Multimorbidity patterns at older ages:
A study using graphical model and network analysis

Linh Hoang Khanh Dang, Rossella Miglio, Rosella Rettaroli, Giulia Roli

Department of Statistical Sciences, University of Bologna

Abstract

One key factor to construct appropriate healthcare and pension planning for sustain-
able aging populations is the possibility of identifying precise multimorbidity patterns
at older ages and seizing their progression (trajectories) in time. In both developed and
developing countries, understanding the structure of multimorbidity, and most ideally
across time, is an urging challenge in order for groups who share the same degree of vul-
nerability and needs to receive assistance and intervention in a timely manner. Compared
to traditional approach in literature like factorial and clustering analysis, the combination
of probabilistic approach from graphical model and intuitive visualization from network
analysis is emerging quickly as powerful tool in recent years to not only efficiently explore
the richness of administrative health data, but also to provide an analysis framework
whom predictability can be assessed. Applying these methods on longitudinal data of in-
dividuals aged 50 and above residing Emilia-Romagna region (northern Italy) in 2011 and
followed up to 2019, we study the multimorbidity patterns at older ages, their changes

across time, and the profiles of patients within identified patterns.

Introduction

In aging populations, multimorbidity, defined as having two or more chronic diseases, is a med-
ical and social challenge of imminent priority, for both individuals who suffer from it, and for
the healthcare and pension system whose sustainability depend on it. For the past decades,
literature on the patterns of multimorbidity are concentrated in approach using methods such
as factorial analysis and clustering ( , ). However, factorial analysis
often results in diseases being included in several groups at the same time, making interpre-
tation of resulted patterns rather complicated. On the other side, even if cluster analysis
allows data partitioning into separate groups, it cannot integrate the strength of relationship
between diseases within a cluster ( , ). New approach to model complex struc-
tures while maintaining the relationship intensity between research subjects using network
analysis has been flourishing in studying diseases network in medical and biological research
( , : , ). This approach also keeps expanding further to

other research fronts, including the network of causes of death ( , ) and of



multimorbidity patterns ( , ). However, the choice of association measures
between diseases varies across studies and can bring drastically different results on the same
data ( , ). The usual association measurements (e.g., lift, relative risk, phi)
can only serve as description tools and limit the network analysis at its descriptive level. Re-
cently, graphical models have become a more widely-used method to abstract complex systems
in various disciplines by providing probabilistic associations between subjects. Of which, its
application combined with network analysis in multimorbidity research also began, even only
based on one-year data ( , ). Using the longitudinal ad-
ministrative health data of population aged 50 and above in 2011 from Emilia-Romagna region
(northern Italy), and followed up to 2019, we study the multimorbidity patterns, their network

structure, their network formation across time, and the profile of individuals in these patterns.

Data

The data sources for this study include census data in 2011, population register, and hospital
administrative data from 2011 to 2019 in Emilia-Romagna region, which are linked together
using a linkage record process based on unique personal identification. In addition, the census
data combined with population register provide us a representative data of the population
residing in the region at census date, free of selection bias that could undermine the analysis
results. Apart from information about chronic conditions, we also obtain other covariates
including sex, date of birth (and date of death, if the individual passed away), civil status,
education level, occupation for each individual. Individuals who were present at census date
but moved out of the region during follow-up period are right-censored. Individuals who moved
into the region after census date are excluded. Only individuals who were diagnosed or recorded
with at least two chronic diseases during observation period are included in the study (in total:
1,010,610 individuals, of which 557,601 females and 453,009 males).

Methods

Weighted, undirected pairwise chronic diseases network is constructed using mixed graphical
models ( ) ). Each node is one chronic disease, coded as a binary variable, where
absence of disease is coded ”0” and presence of disease is coded 717 for all individuals included
in the study. The association analysis is limited to diseases dyads (i.e., mixed graphical models
of interaction at order 2). Mixed graphical model estimations are done using package mgm
(version 1.2-14) in R ( : ). Network structure visualization and
network centrality measures are made using package qgraph (version 1.9.5) in R (

, ). All analyses are done separately for men and women.



Preliminary results

Mapping the multimorbidity network

Figure 1 and 2 below present the chronic diseases networks that are estimated by mixed graphi-
cal models, respectively for women and men during the observation period. The non-directional
relations between two nodes indicate that two diseases are diagnosed during observation period.
The thickness of the edges linking two nodes represent the probability of observing a tie formed
between two given chronic diseases. For both females and males, several groups of diseases can
be found through their visibly strong linkage. One expected linkage can be observed between
arrhythmia (or cardiac arrhythmias), heart failure, ischemic heart disease, peripheral vascu-
lar disease, hypertension and other cardiovascular diseases. Another strong linkage includes
dementia, psychosis, schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, migraine, depression, Parkinson, epilepsy
and other neurological disease. The strong linkage between cirrhosis and chronic hepatitis is
found to be linked with the group of obesity-diabetes-hyperlipidemia at one side and with HIV
at another side. Three other linkages of strength are between rheumatologic conditions and
osteoporosis-Paget’s disease, between asthma and COPD, and between chronic renal failure
and gout. However, if the group chronic renal failure-gout seems to have weak association with
the group rheumatologic conditions - osteoporosis-Paget’s disease for females, this relationship
is especially strong for males. In addition, other than with mental disorders and diseases,
dementia also holds strong association with cerebrovascular disease, which is in turn directly

connected with obesity for females, but not for males.

Measuring the centrality of multimorbidity network

Combined with the visual structure of diseases network, the role each chronic disease has in
the network can be assessed using centrality indicators. Figure 3 and figure 4 respectively
report the values of betweenness centrality and closeness centrality for females and males. In
this preliminary analysis, focus can be first given to betweenness centrality that informs us
of diseases that serve as connecting nonadjacent diseases. In other words, diseases of great
betweenness centrality are diseases only through which interactions between two nonadjacent
diseases can be made. These diseases play an important roles as bridges, or ”gatekeepers”
for patterns of multimorbidity to form. For females, the top 5 gatekeepers are dementia,
cerebrovascular disease, cirrhosis, heart failure and obesity. For males, the top 5 gatekeepers are
dementia, cirrhosis, cerebrovascular diseases, heart failure and osteoporosis and Paget’s disease.
These diseases also share relatively higher closeness index values. This latter is computed using
the geodesic distance (i.e., the length of the shortest path between a pair of nodes). Hence, the
determined gatekeeper-diseases with higher closeness centrality measures are also diseases that
are more connected through short path to other diseases. Attention to these diseases might be

essential for healthcare planning and related studies.



Figure 1: Multimorbidity network using mixed graphical model, females aged 50 and above,
observation period 2011-2019
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Further developments

Our next steps constitutes firstly of using community detection algorithm to group chronic
diseases into clusters within the network structure estimated by graphical models. Community
detection is a classic approach to clustering in network analysis, and while there is a good
number of algorithms for this task (namely, the walktrap algorithm, the Louvain algorithm,
the fast-greedy algorithm, etc.), the choice of a community detection method is not neutral
nor easy. Different methods/algorithms might lead to drastically different results. However,
throughout the literature, the clarity in the choices that were made is often an issue. The
lack of details often limits how one can understand the way results are obtained. In this

paper, we will apply the Question-Alignment approach (Smith et al.; 2020) to identify the most



Figure 2: Multimorbidity network using mixed graphical model, males aged 50 and above,
observation period 2011-2019
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suitable community detection algorithm for our research question and data type, making our
classification process transparent and fully documented. The set of most common algorithms
to choose from is available in R package igraph ( , ). The resulted
groups of chronic diseases will give us the global view of the multimorbidity patterns existing

in the cohort population of individuals aged 50 in 2011 and followed up until 2019.

A longitudinal data setting does not only give us enough follow-up time to observe chronic
diseases that might take time to manifest and be diagnosed, and thus allows us to depict as
close to reality as possible the main multimorbidity patterns of a population aged 50 and above,
repeated measures on the same individuals also provide us with information of the changes in

chronic diseases each year. Hence, we continue to expand our model to dynamic network mod-



Figure 3: Centrality indexes for females aged 50 and above, observation period 2011-2019
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eling, namely the stochastic actor-oriented model (SAOM) by ( ), to study
the ties formation of the chronic diseases within population with multimorbidity, separately for
female and male population included in our study. Most of previous studies using network anal-
ysis on multimorbidity adopt rather a cross-sectional approach, and the dynamic component
that lies in the nature of network analysis still has more to offer. It is worthy to note however
that we do not interpret our study in the causal sense of multimorbidity formation. Our ob-
jective is to peel the first layer of the process, which is to model the ties formation between
chronic diseases in time based on our exhaustive and reliable individual data across different
time points (herein, 9 time points). Another approach to the longitudinal multimorbidity data
is to use sequence analysis to cluster patterns of chronic diseases at older ages, which could be
useful to compare with longitudinal network analysis. This study of the patterns of multimor-
bidity and its network formation can bring valuable insights for related research, such as the
study of multiple causes of death ( , : , ), as well as

their competing structure and impact on mortality ( , ), thereby jointly provide



Figure 4: Centrality indexes for males aged 50 and above, observation period 2011-2019
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an integrated understanding of the morbidity and mortality process in aging populations.
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