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I was in a car, in a very hot day in an overly crowded  street in 
Jakarta. When the traffic light was red, suddenly a group of persons 
approached the cars and motor-cycles, offering their services to 
wipe the wind screen, to sell cars accessories, newspaper, or street 
foods, or even begging for money. The group members included 
some older men and women. They earned money.   
 
In Singapore, I cannot escape seeing older men and women doing 
“odd work” in hawker centres.2 They clean dirty tables and dishes,  
mop the floor, sell tissue papers, and even ask for money 
(“donation”).  Some others  clean pubic toilets.   
 

I asked my self  “Is this the kind of jobs older persons should 
do? Is this the kind of employment we want  the older 
persons to  do? It is really dilemmatic. If they do not have the 
jobs, what would they do? How will they finance their life?” 

 
On the other hand, some older men and women in Indonesia  do 
not do “anything”. They live in very beautiful houses. They travel a 
lot. They have rich children to support them. One older man works 
in his son business, and he enjoys the work so much, not because 
of the money. He also receives the profit from his business. The 
older woman enjoys her “leisure”. When she was young, she 
worked in her shop. Now, she pursues her leisure, doing exercises, 
visiting friends, meeting his children, children in law, and grand 
children.  
 

I asked my self  “Is this the kind of thing the older persons 
expect to do? Which one is “better”-- the older persons who 
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do not do anything or the ones who have to work to earn 
money  merely for their  economic survival? What kind of life 
the older persons want? More philosophically,  what kind of 
life do people want for their whole life, and  not only during 
the old ages? What is the purpose of life?” 
 
 

 This note is not to answer this philosophical question. However, this 

philosophical question should be posed   whenever we discuss employment, 

regardless the ages. The purpose of this note is simply to examine employment 

as one means to finance older persons, with Southeast Asia and, particularly, 

Indonesia as an illustration.  

 

 

 

Employment: One Means to Finance Older Persons  

 

Employment of older persons has often been used as the most important means 

to finance the older persons themselves when there is limited old-age income 

security and insufficient financial support from relatives and friends. The need for 

employment becomes greater  when there has also been erosion of  filial piety 

(“respect” toward the older persons) and/ or poverty (low income) among  their 

children. In this kind of situation, being retired or not working for money at all may 

be seen as a luxury for many older persons. Furthermore, the issue is neither 

simply whether the older persons are employed—but how much  they are able to 

earn to be out of poverty. Therefore, the poor in countries without adequate 

social welfare  do not have the notion of “retirement”. They will retire only when 

they are forced to stop working by their poor health, unless they receive financial 

support from their family and friends.  Thus, they cannot afford to be out of labour 

force or unemployed. 

One implication is to create policies that raise the earning potential of the 

older persons.  These policies should also be aimed at the younger generation, 

as they are the future older persons.  Investment on persons’ productivity in 
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areas such as education, health, persons’ mobility, and freedom from fear should 

start at young ages.  It  will raise the earning potential for the persons,  both 

when they are still young and when they become old.  

Nevertheless, employment is only one of the means to finance one’s life, 

regardless the ages. In general, there are three kinds of financial support: 

income, wealth (accumulated saving), and transfer payment.    Income of 

persons, including older and very young persons, does not come from labour 

income (“sweat”) only. They can also receive income in the forms of interest of 

the money they save, rent from assets they own, and profit/ dividend from their 

business. Income from these three sources are different from earning (from 

employment - “sweat”). They have to work (to “sweat”) to get income from the 

employment. On the other hand, they could just “enjoy” their interest, rent, and 

profit “without doing the labour”.  These three sources of income (other than 

earning) may also be more appropriate for the older persons. When they become 

sick and unable to work, they can still continue receiving income from interest, 

rent, and profit.  

The older persons can also consume their own wealth (accumulated own 

saving). The consumption of their own wealth neither needs the older persons to 

work (to sweat). They can consume their wealth even if they are physically 

unable to work.  The problem is that the wealth will deteriorate and no longer be 

able to sustain the older persons expenditure.  

Persons, including older persons, can also receive transfer payment—

money generated by somebody else. Transfer payment can be in the forms of   

welfare or pension from the government or societies, contribution from spouses, 

relatives, children, grand children, nephews, and friends. Younger persons 

usually receive transfer payment from their parents, and older persons  receive 

transfer payment from their children, nephews, or grand children. Older person 

can also receive non-monetary contribution such as food and care-giving from  

spouses, children, other relatives, friends, societies, and government,  

This variety of sources of  financial support  should be considered when 

examining the financial conditions and employment of the older persons. 
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Active Ageing: Another  Means  To Finance Older Persons   

 

Another means to finance the older persons is to reduce the expenditure needed 

by the older persons through active ageing. By being active, they become 

healthier and happier. Active ageing can reduce the expenditure needed to take 

care of  the health of older persons.  Active ageing is therefore particularly 

important in poor economies.  

More importantly, active ageing should not be seen simply as a means to 

reduce expenditure. Active ageing it self should be seen as one of the primary 

goals of development.  As mentioned in  Rahardjo et al. (2009) ,  ”active ageing” 

means more than healthy ageing. It is a process to enhance the quality of life of 

the older person by optimizing the opportunities for health, participation, and self-

fulfilment. The main goal of the policy on active ageing is to create autonomy and 

independence of the older persons, by emphasizing the importance of inter-

dependence and inter-generational solidarity.   

The policy is addressed to all older persons, including those who are sick, 

disabled, or retirees, to allow  the older persons to contribute to the families, 

friends, communities, and nations, though they may only receive “inadequate” 

financial rewards or may not receive any financial rewards at all. To remain 

active at the old age also means to promote active life since young.   

 As more older persons have to work, whether paid or not, Ananta and 

Arifin (2009) raised a concern on occupational safety and health of the older 

workers. As reported by  International Labour Organization (2007),  occupational 

accidents and diseases had reduced both the quality of life of the workers and 

the profitability of the enterprises in Southeast Asia—and therefore harming the 

welfare of the whole societies.  Those who suffered the most were the ones who 

were the poorest, least protected, least informed, and least trained.  They 
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included women, children, disabled workers, migrant workers, and ethnic 

minorities.  

Therefore, ILO report  should have  included the older workers as part of 

this vulnerable group. Perhaps, older workers are more exposed to possible 

occupational safety and diseases. Old workers who work as cleaners, for 

example, may be more exposed to virus and other diseases related to waste. As 

ageing becomes an increasingly important issue in Southeast Asia, it is crucial to 

expand the concern on occupational safety and health to include the older 

workers.  

 

 

 

Employment  Pattern  in  Indonesia 

 

In their study on employment pattern among older persons in selected sub-

nations and nations in Southeast Asia with various age-structure of the 

population, Arifin and Ananta (2009)  found that employment pattern  in some 

Southeast Asian national and sub-national economies are similar to those found 

in industrialised countries, that older persons are more likely to work in more 

flexible arrangements.3  Older persons in Southeast Asia are more likely to work 

as self employed or unpaid workers, “skilled agricultural and fishery workers”, 

and in agricultural or service sectors. The tendency to work in these jobs may 

reflect the availability of employment opportunities in the labour market as well as 

the skill of the older persons.  

Their conclusion  is independent on the age structure of the population in 

the selected regions. It is not clear, however, whether this pattern of employment 

of older persons will remain in the future. In particular, future employment 

opportunities may require less rigorous physical efforts and these jobs will better 

suit to the health condition of the future older persons.  

Ananta (2009) shows that, during 1998-2007,  the number of Indonesian 

older persons has been growing more rapidly than that of the working-age 
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population.  The growth rate of the overall labour force is just a little lower than 

that of the working age population, but the growth rate of older labour force (1.28 

per cent annually) is much lower than that of the older working age population 

(2.01 per cent annually).4 The growth of the number of older persons not in the 

labour force is greater than the overall growth of the number of older persons, 

implying that there has been a rising tendency for the older persons to be out of 

the labour force. Is that bad or good?  

In addition, regardless of the age, men are more likely to be in the labour 

force than women. However, the gender segregation was much clearer among 

older persons.  Furthermore,  gender segregation was also seen among those 

older persons not in the labour force. The older men  were more likely to  do 

“others”, while the older women were more likely to  do household work.   

The lower labour force participation rate among women, including older 

women, may be attributable to several factors such as social norm and 

education. The existing traditional social norms that women should focus on 

household work (or domestic cores) and men should play the role of a “rice 

winner” (earning money) may have hindered women from joining the labour 

market and men joining household work. The relatively lower education of 

women than men may have resulted in women having harder times in competing 

in the labour market.   

The stronger gender segregation among older person may reflect the 

human capital accumulated during their young ages. When they are young,  men 

concentrated in earning money in labour market; while women, in doing 

household work.  At the old age, the men lost their earning power but at the 

same time did not have the ability to do household work because they did not 

use to do it. Older women could not  earn money in the labour market because 

they did not use to do it, but they might be able to continue doing household 

work. 

 If there is no drastic change in education (or re-education) of women aged 

35 years and above, the future older men will still be more educated than future 

older women, at least until 2032. Yet, both older men and women will be more 
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educated and living longer. The segregation of job, where the man is supposed 

to work (for money) and the woman is supposed to take care of the household, 

may remain in the future, particularly among the older persons.  

Nevertheless, Ananta (2009a) concluded that everything can change due 

to advances of technology, especially in communication, transportation, and work 

environment.  The advance in technology, coupled with the higher education of 

the older persons, will make the gender division of labour unnecessary and the 

gender gap of  occupational ability will become blurred or  narrowed.   The older 

persons may retain and enhance their human capital and there will be more 

suitable jobs for older persons.  They then can have a better employability in the 

labour market, compared to older persons of previous generations. They may still 

work in “industry” or in “formal employment”.  

If there is an improvement in social insurance, particularly related to 

health, other types of transfer payment (such as inter-generational transfer), and 

non-labour income (rent, interest, and profit), the more educated older  labour 

force  will have better choices when they have to decide whether to work (for 

money) or to have “leisure”. They may do voluntary jobs to help the younger 

generations to grow the economy and hence it will reduce the possibility of 

“clash” between generations. There will be a better intergenerational relationship 

in the labour market. This situation may be similar to what  Haider and Laughran 

(2001) found that the most educated, richest, and healthiest American were very 

likely to work in their old ages—they worked for “leisure”, not because of 

economic necessities.  

   

 

 

                                        Concluding Remarks 

 

There are several ways to optimize the contribution from the employment of the 

older persons.First is to enhance the health and skills of the older persons. 

Second is to increase the availability of jobs suitable to the potential and physical 
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conditions of the older persons—create more old persons intensive industries.  

Third is to create employment opportunities with sufficient monetary reward for 

older persons. The fourth is to eliminate official retirement age and  age 

discrimination. Older persons, as well as younger persons, should not be fired 

simply because of their chronological age; their wages should be based on their 

productivity, rather than ages, young or old. Furthermore, it is one of the human 

rights, not to have employment discrimination against age, old or young. 

 However, as discussed in Ananta (2009b),  there are many things other 

than employment  that can be done to improve the wellbeing of older persons. 

First is to promote the use of non-labour income (interest, rent, and profit). 

Policies should be created that older persons can prepare to have non-labour 

income. The Central Bank should lower the inflation rate for lower income groups 

and/ older persons. A high inflation rate, particularly for goods and services 

consumed by the older persons, will much reduce the purchasing power of their 

income, wealth, and transfer payment. The Central Bank can   raise the interest 

rate for small savers, including those made by  older persons. Banks should also  

free administrative charge for  all accounts of older persons, including pension as 

the money is  directly sent to their bank accounts. 

Second  is to implement the life cycle approach on health behaviour to 

create healthy future older persons. Third is to continue enhancing the education 

of the population, to produce more educated future older persons. Fourth is to 

eliminate gender based role in the household and labour market where women 

should concentrate on household work and men on earning money; and replace 

it with a new  “gender free” role that “household work and earning money are 

equally honourable jobs and the division of labour should depend simply on the 

labour market and their human capital, not on gender.”  .   

Fifth is to encourage and promote more “transfer of payment” to the older 

persons, from members of the family, friends, and society in general. 

Philanthropic contribution should also be promoted. Sixth is to provide social 

insurance for the whole population, particularly to help the vulnerable groups, 

including older persons. 
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Finally,  a question to be further studied  “Will we see more older persons 

work actively to contribute to the society, rather than simply to survive 

economically?”  
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End notes 
                                                 
1 A note presented at   International Symposium on Ageing and Work Ability. Jakarta: Universitas 
Indonesia (UI), National Commission for Older Persons Indonesia (NCOP), and Active Ageing Consortium 
Asia Pacific (ACAP), 19 October 2009. This note is a synthesis of parts of the author’s previous work on 
ageing, particularly from Ananta (2009a), Ananta (2009b), Ananta and Arifin (2009), and Arifin and 
Ananta (2009). 
2 Hawker centre is a relatively cheap place to consume “ordinary” foods in Singapore. 
3 They conducted their study on four states in Malaysia, three provinces in Thailand, three provinces in 
Indonesia, and the states of Singapore and Brunei. 
4 The working age consists of those in the labour force and those who are not in the labour force. 


