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Recent Height Loss Predicts Hip Fracture Risk in Elderly, says Institute for Aging Research Study 

Simple Clinical Measurement May Help Protect Seniors from Major Public Health Threat 

 

BOSTON—Elderly men and women who lost height over a two-year period are up to 54 percent more likely to 

suffer a hip fracture than those whose height was unchanged, according to a new study from the Institute for 

Aging Research of Hebrew SeniorLife, an affiliate of Harvard Medical School. 

“Recent height loss in both elderly men and women appears to provide a simple indication of who’s at risk for hip 

fracture,” says lead author Marian T. Hannan, D.Sc., M.P.H., a senior scientist in the Institute’s Musculoskeletal 

Research Center. This information, she adds, could prompt clinicians, seniors and their families to take measures 

to prevent potential falls and hip fractures. 

Published online in the Journal of Bone and Mineral Research, the study found that recent height loss, for both 

men and women, was associated with a 21 percent to 54 percent increased risk for hip fracture within a 

subsequent two-year period for every inch of height lost. Men with long-term height loss of two inches or more 

had nearly twice the risk of fracture than men with less height loss. 

Hip fracture has become a major public health concern in the United States. More than 300,000 Americans 

fracture their hip each year, most of them over age 65, often leading to significant functional impairment, nursing 

home admission, and death. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, nearly 20 percent of 

hip fracture patients die within a year of their injury. Hip fractures cause more deaths, disability and increased 

health-care costs than all other fractures combined. 

The Institute for Aging Research study examined height measurements and hip fracture rates over a 24-year 

period for 3,081 adults from the Framingham Heart Study, as well as a shorter, two-year term when study 

participants were elderly. Long-term height loss was calculated as the difference between height measurement at 

the initial 1948 Framingham examination and the baseline examination for this study in 1974-75. Recent height 

loss was the two-year loss measured during exams conducted every two years after the baseline exam. Hip 

fractures were determined through a review of hospital, medical and surgical records, as well as imaging reports. 

Height loss was associated with a 40 percent to 54 percent increased risk of hip fracture in men for both long-term 

and recent height loss; older women with recent height loss had a 21 percent chance of fracturing their hip. 
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Muscle weakening, postural changes, disc degeneration, joint space narrowing, and spinal deformities may all 

contribute to height loss, says Dr. Hannan, an associate professor of medicine at Harvard Medical School. 

Kyphosis, or curving of the spine that causes a bowing of the back, may also contribute to height loss and fracture 

risk. 

Current risk assessment tools only consider a patient’s current height, not their amount of height loss. The ability 

of tools such as bone density testing and computed tomography to predict fracture risk may be enhanced by 

adding simple height measurements. “Height loss is easily measured,” says Dr. Hannan, “and may indicate 

potential for subsequent hip fracture, and thus could serve as an alert to clinicians and elders to seek medical 

evaluation.” 

In the office setting, she adds, looking for long-term and short-term height loss by measuring height at each visit 

may allow clinicians to detect the development of subclinical osteoporosis in their patients, reasonably predict 

their patients’ tendency toward fracture, and determine the need for additional diagnostic procedures and 

interventions. 

If an older person notices that he or she is losing height, Dr. Hannan says it is reasonable to convey this 

information to a health-care provider and ask about screening for osteoporosis or the likelihood of a future 

fracture. 

Dr. Hannan’s study was funded by the Arthritis Foundation and the National Institutes of Health. 

Scientists at the Institute for Aging Research seek to transform the human experience of aging by conducting 

research that will ensure a life of health, dignity and productivity into advanced age. The Institute carries out 

rigorous studies that discover the mechanisms of age-related disease and disability; lead to the prevention, 

treatment and cure of disease; advance the standard of care for older people; and inform public decision-making. 

Founded in 1903, Hebrew SeniorLife, an affiliate of Harvard Medical School, is a nonprofit, nonsectarian 

organization devoted to innovative research, health care, education and housing that improves the lives of 

seniors. For more information, please visit www.hebrewseniorlife.org.  
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