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and more common worldwide,
China’s ageing population is unique
from that of other countries
because of the above factors.
Besides, ageing in China arrived at
a much earlier stage of economic
development compared to other
countries. Indeed, when China
officially became an ageing country
in 2000 (i.e. when its population of
60 years and over first accounted
for at least 10% of the total), its
GDP per capita was only 7% of
what Japan’s was when it also
crossed the same threshold. While
in 2010 the ratio between the
population of 15-64 and those of
over 64 years was about 9:1, in
2050 this will be less than 3:1. This
rapid ageing process leaves China
relatively less time to prepare
itself for the advent of an ageing
population.
Within the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development targeting
“leaving no-one behind” and
achieving common prosperity for
all in the world, the fast-growing
older persons as one of the
vulnerable groups calls for rights-

based planning to put ageing
high on national development
agenda. Fulfilling the equal rights
of older persons to participate
in and benefit from national
development contributes to
national achievement of the SDGs.
As a matter of fact, the principles
that older persons must be full
participants in the development
process and share its benefits
originate from the Programme
of Action of the International
Conference on Population and
Development (ICPD) held in 1994
in Cairo, and has been reiterated
in the Madrid International Plan of
Action on Ageing (MIPAA). These
principles have been reaffirmed by
the 2030 Sustainable Development
agenda, which the world has
committed to achieve in the
coming 15 years.
Amid China’s rapid social and
economic development, the wellbeing of old persons as a whole
has witnessed improvements. The
Government of China has increased
pension and health insurance
coverage and reimbursement
level, encouraged volunteers to

care for their elders and invested
in community centers for older
people (HAI, 2015). Yet, disparities
among various segments of older
persons according to social,
economic, cultural and geographic
traits have neither diminished, nor
narrowed over the recent years
in the observed areas of health,
security and participation. This
calls for increased attention to
equity dimensions of the national
planning process, particularly
protection of the vulnerable
groups within the older population.
Unless adequate responses are
put in place, this situation will
persist, exerting adverse effects on
China’s pursuit of the Sustainable
Development Goals.
China ranks 52 among the 96
observed countries on the 2015
Global Agewatch Index (HAI, 2015).
Among the 4 categories of health
status, income security, capabilities
and enabling environment, the
country does not fare so well in
the first two. In particular, on the
income security, the country ranks
75, which is in the bottom quarter.

Consequences associated with rapid ageing
Though the interlinkage between
social and economic advancement
and population ageing is yet to be
fully empirically articulated, there
is broad consensus that age-based
inequities would hamper the pace
of development and increase of
old-age population (OP) would
immediately result in higher
expenditure on health.

Inequities persisting between urban and rural areas,
east, middle and west regions, men and women among
older persons and intra-generationally would eventually
demand more resources from public budgets and families.
Monitoring trends through regular data collection and
analysis, and development of policies based on evidence
are the most effective approaches for responding to
China’s fast changing context of rapid ageing.

Inequities tend to be magnified in
old age. A UNFPA China supported
study found that major disparities
persist between urban and rural
areas, between the wealthier
Eastern coasts and the poorer
Western and Central regions, and
between men and women among
older persons in China (NBS,

2010). Chances thus are that with
a larger share of older persons,
more severe intra-generational
inequities will have to be tackled,
thereby demanding more
resources from public budgets
and families. But since these
resources are scarce, striking a
balance between the needs of the
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old and the young will be required
to preserve generational harmony
and inter-generational equity.
The inequities are often rooted in
fundamental factors. For example,
income disparities between older
persons in urban and rural areas
are strongly correlated with their
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economic development is
balanced with compensating
measures for those who may
no longer have comparative
advantages in the modern
Chinese labour market,
especially older workers close
to the retirement age and
those who are residents of
rural areas;
Formulate favorable policies
to attract private sector
investments, together with
professional social workers,
to deliver the social services
needed;
Expand lifelong learning
opportunities with a special
focus to enhance the
participation of older women.
Innovative ways should also
be explored to mobilize and
utilize the current experiences
and knowledge of Chinese
elderly women through lifelong
learning and new forms of
employment and engagement.
Besides lifelong learning,
other investments to improve
the social and cultural life in
rural China also need to be
enhanced in order to reduce
the disparities between rural
and urban older persons;
Consider paying extra-pension
income allowances to rural
older persons so that they
reach the local minimum
living standards of urban
older persons and are not
constrained to work over the
retirement age because of their
low pension income.

The transformative vision of the
Sustainable Development Goals,
to ‘leave no one behind’ in the
universal effort to eradicate
poverty and secure peaceful
and equitable development for
all, requires policies to deliver,
and tools to measure well-being
in older ages (HAI, 2015). This
imperative can only be realized if
systematic efforts are made to:
• Promote reliable and accessible

•

•

age- and sex-disaggregated
data on population dynamics.
Advocacy and technical
assistance for consolidation
and exchange among
ageing data holders and
the establishment of core
indicators on ageing would
be needed to boost further
development of ageing studies
and support formulation of
evidence-based ageing plans
and policies in China.
Undertake advocacy and policy
advice for the formulation of
rights-based national plans and
policies on ageing so that older
persons can equally participate
in and benefit from national
development.
Use ICT for innovative ageing
initiatives to support ageing
in place, with a focus on
integration of health services
with care services at the
community level, to inform
future policy improvement
and development and also
as models for national and
international exchanges
(UNFPA and MOFCOM, 2016).
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Conclusion
Equitable and healthy ageing
would be one of the most
propelling drivers of sustainable
development if the risks stemming
from increasing social and
economic costs as a consequence
of unprecedented and irreversible
population ageing in China can be
effectively mitigated.
With government working
to ensure equity in welfare
among different age groups
and within sub-groups of older
persons, UNFPA will continue
to work together with national
counterparts on rights-based
policy development, informed by
evidence and data, to respond to
rapid ageing in China. Joint efforts
and collaboration of public and
private sectors will be a must. Only
with a more rigorous contribution
from the private sector can
the potentials of innovation be
capitalized to better serve older
persons.
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