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“Being old should be celebrated. We should be proud to be old. Unfortunately, now, 
being old is synonymous to being weak, fragile, ugly, and liability. Stereotyping of 
older persons has been very degrading.” 
 
This is what a man grumbled  after he officially retired. We could only smile and say 
that we have to change the perception and make older persons an asset. Ageism hurts. 
 
This is indeed the message Han Seung-soo, UN General Assembly President, 
conveyed to the Second World Assembly on Ageing in Madrid, April 8, 2002. He 
said 
 
“Older persons must be seen as asset, not a burden”§.  
 
 

 
From Liability to Asset 
 

As in most countries in the word, all countries in Southeast Asia and regions within the 

countries have been in the midst of a demographic transition that has changed the age 

structure of their populations. Some experienced dramatic transitions, others underwent 

relatively slower transitions. Population ageing, or a rapid increase in the number of older 

persons, has been an emerging population issue all over the world. How to finance the rapidly 

increasing number of “unproductive” older persons? 

 A similar question has been raised in the 1950s to 1970s when all Southeast Asian 

countries were still in the early stages of their demographic transition with continuing high 

fertility despite the fact the mortality had already declined. As a result, they experienced a 

high population growth rate—a population explosion due to a bulge in babies born and 

                                                 
‡ This short note was presented at the “Industry Briefing on “Understanding Singapore’s Baby Boomers Survey” 
cum Book Launch of “Older Persons in Southeast Asia: An Emerging Asset” by Dr. Aris Ananta and Dr. Evi 
Arifin. Singapore: Council for Third Age (C3A), 14 October 2009. 

 
§ The full text of his speech can be read at http://www.globalaging.org/waa2/articles/asset.htm 
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population below 15 years old. How to finance the rapidly increasing number of 

“unproductive” younger persons? 

This phenomenon had revived the issue on the negative impact of high population 

growth on economic development, elaborated by Thomas Robert Malthus in “An Essay on 

Principle of Population” written in 1798. At that time, however, Malthus’ gloomy prediction 

of economic development, because of high population growth, did not materialize as rapid 

industrialization had been able to transform the growing number of young persons from a 

burden to an asset for the economy. 

Nevertheless, in the late1950s, about 160 years after Malthus’ essay, Ansley Coale 

and Edgar Hoover, in their book Population Growth and Economic Development in Low-

Income Countries (1958), made a new gloomy prediction on the impact of high population 

growth, because of the rapidly rising number of children, on economic development, 

particularly in developing countries. The dominance of this young group had created a 

struggle for the families and countries to finance them. The rising number of younger persons 

became an economic liability. Coale and Hoover argued that high fertility increased 

“unproductive” spending for the children.  High fertility therefore means smaller savings, 

smaller investment, and in turn slower economic development, if not even impoverish the 

people. Therefore, it is important to reduce fertility, and a high population growth rate, to 

facilitate economic development.  

Since 1960s, family planning programs had then flourished to help developing 

countries escaping from the poverty-high population growth rate trap.  Some, such as 

Singapore and Thailand, have been very successful, and others such as the Philippines are 

relatively slow in reducing fertility rate. As a result, fertility and mortality rates have been 

declining with different speeds.  

About forty years after the pioneering work of Coale and Hoover, with the abundant 

information on population and economic development extending for about four decades, 

Allen Kelly and Robert Schmidt made an evaluation on the interrelation between population 

growth and economic development. Their chapter “Toward a Cure for the Myopia and 

Tunnel Vision of the Population Debate: A Dose of Historical Perspective” in The Impact of 

Population Growth on Well-being in Developing Countries (1996) showed that the results of 

statistical studies have not been robust. The empirical relationships between high population 

growth and per capita income can be negative, positive, or not significant. 

Kelley and Schmidt argued that Coale and Hoover had assumed that change in the 

number of population does not have any impact on total income. Therefore, in Coale and 
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Hoover’s model, an increase in the number of population necessarily reduces income per 

capita. In fact, a higher population growth can mean larger market and factors of production 

and therefore contribute to the economic development. In other words, a rapid increase in the 

number of younger persons does not necessarily mean a liability to economic development.  

It can be a liability, but it can also be transformed into an asset.  

As mentioned earlier, now, in early twenty-first century, we are again confronted with 

a similar issue: how to finance the rapidly rising number of “unproductive” older persons? In 

the past, when facing the burden of a bulge of “unproductive” younger persons, we could 

recommend family planning program to reduce or slow down the growth of the future 

younger persons. Now, is it possible for us to reduce or slow down the growth of the future 

older persons? Physically, it is impossible as it is unethical to reduce expectancy of life.  

However, we could reduce the future older persons by changing the definition of older 

persons. If currently  persons aged 65, 60, or ever 55 have been classified as older persons, 

ready to retire (and become liability), then we should change the condition  so that persons 

aged 55, 60, or even 65 are still productive and contribute to the economy and society in 

general. In fact, we know that some of the 70-year-olds were still climbing Mount Everest; 

some influential politicians are in the 80s; and a 107-year-old Malaysian woman was reported 

to look for her 23th husband. Therefore, being old can be defined as, for example, those aged 

75 and over.  Even, with the progress in maintaining the productivity and independence of 

population aged 76 and over, the definition of being old can be further extended to 80 and 

even 85. This is what Warren Sanderson and Sergei Serbov argued in their article Rethinking 

Age and Ageing in PRB Population Bulletin (2008). In the book Older Persons in Southeast 

Asia: an Emerging Asset, Evi Nurvidya Arifin and Aris Ananta recommended that the rising 

number of older persons  be seen as an asset, rather than a liability. Active Ageing is the most 

important way to transform the older persons from a liability to an asset. With active ageing, 

expenditure related to health and taking care of the older persons will decline and at the same 

time, and more importantly, the older persons can still contribute to the society, whether 

receiving financial rewards or not. Active ageing, as promoted by the Council for Third Age 

(C3A), Singapore, also helps older persons having a better quality of life in six dimensions of 

wellness: social, intellectual, physical, vocational emotional, and spiritual. Furthermore, the 

rising number of active older persons can become one of the competitive advantages of an 

economy.  
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About the Book 
 

It started by observing the fact that with the increasingly high expectancy of life, the 

domination of baby boom generation will be shifted into the domination of older persons 

after 2020. The growth rate of the ageing populations in Southeast Asia will accelerate and in 

some countries will even reach a higher rate than in developed countries. However, as shown 

in Figure 1, different speeds in demographic transitions have also resulted in different stages 

of population ageing in Southeast Asia, ranging from Singapore with the highest percentage 

of older persons to Laos with the lowest.  

FIGURE 1
Percentage of Older Population Aged 60 and Over  in Southeast Asia: 1950-2050

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

1950 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 2035 2040 2045 2050

pe
r 

ce
nt

SE Asia

Brunei

Cambodia

Indonesia

Lao PDR

Malaysia

Myanmar

Philippines

Singapore

Thailand

Viet Nam

 
Source: Compiled from United Nations (2007). 

 
The concern was, at the time, on the “liability” arising from the rising number of older 

persons—how to anticipate and manage it. The question was how to finance the growing 

number of older persons in countries with various level of per capita income.  Then, Institute 

of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS), Singapore, under the coordination of Evi Nurvidya 

Arifin and Aris Ananta, started a interdisciplinary study on “Financing Issues for An Ageing 

Society in Southeast Asia” in early 2007.  They invited scholars working on ageing issues in 

Southeast Asia to join the project. The scholars were mostly from Southeast Asia, and they 

came from various disciplines such as economics, demography, sociology, anthropology, 

public health, psychology, and medicine.  A  two-day international workshop ”Financing 

Issues for an Ageing Society in Southeast Asia”  was conducted  on 3-4 September 2007 and 

a half-day public seminar “Financing Ageing Population in the ASEAN Community” was 

held on  the following day, 5 September 2007. The workshop was also attended by a 

relatively large number of overseas observers, including those from Universitas Indonesia 

(UI) and Universitas Respati Indonesia (Urindo)    
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 With inputs from the workshop and public seminar, the authors revised their papers. 

Through a further lengthy process of reviewing and revising, an ensemble of most of the 

papers presented in both events has now been presented as an edited book entitled Older 

Persons in Southeast Asia: An Emerging Asset, edited by Evi Nurvidya Arifin and Aris 

Ananta, published in July 2009 by ISEAS, Singapore.   

 During the intensive reviewing and editing, the two editors have learned a new way to 

approach the issue of older persons. They have concluded that older persons should be seen 

as an emerging asset, rather than as a liability and how to prepare the financial support for 

them. 

The book contains 15 chapters, with a foreword from Prof. Hal Hill (Australian 

National University), a well-known economist with an expertise in Southeast Asian 

economies, and endorsements from two world leading sociologists (Prof Charles Hirschman, 

University of Washington, and Prof. John Knodel, University of Michigan) and a director of 

Social Development Division, UNESCAP (Dr. Thelma Kay). The book is divided into five 

parts. Part I is INTRODUCTION, consisting of two chapters. The first chapter, written by 

Aris Ananta and Evi Nurvidya Arifin, provides the background and objective as well as the 

synthesis and conclusion from discussions throughout the book. It concludes that one clear 

implication of the ageing population is the need to transform older persons from being 

liabilities to being assets through active ageing. As an asset, older persons become a 

competitive advantage for an economy. Chapter 2, written by Wolfgang Lutz et al, highlights 

a brighter side of population ageing. It shows that the future Southeast Asia’s demographic 

profile will be characterized by more educated older persons, which can have a major impact 

on their income and health.  

Part II deals with OLD-AGE INCOME SECURITY, mostly provided by the 

government and/ or commercial market, consisting of four chapters. David Reisman in 

Chapter 3 focuses on Singapore and examines the possible rising health expenditure because 

of the large number of older persons. In Chapter 4 Gerald Choon-Huat Koh discusses the 

non-financial aspect of national long-term-care severe disability insurance for older persons 

within the context of Singapore. Kusol Soonthorndhada in Chapter 5 elaborates new 

challenges in social security and health care financing in Thailand.  Finally, for Vietnam, a 

relatively lower income country, Giang Thanh Long and Wade Donald Pfau in Chapter 6 

explore a possibility of implementing an affordable universal non-contributory pension 

system. 
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Part III is concerned with EMPLOYMENT AND OTHER SOURCES OF 

FINANCIAL CONTRIBUTION, particularly for countries without adequate social security 

system. It consists of four chapters.  In chapter 7, Evi Nurvidya Arifin and Aris Ananta 

examine the diversity of employment patterns among nations and sub-nations in Southeast 

Asia.  Soccoro A. Gultiano and Sonny S. Agustin in Chapter 8 analyze how the elderly and 

near-elderly women in Cebu, Philippines, worked, earned and spent their money. In Chapter 

9, Chew Soon Beng and Rosalind Chew discuss how employment has been used as a tool to 

finance old age in Singapore.  Tri Budi W. Rahardjo et al. in Chapter 10 elaborate financial 

conditions and social support for the older persons in Indonesia. 

Part IV deals with an important interrelated topic of AGEING, MIGRATION, AND 

DEVELOPMENT. Kalyani Mehta in Chapter 11 discusses the nexus of migration and ageing 

in Singapore focusing on the experiences of a very small minority, the Gujarati. In the 

following chapter, Grace T. Cruz and Elma P. Laguna highlight the well-being of older 

persons in the presence of overseas labour migration in the Philippines, one of the well 

known migrant-sending countries in Southeast Asia. As the development in Sarawak has 

progressed rapidly, Ling How Kee in Chapter 13 discusses the impact of urbanization on the 

older persons of Sarawak concentrating specifically on social and economic support available 

for them.   

The book is closed with Part V on the ROLES OF GOVERNMENT AND CIVIL 

SOCIETY. Philip Kreager in Chapter 14 provides an overview of the issues and realities of a 

key factor of civil societies to approach population ageing when the state capacity is limited. 

Finally, the role of state is discussed by Nugroho Abikusno from the perspective of enacted 

and implemented laws, policies and programmes related to population ageing. Indonesia is 

the case in point for the last two chapters.  

 

 

Ways to Create the Asset 

 

The issue of older persons as liabilities arises as the working-age population is shrinking. 

Therefore, a higher retirement age will reduce their burden. Abolishing the retirement age 

altogether and eliminating age-discriminatory employment policies are strongly 

recommended. The opportunity to work should not be denied for the sake of their 

chronological age when a person is willing and able to work. Instead, productivity should be 

used for deciding the remuneration.   
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The need for a flexible labour market is especially important for economies with a 

very high percentage of workers in the formal sector. In countries with large opportunities for 

working in informal sectors and/ or high contributions from the agricultural sector, older 

persons can help finance themselves through working in these sectors. 

Non-financial rewards should also be promoted for older persons who contribute to 

the society. The role of “asset” is not limited to the direct financial contribution. New 

statistics to measure development, which currently relies heavily on national income, should 

be implemented.** 

Two macro policies are recommended to transform older persons into assets. First is a 

continuous effort to create friendly public infrastructure and provide housing which 

particularly benefits the poor and disadvantaged. Second is the promotion of active ageing, 

including the creation of a healthy lifestyle for all and environment-friendly development. 

One of the challenges is to motivate the business sector to be interested in both policy 

options.    

Another policy is to maintain and nurture community values that respect older 

persons. This is social insurance as opposed to commercial insurance. Social insurance used 

to be the only insurance that older persons in Southeast Asia had. With modernization and 

globalization, social and family networks can be revived using modern information 

technology. This network not only provides a way of increasing financial support for older 

persons, but can also result in healthier and more active older persons, making them an asset 

for the economy.  Interaction with other persons, and their children and grandchildren, 

through IT, for example, will make them happy and, hence, reduce the cost of taking care of 

them. Consequently, more money will be available for allocation to the population as a 

whole. 

 

 

 

 

Concluding Remarks 
 

The issue of older persons should be seen as part of the wider issue of taking care of 

vulnerable groups of the population: the poor and disadvantaged, whatever their ages.  For 

                                                 
** For a discussion on an alternative to the mainstream economic development paradigm, readers may refer to 
Ananta (2009) 
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example, policy on a low-inflation economy is good for the poor, the disadvantaged, older 

persons and the whole population in general.  At the same time, there are also programmes 

which directly benefit older persons, such as the creation of special lanes for those in 

wheelchairs. However, the lower cost of taking care of older persons implies that more 

money can be allocated to the population in general. In other words, even policies aimed 

specifically at older persons can benefit the whole population. 

 

 

Foreword and Endorsements 

 

 "Ageing is increasingly being recognized as an important emerging issue in 

Southeast Asia. This book is a timely contribution covering key issues and concerns 

on the subject and is a clear clarion call to view older persons as assets rather than 

liabilities. The comprehensive overview and analysis, and experiences from various 

countries presented by scholars make this book a useful resource for better 

understanding of the critical issues. The thoughtful proposals provided for necessary 

future action on concerns that need to be addressed are worthy of consideration 

especially for building inclusive societies." - Dr Thelma Kay, Director, Social 

Development Division, UNESCAP, Bangkok 

 

"A welcome and timely volume that realistically considers the challenges that the 

rapid increase in older persons poses for the family, community and society at large in 

the context of Southeast Asia. Most importantly, it shifts the focus from viewing older 

persons simply as liabilities to one that recognizes their value as an asset that can be 

enhanced through appropriate actions at each of these levels, especially ones that take 

into account the rapidly changing socio-economic and technological environment in 

which population ageing is taking place." - Professor John Knodel, Research 

Professor Emeritus, Population Studies Center and Professor Emeritus, Sociology, 

University of Michigan. 

 

"The rapid Asian fertility transitions of the last few decades will lead to population 

ageing in the coming decades in one country after another. Societies can choose how 

they will respond to the rising share of the elderly, but there is no choice about the 

inevitable demographic trend. In this important volume, ably edited by Evi Nurvidya 
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Arifin and Aris Ananta, demographers, economists, sociologists, and anthropologists 

analyse the implications of population ageing for family and community welfare and 

public policy. Most importantly, the authors emphasize the opportunities, as well as 

the costs of population ageing. Older persons have always been a source of unpaid 

family labour, and with changes in public perceptions, many healthy and productive 

elderly can make significant contributions to the broader community and society." - 

Professor Charles Hirschman, Professor of Sociology, University of Washington 

 

 

“The editors and contributors to this volume are to be congratulated for a topical, 

fascinating and broad-ranging study of ageing in Southeast Asia. The authors raise 

many thought-provoking, indeed worrying, issues. ……. I commend it to a diverse 

readership – regardless of age! – in the academic, policy and business communities, 

as well as the general public.” – Taken from Foreword by Professor Hal Hill, H.W. 

Arndt Professor of Southeast Asian Economies, Australian National University. 
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