
Global ageing – its 
implications for 
growth, decent work 
and social protection 
beyond 2015

Older people account for an increasing proportion of the world’s 
population today, and this number continues to grow as a result 
of increasing life expectancy and declining birth rates. By 2020, 

older people (aged 65 and over) will account for nearly 10 per cent of the 
world’s population and will outnumber children under five.1  This trend is 
expected to accelerate in future years: by 2040 there will be 1.3 billion 
older people in the world – accounting for 14 per cent of the total.  

Key messages
• Decent work as defined by the ILO is essential both to achieving 

the MDGs and in developing the post-2015 development framework. 
As one of the four pillars of the Decent Work Agenda, it is critical 
that social protection is at the core of the future framework to 
ensure all people can participate in and benefit from growth.

• Decent work and social protection must be viewed in the context of 
demographic change. Life-course and intergenerational policy-
making and programming are required to enable older people to 
work their way out of poverty. Otherwise, older men and women 
will face old age characterised by vulnerability that will be passed 
on to younger generations.

• Pensions are critical to enhance older people’s livelihood strategies. 
They represent a regular income that is vital in contributing to daily 
living needs and to support the whole household.

• An acknowledgement of the reality of work in old age and its 
increasingly informal nature, particularly in developing countries, is 
crucial to ensure that the design of a post-2015 framework does not 
marginalise certain groups. 

• Income brought in by older people is invested in households and 
shared between family members. Assumptions that older people 
cannot or are not working must be challenged and their 
contributions through work and income recognised and supported.
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All countries are experiencing these changes, which are particularly marked in Asia. In 
Vietnam, for example, the proportion of share of older people in the population (aged 60 and 
over) is expected to rise from 9 per cent in 2009 to 26 per cent in 2050.2 In China, the 
population of older people (aged 60 and over) is expected to outnumber children under five 
by 2029 and by 2035 older people will account for between 20 and 25 per cent of the total 
population.3 

The march towards an ageing world raises important questions in the current context of 
slow economic growth in some countries, uncertainty and rising unemployment. A recent 
report by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) shows a slow reduction of the number 
of working poor, with 456m workers earning less than $1.25 a day along with low/un-paid 
and unstable employment (such as own-account and unpaid work) increasing in sub-
Saharan Africa and South Asia.4  

Most people who live in poverty are working poor, including increasing numbers of older 
people5 who are struggling every day to secure their livelihoods.6 While many older people 
contribute economically to family livelihoods in small-scale farming, petty trading or craft 
industries, many perform invisible enabling functions: looking after grandchildren (and 
great-grandchildren), guarding property or goods for sale on the street, or preparing meals 
so that younger adults are able to pursue economic activities. These critical enabling roles 
by older people should be well-acknowledged, and national policies and programmes 
should be shaped to support them, so as to recognise their needs for secure livelihoods, and 
their rights to decent work and social protection.7

Older people are working
It is a myth that older people cannot or do not work. Figures from the United Nations show 
that more than 70 per cent of men and nearly 40 per cent of women over 60 continue to 
work.8 In some countries, these figures are even higher9 and often do not account for the 
many older people, particularly women, who are doing unpaid work.

What is the scale of older people’s work?
Just as population ageing is considered a challenge only for rich 
countries, issues relating to work in old age are frequently seen as 
relevant only to these societies and economies. But the reality is that 
two-thirds of the world’s older people live in low- and middle-income 
countries.24 For the great majority of these older people, work  
continues to play a fundamental role in their lives. 

It is difficult to give an accurate estimate of the numbers of older people 
working, as statistics are not usually disaggregated, and there are  
diverse definitions of the formal and informal sectors. However,  
available figures do indicate a trend. The United Nations (UN) estimates 
that in 30 countries, at least half of those aged 65 and over continue to 
work.25 In the Central African Republic, Malawi, Mozambique and 
Tanzania, more than 80 per cent of men over 65 continue to work.26 

In Malawi, 96 per cent of older men and 86 per cent of women 
over 60 work, compared with 24 per cent of men and 12 per cent 
of women in the UK.
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People over 60 still working 
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VietnamJamaica Moldova UgandaIn most low- and middle-income countries the proportion of older 
people living in poverty is higher than for the general population. 
In Jamaica and Uganda, more than 60 per cent of older people are 
poor, compared with around 40 per cent of the total population.23
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Figure 1: People over 60 still working

Source: UNDESA (2009)
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In some countries, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, the informal sector accounts for a 
substantial proportion of total employment10 and is generally higher for women. Most older 
people in low- and middle-income countries work in the informal economy – they are self-
employed in informal enterprises or in low-paid employment in jobs without secure 
contracts, worker benefits, or social protection.11 

Developing countries will age at unprecedented rates in coming years and the informal 
economy will continue to grow. Two-thirds of the world’s older people live in low- and 
middle-income countries,12 and this proportion is set to rise to 80 per cent by 2050.13 There 
is a need to build effective social protection systems that can protect those vulnerable 
workers, including the growing numbers of older workers that are exposed to greater risks 
and insecurities.

As workers, older people face similar challenges to younger generations, but these are often 
intensified. Their work is likely to be more insecure and they face age discrimination when 
seeking work. They are more likely to experience health issues and to be offered lower rates 
of pay. As petty traders, they have greater difficulty in obtaining credit.

Social protection as an essential pillar for  
inclusive growth
Growth is essential for development, but economic growth alone is not sufficient to 
eradicate poverty. This is evident in the persistent acute poverty still experienced by many 
in countries that have seen higher growth rates in recent years. Seventy-five per cent of the 
world’s poorest people live in middle-income countries. It is necessary to find ways to 
ensure that all people are able to participate in and benefit from growth.  

Over the last decade there has been increasing recognition of the essential role of social 
protection systems social protection systems to ensure an inclusive approach for all people 
to participate in and benefit from economic growth. Meanwhile, the positive impacts of 
social protection on outcomes such as health, nutrition and human capital development 
support a virtuous cycle of strong sustainable growth that will in turn enhance capabilities 
and further human development across the life course.

However, current social protection systems in low- and middle-income countries have 
usually been designed for formal sector workers, who are less poor and vulnerable than 
those in informal sector workers. Most of the older people who are currently working in the 
informal sector are not covered by any social protection system, especially schemes that 
give permanent income-based retirement packages. 

The United Nations’ Social Protection Floor Initiative14 (SPF-I) provides strong guiding 
principles for furthering social protection, emphasising the need for systems that provide 
minimum income and access to basic services across the life course.

In light of the increased vulnerability people experience as they age, social protection for 
older people emerges as a key pillar of any effective social protection system. This is 
recognised by the SPF, but also by many countries in the global south that have extended 
the coverage of pension systems over the last two decades. For example, in the last decade, 
over 20 countries have either introduced or significantly extended non-contributory pension 
systems (See Box 1 for the examples of three Asian countries). Many more have made 
changes to pension levels or eligibility that has benefited many older people. 

Box 1: Social pensions for older people
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Box 1: Social pensions for older people
 
Countries which adopt a positive approach on ageing have been seen to improve 
the wellbeing of their older populations. Studies carried out by HelpAge 
International and partners in Vietnam, Bangladesh and Thailand show that a 
relatively small pension level can have important impacts on older people, and 
wider poverty rates. In Bangladesh, increased empowerment and better family 
relationships were experienced by receiving social pensions. In Vietnam, a social 
pension scheme providing low benefits to a large number of beneficiaries was seen 
to reduce poverty more than a scheme providing high benefits to a small number of 
beneficiaries.

In these three countries, social pensions can work with a fairly small initial 
expenditure. In Vietnam, for example, the social pension scheme introduced in 
2002 started with low coverage and benefits, implying low implementation cost at 
just 0.05 percent of GDP. Nevertheless, the pension improved recipients’ standard 
of living, augmenting their spending on food, medicines, and other household 
needs.15  

Non-contributory pensions – even where the benefits are relatively modest – have been 
found to have a significant impact on the lives of older people. This includes supporting 
older people who are no longer able to work, but also supporting the livelihoods of those 
who still can. In the meantime, they also support those who live with or share kinship 
networks with older people, therefore helping to break the intergenerational transmission of 
poverty. As such, non-contributory pensions have been shown to be an effective channel for 
the reduction of poverty and inequality across the life course. Greater poverty reduction 
impacts of the non-contributory pensions will require they be part of a multilayered system 
delivering comprehensive social protection, as contemplated by the wider social protection 
floor.

Older people also face serious health risks, but only a small number of older people have 
access to affordable health services. The ILO indicates that low- and middle-income 
countries, particularly those in sub-Saharan Africa, have extremely low coverage of health 
protection.16 Even where services are available in theory, access is difficult for older people 
in low-income countries due to poor quality and lack of healthcare infrastructure and high 
out-of-pocket payments.

Addressing older workers’ rights in the post-2015 
process
All people, including older people, have the right to decent work and to social protection.17 
Decent work, which is essential for sustainable development and the eradication of poverty, 
provides protection to vulnerable people during old age.18 Many European governments are 
responding to increasing life expectancy and the relative decline in those of working age 
relative to older people, by raising retirement ages. However, in low- and middle-income 
countries, a time of retirement in which older people cease to work but continue to receive 
an income, is enjoyed by relatively few people. The great majority of older people continue 
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to work in order to survive or to provide for young dependents in their care19. 

For older people in low- and middle-income countries, working contributes a significant 
percentage of income and daily expenditure sources.20 As such, maintaining work and 
income for older populations in these countries is crucial. 

The post-2015 period will experience changes in economic growth and structure which will 
significantly affect work and employment patterns. Informal, low-skilled and agricultural 
work will be replaced by formal, skilled and industrial work. These changes will bring great 
challenges to older people, specifically the older poor, who are often involved in such work. 

Despite these, however, older workers remain largely invisible in current policy debates and 
development programmes on decent employment. Facing the challenge of creating decent, 
productive jobs and livelihoods for the world’s poor, and the deliberations on a post-2015 
development framework must recognise and actively promote older workers’ capabilities, 
needs and rights.

The economic contribution of older people places older people in the narrative of growth 
and development. However, not all older people are capable of work. Four out of five older 
people do not receive a pension. Older people are disproportionately concentrated in the 
poorest households. Their right to social protection must be upheld by governments 
through social pensions and access to affordable essential services that meet their needs.

Recommendations
HelpAge proposes some key actions and guiding principles for the post-2015 development 
framework, as ways of improving decent employment, social protection and livelihood 
security for older people:21

• Full implementation of the Decent Work Agenda and Social Protection Floor Initiative in 
the post-2015 framework, ensuring that mechanisms such as social pensions are fully 
utilised to address vulnerability and enhance resilience to current and emerging risks. 

• Build and use age-inclusive data sets to expose gaps in and measure poverty, inequality, 
capability and wellbeing across the life course at national and international level.

• Investment in initiatives to support older peoples’ work, including older people’s 
associations which increase older people’s livelihood security through empowerment, 
information sharing, improved confidence and reduced social isolation.

• Improve older people’s access to information and training to enable them to explore and 
make use of formal and informal work and business opportunities.

• Encourage MFIs and NGOs to develop age-friendly livelihood activities including 
revolving funds, in-kind support, cash transfers and low interest loans with flexible 
repayment and savings mechanisms.

• Advocate to government for improved representation by, and services for, older people in 
the workplace and at community and national level.

• Develop age-inclusive, rights-based and age-specific recommendations for the post-2015 
framework to ensure that action on ageing is mainstreamed and outcomes monitored.
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