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Global Aging Community Initiative Update
A lot has been happening in terms of the research being undertaken by the
team at the Global Aging and Community Initiative (GACI) and in partnership
with our many international collaborators. We are pursuing two main projects.
The first is ‘the demography of chronic pain among older persons worldwide’.
To help us in this project, GACI welcomed our new post-doctoral scholar, Dr.
Feinuo Sun, who is being funded by the National Institutes of Health grant
titled, “The Demography of Chronic Pain: A Population Approach to Pain
Trends, Pain Disparities, and Pain-Related Disability and Death.” This grant
is led by GACI Affiliated Scientist Dr. Hanna Grol-Prokopczyk, of University
at Buffalo, who is, by the way, profiled in the current newsletter. Dr. Sun is a
recent graduate of the Department of Sociology at SUNY at Albany. She has
begun her post-doc by delving into geographical and population trend data on
chronic pain.
The second is ‘the long-term impact of war and wartime trauma in
Vietnam on health and aging of Vietnamese’. GACI is pleased to report that
we recently obtained two external grant awards for this ongoing research. An
award from the Canadian Institute of Health Research (CIHR) will allow for
the exploration of the deep biology of war exposure, including the impact of
early life trauma on epigenetic and biological aging. This grant is led by Dr.
Zachary Zimmer, Director of GACI, and involves a large international
research team. An award from the National Institutes of Health (NIH) is
providing funding to study the links between early life wartime trauma and
Alzheimer’s Disease and related dementias. This grant, which is a supplement
to the original NIH award that allowed for the collection of data for the
Vietnam Health and Aging Study, is led by GACI affiliate Dr. Kim Korinek of
the University of Utah. In addition, Dr. Zimmer is taking advantage of an
internal SSHRC Explore grant to team up with Dr. Mevlude Akbulut-Yuksel,
Professor of Economics at Dalhousie University, to study the effects of
wartime trauma on mental health outcomes among older adults in Vietnam.
continued on page 4
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Collaborator Profile Dr. Hanna Grol-Prokopczyk
Tackling a challenge is core to Hanna Grol-Prokopczyk’s life. Beside
becoming a marathon runner during the pandemic, she was recently
awarded a National Institutes of Health/National Institute on Aging grant
to study, “The Demography of Chronic Pain: A population approach to pain
trends, pain disparities, and pain-related disability and death”.
It was over a decade ago, while Hanna worked as a research assistant for the
Wisconsin Longitudinal Study (WLS), that she realized how little research
had been undertaken on the topic of chronic pain, which was affecting
millions of people.
“I was surprised that such a consequential health problem was getting next to no
attention from sociologists and demographers, so decided to write a dissertation about
it.”
That was the point in Hanna’s career when the light bulb went off. She wanted
her research to make a difference in terms of social policy. “There’s something
empowering about taking data from thousands of real people and turning it into
research findings—findings that have potential to shape scholarly, popular, and policyrelated discussions about health.”
“Pain also happens to be an intellectually fascinating topic (because it’s
invisible and unverifiable; because it’s strongly correlated with both physical and
mental health; etc.), so I’ve been happily studying it ever since,” she says.
Hanna did her doctoral work at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. She
started as a qualitative researcher, but thanks to great mentors including Bob Hauser,
who was then Professor of Sociology at UW-Madison, she transitioned into a
primarily quantitative researcher.
With her recent NIA grant she will work closely with GACI Director Zachary
Zimmer and Anna Zajacova, Associate Professor, Department of Sociology, Western
University. Their research involves using large national datasets to explore temporal
trends in pain, within- and across-country disparities in pain, and individual and
societal factors shaping pain experiences.
Last year, when faced with the pandemic, Hanna ran her first half-marathon, and
went on to complete three more during the year. When not conducting research, she
likes the challenge of creating elaborate birthday cakes, shaped like dragons or
dinosaurs or whatever her children are interested in at the time.
(pictured above is Hanna with her fourth child she had in the fall)
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“When I saw how many
respondents reported
chronic pain—including
“severe pain that
prevents most
activities”—I thought it
must be an error. I began
to look up national pain
prevalence estimates, and
discovered just how
widespread and disabling
chronic pain is.”

DR. HANNA
GROL-PROKOPCZYK
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Project Update on VHAS: Trials and tribulations of collecting
data during Covid-19
One of the most important projects being pursued at GACI is the Vietnam Health
and Aging Study (VHAS), where we are aiming to understand the long-term impact
of wartime trauma on health and aging among Vietnamese. In 2018 VHAS initiated
Wave 1 data collection with 2,447 older Vietnamese that were engaged in the
‘American War’ in different ways. We collected data from surveys, blood samples,
and anthropometric tests, like height, weight and blood pressure.
In the spring of 2021, just as we were preparing to enter the field to collect Wave 2
data, the pandemic in Vietnam started to pick up. Wave 2 involves returning to surviving
individuals from the original sample of respondents and collecting follow-up information.
The pandemic has resulted in challenges and delays. But, thanks to our great team of
collaborators in Vietnam, led by Dr. Tran Khanh Toan of Hanoi Medical University, we
have slowly been collecting data in regions where the pandemic allows. At the time of
writing, data collection had been completed in eight of the 12 communes in which we
work. And, where we have been able to collect data, response rates have been fantastic.
We are hitting about a 95% response rate, nearly guaranteeing that we will have excellent
follow-up data. Now, we await the opportunity to complete our data collection, which we
hope we can do in the spring after the Vietnamese holiday Tet (the Lunar New Year).
In the meantime, the research team has been analyzing Wave 1 data, and we
have published a number of important and potentially ground-breaking research
papers. One example is: “Early-life war exposure and later-life frailty among older
adults in Vietnam: Does war hasten aging,” by Zachary Zimmer, Kim Korinek,
Yvette Young, Bussarawan Teerawitchitchainan and Tran Khanh Toan, available
online as of October 12, 2021 in Journal of Gerontology: Social Sciences. Here, we
identify nine unique ‘classes’ of individuals who experienced similar wartime
exposures. Correlating these classes with a measure of frailty, we find that average
frailty varies substantially and significantly across classes. Those in a class titled
‘extreme’ exposure have the highest frailty. We also found some experiences tend
to associate with frailty more so than others. Those in classes characterized by
having lived in an area that was heavily bombed, having feared for their life,
having experienced sleep disruptions and having witnessed death firsthand, during
the war, have comparatively high levels of frailty today. In summary, our research
so far indicates that war does indeed affect health and aging.
We look forward to talking about other discoveries in future newsletters. You
can however access all of our research on the GACI website.
(Pictured right is a Vietnamese volunteer participating in Wave 1 data collection
and top is a Vietnamese research assistant working on data.)
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GACI UPDATE... CONTINUED
GACI recently had to say good-bye to our very valuable and
esteemed Research Associate, Kathryn Fraser, who has moved on to pursue
interests more closely related to her field of study in Applied Human
Nutrition. But, we are happy to say hello to a new Research Assistant,
Sujita Pandey, a graduate student at Dalhousie University, who started with
us in November. Sujita will be primarily working on the Vietnam Health
and Aging Study.
GACI is also busy preparing for and coordinating the 33rd annual
meeting of REVES (Sept 21-23, 2022). REVES is a well-respected research
network that promotes global studies on health expectancy and the
disablement process. Previous REVES meetings have been held in all parts
of the world, with the last several, pre-pandemic, being in Barcelona, Ann
Arbor, Santiago, Vienna and Singapore. GACI is very pleased to be hosting
the first post-pandemic meeting of this group here in Halifax. This is the
first-time the meeting will have been held on the east coast of Canada, but
the fourth time in Canada, with previous locations being Quebec City,
Ottawa and Vancouver. We are also happy to announce that Dr. Susan
Kirkland, a principal investigator of the Canadian Longitudinal Study on
Aging, and Professor of Community Health and Epidemiology, Dalhousie
University, will be partnering with GACI in planning this scientific event,
which will be held on the campus of Dalhousie University.
Finally, GACI scholars and our affiliates have been busy publishing
important scientific findings in publications across several disciplines and
we've listed a few in our selected publications list.
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Dr. Zachary Zimmer, GACI Director, Renee Field, GACI Research Program
Manager, Feinuo Sun, Post-doctoral Scholar, Sujita Pandey, Research Assistant.
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The Global Aging and Community Initiative (GACI) is a
research organization at Mount Saint Vincent University
(MSVU), located within the Nova Scotia Center on Aging. It
is directed by Dr. Zachary Zimmer, a Tier I Canada Research
Chair and Professor of Family Studies and Gerontology. The
GACI aims to create knowledge on issues related to the
quality of life of older persons worldwide through
collaborative research across a broad global scientific
community. GACI is currently working on a number of
research projects focusing on the health and well-being of
older persons in different areas around the world. We
currently list 22 collaborators from eight countries
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