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INTRODUCTION

In 1995, the Human Development
Report of the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP)
concluded: “In no society do women
enjoy the same opportunities as
men.” In 2000, progress in the imple-
mentation of the 1995 Beijing
Declaration and Platform for Action
was reviewed by the special session
of the General Assembly entitled
“Women 2000: gender equality,
development and peace for the
twenty-first century”. The event
noted that “even though significant
positive developments can be identi-
fied, barriers remain and there is still
need to further implement the goals
and commitments made in Beijing”.1

Gender relations structure the
entire life cycle, from birth to old age,
influencing access to resources and
opportunities and shaping life
choices at every stage. The rele-
vance of gender is both ongoing and
cumulative—the different circum-
stances that shape the lives of
women and men in old age are the

outcome of the many different
opportunities, challenges and con-
straints that have gone before. Good
health, economic security, adequate
housing—these are fundamentals of
ageing with dignity; yet achieving
them depends on decisions and
choices only partly determined by
each individual. 

The impact of gender differences
and inequalities in education and
employment opportunities increases
through every stage of an individual life,
hitting hardest in old age. As a result,
older women are more likely than older
men to be poor. Men and women suf-
fer different health problems as they
age, and women’s lack of access to
adequate care is sharpened by their
higher levels of poverty. As United
Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan
stated in March 1999, during the
International Year of Older Persons:
“Women comprise the majority of
older persons in all but a few countries.
They are more likely than men to be
poorer in old age, and more likely to
face discrimination. Moreover, their
contributions as caregivers—for exam-

ple, to grandchildren orphaned by
HIV/AIDS—are often overlooked and
underpaid, if paid at all.”2

Healthy ageing also depends upon
women’s and men’s attitudes
towards themselves and what they
are entitled to as parents, community
elders or citizens. In most societies,
this too is shaped by gender rela-
tions: whether people think of them-
selves as useless burdens or valu-
able assets reflects social attitudes
towards the roles of women and
men, what they can give to society
and what they deserve in return.
Attitudes, like opportunities, are also
shaped by many other dimensions
that define identity in different soci-
eties—including race and ethnicity,
religion, disability and, especially,
class and wealth. 

Media magnify these differences.
Western ideals, often geared to mar-
keting concerns, penetrate cultures
around the globe, glorifying youth
and distorting age. Stereotypes of all
ages are reflected back to audiences
as reality, spreading the idea of older
women, especially rural women, as a
burden on a younger generation. 

Policy implications

As the population age structure
shifts, the population of older people
will increase in proportion to that of
younger people, especially those of
“working age”. This shift has pro-
found policy implications—for pen-
sion and income support, for job cre-
ation and employment, for health-
and elder-care systems and for eco-
nomic growth and development in
every country. 

Policies to address these issues, if
they are to be effective, must be
informed by an understanding that
women and men experience old age
very differently. Older women, espe-
cially if they are poor or disabled, immi-
grants or members of a non-majority
racial, ethnic or religious group, com-
monly lack the resources and influ-
ence that determine social policies.
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Gender refers to the social
attributes and opportunities
associated with being male
and female and the relation-
ships between women and
men and girls and boys, as
well as the relations between
women and those between
men. These attributes, oppor-
tunities and relationships are
socially constructed and are
learned through socialization
processes. They are context/
time-specific and changeable.
Gender determines what is
expected, allowed and valued
in a woman or a man in a
given context. In most soci-

eties, there are differences and
inequalities between women
and men in responsibilities
assigned, activities under-
taken, access to and control
over resources, as well as 
decision-making opportuni-
ties. Gender is part of the
broader sociocultural context.
Other important criteria for
sociocultural analysis include
class, race, poverty level, eth-
nic group and age.

____________
Source: Office of the Special Adviser 
on Gender Issues and Advancement 
of Women, United Nations, 
August 2001. 
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Government agencies and legislatures
that carry out the research and analy-
ses on which laws and policies are
developed thus need to understand
and address the realities of both older
women’s and men’s lives. 

Over the past two decades, ageing
has surfaced as a policy issue in vari-
ous global forums. In addition to those
devoted to ageing or population
issues, including the First World
Assembly on Ageing in 1982 and the
International Conference on Popu-
lation and Development in 1994, age-
ing has been addressed at United
Nations conferences on women,
social development and housing.3 Its
importance was reaffirmed most
recently at the special session of the
General Assembly in June 2000 to
review implementation of the Beijing
Platform for Action, adopted at the
Fourth World Conference on Women
in 1995.4 Thus as the world prepares
for the Second World Assembly on
Ageing to be held in Madrid in April
2002, there is increasing awareness
that ageing is also a gender issue, and
that policies, programmes and strate-
gies must be responsive to gender
dimensions. 

AN AGEING WORLD

Population ageing is a worldwide phe-
nomenon, owing first to declining fer-
tility rates and secondly to increased
life expectancy. In every region of the
world, women are having fewer chil-
dren than three decades ago, when
the overall trend in population growth
started to slow down. In the early
1970s, the total fertility rate world-
wide was estimated at 4.5 children
for each woman, compared with 2.7
today.5

At the same time, advances in
nutrition, medicine and lifestyle
have resulted in people living
longer. Life expectancy worldwide
increased from 45 years in 1945 to
69 years in 2000 and is projected to
reach 78 years by 2050.6 This
makes older people the fastest-

growing population group: by 2050,
the number of people over 60 will
more than triple, from 606 million
today to nearly 2 billion. Nearly one
in four persons will be over 60 years
old and, for the first time in history,
they will outnumber children. The
increase will be even more marked

among the oldest old, people 80
years or over, who will rise from 69
million today to 379 million in 2050,
more than a five-fold increase.7

In nearly all countries, women live
longer than men. The gap can be as
much as 10.5 years in Eastern
Europe, and as low as 3 years in
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Myth: Ageing is not a concern
for developing countries,
since most older people live
in industrialized countries.
Reality: Although the propor-
tion of older people to
younger ones is currently
higher in developed countries,
the demographics of ageing
are such that, by 2025, 75 per
cent of the 1.2 billion people
over 60 years old will live in
developing countries.

Myth: Older women in devel-
oping countries are respected
and cared for within tradi-
tional extended families.
Reality: Extended families are
declining in many parts of the
developing world, as young
people move to the cities and
establish nuclear families.
Even where extended families
are still the norm, they are
showing the strains of longer
life expectancy and greater
care burdens. As a result,
many older women are living
alone, in all parts of the world.

Myth: Older women are likely
to be weak, frail or disabled as
a direct result of the ageing
process. 
Reality: The highest toll on
older bodies occurs as a result
of poverty over many years,

not ageing itself. Conditions
such as anaemia or osteo-
porosis can disable men and
women, but can be avoided
with good nutrition and
proper exercise. With access to
health care throughout the life
cycle, women can stay healthy
and active into very old age. 

Myth: Older women are
unproductive and a burden on
communities and societies,
especially on the younger
working-age population.
Reality: Most women—partic-
ularly in countries that lack
comprehensive and equitable
pension systems—continue 
to work well into old age, sup-
porting themselves, their 
families, and often their
grandchildren and great-
grandchildren. In addition to
the millions of women who
remain in the paid workforce,
there are millions more who
are unpaid workers—family
and community leaders, care-
givers, advisers, teachers, vol-
unteers. In both paid and
unpaid work, their contribu-
tion to society and the econ-
omy is vital.

____________
Sources: HelpAge International, 
www.helpage.org/info/myths.html; 
World Bank, Averting the Old Age Crisis.
New York: Oxford University Press, 1994.
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South-Central Asia. In developed
regions, women live some 7.5 years
longer than men, whereas in Latin
America, their advantage is about 6.5
years.8 Women make up 55 per cent
of older people globally, with women
to men ratios increasing with age.
Among the oldest old today, 65 per
cent are women. These proportions
should remain relatively unchanged
over the next 50 years.9

Population age structure varies
greatly from region to region. Today,
for example, while one out of five
Europeans is 60 years or older, only
one out of 20 Africans is in this age
group. However, while population
ageing has been occurring over a
long period in developed countries,
particularly in Japan, the United
States and Europe, it is occurring
most rapidly in the developing world.

Moreover, while the proportion of
older people in the population as a
whole is greatest in developed coun-
tries, the numbers are higher in less
developed countries, where almost
two thirds of people over 60 years of
age now live. By 2050 this population
is expected to quadruple, from 374
million to 1.6 billion.10

The majority of older people (51
per cent) live in cities. The rural-urban
split is greatest in developed coun-
tries, where 74 per cent of older peo-
ple live in urban areas. In less devel-
oped regions, which are still largely
agricultural, 63 per cent of older peo-
ple live in rural areas.11

As societies are beginning to
adjust to the projected future of
larger numbers of older people and
smaller numbers of younger ones,
who have historically comprised the
support base, new forms of social
protection for older people are
needed. Countries also need to find
better ways for tapping the potential
contribution to development of large
numbers of older people. 

Ageing is thus making its way onto
public policy agendas. Developed
countries have focused largely on the
challenges of caring for larger num-
bers of older people with fewer peo-
ple of “working age”. By contrast,
most developing countries continue
to rely exclusively on the extended
family to take care of the dependent
elderly. 

Changing family structures 

At first glance, this approach might
seem appropriate. In most of the
developing world, elders are
accorded special respect and status
in society—their wisdom combined
with the strength of the young to
sustain the extended family.
Traditionally, families were thus both
honoured and obligated to care for
their older members, who also con-
tributed to the household in various
ways, including advice and leader-
ship as well as the care of young
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“Old age” was memorably
characterized by Shakespeare
in the late sixteenth century
as a second childhood, “sans
teeth, sans eyes, sans taste,
sans everything”. However,
Shakespeare’s haunting image
may be more true of later cen-
turies than his own, since at
that time most people simply
worked until they died, gener-
ally by the age of 30 or 40.
Ageing is a continuum from
birth to death, but “old age”
became a meaningful cate-
gory in eighteenth century
Europe, following the Indus-
trial Revolution. People over a
certain age began to be seen
as less productive than
younger workers, then gradu-
ally as “old”, or no longer fit
for work. As older people were
left without adequate means
of support, over time reform-
ers demanded pensions and
social security systems. These
in turn required a standard
age of retirement, and old age
became linked to the age of
retirement. 

The United Nations de-
fines older people as those 60
years of age and over, and the
oldest old as those over 80

years of age. Definitions vary
in different regions and coun-
tries. At a recent meeting in
Africa the debate about where
to put the threshold was
intense, with representatives
arguing for as low as 45 and 
as high as 70; ultimately, 
however, they agreed to se-
lect 60+, as per the United
Nations standard.

In poorer countries, espe-
cially those with large agri-
cultural populations and with-
out formal social security
systems, old age is not linked
to retirement, but to the point
when one’s ability to con-
tribute actively to survival fal-
ters. This too has gender
implications, since research
indicates that among very old
people, men cease economic
activities completely while
women do not, instead engag-
ing in activities such as petty
trading, hairstyling or caring
for young children to secure
basic needs. 
____________
Sources: Suzanne S. Paul and James 
A. Paul, Humanity Comes of Age (New
York, World Council of Churches, 1994),
pp. 6-7; and ILO, Realizing Decent Work
for Older Women Workers (Geneva, ILO,
2001).

Who is old?



children and the transmission of val-
ues to the younger generation. 

In Sub-Saharan Africa, for exam-
ple, women traditionally enjoyed sta-
tus in their later years as healers or
teachers of traditional skills. Their
childbearing years over, they had
more independence and became
less subject to male authority. In
extended families in South Asia,
older women could expect their
sons to defer to them and their
daughters-in-law to follow their
instructions on how to run the
household. Many still can, of course,
but in general, the role of “matri-
arch” is eroding everywhere.

Larger trends affect family struc-
tures and traditional support sys-
tems for older people in general,
and the social status of older
women in particular. The changing
roles of women, urbanization and
migration, along with education and
employment, the ravages of
HIV/AIDS, natural disasters and
armed conflict in many places, and
everywhere, and the influence of
the mass media, are reshaping the
perils and potential of ageing for
women. 

The urban population more than
doubled worldwide between 1950
and 1975 and increased another 55
per cent from 1975 to 1990.
Throughout the developing world,
families and traditional cultures
have been affected by the process
of urbanization. In most places, the
older generation tended to stay in
the countryside, often caring for the
children of those who had gone to
cities and urban areas.12 In a review
of demographic change and family
support systems in developing
countries, a report by the Inter-
national Institute on Ageing (INIA)
concluded that, despite enormous
variability, “it is fair to say that the
latter half of the twentieth century
has been characterized by declining
household size and a trend toward
the nuclear family”, two parents
caring solely for their own chil-
dren.13

Change in family structures is
faster in the cities. A study of fami-
lies and family care in Sub-Saharan
Africa concluded that while the
extended family type still prevails in
most countries, it is changing every-
where, especially in the cities,
where different lifestyles lead more
and more young people to adopt the
model of the nuclear family. Thus
the practice of co-residence of older
people with their children is declin-
ing: “Rising out-migration combined
with declining fertility rates make it
inevitable that the ideal of a multi-
generational household will become
more and more difficult for elderly
men and women to attain.”14

Migration also affects family struc-
tures. In recent years, more and
more younger women have migrated
to the cities as opportunities there
increased, but also in response to
economic hardship. Today, in both
Latin America and the Caribbean,
women outnumber men in the cities,
while men outnumber women in the
rural areas.15 In both Sub-Saharan
Africa and Southern Asia, the reverse
is true.

In countries with traditional sup-
port systems, the number of
women living alone is much lower
than in developed countries, but still
higher among women than men.
This is due to a number of factors,
including the fact that women live
longer than men, they tend to marry
older men and outlive them, and
they are less likely to remarry upon
the death of a spouse. Lower fertil-
ity rates reduce the availability of
close kin in old age. These factors,
together with changing family pat-
terns, will leave future generations
of women living alone without a for-
mal system to support them when
they become dependent. 

Shifts in living arrangements are
due partly to delayed marriage and
changing roles for women, but also
to increasing divorce rates and grow-
ing numbers of older people whose
spouses have died. The trend is not
limited to industrialized countries. In

Burundi, for example, an examination
of United Nations data showed that
the largest number of older persons
live in one-person households.16

Between one fifth and one third of
older people in some Caribbean
countries live alone, similar to levels
in some European countries.17

Older women everywhere, at all
levels of society and in all forms of
living arrangements, can be sub-
jected to abuse and violence. Such
abuse takes many forms, including
physical, emotional and financial,
and neglect. Most often, the perpe-
trators are family members and pri-
mary caregivers, but it also occurs in
institutional care facilities. Those
most at risk are older women with
mental or physical impairments.
Poverty, childlessness, social isola-
tion and displacement also put older
women at risk for abuse, as do
dependency and loss of autonomy. 

Widowhood: a growing 
category

Widowhood for women over age
60 is most prevalent in Northern
Africa and Central Asia and lowest
in Latin America and the Caribbean.
In developing countries as a whole,
much lower percentages of men
than women are widowed, and
married men outnumber widowers
among older populations. At ages
65 and over, widows outnumber
married women in most developing
countries, often by a factor of two
or more, while by age 75 and
above, the female widowed-to-
married ratio rises beyond 5 to 1 in
some countries.18

Adjusting to widowhood can be
difficult in all societies, but more so
in developing countries, particularly
in Africa and Asia. Women’s inheri-
tance rights are tenuous in many
countries. Family resources, includ-
ing the house, the land and all the
money, may be assigned to a male
relative, often along with the widow
herself. Widows also suffer a loss
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of status, leaving them vulnerable
to social isolation and depression
along with discrimination and even
physical violence. In South Asia,
restrictions on mobility and associa-
tion make it hard for women to
overcome isolation once they are
widowed. As the United Nations
Population Fund (UNFPA) com-
ments in its State of the World
Population 1998: “Widowhood is
more than the loss of a husband—
it may mean the loss of a separate
identity.”19

GENDER, AGEING 
AND CAREGIVING

Despite the strains on traditional
support systems caused by migra-
tion and urbanization, community
expectations that the family will
take care of its older members
remain strong in most parts of the
developing world. In Mexico, where
“the myth of the stable and respon-
sible family” is regarded as part of
the “national soul”, older people
feel that if they are not cared for by

their children they must have done
something wrong. This is especially
true of older women, who feel they
are poor mothers if their children do
not support them.20

In some instances, strains will be
greatest where older people are liv-
ing with their adult children. It
increases as people live longer,
because their care generally con-
sumes a greater share of household
time and income, and often rein-
forces older people’s view of them-
selves as a burden. 

In most countries in Africa, for
example, the expectations of fam-
ily care for older people fall first on
spouses, then on sons, since they
inherit the land and remain geo-
graphically close. Older women in
particular depend on their sons,
because if they divorce or become
widowed, land tenure or land-use
rights established through their
husbands can be suspended and
be re-established only through their
sons. Daughters are next in line for
caregiving, although once they are
married, their primary responsibili-
ties are to their husband’s families.
Siblings are regarded as a poor
third choice, followed by the com-
munity.

Because women typically marry
men who are older than they are,
and because of women’s higher life
expectancy, old men often have
younger wives to care for them.
This is not true for old women, as
husbands die earlier and also need
care earlier. As a consequence,
those most at risk of destitution in
old age are older single (never mar-
ried or divorced), widowed and
childless women. In Kenya, for
example, traditional norms require
women to have at least two sons in
order to be worthy of support.
Those without children are even
worse off, often being forced to
leave their homes to avoid accusa-
tions of witchcraft.21

The plight of destitute old women
is not unique to Africa. In India and
Bangladesh, where care for older
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About 10 per cent of women in
India are widows, compared to
only 3 per cent of men,
according to the 1991 census.
Fifty-four per cent of women
aged 60 and over are widows,
as are 12 per cent of women
aged 35-59. Remarriage is the
exception rather than the rule;
only about 10 per cent of wid-
ows marry again.

Widowers do not suffer the
social stigma, restrictions and
taboos associated with widows.
They retain their economic
resources and are more likely
to remarry. In contrast, the
approximately 33 million
Indian widows are expected to
lead chaste, austere and ascetic
lives. Meeting those expecta-
tions is possible only for
women who come from house-
holds prosperous enough to
care for a dependent widow.
Reports describe brothers-in-
law who usurp the widow’s
share of property and do not
offer her a harvest share or
daily maintenance; sons who
live separately and do not sup-

port the widowed mother; and
brothers who do not support
the widowed sister, although
they inherited her share of
their father’s property.

Widows’ survival strategies
run the gamut. If they own
land, they may be able to
adopt a son or negotiate a
daughter’s marriage to a man
willing to support them. Some
remarry or enter partnerships
with men who offer support.
Some enter the wage labour
force, while others continue to
work in small-scale farming,
trading or producing goods for
sale. Those with no resources
may adopt a religious way of
life, living from begging,
chanting prayers or singing
devotional songs. Alterna-
tively, they become prostitutes
or concubines to earn enough
money to live. 
____________
Source: Martha Alter Chen, Perpetual
Mourning: Widowhood in Rural India.
Oxford University Press, 2000, excerpted
in United Nations, The World’s Women
2000, Trends and Statistics (New York,
United Nations, 2000).
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widows is a primary duty for chil-
dren, a rapid increase in elderly
abandoned women has emerged as
a critical issue in urban areas.22

Even in the past, family care of
older people worked better for men
than for women. Research on the
Joola society of Senegal and
Guinea-Bissau describes a tradi-
tional old-age support system
based on daughters and daughters-
in-law taking on more work as the
older people become too weak to
do it. But while the old man is then
free from work, the old woman
takes on new tasks, looking after
the animals, making baskets and
other household items. As a result,
a proverb says that “a man gets old,
but not a woman”.23

In fact, even as women live
longer, their caregiving duties do
not end. This has long been true of
women in rural areas, who are fre-
quently responsible to care for
grandchildren as their own children
migrate to the cities in search of
work. In recent years, the impact of
HIV/AIDS, greatest among people
ages 18 to 40, has magnified this
situation. In some places, virtually
an entire generation has been lost
to the disease. As a result, older
people, particularly older women,
are now caring for a new generation
of young children.

In poorer countries with weak
health infrastructure, the responsi-
bilities of care commonly fall on the
family, primarily older women. By
2001, over five million grandparents
in Africa were caring for young chil-
dren as a result of the epidemic. “It
is not unusual for grandmothers to
be caring for 20 children”, a Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies
press release stated in November
2001. A study in Thailand found that
two thirds of adults living with
HIV/AIDS returned to live with a par-
ent, usually the mother, and that
women in their 60s and 70s were
the most common caregivers.24

Older women themselves are also
becoming infected, either as a result

of caregiving activities with minimal
protection measures, or through
sexual transmission, including sex-
ual violence. 

However, education and informa-
tion about the disease is rarely tar-
geted at older women. When it
strikes, it is frequently misdiag-
nosed. Older people succumb to
the disease more quickly, owing to
weaker immune systems. When
women get sick first, they are often
abandoned, or sent back to their
families. When the husband gets
sick, the wife is expected to care
for him. 

GENDER, SOCIAL 
PROTECTION AND
HEALTH

The ageing of populations worldwide
requires that Governments devise
policies to take care of growing num-
bers of older citizens. In the industri-
alized world, where population age-
ing started over a century ago,
State-sponsored systems of support,
including pensions and health care,
have been developed, and today
most elderly rely on such formal sys-
tems. However, women have less
access to formal pensions. Their par-
ticipation in the paid labour force is
shorter, more irregular and more
likely to be in the informal sector.
Social security was created for the
benefit of the wage earner and most
often does not recognize the value of
household work and child-rearing,

thus disadvantaging women in old
age. 

With the ageing of populations,
spending for public pensions in
developed countries will increase
dramatically, and the present “pay-
as-you-go” systems of funding pen-
sions have come under scrutiny.
Many countries have started to
develop private pension plans to
complement public support sys-
tems. There are also attempts to
bring care back to the family and
community, and some new initia-
tives stress informal caregiving as
the main pillar of support in old age.
Such shifts from public support
back to families increase demand
on informal—unpaid—caregivers.
All over the world, these caregivers
are mainly women, caught in the
middle of the needs of their chil-
dren and their ageing parents, and
having to cope with the burdens of
caregiving, household work and the
workplace.

Retiring from work is an unimag-
inable luxury for many older per-
sons. Although 155 countries cur-
rently have some kind of public
system for old age, disability or sur-
vivor support, these cover only 30
per cent of all people over 60; and
only 40 per cent of working-age peo-
ple contribute.26 In most developing
countries, no more than 20 per cent
of the labour force is included in 
0regular social security systems.
Coverage in Sub-Saharan Africa and
South Asia is estimated at 5 to 10
per cent of the working population.
Elsewhere it varies greatly, ranging
from 5 to 80 per cent in Latin
America and between 10 and
almost 100 per cent in South-East
and East Asia. But a large portion of
this population is covered for only a
few contingencies. And people who
have been working in the informal
economy, predominantly women,
“are likely to have very low or no
incomes in old age”.27

In Africa, only Botswana, Mau-
ritius, Namibia and South Africa
have some sort of pension support
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“Due to the gender-specific divi-
sion of labour, women often have
to care for older relatives . . . and
then their husbands throughout
their life cycle, and when they
need help after a life full of hard
work, there is no one left to care
for them.” 25



for older people. Elsewhere, some
of the ways in which women make
ends meet are to rent parts of their
homes, sell water to those who do
not have running water and trade in
charcoal and vegetables. 

In Asia the situation is better—
but only slightly. Although Gov-
ernments have begun to develop
welfare policies for older people,
including livelihood protection, the
expenditures are very small. Even in
more prosperous countries, such as
China, Hong Kong, the Republic of
Korea or Singapore, Governments
encourage reliance on the family for
support of the aged. For example, in
1995, Singapore introduced the
Maintenance of Parents Act, which
allows parents to sue neglectful off-
spring for financial support.29

Even where some assistance is
available, older people often en-
counter obstacles in obtaining it,
ranging from transport difficulties to
bureaucratic barriers. In Egypt,
where a social security system was
set up in 1950, few people know
how to access its provisions.30 The
same is true in India, where 33 per
cent of older people live below the
poverty line, with an equal number
only just above it. “Without the
safety net of social protection, age-
ing brings with it reduced rights to
food, health, transport, housing,
sanitation and other basic servi-
ces.”31

Currently, a number of develop-
ing countries are considering mak-
ing contributory pension schemes
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Clad in a faded, red Maasai
shuka, frail and tired Sophia
Nairoto shouts at the half-
naked two-year-old boy who
comes running into the hut.
Handed a bowl of thick brown
porridge, he inspects it before
sinking onto the cow-dung
floor to tuck in.

At 75, Nairoto has picked
up a role she discarded more
than 40 years ago. She is now
the “mother” of five orphans
between two and ten years
old—their parents both claimed
by AIDS. In fact, due to the
AIDS epidemic, which has
depleted thousands of Kenya’s
working-age population—
clearing out almost the entire
economically productive mid-
dle generation in certain parts
of the country—Nairoto is just
one of many grandmothers
who has stepped into the shoes
of her dead sons and daugh-
ters. “It is a very difficult task
ahead of me. I don’t think I
will survive to see my grand-
children into adulthood”, she
says.

Nairoto lives in the Kajiado
district of Kenya’s Rift Valley.
But her tale reflects what
many older women in Kenya
are going through. Stories like
hers are particularly common
in Nyanza, the province hit
hardest by the epidemic. In
one small village, ten-year-old
Mary Anyango, Oloo Otieno
and Calistus Akelo have all
lost their parents to AIDS and,
with five other siblings, have
been taken in by their grand-
mothers. 

The World Health Organ-
ization (WHO) estimates that
about 1.7 million Kenyans are 

infected with the AIDS virus,
the vast majority in the 18- to
40-year-old bracket. A recent
survey by the Widows and
Welfare Society of Kenya
shows that Nyanza province
alone holds more than
390,000 AIDS orphans and
100,000 widows—people tradi-
tionally dependent on middle-
aged breadwinners. By 2005,
Kenya will have 1 million
AIDS orphans, destroying the
generational support system
and forcing the very young
and the very old to look after
themselves and each other.

The effects of this missing
generation are far-reaching.
Older women frequently
become wage earners, in order
to support their grandchil-
dren. For them, the double
responsibility of both return-
ing to work and acting as
mother can be a crippling
experience. Monica Mwende,
59, who looks after five grand-
children says: “I have a small
retail shop and a small
shamba (piece of land) from
where I get our daily bread.
But it is a major financial
struggle to fend for the kids
and educate them.”

Many older people also
care for their own children
who have been struck down by
the virus. A survey in one dis-
trict of Mashonaland in
Zimbabwe found that the car-
ers of people with AIDS were
“without exception” older
women, sometimes assisted by
younger female relatives.
___________
Source: Excerpted from Njeri Rugene,
“The Generation Gap”, Orbit 73, 
a global development magazine:
http://www.vso.org.uk/orbit

Grandmothers and AIDS orphans in Africa

“I cannot die of hunger while
hanging on to heirlooms”, says
Akoeba Gogo, hoping she will die
before she runs out of things to
sell.28



available to all workers, including
those in the informal sector.
However, even small contributions
are beyond the means of the poor
in many countries. Universal non-
contributory pension programmes,
by contrast, can reach such groups
as unpaid caregivers, primarily
women, and women working in the
informal sector. Such programmes
may be feasible, and even minimal
pensions can make important differ-
ences to many generations within
families, as benefits also help to
support the care and education of
grandchildren.32

In addition, older women face a
higher risk of chronic illness and
disability and women spend a
larger proportion of their lives in
poor health than older men. While
these differences are true in all
countries, the impact is greater in
poor countries, where health status
and standard of living are generally
lower. The overall disadvantage
women face is not caused solely by
the fact that they live longer than
men. Older women’s health prob-
lems are rooted in the discrimina-
tion they face earlier in life. 

During their younger years,
many women have less access to
nutrition and health care than men,
leading to chronic illness in old age.
Poverty is one of the barriers older
women face in accessing the care
they need, especially where
Governments are reducing invest-
ments in public health and welfare.
Physical access to medical services
is a particular problem for women
in rural and remote areas. Health-
care systems can be biased against
providing services for older per-
sons, giving preference to younger
age groups, and social barriers can
effectively exclude older women
from receiving care. Studies in
gerontology are seeking to better
understand ageing and its gender
dimensions, and programmes aim
at improving older women’s access
to quality health care and preven-
tion. 

MAKING WOMEN’S 
WORK VISIBLE 

In urban Latin American households,
grandparents, especially grandmoth-
ers, often take over the household
domestic responsibilities in order to
free the mother for “productive”
work. By contrast, their own work
goes unrecognized, reinforcing the
view of older people as unproductive
and needing support.34

In many countries, women’s
unpaid labour has increased in
recent years, as Governments cut
spending or privatize social services
to meet fiscal goals in an increas-
ingly global economy. In addition,
and throughout the world, regular
full-time wage employment is giv-
ing way to more diverse patterns of
“irregular” work. Women are often
the preferred workers for these
types of jobs as they can be hired
for lower wages with fewer or no
benefits and under less desirable
working conditions. As a result,
they enter their “golden years” in
poorer health, with more care bur-
dens and smaller social security
allowances.

The failure to account for unpaid
work in subsistence farming, family
enterprises or domestic tasks
means women’s work is also under-
valued, even by women them-
selves. When asked if they worked,
older women frequently said “no”,
even though they spend most of
their days selling fruits or vegeta-
bles in the market, or selling home-
prepared food in the street.35

As a result of the efforts by
women’s advocates to account for
women’s unpaid work in national
accounts, there is increased atten-
tion to measuring such work
through time-use surveys, which
show how much time men and
women spend on unpaid care
labour, and how this compares with
time spent on market-oriented or
“productive” work.

Credit for unpaid work 

Also in response to efforts to get
Governments to document and value
women’s unpaid work, a number of
countries have recently adopted
measures to enhance social protec-
tion for women independently from
paid work. 

Germany, Norway, Sweden and
Switzerland, for example, have ini-
tiated a system of “caring credits”,
by which an individual’s retirement
account is credited with contribu-
tions for the relevant period of care
activity. Ireland and the United
Kingdom have adopted a variant of
this known as home responsibili-
ties protection, which provides for
years of low or no earnings 
to be dropped from the calculation
of pension amounts. Another
approach, implemented in Finland,
uses home childcare allowances,
which in effect transform the work
into a form of non-market paid
work.

A SOCIETY FOR ALL AGES

In setting out a framework in which
to explore the theme of the 1999
Year of Older Persons, “A society for
all ages”, the United Nations Pro-
gramme on Ageing declared in 1998:
“The potential of added years is
bringing to the fore a dynamic that
views ageing with a resourceful,
active and engaging pulse. The
mounting involvement of older per-
sons in all areas of life, be it cultural,
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“In taking on the responsibility of
care, older people all over the
world are freeing other people to
undertake paid work. In this way
they are actively contributing to
economic development, even if
they are not wage earners them-
selves.”33—HelpAge International 



political, economic, social or spiritual,
is seen as essential to the progres-
sion of any society.”36

The seeds for this conclusion were
planted 20 years ago in the Interna-
tional Plan of Action, agreed at the
First World Conference on Ageing in
Vienna, Austria (1982). The Plan rec-
ognized that “the slowly expanding
lifespan of the population even in de-
veloping areas constitutes a hidden re-
source for national economies . . . ”.
The Conference agreed that the task
ahead was to transform the status of
older people into one of “active par-
ticipants in national life and produc-
tion, rather than as passive and vul-
nerable victims of development”.37

Wherever sweeping changes are
transforming societies, social and cul-
tural re-evaluations take place.
Population ageing is such a change,
and demands such re-evaluation.
Most people over 60 are healthy and
want to remain active socially, if not
economically, and would gladly con-
tinue in paid work. And most women
never stop working, whether they
are paid or not. Can policies be devel-
oped that enable societies to “add
life to years”? In many places, this is
happening.

In China, for example, policy
makers have long assumed that
women—including older women—
would necessarily contribute to the
country’s development effort.
While many women did not wel-
come the more strenuous tasks,
such as fieldwork, they nonethe-
less advanced Chinese progress
significantly. Today, people ineligi-
ble for pensions are encouraged to
engage in small-scale private enter-
prises, selling clothing and small
wares in urban areas, cultivating
private plots and raising livestock in
the countryside. The Government
also encourages older women to
produce home-based goods, such
as handicrafts. Indeed, both facto-
ries and research institutes have
employed older women, even very
old women, to help revive embroi-
dery traditions and other artisan

skills that would otherwise die
out—and for which demand is
increasing in China and abroad.38

The same is true of other indige-
nous arts, ranging from carpet-
weaving in Turkey to batiks and bas-
ketry in Africa and South Asia and to
jewellery in Latin America. To take
advantage of increasing tourism,
women engaged in handicrafts—
often older women—need technical
and financial support. Most such ven-
tures require little start-up capital, but
a good deal of expertise in identify-
ing markets, along with help in set-
ting up cooperatives to meet
importers’ orders. Work can be—and
is—done at home. A fair number of
older women now run brisk, prof-
itable craft businesses in Egypt,
Ghana and elsewhere.39

Women play a significant role in
the informal savings associations
that bridge the gap between small
enterprises and formal banking serv-
ices throughout Sub-Saharan Africa,
as well as vast areas of South and
South-East Asia, Latin America and
the Caribbean. In Shama, a commu-
nity in Ghana, for example, a group
of older women sought the assist-
ance of HelpAge International in
negotiating a loan for younger mem-
bers of the community to set up
microenterprises. In this way they
overcame the problem of access to
formal banking services that people
in poor countries often face, and also
brought the longer-term support of
an international non-governmental
organization into the community. And
they greatly enhanced their own sta-
tus and position in that community.40

Food processing also offers
opportunities for mixed age groups
of women working together, espe-
cially in rural areas. Such enterprises
show not only how older rural
women can be integrated into cash
economies, but also how microen-
terprise can foster interregional
trade.41 While economic benefits
may be small, they can be signifi-
cant particularly to those who
receive them. Perhaps even more

important are the social and psy-
chological benefits that accrue to
whole societies seeking new forms
of cohesion in a changing world. 

Cultivating diversity

In many parts of the developing
world, older women remain the cus-
todians of indigenous knowledge,
increasingly important as researchers
seek new ways to improve food sup-
plies, safeguard natural resources
and treat such diseases as cancer
and HIV/AIDS. On the Kenyan shore
of Lake Victoria throughout the
1970s and early 1980s, scientists
worked side by side with older
women of the area to map new
strategies for the organic control of
agricultural pests and animal and
human disease vectors. In India and
Nepal, biologists have included older
women, often of “backward” castes
and ethnic groups, to explore species
diversity in woodlands and other
threatened environments.42 And
older female rice-farmers have con-
tributed to the development of high-
yield, protein-rich strains, working
with agricultural research institutes in
countries such as Colombia, Côte
d’Ivoire and the Philippines.43

Few of these endeavours targeted
older women as such. Nonetheless, in
one way or another, they all reflect the
need to include all stakeholders and to
develop new forms of reciprocity at all
levels of societies the world over,
thereby taking advantage of the
“investment opportunities and require-
ments that an ageing developing
world presents”.44 Such patterns of
intergenerational exchange allows
older women to maintain their status
and roles in the family and community,
and in society at large. They also rec-
ognize them as assets and fountains
of knowledge rather than perpetuating
negative images of older women as
burdens. A better understanding of the
contribution older women make to the
well-being of societies will also
strengthen multigenerational ties. 
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Rethinking work 
and retirement 

What does it mean that in 2050 the
population of older persons will be
larger than the population of chil-
dren? “From a life-cycle perspective
this means that the estimated 2 bil-
lion older persons in 2050 are today’s
children, and it is their experiences
now, and throughout adulthood, that
will prepare them for later life.”45

In addition to social security and
pension schemes, policies to ensure
women’s financial security in later
years must also focus on improving
opportunities for older women to
continue working in the paid work-
force. 

In the United States, for example,
women’s financial security in old age
often depends on extending their
working lives. “The ranks of older
workers are increasingly female as
we continue to work, just as we did
in middle age, for a variety of rea-
sons”, concludes one survey of work
and older women. Reasons range
from the need to make ends meet or
to build pensions in their own names
to the satisfaction many take in their
work and the status it brings to fam-
ilies and communities. Between
1990 and 1996 the proportion of
working married women age 55 to
64 increased from 36 per cent to
nearly 50 per cent. Increasingly
greater proportions of women are
now employed into their 50s and
60s.46

The conclusion seems clear: just
as gender-based disadvantages
accumulate over the life cycle, so do
the benefits of greater opportuni-
ties. Investing in education, training
and health for women at all stages
of the life cycle has cumulative pay-
offs in later years. This is especially
important for developing countries,
where the largest number of people
are currently of “working age”, that
is, 15 to 60 years. This “demo-
graphic bonus”—meaning a greater
number of working people than 
people who are dependent (both

younger and older)—“opens a win-
dow of opportunity to improve the
lives of older people in later years”,
provided that Governments use it
wisely.47 Wise use includes invest-
ing in people of all ages, eliminating
discrimination and closing the
opportunity gaps between women
and men—in health, education and
employment.

Investing in people 
of all ages 

Since the publication of its study on
life-long education, Learning to Be, 
in 1972, the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) has advo-
cated education “from the cradle to
the grave”. This means not only
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alternatives in Peru . . .

For over 100 older women,
home is a decaying palace 
in Peru’s second city of
Arequipa. No one knows
when, but over the years,
groups of older women have
come in off the street to live
there and have created their
own form of group care. There
are no care staff or nurses;
each of the women cares for
the next, to the best of her
ability.

Despite the somewhat pre-
carious nature of the dilapi-
dated buildings, these women
have created their own
lifestyle. Many of the women
are very old indeed, yet the
strong look after the weak,
and the healthy look after the
sick. The women have their
independence and their
friendships and it is these that
they value above all else.
Thanks to a local NGO, the
women now have a communal
cook and a limited supply of
foodstuffs. Their sense of com-
munal pride extends to a cen-
tral garden, a kitchen and a
chapel. The older women of
Arequipa have proved that
poor older women are able to
choose their own forms of
care.

. . . and the Philippines

Aurelia Dacaymat, age 66,
migrated to the capital,
Manila, from her home in the
countryside. She had already
joined a community organiza-
tion that was petitioning the
Government to give land over
to the urban poor, when a
community organizer arrived
to talk to her about organizing
older people in the commu-
nity. Like many Filipinas,
Aurelia thought that older
people were well taken care of
by their families. But after vis-
iting house after house, she
realized that although the
older people were still re-
spected, they were not as well
cared for as before. She saw
not just “street children” but
“street elderly” begging at traf-
fic lights and sleeping in the
parks. 

That was in February 1991.
Today, Aurelia is president of
a community organization for
older people and helps others
to start their own pro-
grammes. Of herself she says:
“I am only second-grade edu-
cated, but I think I have read
deeply from the book of life.”__________
Source: Reprinted from HelpAge
International, “Older Women in
Development”, 1995.

Taking action—



offering literacy classes and other
skills instruction to older people—
including in information and commu-
nications technologies (ICTs) during
the last decade—but using older peo-
ple as a learning resource for com-
munities at large in both developed
and developing countries. It involves
bringing them into formal educational
institutions at many levels to teach as
well as to learn. 

Increasingly, ICTs are becoming an
integral part of lifelong learning in the
emerging global knowledge-based
economy. Women have already
demonstrated their ability to obtain
jobs in this sector, especially in devel-
oping countries. Older women too
can benefit from mastering the new
skills required, particularly as the
technology enables them to work in
their homes, eliminating the need for
transport and allowing more flexible
work schedules.

Many small-scale projects im-
proved their success by using ICTs to
link artisans and producers with mar-
kets worldwide. Sapphire Women in
Kampala, Uganda, is an organization
that supports women and children
who have lost family members to
HIV/AIDS. Its members weave tradi-
tional Ugandan baskets which are
then sold online with the help of
PeopLink, an American-based non-
governmental organization that spe-
cializes in online sales of handicrafts.

SEWA, an organization of self-
employed women in India, was one
of the first to realize the potential of
ICTs to assist women in the informal
sector. By organizing computer-
awareness programmes and teach-
ing basic computer skills, SEWA has
enabled women to launch their own
web sites and sell their products on
the global market.48

Finding new worlds 

As younger women enter the paid
labour force in greater numbers
around the world, the demand for
help with household work and child-

care rises, attracting less skilled
women to cities, at home and
abroad. One result is a shift in the
once circular pattern of migration, in
which migrants sought to return
home in later life. In Latin America
and the Caribbean, for example,
where women have long been part
of the migrant stream, most urban
migrants stay in the cities in their old
age and continue to support them-
selves by working—in both the for-
mal or informal sectors.49

A study of older Cypriot and
Turkish women who had migrated to
France, Germany and the United
Kingdom in the 1950s and 1960s pro-
vides insight into the reasons older
women choose not to return home.
Many had found jobs in the public
sector, allowing them to accumulate
pension and health benefits. These,
however small, gave them a degree
of autonomy in negotiating with their
husbands and relatives and empow-
ered them to make their own choices
for their old age. They reported that
without the added pressure of their
traditional community, their hus-
bands were less able to control their
decisions, especially about work.
Older migrant women also reported
having achieved positions of status in
their new communities, where they
kept alive language and cultural
memory and were skilled in negoti-
ating with the dominant culture.
Some chose a form of “itinerant
retirement”, moving between their
old and new homes. They kept in
touch with grandchildren and
enjoyed being able to live their lives
independent of male relatives.50

Older women are drawing on
their ability to mediate between fam-
ily and the wider society. In France,
for example, a group of older
women who were originally from
Africa came together to mediate
intercultural conflicts. Among these
were tensions over polygamy and
arranged marriages as well as those
that arise when “the man reaches
retirement and wants to return
home while his wife and children

want to stay”.51 Such changing
expectations present additional chal-
lenges for ageing policy.

Older women in conflict 
and post-conflict situations

Recently, older women’s important
roles in situations of national and
regional conflict, as well as in post-
conflict development, have gained
greater recognition and visibility. 

The Mano River Union Women’s
Peace Network, for example, head-
quartered in South Africa and led
largely by older women, has met with
heads of State to resolve the strife
that has embroiled Liberia and Sierra
Leone since the mid-1990s. The
Network has spurred a variety of
efforts to re-establish governance at
the grass-roots level, often using tra-
ditional cultural links; to treat trauma
victims, especially children; to rehabil-
itate physical infrastructure and nat-
ural resources; and to develop the
entrepreneurial skills of both urban
and rural women in all three countries. 

In Cambodia, where so much of
the past has been destroyed, older
people have been critical in helping
communities hold on to their history
and impart it to younger generations.
An oral history project features the
memories of an older generation
through successive years of conflict,
going back to the struggle for inde-
pendence. In one video, an older
woman talks about the hardships
they endured under the Khmer
Rouge regime, headed by Pol Pot: “I
tell my children about Pol Pot’s time
so that they know about the diffi-
culties we faced”, she says.
“Sometimes they ask me: Is it true
about Pol Pot? I tell them it’s true.”52

The Mothers of Plaza de Mayo in
Argentina became one of the most
visible groups of women to demon-
strate for public accountability.
Founded in 1977, they demanded
information about the fate of their
children who were rounded up by the
military junta and “disappeared”. As
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the bodies of their children have
never been found, these human
rights activists are still demonstrat-
ing. Today they are also Grand-
mothers of the Disappeared—seek-
ing over 200 children born to their
own children while in captivity or
who disappeared with their parents
after being taken into custody. Since
then their stories have been told on
television and film documentaries
and featured in magazines and NGO
newsletters. The group has been
honoured by international human
rights groups as well as UNESCO
and the European Parliament. As a
result, they have inspired the forma-
tion of other groups of mothers and
grandmothers seeking justice and
healing after conflict. 

IMAGES OF AGEING 

The experience of the Mothers of
Plaza de Mayo shows that media
can make older women visible as
well as invisible, not only locally but
globally. “We have a very emble-
matic image of older women,
namely the Grandmothers of Plaza
de Mayo. Initially nicknamed by the
three military juntas as “the crazy
grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo”,
they have become recognized
around the world for their unfalter-
ing search for their sons, daughters
and illegally appropriated grandchil-
dren. They clearly represent a grand-
mother role . . . ”53

A positive image of ageing is a
prerequisite for ensuring multigener-
ational cohesion in society. Over the
years, images of ageing, primarily in
developed countries, have dispro-
portionately portrayed older persons
as a growing population group with
escalating needs, who are vulner-
able and frail, and a burden with
whom nobody wants to identify. But
as societies learn more about their
real lives, public images of older per-
sons as individuals with significant
capabilities and contributions to
make are becoming rooted in the

public mind. These changes are
greatly helped as older persons
themselves are becoming more
active and visible in society and in
policy-making processes. 

Older women today are organiz-
ing in different ways to make their
contributions visible, going to con-
ferences and writing about their
work on the Internet. National,
regional and global networks, such
as the American Association of
Retired Persons (AARP), the Older
Women’s Network (OWN) in
Europe, and HelpAge International,
headquartered in London with
regional centres in Africa, Asia and
the Pacific, East and Central Europe,
Latin America and the Caribbean, all
hold regular conferences and main-
tain active web sites that link people
and groups together worldwide.
Successful advocacy merits media

attention and inspires replication. In
France, for example, a group of older
women have formed an NGO called
the Panthères Grises France, after
meeting and becoming friends with
the woman who founded the Grey
Panthers in the United States.

Particularly important in making
older women visible is research done
by older women about older women.
Findings can provide a good advocacy
tool, persuading media and the public
of the need for policy change. The
first step is enabling people to exam-
ine their lives and those of people like
them. In a largely working class area
in England, for example, a group of
older women carried out a survey of
older women homeowners. They dis-
covered that few were aware of 
services they could access, including
home-repair assistance, financial
advice or free gas checks. Many
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If advertising drives the media
images of women, including
older women, why haven’t
these changed as so many
women grow older? In fact,
these images are changing,
slowly—but mainly in re-
sponse to older women’s use
of the economic and political
power they hold as a result of
their growing ranks.

In 1999, to promote the
International Year of Older
Persons, the Australian gov-
ernment partnered with the
business community to pro-
mote more positive images.
Working with the Body Shop,
a socially conscious global
cosmetics firm, it designed a
campaign based on the image
of Ruby, a round-figured doll
created in 1996 as an alterna-
tive to the super-thin Barbie
doll. To represent the older
woman, the Body Shop aged

Ruby, adding wrinkles, sag-
ging skin and grey hair. The
humorous tone of the cam-
paign, using lines such as
“The only way to avoid wrin-
kles is to live in outer space or
never smile again”, and
“Ageing doesn’t matter unless
you’re a cheese”, stirred con-
troversy and demands for
more serious attention. “What
we did then is to use a photo-
graph of an older woman that
was part of a high-profile and
controversial photographic
exhibit in Australia and used
the copy line, “Look past the
wrinkles”, says the coalition’s
campaign manager. And
that’s worked really well.”

__________
Source: “Images of Older Women in the
Media”, UN Radio Interview of Panelists
on Older Women in the Media, 14
October 1999, in AARP, The Impact of
Globalization on the Images of Older
Women (New York, 1999).

Look past the wrinkles



were lonely and most wanted more
social activities. In carrying out and
publicizing their study, they formed
new friendships, and also discovered
that their perspectives count. While
they are not formal researchers, they
“have a lifetime of experience and
common sense behind them that
underpin their activities.”54

KEEPING GENDER AND
AGEING ON THE AGENDA

Over the last two decades, the inter-
national community has sought to
integrate the needs of ageing popula-
tions into the framework of sustain-
able development. The 1982 World
Assembly on Ageing was a ground-
breaking year for advancing the issue
of ageing. “The slowly expanding
lifespan of the population even in
developing areas constitutes a hidden
resource for national economies
which, if properly stimulated and util-

ized, might help to . . . ensure the sta-
tus of [older persons] as active par-
ticipants in national life and produc-
tion, rather than as passive and
vulnerable victims of develop-
ment.”55 Soon thereafter, at the close
of the Decade for Women in 1985,
the Nairobi Forward-looking
Strategies for the Advancement of
Women stated, “Ageing, as a stage
of development, is a challenge for
women. In this period of life, women
should be enabled to cope in a cre-
ative way with new opportunities.”

Over the following decade, popu-
lation ageing was integrated into the
development framework through a
series of UN conferences on the envi-
ronment, population, social develop-
ment and women. At the same time,
research and awareness on the inter-
action of gender and ageing was
growing worldwide. Thus, the 1992
Rio Declaration on Environment and
Development, adopted at the United
Nations Conference on Environment

and Development, while not address-
ing the status of older persons as a
group, recognized the need to com-
bine environmental concerns and
population issues within a develop-
ment framework devoted to poverty
alleviation, sustainable livelihoods,
health and quality of life, as well as
women’s empowerment and gender
equality. 

Two years later, at the 1994
International Conference on Popu-
lation and Development in Cairo, advo-
cates for older people worked closely
with women’s groups to ensure that
references to older people were
included throughout the final Pro-
gramme of Action. The document
emphasized the need to provide long-
term support systems and to enhance
self-reliance mechanisms to serve
older persons, especially older
women. The following year, the World
Summit for Social Development rec-
ognized the vulnerability of older per-
sons, in terms of social exclusion,
poverty and marginalization, and at the
same time stressed the positive con-
tribution people of all ages can make
in building a harmonious society. It
underlined the need to ensure that
older persons are integrated into their
communities, as well as the impor-
tance of meeting older women’s
needs through social protection and
social support programmes.56

These global policy documents are
complemented by the 18 United
Nations Principles for Older Persons,
promulgated in 1991. They provide
guidance to Governments to achieve
older persons’ independence, parti-
cipation, care, self-fulfilment, security
and dignity. The General Assembly’s
declaration of 1999 as the Inter-
national Year of Older Persons
focused on the integration of older
people as a resource rather than a
burden to society. Its theme,
“Towards a Society for All Ages”,
was chosen to encourage contribu-
tions and foster dialogue across all
generations.

Attention to the needs of older
women reflects the growing aware-
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Sybil Francis was born in
Jamaica in 1914. After many
years of working in social and
community development, in
the late 1970s she began to cam-
paign for the rights of older peo-
ple in Jamaica, becoming chair
of the National Council for the
Aged and vice chair of the
Jamaica Memory Bank in 1995.

Mrs. Francis first became
involved in ageing issues
while researching new needs
in society at the University of
the West Indies. “I could feel
that this was coming,” she
explains; “there was a growing
need and people weren’t
doing very much about it.”

However, she does not
regard her experience as

unique. “I know several people
who have changed their
careers late in life and gone
on working well into their sev-
enties and even eighties”, she
says: “I think it’s important
that people recognize that
older people are in the vast
majority of cases able to func-
tion perfectly well and with
valuable experience to con-
tribute for many years after
they may have been expected
to have “retired”. So in that
respect I am happy to be seen
as a positive representative of
the older generation.”

____________

Source: HelpAge International, Older
Women in Development (London, 1995).

Leading by example: Jamaica



The Committee on the
Elimination of Discrimination
against Women, which moni-
tors implementation of the
Convention in States parties,
on 1 February 2002 adopted a
statement addressed to the
Second World Assembly on
Ageing. This contribution by
the Committee, reflected below,
aims at ending discrimination
against older women through
the Convention.
“1. The Committee on the
Elimination of Discrimination
against Women welcomes the
convening of the second World
Assembly on Ageing in Madrid,
and urges that special attention
be focused on the special needs
of older women. The situation
of older women is of concern to
the Committee, which is the
United Nations treaty body in
charge of monitoring the
implementation of the 1979
Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women. 
“2. The Convention, often
described as the international
bill of rights for women,
defines what constitutes dis-
crimination against women
and sets up an agenda for
national action to end such dis-
crimination. The Convention
is an important tool for
addressing the specific issue of
the human rights of older

The human rights of older

ness that women constitute the
majority of older people as well as
the majority of the 1.3 billion people
living in poverty worldwide. It recog-
nizes that throughout their life cycle,
women face discrimination as
regards education and employment
opportunities, income, access to eco-
nomic resources and the division of
labour in the household, all of which
add up to reduced well-being in later
life. The 1995 Platform for Action,
adopted at the Fourth World Con-
ference on Women in Beijing, called
for gender equality and the empow-
erment of women throughout their
life cycle as prerequisites for achiev-
ing political, social, economic and
environmental security and well-
being. Subsequently, the United
Nations Commission on the Status of
Women (CSW) recognized the impor-
tance of gender in all aspects of pop-
ulation ageing. It considered the sta-
tus of older women in 1998 and
contributed to the 1999 International
Year of Older Persons. 

As the international community
convenes the Second World Assem-
bly on Ageing in Madrid, Spain, in
April 2002, it is crucial that the gen-
der aspects of ageing continue to
receive systematic attention. The
international community needs to
build on the achievements already
made and use the Second World
Assembly on Ageing as an occasion
to keep the momentum going and
strengthen its commitment towards
the empowerment of older women
worldwide. It is particularly important
to mainstream gender perspectives
in the International Plan of Action on
Ageing, the outcome document,
which will constitute a blueprint for
responding to the opportunities and
challenges of individual and popula-
tion ageing in the twenty-first century
with the ultimate goal of promoting
the development of a “society for all
ages”. As older women outnumber
older men, and increasingly so
among the oldest old, the situation of
older women everywhere must be a
priority for policy action. 
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The Committee on the Elim-
ination of Discrimination
against Women, which monitors
implementation of the Con-
vention in States parties, on 
1 February 2002 adopted a state-
ment addressed to the Second
World Assembly on Ageing. This
contribution by the Committee,
reflected below, aims at ending
discrimination against older
women through the Convention.
“1. The Committee on the
Elimination of Discrimination
against Women welcomes the
convening of the second World
Assembly on Ageing in Madrid,
and urges that special attention
be focused on the special needs
of older women. The situation
of older women is of concern to
the Committee, which is the
United Nations treaty body in
charge of monitoring the
implementation of the 1979
Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women. 
“2. The Convention, often des-
cribed as the international bill
of rights for women, defines
what constitutes discrimination
against women and sets up an
agenda for national action to
end such discrimination. The
Convention is an important tool
for addressing the specific issue
of the human rights of older
women. Discrimination against
women in all areas of their lives
throughout their lifespan has a
severe and compounded impact
on women in old age. The
Committee has increasingly
used the Convention to point
out the discrimination faced by
older women in all countries of
the world and, in its concluding

comments, has suggested ways
to improve the quality of life of
these women. In particular, the
Committee has recommended
action, inter alia, to address the
situation of older women living
in poverty, particularly in rural
areas; to address the physical,
financial and emotional needs
of older women; and to improve
older women’s access to health
care.
“3. The Committee, therefore,
urges States parties to include
and integrate women’s per-
spectives into all aspects of the
proposed international strate-
gies for action on ageing.
“4. The Committee places
strong emphasis on the need
for Governments to collect
and analyse statistical data
disaggregated by sex and age
as a way to better assess living
conditions, including the inci-
dence of poverty and violence
against women of all ages, and
stresses the importance of for-
mulating and implementing
programmes with a life-cycle
approach to older women’s
economic and social well-
being and empowerment.
“5. Furthermore, the Committee
recommends that special atten-
tion be paid to improving the
further education of older
women. The Committee recom-
mends that measures be taken
to increase the literacy levels of
older women and to reduce the
literacy gap between older
women in urban and rural
areas. It also recommends the
design and implementation of
gender-sensitive policies and
programmes that address the
specific needs of older women,

The human rights of older women 

(continued on page 16)
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The last decade has brought interna-
tional recognition to the gender
dimensions of ageing. The ground-
work has been prepared to address
the inequalities faced by older
women as a result of their gender-
based roles in society. This is the time
to focus on older women’s capacities
and the important role they play at the
family and community level. 

Older women need to remain fully
integrated into the life of society so
that they can continue to live produc-
tive lives into old age. On a daily basis
and around the world, older women
make life better for succeeding gen-
erations, in both small and large
ways. Too often their efforts go
unrecognized. They must be encour-

aged and supported, and given the
means to perform their activities not
only as homebound caregivers, but as
counsellors, mentors, decision mak-
ers and peace-builders. While older
men often participate in the civic and
public life of communities, frequently
holding decision-making positions,
the same is only rarely true for older
women. Many face insurmountable
stereotypes as society expects them
to quietly—and invisibly—look after
family matters rather than be active in
the public sphere. 

Society needs to change the way
it views older women. They are not
a burden, but a vital and valuable
resource. The prevailing stereotypes
of older women as frail, helpless
and sick need to be challenged. The
media have an important role to play

in changing these negative stereo-
types. Popular culture reflected in
advertising focuses on women who
are young and fit. Yet growing num-
bers of women are less young, and
still very fit. Mass media still largely
carries stereotyped images of older
women as dependent people, con-
sumers of social security and public
health services. Yet older women
are a diverse group of creative and
productive members of society.
Encouraging the media to correct
such misrepresentations and to
focus on images that reflect the
diversity of older women’s lives will
go a long way in improving inter-
generational relations. 

Governments, too, need to focus
on productive ageing for women,
where the opportunities of younger
years become the building blocks for
active, healthy and involved old age.
More research is required to better
understand the links between poverty,
ageing and gender, and to help formu-
late effective policy responses. Social
protection systems should respond
effectively to older women’s needs,
especially by eliminating discrimination
in pension schemes. Practical mea-
sures should aim at improving their liv-
ing conditions, and at achieving eco-
nomic security, good health and
well-being. Abuse of and violence
against women must be tackled effec-
tively through legislation and preven-
tive and protective measures. Lifelong
learning will help older women to
remain in the mainstream of society. 

Lastly, public policy also needs to
focus on caregivers in an overall effort
to promote gender equality and
empowerment of women. It is
women that usually become care-
givers, for both elderly care and for ill-
ness, and many women in this role
require assistance from government,
from men, from society, and from 
services such as self-help groups, spe-
cialized counselling and training, and
respite care—for the benefit of all. 

including those relating to their
physical, mental, social and eco-
nomic well-being.
“6. Older women, for a variety
of reasons, including their
work as unpaid family mem-
bers in the informal sector,
part-time work, interrupted
career patterns and concen-
tration in low-paying jobs, are
often insufficiently covered
by health insurance and pen-
sion schemes. Migration and
the breakdown of supportive
family structures often leave
older women dependent on
State assistance, the providers
of which have not been
trained to recognize and meet
their specific educational,
financial and health needs.
The Committee recommends
that the care required for 
older women be addressed 

through public policy meas-
ures in order to establish 
societal responsibility for 
their well-being. Care given to
them by family members
ought to be socially and finan-
cially recognized and encour-
aged.
“7. Special recognition should
be provided to the contribu-
tion of women to their fami-
lies, the national economy
and civil society throughout
their lifespan: stereotypes and
taboos that restrict or limit
older women from continuing
to contribute should be elimi-
nated.”____________
Source: Committee on the Elimination 
of Discrimination against Women, 26th
session, 14 January to 1 February 2002.
Information on the Committee can be
found at:
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/
cedaw/committee.htm 

(continued from page 15)
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Provides information on the Technology for Living Forum
UK, an initiative promoted by Help the Aged and Counsel
and Care, as a way to support independence and enrich the
lives of older people through the use of new technologies. 

http://www.wfsnews.org 
Provides news items by and on women, including older
women, in different countries, especially in the developing
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