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An aging world population 
Kevin G. Kinsella 

In view of the rapid aging of their populations, developing countries are Finding it necessary to 
restructure their health seNices. 

E
very month, the present world 
total of 360 million persons 
aged 65 and over increases by 

800 000 individuals. Three decades 
from now, the world 's elderly are 
projected to number 850 million. 
This unprecedented growth of the 
older population has already changed 
the social and political landscape in 
industrialized nations, and will 
increasingly bear upon policies and 
programmes throughout the develop
ing world. Although issues of health 
care policy and reform vary enor
mously among and within continents, 
most national decisions in the health 
arena are already- or soon will be
affected by the momentum of popu
lation aging. 

The term "demographic transi
tion" refers to a gradual process 
whereby societies move from high 
rates of fertility and mortality to low 
rates of fertility and mortality. For 
example, European and North 
American societies are growing 
older, as a result of persistent low 
fertility and increasing life expect
ancy. Sweden now has the world's 
"oldest" population, with more than 
18% of its citizens aged 65 or over. 

What some readers of World 
Health may not realize is that a 
majority of today 's growth in the 
numbers of elderly is occurring in 
developing countries. The speed of 
aging is likewise more rapid there 
than in the industrialized world; 
while it took 115 years for the pro
portion of elderly to rise from 7% to 
14% in France, the same change in 
China will occur in fewer than 30 
years. The high fertility rates that 
prevailed in most developing coun
tries from 1950 until at least the early 
1970s ensure that the ranks of the 
elderly will continue to swell during 
the next four decades. 

Related to the demographic 
transition is the epidemiological 
transition. This concept refers to a 
long-term change in major causes of 
death, from infectious and acute 
diseases on the one hand to chronic 
and degenerative diseases on the 
other. We know that the average 
individual's risk of becoming dis
abled rises with age. As entire popu
lations age, the societal prevalence of 
disability is also likely to increase. 
And as we live to higher and higher 

Does longer life translate into 
healthier life, or are individuals 
spending a greater portion of 
their later years with 
disabilities, mental disorders, 
and disease? 

ages, the debate is brewing: does 
longer life translate into healthier 
life, or are individuals spending a 
greater portion of their later years 
with disabilities, mental disorders, 
and disease? 

Further research is needed to 
answer this question, but it appears 
inevitable that the sheer force of 
demographic change will compel 
most countries to grapple with in
creased demand for health care. 
Elderly populations themselves are 
becoming older on average as the 
growth rate of the "oldest old" (per
sons aged 80 and over) outpaces that 
of the elderly in general. Because the 
oldest old consume disproportionate 
amounts of health care and long-term 
services, provision of those services 
will become more costly. Many 
health systems today are being eco
nomically squeezed by the compet
ing desires to keep pace with a 
growing elderly population and to 
expand basic coverage to all seg
ments of society. Countries through
out the world are looking beyond 
their borders for clues about restruc
turing their health systems, avoiding 
primary reliance on institutional care, 
and promoting family care and home 
care for their aging populations. • 
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