رتكا يلاقب انا .دحاولا
يدحول جرخا

(Older person, woman, living alone, 81 years old)
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Impact on older people: continued

The home became the only place 
 شیفم .. لوزن شیفم يتقولد.. هيوش حسفتن حورنب انك.. مھروزن اھدلاوا دنع حورنو لزننب انك
 نیفياخ مھنلا اھفوشي هج دح ول آدج لیلق يقب .لولأا يز انروزیب دح شیفم...تاعامتجا شیفم...جورخ
انوركلا نم نیفياخو اھیلع

(Formal home care worker; 86 years old)

ينسملاءلاؤھللزنملابةلیثمةیبطتامدخمیدقتنكمااذا
(Family carer (daughter), 77 years)

 نسلا رابكل يعیبطلا جلاعلا .تیبلا هوج هكرحلل عیجشت هیف نوكي مزلاف .انوركلا عم شياعتن مزلا يتقولد
يوق مھم نامك

(Family carer (son), 90 years)
Impact on older people’s wellbeing

هقياضتمو هنلاعز تقب ..ریتك.. ریتك..آدج ترثاتا هیسغنلا هلاحلا
(most participants)
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Deconditioning and Reduced Muscle Strengths

 يللا نیتنسلا  .اھدحول لزنتب تناك تتاف نیتنس ةياغل يدانلا لزنتب تناك موي لكو ادج هطیشن تناك امام
 لصح .لكاشم شیفم علطتو لزنت تناكو ریسناسا شیفم راودا عيرا تیبلا .هلاغش اھاعم لزنن انیقب اوتاف
 هلخاد ول يتح اھدنسي دح هجاتحم اھتكرح هدحاو هرم .يداع ریغ روھدت لصح لوزنلا مدعو انوركلا عوضوم
 يدانلا حورتو راودا عبرا لزنتب تناك .هدك شتناكم .دنستت مزلا .اھدحول يشمت ردقت شتقبم . مامحلا
.اھتحص يلع دماج يبلس ریثات اھیل ناك انوركلا .اھدحول ينات علطتو

(Family carer (son); 90 years old)

 و هجاح يا لمعن نیفراع شم  لأ يتقولد يدانلا حورنو جرخنو ملسلا لزنتو علطت تناك لولاا تلق اھتوطخ
 نكل هحارلاب هيوش هيوش هیفاعلاب اھیشماب يتقولد ... هدعاق تقولا لوط ببسب يتقولد ردقت شتقبم يھ
لولأا يز ردقتب شم

(Formal carer, 86 years old)
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Feedback on the Exercise videos

Benefits
• Very useful to have these videos as something can be done at home
• All participants had internet and devices to access the videos (tablet, smart phone)
• Suitable to be adapted for the older person and the family carer (most in their 50s)
• They valued the simple instructions and innovative ways to use household items 

as exercise equipment
• The general advice on measures to reduce infection was felt to be easy to follow
Challenges
• Some participants wanted their family to help them access the videos
• Some needed encouragement to select most suitable moves for their health 

conditions
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Read Our Blogs & Research on TeleCare
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Conclusion

• COVID19 and infection control measures have wide implications on the economy, 
social life and livelihood of many groups in the MENA region

• The impact on older people is largely ignored
• Lack of awareness of ageing issues and lack of formal support mechanisms
• Reliance on families
• The impact on older people physical and psychological wellbeing is significant
• The potential role of targeted and well-tailored use of digital technology and social 

media
• Older people will still need support to use such tools
• The need for advocacy, building capacity and raising awareness of issues related to 

older people and their families
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The MENARAH Network: www.menarah.org
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Thank you for Listening

Shereen.Hussein@LSHTM.ac.uk
@DrShereeHussein

@MENARAH3
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