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EDITOR’S PAGE

Changing Demographics
A New Approach to Global Health Care
Due to the Aging Population
Valentin Fuster, MD, PHD

“A population that does not care for children

NATIONAL STRATEGIES

and the elderly abuses the memory of the past
and promise for the future.”

T

—Pope Francis (1)
he global population nearly tripled from
1950 to 2010 (2). However, shrinking fertility
rates and longer lifespans are changing the

global demographic landscape, resulting in human
population rates that are actually on the decline
(Figure 1). Within the context of such decline, over
the next 40 to 60 years, the old will outnumber
the young in nearly every country (Figure 2). In
fact, the United Nations (UN) Population Division
projects that the population over the age of 60 years
will increase from more than 800 million today
(representing 11% of the world population) to more
than 2 billion in 2050 (representing 22% of the world
population) (3).
When examining the demographics of speciﬁc
high-income countries, the situation looks even
more disconcerting. To maintain a replacement
population, the necessary fertility rate is 2.1% per
woman (4). Thus, without a replacement baby
population, the aging population will be the country’s prevailing demographics. For example, in 1995,
only 1 country, Italy, had more people older than
age 65 years, compared with those younger than
age 15 years. Today, there are 30 countries, and this
number will reach 35 by 2020 (4). According to the
UN, currently 20% of Japan’s population is age 65
years or older (5), and more people in Japan will be
older than age 80 years than less than age 15 years
by 2030 (4).

The aging population will result in a tremendous
challenge for health care across these countries, both
in dealing with the tidal wave of noncommunicable
diseases and in determining how to appropriately
deliver care for this burgeoning group. In response,
forward-thinking countries are developing strategies
to combat the potential problem. For instance, in
Japan, which is at the forefront of this demographic
shift, it is predicted that there will be a shortage
of 1 million caregivers by 2025 for the country (5).
Thus,

one-third

of

the

Japanese

government’s

budget is allocated to developing “carebots,” which
are robots speciﬁcally designed to assist elderly
people (5).
While Japan and others are assessing technological
solutions, some countries are turning to more human
possibilities. Many people are spending a great many
more years in retirement, due to longer life expectancies. In 2007, the average man living in a high- to
middle-income country left the labor force before age
64 years and could expect 18 years of retirement (6)
(Figure 3). The average woman stopped working at
age 63 years and looked forward to more than 22 years
of retirement if adopting similar concepts of retirement (6) (Figure 3). Many high-income countries are
likely going to push the retirement age up to reduce
ever-increasing unfunded pension burdens.
Another option is to have this retired population
care for the elderly population. This “gradual retirement” plan would allow older individuals to reduce
working hours, but remain in the workforce to pay
taxes until a later age and furnish options for and
reward volunteering, care, and artistic activities
among older society members (7). For a time, this
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could increase the “active population,” who will not

School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, New York, New York.

be replaced by a youth population.
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F I G U R E 1 World Population by Level of Fertility Over Time (1950 to 2100)
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FULL RANGE OF POLICY CONSIDERATIONS
In Spain, there has been an increased focus on

F I G U R E 2 Young Children and Older People as a Percentage of Global: 1950 to 2050
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establishing a full range of national policies to protect
this population. For example, pharmaceuticals are
free for those age 65 years or older. The country also
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actively participated, together with the UN, in organizing the Second World Assembly on Aging, held in
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Madrid 15 years ago, with a focus on the implications
of population aging (8). In 2007, the UN Economic
Commission for Europe Ministerial Conference on
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Aging was held in León, Spain. The UN Economic
Commission for Europe member countries at this
conference established criteria to foster actions

0%

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020 2030 2040 2050

aimed toward the promotion of health, active aging,
independent living, social participation, and lifelong
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(IMSERSO,

2012a).

Public

health

care

expenditures for Spain, including long-term care, are
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F I G U R E 3 Expected Years of Retirement for Men in Selected OECD Countries: 2007

including: the management of disability and retirement pensions; complementary services and assistance for the elderly and disabled people; the
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and clubs for older adults and day care centers for

increased aging population is well underway, while
the overall global population is declining. This phe-
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nomenon will have a plethora of economic and social
Mexico

implications. From a health care perspective, there
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has never been more of a need to ensure an active
population, regardless of age. We must focus on
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) average is for 30 OECD

health promotion across all age groups. Also, society

member nations (6). Reproduced with permission from Organization for Economic

needs to encourage and incentivize those who are
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“retired” to provide service back to their community,
particularly in helping to care for the elderly. This
activity will serve the purpose of keeping the retired
population physically and mentally younger. As cli-

among the lowest percent of gross domestic product

nicians, we need to obsessively focus on the best

of European countries, although quality of health care

methods to care for the elderly and the best methods

is regarded as “quite good” (9).

for keeping the diminishing youth population healthy

Since 2010, the Institute for the Elderly and Social

longer.

Services (IMSERSO) in Spain has been designated as
the manager for social services beneﬁts within the
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