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CLOSING SPEECH OF THE 6T H WORLD AGEING & GENERATIONS CONGRESS 2010

BY PROFESSOR DR. ILONA KICKBUSCH, CHAIRPERSON
UNIVERSITY OF S T. GALLEN , 25-27 AUGUST 2010

Every year at the end of the WDA Forum I am asked – as chairperson – to give a personal
impression of the key issues that have emerged. No single Forum can take all pertinent issues
related to Demography and Ageing into account, but we from the WDA Forum aim to ensure a
continuity that links to our mission, to coordinate the worldwide efforts and activities concerning
demographic change, generations and migration, and that helps sharpen and deepen the
discourse on a number of critical issues.
Each WDA Forum develops its own focus: last year in 2009 we were very focused on the interface
between ageing, poverty and social justice (Kickbusch, 2009) and had a very extensive debate on
approaches to development in view of the demographic challenge. We agreed on the necessity to
apply the human development framework as we debate demography and ageing. Emerging
economies and less developed countries need to be supported to establish the two basic forms of
protection: minimum health protection and minimum income protection. Development aid strategies
need to take this into account much more forcefully.
This year in 2010 the WDA Forum highlighted the strategic and political impact of the interface
between demography, development, geopolitics and quality of life while keeping the issues
discussed in 2009 in mind – particularly the challenge of equity and human development. Out of
the interdisciplinary debate some alternative paradigms related to demography and ageing begin to
emerge.
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Political relevance: the power shift
The WDA Forum recognized the political importance of demographic shifts – not only in relation to
national policies but in particular to regional or global dynamics as well as the new global geopolitical order that is emerging. Seminal shifts in power are occurring and demography is both a
driving force and a potential risk in the positioning of countries. It seems that governments do not
yet fully understand the political risk and global challenge that comes with demographic change
and an uneven pace of demographic transition. One message was very clear at the WDA Forum:
while all countries are experiencing major demographic shifts and are ageing, their specific
development is divergent. One recent analysis (Howe & Jackson, 2008 ) indicates: the regions of
the world will become more unalike before they become more alike and this will lead to danger
points in political and security terms. We are at such a critical point of transition on a global scale:
worldwide there soon will be more people over 65 then people under five.
Analysts warn that midway through the transition the inequities turn out to be the greatest and it
becomes important for political stability to identify the groups in society that will lose most at this
point. This is where policy needs to act in order to reduce social conflict.
The politics of vocabulary
The WDA Forum highlighted that meaningful classifications are needed which bring together
demographic change, economic development, health development and political power shifts. At
present we lack both the vocabulary and the metrics to describe the complexity of the
transformation under way.
In order to understand the impact of demographic change the division of the world into two
development spaces and two datasets, one for developed and one for developing countries, is
insufficient. The divergence of demographic and economic change creates more complex patterns
and new strategies for development require more precision to better count, account and describe
developments in different societies. Some of the wording that has been used during this WDA
Forum can give us an indication of new types of groupings and classifications that could be used to
move the debate forward in a productive way.
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Most countries in the rich parts of the world are experiencing Hyper Ageing; this implies that
countries not only have a rapidly ageing population, but at the same time a stagnant population or
perhaps even a declining one. We can also identify regions of decline in relation to life expectancy
which are geographically quite apart such as some countries in Africa on the one hand and
countries in Eastern Europe on the other hand. We need to understand that many emerging
economies are also rising states in terms of their political power and we must begin to factor the
demographic challenges into the political and economic calculations of their future progress. More
precision is needed in terms of the famous statement that these countries will get old before they
get rich – some of these countries are getting rich and old and more unequal at the same time.
This leads to a domestic political challenge of enormous scope while these countries aim to
position themselves in the multipolar global environment.
In his keynote Nobel Laureate Robert Fogel stated that there will be a continued perhaps even
accelerated increase in life expectancy in the 21 century. His concept of accelerated ageing
provides us with an understanding of the very important intergenerational effect that occurs for the
countries that experience low fertility, high mortality in the working population plus emigration of
young people at the same time. Increasingly migration movements are not only from the global
south to the global north, many of these movements are now within a region and we will need to
analyse these enormous regional effects more precisely for their political, economic, social and
demographic implications.

Conceptual flaws
Picking up on discussions from last year, the WDA Forum 2010 drew attention to the flaws inherent
in the concept of the dependency ratio. Not only does it not hold for societies where most of older
people work and where they work within an informal economy; the concept is based on a construct
of dependency that originates in western welfare states. But the construction of social security and
pension systems in other parts of the world may need to be based on a different premise. At the
WDA Forum very interesting examples of non-contributive pension schemes were described that
have shown, not only a significant economic impact, but also an important positive
intergenerational impact. In contrast, some of the richer societies have done an “export job” – they
have given security to the older part of the population at the cost of insecurity for the younger part
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of the population. In the long run, no society can afford such intergenerational inequity, particularly
not societies that are ageing rapidly. Could intergenerational impact become a defining factor for
new schemes that are introduced around the world? How will they contribute to sustainable
economic and social development? How will they link to human development models?
Another conceptual flaw is the tendency to concentrate on burdens of mortality rather than
understand the burden of disability. The WDA Forum strongly underlined the challenge to explore
psychological longevity in tandem with physical longevity. This year’s discussion of dementia was
exemplary of the need for such a shift: what do we gain if we continue to have the major increase
in longevity but have, at the same time, high levels of dementia in the population? Will the doubling
of dementia every 10 years continue? Will the explosion of diabetes in all parts of the world
continue? The discussion showed that new research paradigms are needed: for example, we need
to study healthy people not only diseases. The focus of the research agenda might shift from cure
to postponement and to slowing progression, as in relation to dementia. What consequences does
this have for the pharmaceutical industry and for pharmacology? The debate also indicated that the
research agenda itself is influenced by ageism: it is partial to which diseases are studied and what
kind of research is financed. Here there is a clear need for strong advocacy that could come from
the WDA Forum.

The change of paradigms in health and care
Will health care systems be able to respond? How will families and communities organize around
the new challenges in different parts of the world? The starting point has frequently been that
healthcare systems in the poorer parts of the world should mirror and extend the model in the
western world. But we probably need healthcare systems that start out from the household, the
family and the community in quite different ways and would in consequence imply different
financing models and new ways of sharing care and financial responsibility. To what extent can we
learn from different parts – also poorer parts – of the world how to construct healthcare systems in
a sustainable manner? A new word was introduced to describe that part of care that happens in
the family and in the household: proximology. This is not about having informal carers taking on the
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entire care burden – it is about organisational models, new professions, new technologies and new
types of carers as well as new types of self care. It is also about a new economics of informal care
that shows its value to society. This takes us back a full circle to the very first point: economics
based on a human development model.
Steps forward
The next two years will see critical dates at the level of the United Nations debate with relevance to
demography and ageing and the work of the WDA Forum. This year from 20-22 of September
2010 – just after this WDA Forum – the Millennium Development Goals of the United Nations are
being reviewed at a UN Summit. One suggestion that has been tabled is to extend goal 3 which
promotes gender equality to be expanded to include gender and age equality. This is relevant also
because women constitute the majority of older people. This links to the on-going advocacy for a
UN Convention for older people, first championed by Robert Butler.
The United Nations is further engaged in a review of the Madrid Plan of Action on Ageing which will
be presented in 2012. The WDA Forum is challenged to influence its future directions in the
context of the bottom-up evaluations that have been proposed – definitely many of you have
suggested to use the WDA Forum in 2011 to prepare a contribution. One step that has already
been taken during this meeting has been to strengthen the active ageing approach by developing
an index on active ageing. A working group has begun to outline a set of key indicators so that we
hope to be able to propose an index of active ageing in 2011 and take forward to 2012 to
contribute to the review of the Madrid Plan of Action.
In 2011 another very important discussion will take place at the UN: The NCD Summit 2011,
officially called the 'High-level Meeting of the United Nations General Assembly on the prevention
and control of non-communicable diseases'. It will take place in September 2011 in New York and
will be convened with the participation of Heads of State and Government. It is expected that the
NCD Summit 2011 will focus on galvanizing action at global and national levels to halt and address
the health and socio-economic impact of NCDs through multi-sectoral approaches. It will be critical
to use this Summit to generate awareness of demographic issues such as dementia and diabetes
which the WDA Forum discussed this year.
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Dreams and nightmares
As always a very rich agenda has emerged from this year’s WDA Forum discussions. We also
drew attention to issues that need to be included in future WDA Forums, such as a discussion with
the countries concerned on how to make use of the youth bulge and youth power. But above all,
each year at the WDA Forum in St. Gallen we aim to contribute to a better understanding of a new
form of society of all ages that is taking shape. Our intent is to link the demographic transition to a
vision that is not based on threat, but on an experience of longevity that is positively integrated and
embedded in people’s lives.
In a recent book, the sociologist Anthony Giddens draws attention to the fact that Martin Luther
King did not stir people to action by saying “I have a nightmare”. But it is in terms of a nightmare
that demographic issues are usually discussed. We are confronted with humanity’s dream of a
longer and healthier life becoming a reality for an increasing number of people despite all the
problems we have analysed. And more and more people can participate in this dream despite the
transition problems. It is really up to all of us who also partly belong to different generations to
construct the political and social innovation that will allow an ever increasing number of people to
live this dream in their everyday life.
Thank you very much.
Professor Dr. Ilona Kickbusch, St. Gallen 27th of August 2010

Bibliography
Howe, N. & Jackson, R. (2008). "The Graying of the Great Powers: Demography and Geopolitics
in the 21st Century", CSIS Global Aging Initiative.
Kickbusch, I. (2009). "Closing Speech of the 5th World Ageing & Generations Congres", The WDA
HSG Letters on Demographic Issues, 3.

6/6

Previous Discussion Papers:
David E. Bloom and David Canning,
“Global demography: fact, force and future”,
No. 2006/1
David E. Bloom, David Canning, Michael Moore and Younghwan Song,
“The effect of subjective survival probabilities on retirement and
wealth in the United States”,
No. 2007/1
Glenda Quintini, John P. Martin and Sébastien Martin,
“The changing nature of the school-to-work transition process in
OECD countries”,
No. 2007/2

Robert L. Clark, Naohiro Ogawa, Makoto Kondo and Rikiya Matsukura,
“Population Decline, Labor Force Stability, and the Future of
the Japanese Economy“,
No. 2009/1
Jovan Zamac, Daniel Hallberg and Thomas Lindh,
“Low Fertility and Long Run Growth in an Economy with a Large
Public Sector“,
No. 2009/2
Hans Groth,
“Switzerland and its Demography“,
No. 2009/3

David Bell, Alison Bowes and Axel Heitmueller,
“Did the Introduction of Free Personal Care in Scotland Result
in a Reduction of Informal Care?”,
No. 2007/3

Hans Groth, Reiner Klingholz and Martin Wehling,
“Future Demographic Challenges in Europe: The Urgency to Improve
the Management of Dementia“,
No. 2009/4

Alexandre Sidorenko,
“International Action on Ageing: Where Do We Stand?“,
No. 2007/4

David N.F. Bell and Robert A. Hart,
“Retire Later or Work Harder?“,
No. 20010/1

Lord Adair Turner of Ecchinswell,
“Population ageing or population growth: What should we worry
about?“,
No. 2007/5

Ousmane Faye,
“Basic Pensions and Poverty Reduction in sub-Saharan Africa“,
No. 2010/2

Isabella Aboderin and Monica Ferreira,
“Linking Ageing to Development Agendas in sub-Saharan Africa:
Challenges and Approaches“,
No. 2008/1
United Nations Population Fund (ed.),
“The Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing:
Where Are We Five Years Later?“,
No. 2008/2
Svend E. Hougaard Jensen and Ole Hagen Jørgensen,
“Low Fertility, Labour Supply, and Retirement in Europe“,
No. 2008/3
Ronald Lee and Andrew Mason,
“Fertility, Human Capital, and Economic Growth over
the Demographic Transition“,
No. 2008/4
Asghar Zaidi and Alexandre Sidorenko,
“Features and Challenges of Population Ageing using the European
Perspective“,
No. 2008/5
David E. Bloom, David Canning, Günther Fink and Jocelyn E. Finlay,
“The High Cost of Low Fertility in Europe“,
No. 2008/6

David E. Bloom and Alfonso Sousa-Poza,
“The Economic Consequences of Low Fertility in Europe“,
No. 2010/3
David E. Bloom, David Canning and Günther Fink,
“The Graying of Global Population and Its
Macroeconomic Consequences“,
No. 2010/4
Monika Bütler and Stefan Staubli,
“Payouts in Switzerland: Explaining Developments in Annuitization”,
No. 2010/5
Nicholas Eberstadt and Hans Groth,
“The Russian Federation in an Era of Demographic Crisis: The Special
Challenges of Population Aging and Social Security Policy”,
No. 2010/6
Alexandre Sidorenko,
“Population Ageing in the Countries of the Former Soviet Union:
Concerns and Responses”,
No. 2010/7
David E. Bloom, Ajay Mahal, Larry Rosenberg and Jaypee Sevilla,
“Economic Security Arrangements in the Context of Population
Ageing in India”,
No. 2010/8
David E. Bloom and Roddy McKinnon,
“Social Security and the Challenge of Demographic Change”,
No. 2010/9

Previous Letters:
Ariela Lowenstein,
“The Israeli experience of advancing policy and practice in the area of
elder abuse and neglect”,
No. 2007/1
Jeffrey L. Sturchio & Melinda E. Hanisch,
“Ageing and the challenge of chronic disease: do present policies have
a future?”
No. 2007/2
Summary of a Special Session with: Bengt Jonsson (chair), Michaela
Diamant, Herta Marie Rack and Tony O’Sullivan,
“Innovative approaches to managing the diabetes epidemic”,
No. 2007/3
Baroness Sally Greengross,
“Human Rights Across the Generations in Ageing Societies”,
No. 2008/1
Marie F. Smith,
“The Role of Lifelong Learning in Successful Ageing”,
No. 2008/2

Aurore Flipo, Hélène Derieux and Janna Miletzki,
“Three Student Essays on Demographic Change and Migration”,
No. 2009/1
Nicholas Eberstadt & Hans Groth,
“Too sick to prosper: Russia‘s ongoing health crisis obstructs economic
growth and development”,
No. 2009/2
Ilona Kickbusch,
“Closing Speech of the 5th World Ageing & Generations Congress”,
No. 2009/3

Nicholas Eberstadt and Hans Groth,
“Demography and Public Debt: Time for a “Demographic Stress Test”
for the Western Economies. What does it mean for Switzerland?”,
No. 2010/1

Ina Voelcker,
“Ageing Policy Change – What are the Drivers of Change in Low and
Middle-Income Countries?”,
No. 2010/2

WDA Forum
P.O. Box 2239

phone: +41 (0)71 242 79 79 fax: +41 (0)71 242 79 78

CH-9001 St.Gallen, Switzerland

www.wdaforum.org

info@wdaforum.org

