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Research project 
 
Background (max. 1000 characters): 
 

One in five Europeans is aged 65 years or more. Although populations are living longer, they are 

not necessarily living healthier. Thus, we must comprehend which factors contribute to healthier 

ageing trajectories. Our health is shaped by genetics and behaviours, but also by the environment 

into which we are born and live. Yet, most studies on healthy ageing have neglected 

environmental factors. Due to physical, emotional and financial reasons, older adults’ activity 

spaces are more constrained than those of younger adults, making it important to ask how their 

health is affected by local environment. Moreover, from a public health perspective, identifying 

protective/harmful elements of the neighbourhood environments may help build programs to 

defer disability and facilitate ageing in place. In this project, we will investigate the association 

between the neighbourhood environment and healthy ageing using cohort data and geospatial 

data from a wide range of neighbourhood factors. 
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Research plan and methods (max. 2000 characters): 
 
Objectives 

The main research question underlying this project is ‘Does neighbourhood environment 

influence the health of older adults?’ To address this issue, the project is divided into the following 

specific aims: 

1. Evaluate the effect of the physical and social environment on functional ability and well-

being: cognitive and physical function, bone density, lung function, frailty, quality of life, 

and depression. 

2. Evaluate the effect of the physical and social environment on morbidity and mortality from 

neurodegenerative, metabolic, cardiovascular and respiratory diseases and cancer. 

3. Evaluate the moderation effect of gender, social support and socioeconomic position, since 

different subgroups may have different vulnerabilities to the environment. 

 

Participants 

This project will be based on the EPIPorto study, a cohort of 2485 adults recruited in Porto in 

1999/2003. Only individuals aged >64yrs will be included. All participants were georeferenced, 

which allow matching environmental exposures. At each evaluation, data on sociodemographics, 

behaviours, anthropometrics, biomarkers and health conditions was collected. We will study the 

following outcomes: mortality and morbidity by cause, cognition (Mini-mental State Examination, 

Montreal Cognitive Assessment), physical limitations (25ft Walk Test, handgrip strength test), 

bone mass (DEXA), quality of life (SF36), depression (BDI, Geriatric Depression Scale) and lung 

function (spirometry). 

 

Neighbourhood assessment 

Air pollution will be estimated using land-use regression models. To measure exposure to green 

space we will use vector data and the Normalized Difference Vegetation Index. Climate extremes 

will be estimated using land surface temperature derived from Landsat. Neighbourhood 

pedestrian friendliness will be assessed using a measure of walkability. The European Index of 

deprivation will be used to characterize neighbourhood deprivation and safety will be evaluated 

using police records analysed in previous studies. 

 



 
 

Fellowship Position description (max. 1000 characters): 

 

We are looking for a highly motivated PhD student to address the research questions that outline 

this multidisciplinary project. 

The selected PhD student will have the unique opportunity to collaborate in a well-established 

cohort study and to use novel methods to investigate the neighbourhood correlates of healthy 

ageing. The PhD student will participate in the following tasks: 

- Assessment of the neighbourhood physical and social environment;  

- Processing EPIPorto cohort data; 

- Statistical analysis; 

- Presentation and writing of scientific outputs. 

These activities will be developed in the Instituto de Saúde Pública da Universidade do Porto, 

supervised by Dr Ana Isabel Ribeiro. Applicants must possess a Bachelor Degree in Biomedical 

Sciences or related field with a minimum classification of 16 out of 20; Master Degree in Public 

Health; experience using GIS and spatial statistics; experience in health studies; practice and 

training in statistical analyses and scientific writing. 

 

 


