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This report is published as part of a joint 
project between NCVO Third Sector 
Foresight and Age Concern England to 
explore the drivers (trends and forces) 
shaping the future of voluntary and 
community organisations working with 
older people. For more, visit 
www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/categories/older-
people. 

The project ran from October 2008 to May 
2009.

The project was funded by the Calouste
Gulbenkian Foundation and by Capacity 
Builders as part of their National Support 
Services programme. 

NCVO Third Sector Foresight helps 
voluntary and community organisations to 
understand how the world is changing 
around them and to use that knowledge to 
make better strategic decisions –
www.3s4.org.uk
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Summary

• Demographic change means that what it 
means to be ‘old’ is changing

� The population is ageing
� The group categorised as ‘older people’ is 

becoming more diverse
� Compared to previous generations, many 

older people now experience a period of good 
health and well-being

� However, the over 85s are increasingly likely 
to experience a significant period of poor 
health

� Older people have increasing political power

• …which is leading to changes in how 
older people are viewed by society

� Attitudes to age and ageing are changing…
� …particularly relating to those between 50 

and 65
� Pressures on public spending could lead to 

tensions between generations
� The end of compulsory retirement will 

contribute to a change in attitudes

• Demographic change, technological 
advances, and changing values are 
impacting on care and caring

� The need for care will increase…
� …and the voluntary and community sector is 

likely to be expected to meet much of the gap 
� Care is provided in a marketplace and is 

increasingly ‘commoditised’
� Family and friends, including older people, will 

be increasingly important providers of care
� Assistive technology will enable increased 

independence but will also bring challenges 
around increased isolation 

• Changes to retail services are impacting 
on social capital and exclusion

� Traditional high street and retail services are 
being reconfigured…

� …with an impact for social capital and 
exclusion
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The narrative in this report:

• is forward looking. It looks at the future 
challenges and opportunities facing the 
older people’s sector.

• is not a review or critique of the work of 
organisations in this sector. The aim is to 
add to the evidence base on which 
leaders can develop future strategy.

Purpose and Scope

Methods

The key methods used include:

• Mapping key past trends and drivers of 
change

• Use of existing research and evidence 
(quantitative & qualitative data)

• Workshops with the leaders of local Age 
Concerns

• Focus group with experts

This document is not intended as a 
forecast of what will happen – it aims to 
stimulate further thinking and analysis.
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Our analysis has identified four key clusters of drivers

DEMOGRAPHY

HOW OLDER PEOPLE
ARE VIEWED

LOCAL SERVICES

CARE AND 
CARING

OLDER PEOPLE’S SECTOR

Ageing population

Increased voting power

Increase in number of 
disabled older people

Improvement in health 
care and medicine

Increasing diversity

Drivers have a 
high level of 

interaction with 
each other

Blurring boundaries between 
age groups

Pressures on 
public spending

Increased health 
of ‘younger old’

Changing family 
networks

Personalisation

Blurring boundaries  between 
age groups

Assertive and 
empowered users

Increase in number of 
disabled older people

Assistive technology

Online banking 
and shopping

Reconfiguration of 
high street retail

Post office closures
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Demographic change means that what it means to be ‘old’
is changing…

The population is ageing
• By 2028 the number of people over the age of 50 

will reach 27.2 million, up 33% since 2006.1 

• Age profiles vary across the country. In some areas 
such as Christchurch, Rother and Devon, more that 
30% of the population is over 65.2

• Men at age 65  currently have 16.9 years of life 
expectancy while women have 19.7 years. These 
figures are expected to increase to 21 and 23 
respectively by 2021.3 

The group categorised as ‘older people’ is 
becoming more diverse
• The needs, values and expectations of older people 

are very diverse. Those labelled ‘older people’ can 
no longer be viewed as one homogenous group. 
Indeed, the diversity within the group categorised as 
‘older people’ is as varied as the diversity between 
older and younger people. 

• Across the population, people’s experiences and 
expectations are becoming increasingly diverse, 
leading to what has been termed ‘super-diversity’.  

• People have a plethora of identities related to age, 
social-economic status, ethnicity, religion and 
education, meaning that experiences of old age 
vary from person to person, within different localities 
and ethnic groups, and in different age groups.  

‘…if you're talking about people 
from 50 to 100, there’s immense 

diversity and the challenge is how 
to address that, recognising the 

diversity ’
Participant in expert focus group
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Compared to previous generations, many 
older people now experience a period of 
good health and well-being
• Improvements in health care and medicine have led 

to an improvement in the health of many older 
people. 

• Nowadays, the health of those aged 60 is 
comparable to that of people aged 45-50 at the end 
of 1950s.

• Although we are likely to see increasing complexity 
in people’s needs in older age, the general well 
being and health of older people is improving and is 
likely to continue to improve as social and medical 
care continues to advance.  

• In the future we are likely to see older people living 
longer and healthier lives, and therefore having 
more social capital and power within society.

However, the over 85s are increasingly likely 
to experience a significant period of poor 
health
• The ageing population is not homogenous.  The 

fastest growing age group in Britain is the over 85s, 
forecast to double in the next 25 years.4

• The support needs of this group are likely to 
become increasingly complex and many people will 
face a longer period of poor health after their 
retirement. 

• At the same time, the number of disabled older 
people will double between now and 2041, reaching 
a total of 4.95 million.5

‘…people in their 50s now have 
parents or in-laws who are 80 odd 

(…), the partner might actually 
need some caring; they’re caring 
for the grandchildren as well, so 

they’re the sandwich in the middle’
Participant in expert focus group
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Older people have increasing political power
• In Britain, the largest voting group is already those 

aged 65 to 74. With an ageing and increasingly 
healthy population, this trend seems likely to 
continue.

• This will have implications for society as a whole, as 
government, policy makers and organisations 
supporting people will increasingly have to address 
the needs and expectations of older people. 

• It is possible that there may be a shift in priorities to 
some extent away from families, children and young 
people, towards older people.

• The power balance may also change, away from a 
society that values and offers power to younger 
people, to one where older people hold the power.

• More businesses may focus on servicing for the 
older people as they represent an increasing 
market. 

More on the website

• Diversity of older people 
http://www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/diversity
-of-older-people

• Ageing population
http://www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/ageing-
population

• Attitudes towards the welfare state 
http://www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/attitude
s-towards-the-welfare-state
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…which is leading to changes in how older people are 
viewed by society

Attitudes to age and ageing are changing…
• Increasingly we are seeing a shift in the way people 

view old age and older people, with a move away 
from the traditional view of a vulnerable, 
disempowered group, needing help and support, to 
views reflecting the increasing power, wealth and 
value of older people.

• This is partly due to the blurring of boundaries 
between age groups, with people of all ages sharing 
common interests rather than interests defined by 
particular age groups, for example in music, art, 
cinema, theatre, TV programmes, radio etc.

• There is an increased un-ease in traditional 
language related to age and ageing. The terms old 
age pensioner, elderly, aged or senior are less 
accepted in everyday society.

…particularly relating to those between 50 
and 65

• ‘Younger older people’, generally meaning those 
aged 50-65 years old, are no longer viewed as old 
either by themselves or by society in general.  

• The needs and aspirations of this group are 
generally related to lifestyle choices, rather than 
support needs, and this difference is likely to 
become more obvious as health and wellbeing 
continues to improve amongst this group.  

• Those that society now regards as ‘older people’ is 
more and more likely to be those who fit the 
traditional stereotype of those needing help and 
support; i.e. people with complex health and 
support needs, and those over the age of 80.
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Pressures on public spending could lead to 
tensions between generations
• An ageing population puts increased pressure on 

the working population to support a greater number 
of people (the dependency ratio), something that 
could lead to an increase in intergenerational 
conflicts in the future. 

• This is particularly a risk for the medium-long term 
future as in the short term future we are likely to see 
an increase in the number of older people who are 
financially independent and who can support 
themselves.

• The current retirement system (60 for women and 
65 for men), was developed when the average life 
expectancy was 76.3 for women and 70.2 years for 
men. With life expectancy now being 81.3 years for 
women and 76.9 years for men retirement at 60 or 
65 seems difficult to sustain.6

The end of compulsory retirement will 
contribute to a change in attitudes

• In 2011, compulsory retirement is likely to end in 
Britain. It seems increasingly likely that in the future, 
people will be able to work as long as they want to, 
with only a minimum age for retirement being in 
place.  

• The effects will be: older people working for longer 
(both because they need the extra income, and 
because they want to), less burden on the state 
pension system and consequently on the working 
age population, more independence for older 
people, and people being valued as being still 
economically viable.  

• However, related to work life balance and caring 
needs, organisations will increasingly have to offer 
flexible working solutions to accommodate older 
people’s needs and aspirations. 

• Allowing older people to continue working as long 
as they want will help lower the current dependency 
ratio in the next 40 years. At the same time, those 
who will stay in their job past the age of 65 showing 
ongoing mental and physical capability will no 
longer be seen as old.

‘About a third of the people, when 
you ask them, (…) they’re looking 

for a phased retirement …’
Participant in expert focus group
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More on the website

• Attitudes to different generations
http://www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/attitude
s-to-different-generations

• Changes to retirement and pensions 
http://www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/change
s-to-retirement-and-pensions

• Diversity of older people 
http://www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/diversity
-of-older-people

‘It doesn’t make sense for the 
media to call somebody of 60 an 
elderly if the government is going 
to be asking you to work till 70’

Participant in expert focus group
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Demographic change, technological advances, and 
changing values are impacting on care and caring

The need for care will increase…
• An ageing population and in particular an increasing 

number of people aged over 80 years old will lead 
to more people needing care in the future.  

• The total cost of long-term care is projected to 
increase by 329% between 2005 and 2041 (from 
£6.6 billion to £28.4 billion). 7

• An increase in the number of people living with 
dementia (forecast to be 1 million by 2025, 
compared to 700,000 in 2009)8 will impact on the 
type and amount of care needed in the future.

• Projections forecast that the number of older people 
with a disability will increase from 2.4 million in 
2005, to 4.95 million by 2041 (a 108% increase), 
and those with a moderate to severe disability is 
forecast to increase from 950,000 to 2.1 million 
people (a 122% increase).9

…and the voluntary and community sector is 
likely to be expected to meet much of the 
gap 

• This will have an impact not only on the cost of 
caring for the UK, but on the amount and type of 
caring that organisations are expected to provide or 
support.  

• With the cost of care likely to exceed what the 
government can afford (particularly taking into 
consideration the high levels of debt as a result of 
the recession) it is likely that voluntary and 
community organisations (particularly those 
harnessing volunteer labour) will be expected to 
meet many gaps.
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Care is provided in a marketplace and is 
increasingly ‘commoditised’
• A blurring of boundaries between different sectors 

coupled with changes to funding for organisations 
have led to the development of a ‘marketplace of 
care’.  

• In the future, the ‘commoditisation of care’ is likely 
to continue to increase, with more and more 
services being provided by an ever increasing range 
of organisations and individuals.  

• This has led to some calls for a set of standardised 
procedures and services by providers.

• Individuals are becoming increasingly aware of their 
rights and have higher expectations of services, not 
only related to quality, but also to the way in which 
they are delivered.

• The personalisation agenda and individual budgets 
mean that people expect to receive their care in the 
manner they deem appropriate, not the traditional 
method of social care where ‘experts’ decide what 
is needed.

Family and friends, including older people, 
will be increasingly important providers of 
care
• An increasing number of older people will not only 

require care, but will be required to provide care.  
• The largest proportion of people providing care is 

friends and family, and it is likely that families will be 
expected to provide more care in the future. 
However, with changes to family networks, and an 
increasing number of people living in single person 
households, this may be an unrealistic expectation 
for many people.

• As the proportion of older people increases in the 
population, the proportion of older people providing 
care will also increase, both amongst ‘younger older 
people’ supporting older relatives and older people 
of all ages supporting their friends. As those 
providing care also age, Britain is likely to see 
increasingly complex spheres of care.

• The type of care is also likely to change in the 
future, moving away from domiciliary and care 
provided in nursing homes, to more care at home 
and independence supporting services that help 
people stay in their homes for longer.  
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Assistive technology will enable increased 
independence
• Advances in technology have led to a rise in 

assistive technology (products and services 
designed to enable independence) in recent years.  

• Assistive technology allows people to remain in their 
own home for longer, by providing products to 
support them, and access to services in their own 
home, rather than elsewhere.  

• The advances include increases in the use of 
telecare, telehealth and telemedicine, advances 
which are likely to continue in the future. 

• As technological costs fall, and assistive technology 
becomes more affordable and easier to use, we are 
likely to see an increase in the range of products 
and services available, and in the number of people 
utilising them.  

• However, assistive technologies may also bring new 
challenges around increased isolation 

‘We always assume mobile technology 
is young technology, but actually quite a 
few people now in the rural communities 

do not have land lines, they just have 
mobile phones’

Participant in expert focus group
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More on the website

• Number of people living with 
dementia
http://www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/number
-of-people-living-with-dementia

• The ‘commoditisation of care’ for 
older people 
http://www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/the-
commoditisation-of-care-for-older-
people

• Assistive technology for older people 
http://www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/assistiv
e-technology-for-older-people

• Telecare
http://www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/telecare

More on the website

• Changes to care and carers for older 
people 
http://www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/changes-
to-care-and-carers-for-older-people

• Personalisation of services
http://www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/personali
sation-of-services

• Direct payments and individual 
accounts
http://www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/direct-
payments-and-individual-accounts
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Changes to retail services are impacting on social capital 
and exclusion

Traditional high street and retail services are 
being reconfigured
• The last few years have seen a change in the way 

that people use and access services.  
• Government agendas such as efficiency and 

savings, have led to the reconfiguration of high 
street and retail services.  

• The internet is becoming increasingly used in 
preference over the high street, with 55 % of people 
shopping online, and 45% of people now banking 
online.10

• Many Post Offices have closed or moved into other 
retail providers and banks have fewer branches, 
and encourage their customers to access services 
provided online or by call centres. 

With an impact for social capital and 
exclusion
• 86% of those aged 65-74 report feeling a strong 

sense of belonging to their neighbourhood.11

• However, in 2005, 13% of older people identified a 
lack of accessible services as the main factor for 
social exclusion.12 More recent closure of bank 
branches and post offices is likely to have increased 
this percentage.

• Transport links are also essential. Less developed 
transport networks and often poor access to basic 
services in some rural areas could put older people 
in these areas at great risk of poverty and isolation.
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More on the website

• Access to the internet
http://www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/access-
to-the-internet

• Efficiency and value for money
http://www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/efficienc
y-and-value-for-money

• Attitudes towards community 
responsibility
http://www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/attitude
s-towards-community-responsibility

‘I think that things like pendants (…) can 
provide a lot of independence and 

freedom to people and help them stay at 
home’

Participant in expert focus group
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Want to know more?

• Continue the debate at www.3s4.org.uk/drivers/categories/older-people
• Read the transcription of the expert focus group at www.3s4.org.uk/services/../library/Expert-

panel-transcription-older-people-project-2009.pdf
• The following sources were used by the authors:

– Murray, A. (2007) Fertility, ageing and demographic change. London: Centreforum
http://www.centreforum.org/publications/from-boom-to-bust.html

– Gough, R. (ed.) (2006) What future for Maggie’s Children? London: Policy Exchange Limited
http://www.policyexchange.org.uk/publications/publication.cgi?id=22

– Policy Unit (2008) Older People in the United Kingdom; Key facts and statistics. London: Age Concern 
England. http://www.ageconcern.org.uk/

– Glendinning, C & Bell, D. (2008) Rethinking social care and support: What can England learn from other 
countries? London: Joseph Rowntree Foundation www.jrf.org.uk/knowledge/findings/socialcare/2335.asp

– Beresford, P. (2008) What future for care? London: Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/what-future-care

– Young H., Grundy E. & Jitlal M. (2006) Characteristics of care providers and care receivers over time. 
Findings: informing change. London: Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/characteristics-care-providers-and-care-receivers-over-time

– Collins S. (2007) How can funding of long-term care adapt for an ageing population? London: Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation. http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/how-can-funding-long-term-care-adapt-ageing-
population

– (2008)The state of Intergenerational Relations Today. London: International Longevity Centre UK: 
www.ilcuk.org.uk
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Want to know more?

– Edwards, M. & Harding, E. (2008) Building our futures: meeting the housing needs of an ageing population.  
London: International Longevity Centre UK http://www.ilcuk.org.uk/record.jsp?type=publication&ID=33

– Help the Aged (2007) Future Communities 2025: Reducing Poverty of Place. London: Research for 
Tomorrow, Today http://r4tt.co.uk/home.html

– Foresight (2008) The Ageing Equation: Some Economic Impacts of the Ageing UK Population?. London: 
Government Office for Science http://www.foresight.gov.uk/index.asp

– Foresight (2008) The Rise of Chronic Illness. London: Government Office for Science 
http://www.foresight.gov.uk/index.asp

– Foresight (2008) Technology to Empower the Greying Generation. London: Government Office for Science 
http://www.foresight.gov.uk/index.asp

– Foresight (2008) Age and Engage: ‘Global Greying’ to 2030 and the Rise of the empowered Senior Citizen. 
London: Government Office for Science http://www.foresight.gov.uk/index.asp

– Foresight (2008) The Extended Self: Better than Well. London: Government Office for Science 
http://www.foresight.gov.uk/index.asp

– Foresight (2008) Artificial Extensions of Human Capabilities. London: Government Office for Science 
http://www.foresight.gov.uk/index.asp

– Help the Aged (2009) Future Communities: Re-shaping Our Society for Older People. London: Help the 
Aged http://www.helptheaged.org.uk/en-gb/

– Help the Aged (2008 & 2009) Unequal Ageing. Briefing 2: Place. and Briefing 5: Identity. London: Help the 
Aged http://www.helptheaged.org.uk/en-gb/
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