
The big picture

Today, half of the world’s population is under 25 years of age while 11% is 
aged 60 or over. The share of young and elderly will rise significantly by 
2030, when the world’s population is estimated to reach 8 billion. There 
are concerns about the capacities of societies to address the challenges 
of this demographic shift. The crucial question is therefore: how can we 
prepare for this demographic challenge? How can access to education, em-
ployment, health care and basic social protection be secured for the young 
and the elderly?

The UN Secretary-General’s report emphasises that the demographic shift 
requires a transformative change towards inclusive and sustainable de-
velopment. Despite this, some maintain there is still a large risk that the 
young and the elderly will be excluded from the new development agenda 
if they are not identified in specific goals or indicators. How do we make 
sure that these groups are subjects and actors, not objects, of the new de-
velopment agenda?
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Focusing on ageing 

 ‘Older people have a tremendous capacity to contribute 
to their communities,’ says Nesta Hatendi. ‘What we are 
struggling with is access to resources to make that pos-
sible.’  At least, she says, we’re talking about ageing, and 
from there we can begin to talk about policy. 

Hatendi zeroes in on some facts about ageing as it per-
tains to her home continent, Africa. Currently there are 
59.7 million people over 60 (6% of the population). By 
2050, that number will increase to 215 million (10% of 
the population). And, despite the HIV/Aids epidemic, 
wars, famines and other natural and man-made disasters, 
the number and proportion of older people are increasing 
in all countries in Africa. 

In fact, Africa is ageing more rapidly than any other con-
tinent, which leads to concerns over how well prepared 
the continent is in terms of relevant economic and social 
opportunities and protection. ‘Civil society and govern-
ments need to assess our priorities and how we are going 
to address this issue. We shouldn’t keep referring to this as 
a challenge since this is also an opportunity,’ says Hatendi.

Crucial to understanding this issue is to examine data 
measuring quality of life and well-being. However, ac-
cording to HelpAge International’s Global Age Watch 
Index 2013, only eight out of 54 African countries could 
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provide the necessary data. There is an overall shortage 
of internationally comparable data measuring quality of 
life and well-being based on the four domains: income 
security, health status, employment and educatio and an 
enabling environment. ‘If our policy makers don’t have 
data, how do we expect them to make informed deci-
sions?’ asks Hatendi.

She reminds us that complications such as urbanisation 
and climate changes produce new challenges especially 
for the older population, raising the issues of age-friendly 
environments.

Other statistics and observations help put Africa’s aging 
population into perspective: 
• 	 Nearly 30% of women and over 50% of men aged 	
	 65+ in Africa continue to work. Africa has the world’s 	
	 highest rate of employment but average earning is less 	
	 that US$2 a day (IRIN Feb 2014)
• 	 Older people make up significant numbers of Africa’s 	
	 farmers.
• 	 Over 60% of orphaned and vulnerable children in 	
	 sub-Saharan Africa live with and are cared for by 	
	 grandparents.
• 	 90% of AIDS care is provided at home, often by older 	
	 people, usually women.
• 	 Older men and women play important roles in 
	 helping communities deal with and recover from 	
	 natural disasters and humanitarian emergencies.
• 	 Older people are the guardians of African history and 	
	 culture.

‘While much of the talk of the older population is in 
terms of their being a burden,’ says Hatendi, ‘in many of 
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our communities they are actually the backbone of devel-
opment.’

Focusing policy attention on the ageing is difficult as 
politicians are currently preoccupied with the youth 
bulge. Currently, half of Africa’s population is under 14 
years old. ‘Politicians have seen the Arab Spring, a conse-
quence of the dissatisfaction of youth in other countries, 
and they’re worried that this same discontent will spill 
over.’ But this population will age and politicians need to 
look ahead. ‘We have generous donor-funded interven-
tions – pension pilots, health, food security, shelter and 
access to basic services – but is this sustainable?’ Hatendi 
wonders. ‘We need to see how these resources are being 
channelled and ensure they support the welfare of our 
people.’

Hatendi turns to the problem of the ‘brain drain’ and its 
impact on the effect and quality of care and wellbeing 
for older people. ‘Governments need to be receptive to 
people coming back and making a difference,’ she says. 
‘They are interested in the money coming back, but 
don’t incorporate input on issues of policy and practice 
from those living abroad – in the diaspora.’

Age discrimination is also ‘alive and kicking’ especially as 
it relates to older persons’ health and insurance – and she 
cites her own experience of finding that her insurance 
company, when she moved back home, wasn’t interested 
in insuring her as she was nearly 60.  She also notes that 
younger people’s attitude towards retirement age needs 
to change. The young often assume that new jobs will be 
created if older people retire, so there is a rationale for 
wanting to push older people out. ‘But often the wisdom 
resides with the old,’ she notes, ‘as well as the opportunity 
for mentoring, job creation, wealth titles and deeds for 
land.’

- Older people have a tremendous capacity to  
contribute to their communities – what we are 
struggling with is access to resources to make that 
possible.

- We shouldn’t keep referring to this as a challenge  
– this is also an opportunity.

- The issue of data is still a major concern for us. If 
our policy makers don’t have data, how do we expect 
them to make informed decisions? 

- While much of the talk of the older population is 
in terms of their being a burden, in many communi-
ties they are actually the backbone of development.

SOUND BITES - NESTA HATENDI Ultimately, she asks, how can we make ageing a positive 
experience rather than a burden? This calls for a multi-
sector approach – and a lot more work. ‘Policy engage-
ment is a complex and a long-term process and sufficient 
investment is needed for any chance of success,’ she notes. 
‘We also need to look at building up the skills within 
civil society organisations to incorporate evidence-based 
advocacy and ensure that our key message is clear.’
Hatendi believes that new partnerships need to be forged 
with other groups that can mainstream and complement 
work on ageing and support evidence-based research 
for influencing future policy and practice. It’s an ‘uphill 
struggle’ she admits, ‘one that will rely on African govern-
ments to politically prioritise and incorporate intergen-
erational solutions and build institutional frameworks for 
social security for older persons.’

Nesta Hatendi is an international development consultant based in 
Harare, Zimbabwe. Until recently, she worked for HelpAge Interna-
tional as the Regional Director for East, West and Central Africa. Prior 
to this, she was the Country Director for Voluntary Services Overseas. 
She also has more than 20 years of experience working in the Ministry 
of Education in Zimbabwe. 

Chilande Kuloba-Waria knows what the youth of East 
Africa want – they want to be rich and famous – as a 
recent survey by ‘Holla’ on the consumption habits of 
urban youth shows. After that comes the wish to be a 
‘professional’. Knowing what the young wants is easy, she 
says. Knowing how to get there is a lot more complex.
Kuloba-Warria turns to a discussion of the definition of 
youth, which varies significantly by region and country. 
A person leaves childhood and becomes a youth earli-
est in Uganda (12 years) and latest in Kenya (18 years). 
According to the World Health Organization’s definition, 
youth ends at 19 years but, according to the UN General 
Assembly, youth extends to age 24. 

While a formal definition of youth, based on age, may 
be used to inform a set of official rights and entitlements 
from the state – such as access to health and education 
services and protection from harm and deprivation – the 
social definition is bound by the set of family and com-
munity responsibilities expected from the individual. In 
Rwanda, Burundi and South Sudan, marital status is cen-
tral to whether one is socially defined as a youth or as an 
adult, and this perspective is prevalent across the region. 
This social definition has its challenges as well – since 
once a woman is married, she leaves behind any youth 
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entitlements – this social price is known as a ‘bride price’.
‘The ability to marry and establish a household is strong-
ly influenced by the individual’s economic and financial  
capacity,’ says Kuloba-Warria. In Rwanda, for exam-
ple, the requirement to build a house to state-regulated 
specifications raised the ‘social price’ of adulthood. While 
different economic forces are at play in South Sudan, the 
resulting increase in the price of dowry (cattle) simi-
larly raises the social price of adulthood in that country. 
Interestingly, for Burundi youth, the price of adulthood 
seems to be more affordable, as society there has taken a 
pragmatic view on the considerable economic challenge 
of starting a family.

‘When thinking about the post-2015 development 
agenda, we need to think about how we can harmonise 
the definition of a young person – all the parameters 
of the formal and informal definition and the price of 
adulthood,’ says Kuloba-Warria. ‘We need to move away 
from generalisations of ‘youth’ unemployment and ‘youth’ 
sexual and reproductive health, the ‘youth’ voice, and 
begin to understand youth as people with [minds that 
are] open to diversity and surprise. And come up with 
programmes that resonate with young people.’
At YouthAlive Kenya, Kuloba-Warria says, is looking 
at ways to enable young people to come together and 
explore new skills and work in a way that’s peaceful 
and just. ‘We are committed to empower young people 
in Kenya to take active responsibility for their lives and 
shape their destiny, ‘ she says, ‘and we envision a free, just 

- We envision ‘a free, just and equitable society’ in 
Kenya where young people are able to translate their 
aspirations and potential into a productive and fulfill-
ing life.

- At YouthAlive Kenya, we help youth express 
themselves in a meaningful way – not just ‘taking it 
to the streets’ but also working in a more purposeful 
manner.

- Growing up, my place was to be seen and not 
heard but today’s young people want to be seen and 
heard.

- We have to look at young people in terms of their 
possible contribution.

- Too often programmes and policies are aimed at 
‘youth in Africa’ but you can’t have a ‘one size fits all’ 
approach for the continent.

and equitable society in Kenya where young people are 
able to translate their aspirations and potential into pro-
ductive and fulfilling life.’

Too often programmes and policies are aimed at ‘youth in 
Africa’, she says, but you can’t have a ‘one size fits all’ ap-
proach for the continent. Even at the regional level there 
is diversity. ‘We need to invest in getting much more 
contextual data from each of the countries.’ Each country 
has its own challenges with youth, ‘and this has an impact 
on how we move forward when thinking about policy 
and implementing programmes.’

Reflecting on her own youth, Kuloba-Warria says, 
‘Growing up in my place was to be seen and not heard 
but today’s young people want to be heard. This requires 
a mind shift from both sides of the age divide so that 
young people understand that there’s a lot to be learned 
from older people and vice versa. If we can find that 
middle ground, we can move forward.’

Chilande Kuloba-Warria is an organisational development 
specialist currently working to improve young African girls’ edu-
cation with Forum for African Women Educationalists (FAWE), 
based in Nairobi. She also serves on the board for Youth Alive! 
Kenya, a Kenyan youth organisation working closely together 
with LSU-Sveriges Ungdomsorganisationer, in order to support 
the role and voice of young people in Kenya.

To help inform her perspective on the topic of the youth, 
Pernille Fenger gives a snapshot of the work of the Unit-
ed Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) which focuses on 
ensuring that every pregnancy is wanted, every birth is 
safe and every young person’s potential is fulfilled.  Given 
that we now have the biggest cohort of young people in 
history, satisfying that mission comes with a host of chal-
lenges, says Fenger, who heads UNFPA’s Nordic Office. 
She shared an array of statistics, but says it’s important to 
avoid getting fixated on the actual numbers and instead 
look at the challenges inherent in the conditions that 
these statistics present. Top among these challenges is the 
fact that as today’s young people age, there won’t be a 
large group of people to support them (due to a decreas-
ing fertility rate). She notes that by 2050, 20% of the 
global population will be over 60. 

Fenger also underlines that today’s young people have 
greater expectations and aspirations for their lives – per-
haps due to access to information unavailable to preced-
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ing generations. ‘This vision comes with opportunities 
and challenges.’

Another challenge that warrants attention is that today’s 
young generation, growing up in poorer regions,  lacks 
adequate education and health care. Today, 220 million 
women in developing countries have no family planning 
choices. This could be because they lack information on 
how to protect and control their reproductive health, 
explains Fenger, or due to lack of financial resources to 
pay for contraception, or simply that they are not given 
the choice. 

Another issue affecting today’s youth is early marriage 
and pregnancy. One out of three girls in developing 
countries (excluding China) is married by the age of 18 
and one out of nine is married before the age of 15. ‘It 
doesn’t take much imagination to envision what life is 
like for a girl who is married at such a young age,’ Fenger 
says.   ‘Often they’re no longer able to attend school, they 
become pregnant at an early age which, of course, limits 
their life opportunities.’  It’s also a waste of financial re-
sources, notes Fenger, as by limiting a girl’s potential you 
also limit her potential contribution to the economy.
Half of the girls who get married at a young age will get 
pregnant.  ‘In this segment,’ says Fenger, ‘we have a very 
large unmet need for contraceptives.’ 

We need to find the right demographic balance that will 
spur social and economic development. To illustrate her 
point, Fenger looks at the Republic of Korea – a text-
book example of how a country should ‘look’ in order to 
benefit from a demographic dividend (a formula derived 
from the decline in a country’s mortality and fertility and 
the subsequent change in the population’s age structure, 
which may contribute to accelerated economic growth). 
In other words, what’s optimal is a lower fertility rate, 
without a large older population to ‘look after’. This 
results in a large number of people in the work force. By 
comparison, in Nigeria, the population pyramid looks 
very different, with a youth bulge at the bottom of the 
pyramid. In the coming decades, Fenger predicts, Africa’s 
population divide will begin to look more similar to 
South Korea’s.

‘This demographic dividend is not the magic bullet and 
it won’t work by itself,’ she says. ‘It will take political will 
and major investment in health and education systems to 
spur economic and social development.’ For example, in 
Nigeria the population will double (to 170 million) in 25 
years, based on today’s projections. We need to envision 
the challenge of this new generation in order to accom-
modate them in terms of education and health systems. 
As we mark the 20-year anniversary of the 1994 Inter-
national Conference on Population and Development 
(ICPD), Fenger notes that an important shift has taken 
place towards a more human rights approach to develop-
ment. She stresses the right of both men and women to 

- By limiting a girl’s potential you also limit her  
potential contribution to the economy.

- Today’s young people have greater expectations and 
aspirations for their lives. This vision comes with  
opportunities and challenges.

- The demographic dividend is not the magic bullet 
and it won’t work by itself. It will take political will 
and major investment in health and education sys-
tems to spur economic and social development.

- The foundation that we lay now is crucial for how 
well the next generation will fare in both economic 
and social terms.

control their own fertility and the number and spacing 
of their children.  As a follow-up to the Cairo ICPD, the 
General Assembly decided to assess progress by holding 
country consultations. While these showed that much 
progress had been made – especially in health – there was 
still much to do to reach the poorest and most marginal-
ised groups. Another theme that emerged frequently was 
the challenge of youth unemployment.

UNFPA advocates a stand-alone youth goal in the post-
2015 process. Areas needing continued advocacy, Fenger 
says, are quality education (at least through secondary 
level); training and entrepreneurship skills development 
that equip young people for decent employment or self-
employment; and education on health, sexuality, gender 
equality and human rights for all adolescents, both in and 
out of school. Fenger also notes that a youth goal needs 
to incorporate access to quality health care services, in 
particular to sexual and reproductive health services and 
information, especially for adolescent girls, that respect 
confidentiality and privacy, and are supportive and non-
judgmental; public safety for girls, including a programme 
for the most disadvantaged and at risk; and participation 
of young people in decision-making that affects them. 
‘The foundation that we lay now is crucial for how well 
the next generation will fare in both economic and social 
terms,’ says Fenger.

Pernille Fenger is currently the Chief of the UNFPA Nordic Office 
in Copenhagen. Prior to her years at UNFPA, she was head of section 
at the Department for UN Affairs and Global Development Issues at 
the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Pernille has also worked for 
the Danish Ministry of Environment, the International Institute for 
Sustainable Development and the International Labour Organisation. 
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The Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation pays tribute to the mem-
ory of the second Secretary-General of the UN by seeking 

workable alternatives for a democratic, socially and economi-
cally just, sustainable, peaceful and secure world.

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) is the 
UN’s global development network, advocating for change and 
connecting countries to knowledge, experience and resources 

to help people build a better life.

View the seminar online at www.daghammarskjold.se

This publication is part of a series which summarises some of the key points 
presented during the seminar series. 
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