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Handout for the Week 20 Lecture on the Ageing Population

For fairly recent predictions regarding population ageing in the UK and related policy responses see Dunnell (2001).

How old is old?

Arber and Ginn (1991), among others, note the arbitrariness of the boundaries of ‘old age’, the heterogeneity of the ‘elderly’, and the arbitrariness of cut-off points marking off, for example, the ‘oldest old’.

Britain’s ageing population

Johnson and Falkingham (1992):

Focusing on the percentage of the population of people in Great Britain who are men of 65 or over or women of 60 or over (see Figure 2.1 in their paper):


1870-1900:
Stable at about 6%
(followed by a period of growth)


1980-2000:
Stable at about 18%
(followed by another period of growth)


2021:

21% (predicted)


[2031:

24% (predicted) 
(based on figures later in their paper)]

(The data used in the calculation of the above figures are Census data and figures from OPCS population projections. Population projections should be used with caution, because of the assumptions involved in future predictions).

Coleman and Salt (1992) point out that fluctuations in cohort size mean that the proportion of pensioners will be stable for “the next few years”. Hence to date there has been no immediate crisis, though this period of stability has now elapsed. During the ‘static’ period 1980-2000 (the latter part of which Thane, 1989, refers to as a “breathing space”), the elderly population aged ‘internally’; i.e. the proportion of the elderly who are over 75 rose. Various authors (including Clarke, 1993) note the importance of the heterogeneity of the elderly. Coleman and Salt note that the health-related (NHS) costs of the average over-75 year old are more than double those of the average 65-74 year old. Falkingham (1989) notes that a fall in mortality at higher ages has led to an increase in the part of the population aged 85 plus.

The demographic transition leads, after a ‘delay’, to an ageing population, hence at least until recently ageing has been more obviously a feature of ‘more-developed’ countries (Clarke, 1993). With respect to the demographic transition, the ageing population is ‘driven’ primarily by the decline in fertility rather than changes in mortality (Johnson and Falkingham, 1992), although increases in average age can be driven by the latter (see Preston and Stokes, 2012).
Visualising the ageing population: population pyramids

Population ‘pyramids’ are a useful way of summarising the age-sex structure of populations (see Clarke, 1993). The shape of the pyramid depends to a large extent on patterns of fertility and mortality, and hence population growth/decline, though migration can also have an impact. Fertility decline results in ageing from the ‘base’ of the pyramid; mortality decline (at older ages) results in ageing at the ‘top’ of the pyramid, and increases the proportion of the ‘very old’ in the population. In-migration of the elderly or out-migration of younger people can also result in ageing within the pyramid. Fluctuations in fertility and mortality (through period effects, e.g. wars) can lead to ‘serrated’ pyramids. (Johnson and Falkingham, 1992, note that infant mortality affects the base of population pyramids).

Measuring dependency: ‘dependency ratios’

Coleman and Salt (1992) discuss the ratio of the number of dependent children and retired persons to the number of people in ‘productive’ age-groups (an {arbitrary} range for this might be 15-64). They note that a decline in the proportion of children can offset, in a crude sense, a growth in the proportion of pensioners. (Though, as noted by Clarke, 1993, while child dependency is largely upon families/households, much old age dependency is on the state).

Coleman and Salt also note that an economic analysis might focus on tax-payers rather than all the people in the ‘productive’ age-range, and that rising terminal ages of education, early retirement, and higher rates of unemployment also contribute to the ‘dependency balance’. Falkingham (1989) also considers age-range based dependency ratios and the National Insurance contributors to pensioners ratio and questions whether age-based dependency ratios are useful, stressing the relevance of the employment of women and of unemployment.

Johnson and Falkingham (1992) look at trends in dependency ratios. Their findings show that labour market changes relation to participation in the workforce were a more important determinant of changes in ‘refined’ dependency ratios corresponding to the period 1951-1981 than demographic change. They also note that there are difficulties attached to defining a ‘meaningful’ version of the dependency ratio and using it for predictive purposes.

The ageing population: geographical and compositional variations

Clarke (1993) notes that the pattern of ageing in a population can vary geographically (including between urban and rural areas), and patterns differ between different countries, though there are marked similarities between many advanced industrial societies. Johnson and Falkingham (1992) note that variations in local old age dependency ratios (which occur as a reflection, to a large extent, of internal migration) have policy implications, e.g. they can lead to a shortage relative to demand for NHS hip replacements.

Arber and Ginn (1991) note that women form the majority of elderly people (more specifically, there are three times as many women over 85 as men over 85), and refer to this as the ‘feminization of later life’. Johnson and Falkingham (1992) note that the ‘feminization’ of later life (esp. at age 85+) has increased markedly during the 20th Century as a consequence of mortality patterns. There is often a particular concern that there is a high number of elderly single/widowed women (see Arber and Ginn, 1991). However, it is projected that the sex ratio among the elderly will decline markedly.

The ‘elderly’: needs and roles

Falkingham (1989) discusses the ‘burden’ of the need among the elderly for pensions, health and other services on the working population.

Coleman and Salt (1992) refer to state pension schemes: there are problems with a scheme based on direct transfers from taxpayers rather than contributions made during the pensioner’s working life. By 2020 much higher rates of National Insurance would, all other things being equal, be needed to fund state pensions, hence (in part) the government’s positive orientation towards private pensions (in the early 1990s). The erosion of the state earnings-related pension scheme (SERPS) may have been limited by the growing electoral importance of pensioners. (Disney, 2000, considers whether the gap that might be expected to open up because of declining public pensions in an era of demographic ageing will be filled by private provision).

Falkingham (1989) presents some ‘solutions’ to the pensions ‘problem’: (i) reducing benefits; (ii) increasing contributions; (iii) increasing output. She also refers to the idea of raising the age of retirement.

Thane (1989) asks “Why can’t the young elderly play a greater role in the labour market?” She also queries the extent to which the elderly are actually economically dependent: Do they make increasingly important contributions to the economy as consumers, and as suppliers of services and labour (such as voluntary services, informal caring, kin support, etc.)? There is an interesting parallel here with the ‘invisibility’ of married women’s unpaid labour.

Falkingham (1989) notes the costs of income support and care, but that with regard to community care there is a potential trade-off between female labour force participation and informal female carers. Thane (1989) suggests that the independence of the elderly can be increased (and costs reduced) via (a less problematic implementation of) community care. Arber and Ginn (1991) note the importance of marital status and living arrangements, and the importance of marriage in relation to access to informal caring.

Johnson and Falkingham (1992) note that the ageing of the elderly population may be expected to create increased demand for residential accommodation. (They also observed that there has been a decrease in the number of ‘intergenerational’ households, and an increase in the number of elderly single person households, though the explanation of this trend is a complex process).

The ‘elderly’: heterogeneity and change

Arber and Ginn (1991) stress the importance of a distinction between chronological age and level of incapacity. Coleman and Salt (1992) note that pensioners are increasingly likely to be healthier, have more economic resources in terms of housing, occupational pensions, etc., and are a resource as much as a burden (e.g. in terms of informal caring). Thane (1989) wonders whether rising health standards have ensured a healthier, less costly elderly population, or whether the fact that the (average) duration of disability preceding death rises with age is crucial? (See also Caley and Sidhu, 2011).
Falkingham (1989) refers to a ‘heterogeneity of dependence’. Arber and Ginn (1991) note that though those over 85 consume a disproportionately high proportion of health and welfare spending, they represent only a small proportion of the elderly population and hence the impact of the growth of this sub-population will be relatively small.

Dependency: A social construct and an ageist concept?

Thane (1989) suggests that some ill-health and dependency may occur because it is expected to occur. Arber and Ginn (1991) note the existence of ageism, and a political ideology of the ‘burden’ of older people. Thane (1989) queries the conceptualisation of ageing as a problem or ‘burden’, and asks whether the elderly are really a ‘resource’? Day (1992: Chapter 3) makes some suggestions as to how the financial ‘burden’ of the elderly might be reduced, but also queries whether the notion of a ‘burden’ is a necessary or appropriate one. Johnson (1990) points out some limitations of/problems with the concept of ‘dependency’. (See also Robertson, 1997).

The global dimension of population ageing 

Sen (1994) looks at the relevance of an ageing population in developing countries (and contains some interesting UN material and summaries of many articles relating to ageing and less-developed countries). Johnson and Falkingham (1992) note that population ageing will occur more rapidly in countries which have had rapid demographic transitions!

The United Nations (2000) have examined whether ‘replacement migration’ might be a solution to declining and ageing population.

Timonen (2008) also takes a (cross-national) comparative perspective to the issue of ageing populations, and examines whether the “challenge” is “manageable” or an “excessive burden”? 
