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Research project 
 
Background (max. 1000 characters): 

Brief background overview of the research field also providing an explanation of the innovative 

nature of the application. 

 

Population is aging rapidly and in Portugal 20.5% of the population has ≥65 years. A national 

strategy for healthy aging is delineated but more knowledge is needed to identify individuals in 

whom healthy aging may be compromised. 

Older people’s relationships are an important part of healthy ageing. Social isolation has been 

identified as a risk factor for poor physical health, namely premature mortality, and mental 

health, but current research still raises important unanswered questions. 

Most papers studying social isolation define it as a unidimensional concept, a measure of 

number social contacts with family or friends and more dimensions of this construct need to 

be taken into account, since recent studies reported stronger effects of subjective measures of 

social isolation than objective ones. Moreover, most of the studies about its association with 

health outcomes are cross-sectional and more longitudinal studies are needed to disentangle 

the independent effect of social isolation. 

 
Research plan and methods (max. 2000 characters): 

https://ispup.up.pt/research/epiunit/social/description/
https://ispup.up.pt/research/research-structures/cohorts/epiporto/


 
 

Describe the research plan and methods. Identification of the major scientific question you wish 

to address and the objectives of the project. Provide a general description of the approach used 

to reach the aims.  

 
Based on a longitudinal approach, this research plan aims to investigate how social isolation 

(living alone, social support, leisure activities), in its multidimensional aspects, influences 

physical and mental health at older ages. 

Specifically, we intend to: 

1)  Examine to what extent predicts physical (premature mortality; cardiovascular 

diseases) and psychological health outcomes (depression, cognitive decline, quality of 

life), exploring possible gender differences 

2) Explore the impact of possible intermediate factors that might influence the pathway 

between isolation and health, such as stressful life events 

3) Using objective and subjective measures of socioeconomic position (SEP) over the life 

course, to investigate its influence on the association between social isolation and 

health 

4) Quantify the influence of marital status and widowhood on health, exploring possible 

gender differences. 

 

Objectives will be addressed using data from the EPIPorto study, a population-based cohort of 

adult inhabitants of Porto, Portugal recruited in 1999-2003. All participants had Portuguese 

citizenship and were aged 18-92 years. The participation rate was 70% and 2485 subjects were 

enrolled in the cohort. Follow up evaluations of the entire cohort were performed in 

2005/2008, 2012/2013 and 2017/2018. In 2009 and 2017, specific waves for individuals with at 

least 60 years of age were conducted. Baseline and follow up evaluations were conducted by a 

trained team and comprised face-to-face interviews and a clinical examination, allowing us to 

pursue a longitudinal approach for most of the variables.  The proportion of participation was 

close to 70% in all waves.  

 

The results of this study intend to influence health decisions towards healthy aging. Aging have 

been recognized as a priority for the Global Public Health Agenda and these work outcomes 

will contribute to better understand the impact of social isolation in several health outcomes, 

and to understand the role of factors that can influence possible discrepancies 

 

Fellowship Position description (max. 1000 characters): 

Identification the applicant’s expected qualifications and key skills and a brief description of the 

planned activities/duties.  

 



 
 
More specifically, this PhD student will be responsible for: 

• To search for and critically appraising appropriate literature regarding the measurement and 

impact of social isolation on health 

•  To consult all data dictionaries of the cohort and to fill the necessary forms to make a data 

request 

•  To conduct statistical analysis, namely longitudinal ones. 

•  Writing scientific manuscripts detailing the results of this investigation and submit them to 

international and national peer-reviewed journals 

•  To discuss and interpret all of the results in an integrated manner, as part of its thesis 

• Presenting these results at national and international research conferences and actively 

participating in seminars and research meetings at the Institute of Public Health of the 

University of Porto. 

• To contribute for other publications of the research group, whenever possible 

 

All these activities will be developed in the Institute of Public Health from the University of 

Porto, 

supervised by Ana Henriques. 

 


