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Why isWorld Aging an Important | ssue?
| ntroduction

This lesson can stand alone as an introduction to the issue of aging and the role it playsin
governmental decision making. It can also be used as afollow up to the student worksheet
activities of the Changing World Population lesson. The lesson begins with general discussion
about the importance of population structuresin acountry. (The term population structure refers
to the percentage of the population that falls into different age groups.) Students then use the
facts about the population structures in two countries to discuss the implications for the future of
those societies. The teacher should choose two countries, one with an aging population, e.g.
Japan or Western Europe, and one with a young population, e.g. Kenya. (Graphslisting the
countriesin each category follow.) The lesson concludes with areturn to the general question
about the effect of population structure on societies.

Objectives

Students will:
» Understand how policy makersin a society make decisions based on the population structure
» Study the population structure and related political/economic systems of two countries

M aterials

Handout: Introduction to an Aging World
Handout: Graphs of countries sorted according to aging populations and young populations
(Teachers and/or students can choose the two countries to be compared)

Key Terms

life expectancy, median age, population structure, age ratio, population projections, population
pyramid, capitalism, socialism, democracy, monarchy, dictatorship

L esson Steps

1. Have the students read (for homework or in class) the handout article, “ Introduction to an
Aging World”. Then pose the question:
* What difference does it make if the population is“old” or “young”?
* Why do government policy makers care about population structure?

Write students’ ideas on the board.
2. Distribute the graph with countries sorted by population age. Suggest two examples for

investigation, e.g. Japan with its high proportion of people over 65 and Kenyawith avery
small proportion over 65. Substitute any two countries.
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Have students research the population structures and related facts about the countries.
Internet access for students during this project isideal; alternatively, the teacher should
provide background information on the countries chosen. An INTERNET search using the
name of the country and the word “demographics” will usually provide useful web sites.

Questions the students should answer:
What % of peoplein the country are over 65?
What % of peoplein the country are over 807
What % of people in the country are under 15?
What is the average life expectancy in the country?
What is the median age in the country today?
What is the birth rate in the country today?
What is the death rate in the country today?
What is the population projection for the year 2030?
What percent of the population will be over 65 in the year 20307?

Other issues that students might want to consider:
What political system existsin each country? Democracy? Monarchy? Dictatorship?
What economic system exists in each country? Capitalist? Sociaist? Hybrid?
What are the gender roles in each country?
What kind of health care system isin place?

3. Divide students into groups of four and have them discuss the question, “how are these
countries different”. What impact does the age structure have on government policy and
future planning in the two countries?

How can these two very different societies prepare for their future in terms of
» thelabor force
» theeducationa system
» therole of the family and its members
» thehedth care system
* immigration laws
» other ideas offered by students

4. Bring the class together again. Have each group share their discussion briefly. Then go back
to the student responses on the board from step 1 and ask students to add the new ideas that
emerged during the discussion.

Extension Activities

» Have students write a paper or do a presentation on one of the following questions:
a. Do you think “old age” affects men and women the same?
b. What about differencesin social and economic class?
c. Do all societiestreat older people the same?

Ithaca College Gerontology Institute



Have students provide examples.
Thisdiscussion of age, gender and social class can be used as an introduction and

framework of themesfor the global studies curriculum. Point out to the student that in
studying countries around the world, these themes will always be important to consider.

Ithaca College Gerontology Institute



Handout:
Introduction to An Aging World

The United Nations designated 1999 as“ The Y ear of the Older Person,” thereby recognizing
what demographers and many others have known for decades. our global population is aging,
and aging at avery fast rate. Fertility decline and the growth of city life have been the dominant
globa demographic trends during the second half of the twentieth century, much as rapid
improvementsin life expectancy characterized the early 1900s. As we begin the twenty-first
century, population aging will emerge as an important worldwide phenomenon. Lower birth
rates and lower death rates because of improved health care haveresulted in growing
numbers of older peoplethroughout most of theworld. Aseducation and income levelsrise,
increasing numbers of individuals reach “old age”. These old people expect much more from
their lives than old people of previous generations.

Popul ation aging represents, in one sense, a human success story; societies now have the luxury
of aging. However, the steady, sustained growth of elderly populations also poses challenges to
policy makersin many societies. After theyear 2010, the numbersand proportions of
elderly, especially the oldest old, will riserapidly in most developed and many developing
countries. The projected increaseisprimarily theresult of high fertility after World War
II. Itissecondarily, but increasingly, the result of reduced death rates at all ages; in most nations
of the world, there have been major reductions in the prevalence of infectious and parasitic
diseases, declinesin infant and maternal mortality, and improved nutrition during the 1900s.

Most people, for good reason, associate the growth of elderly populations with the devel oped,
industrialized countries of Europe and North America. Most developed nations have the oldest
populations in the world today, and some may have more grandparents than children before the
middle of the twenty-first century. The developing world, by contrast, still has a high proportion
of children (35 percent under age 15) and arelatively low proportion of older people (10 percent
aged 55 and over).

What islesswidely appreciated is that absolute numbers of elderly in devel oping nations often
are large and everywhere are increasing. Well over half of the world’ s elderly (people aged 65
and over) now live in developing nations (59 percent or 249 million people, in 2000). By 2030,
this proportion is projected to increase to 71 percent (868 million). Many developing countries
have had or are now experiencing a significant downturn in their rate of natural population
increase (births minus deaths) similar to what previously occurred in most industrialized nations.
As this process accel erates, age structures (the number of people in each age group) will change.
The elderly will be an ever-larger proportion of each nation’s total population. Elderly
populations also have grown because of worldwide improvements in health services, educational
status, and economic devel opment.

Adapted from An Aging World: 2001, U.S. Census Bureau, 2000a.
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Asistrue of younger age groups, people aged 65 and over have very different economic
resources, health statuses, living arrangements and levels of community involvement. There are
important demographic, social and economic differences that have direct bearing on social policy
now and in the future. For example, the fastest growing portion of the elderly populationin
many nations are those aged 80 and over, referred to as the oldest old. Rapidly expanding
numbers of very old people represent a social phenomenon without historical precedent, and one
that is bound to alter previously held stereotypes of older people. The growth of the oldest old
isimportant to public policy because needs and social responsibilities of people change
consider ably asthey age.

We are all part of an increasingly interdependent and aging world. See the map below.

Percent Aged 65 and Over: 2000
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Current growth of elderly populationsis steady in some countries and explosive in others. When
the World War |1 baby-boomersin many countries begin to reach their elder years after 2010,
there will be asignificant jump in the proportion of the world’s population that is elderly. See
the map below.

Percent Aged 65 and Over: 2030
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The coming growth, especially of the oldest old, will be stunning. Astheir numbersgrow,
thereisaserious need to understand the characteristics of older populations, their
strengths, and their requirements. The effects will be felt not just within individual nations but
throughout the global economy. Understanding the dynamics of aging requires accurate
descriptions of the elderly from interrel ated perspectives including demographic, social,
economic, medical and increasingly, biologic and genetic.
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Population by Age and Sex: 1950, 1990, and 2030
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Handout: Choosing Countries for Comparison

The countries on this page all have alarge aging population. Austria, for example, has 92 people who are over
65 for every 100 people who are 14 or younger. Countries on the next page all have young populations.
Bangladesh, for example, has 9 people over 65 for every 100 people who are 14 or younger. Pick one country
from each list. Find more information about its population structure, and consider the issues the government
decision makers will have to address.

Aging Index: 2000 and 2030
(people aged 65 and over per 100 people aged 0-14)

Developed Countries (Aging Populations)

Western Europe
Austria — 02 1186 I
] — 2030
Belgium 1172
Denmark —BD—I 143
France — 85 1155
Germany — 103 1187

Greece 114 1206
Italy — 127 1261
Luxembourg 117
Norway 131
Sweden 94 1169
United Kingdom | 82 1152

Eastern Europe

Bulgaria — 106 1244
Czech Republic — 84 1216
Hungary — 87 1179

Poland 64 1160
Ukraine | 133

Other Developed Countries

Australia _—6-0—| 126
Canada _ 66 1148
Japan —11% 21
New Zealand _—5-1—| 103
United States _59—| 102

J
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Developing Countries (Young Populations)

Asia

Africa

Latin America/
Caribbean

South Korea

Bangladesh 32

27

China
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India 8

Indonesia 52

Israel
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Malaysia 36
Pakistan 25
Philippines 30

Singapore
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Sri Lanka
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Thailand
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Turkey
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Egypt 34
Kenya
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Morocco 40
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Tunisia

171

I

Zimbabwe

|

Argentina

174
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Brazil

169
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Chile
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Colombia
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Costa Rica
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Guatemala

Jamaica
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Mexico
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Peru

73

|

Uruguay
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Source: An Aging World: 2001, U.S. Census Bureau, 2000a.
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