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Need for HIV/AIDS Early
Identification and
Preventive Measures
Among Middle-Aged and
Elderly Women

Middle-aged and elderly women with
HIV/AIDS are a hidden population that need
early identification and access to care. The
growing number of women 50 years and
older with HIV/AIDS is a major public
health concern.1–4 It is important that the
attention of health care providers be directed
to the changing profile of middle-aged and
elderly women with HIV/AIDS.5–8

To study the changes in the profile of
this population, we examined population-
based surveillance data for women 50 years
and older who were diagnosed with HIV/
AIDS through December 1998 and were
reported to the California AIDS Registry as
of May 1999. The total number of cases was
1010, which accounted for 13% of all female
cases reported during the study period. We
examined the distribution of these cases in
terms of mode of exposure (injection drug
use, heterosexual, transfusion, and not
identified) and race/ethnicity (White, Afri-
can American, Latina, and Asian/Pacific
Islander) for the diagnosis periods before
1990 (23%) and 1990 and after (77%). We
also partitioned the data by the age groups 50
to 59 years (59%) and 60 years and older
(41%) to study their similarities and differ-
ences in terms of mode of exposure and race/
ethnicity.

Figure 1a and b present the percentage
of female AIDS cases by mode of exposure
for the 2 age groups. The graphs show a
major shift in the distribution of cases from
transfusion to other modes of exposure, espe-
cially to the heterosexual category. In 1990
and after, more than 50% of the cases were
through heterosexual exposure. A similar

analysis was performed to compare the distri-
bution of cases among different racial/ethnic
groups for the 2 diagnosis periods (Figure 1c
and d). The results indicate that a higher per-
centage of cases diagnosed in 1990 and after
were non-White. Contingency table analyses of
mode of exposure and race/ethnicity showed

that the differences in the distribution of cases
before 1990 and in 1990 and after were statisti-
cally significant for each age group (P<.001).

The higher number of cases in 1990 and
after, especially among heterosexuals, injec-
tion drug users, and non-Whites, underscores
the necessity of physicians’ continued atten-

FIGURE 1—Distribution of AIDS among women aged 50–59 years and 60 years
and older diagnosed through December 1998 and reported as of
May 1999, by mode of exposure (a and b) and race/ethnicity (c and
d) for the diagnosis periods before 1990 and in 1990 and after.



tion to early identification of symptoms of
HIV infection in these groups. The findings
of the study highlight the importance of ap-
propriate strategies to respond to the special
needs of middle-aged and elderly women to
ensure prevention, early identification, and
access to care and treatment.
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