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“Our population age structure 
is such that … there is no 
indication in sight of any 
significant upward trend.  
 

… Whatever the future may 
hold, we as a government will 
remain sensitive to the play of 
the many forces and will do 
what we can to keep them in 
productive balance.” 
  

The Hon. Harold Holt, Prime Minister, ‘Advance Australia’ 

Address to Monash University, 1967 



2012: 1 person aged ≥ 100 for every 100 babies.  

2060: 25 people aged ≥ 100 for every 100 babies.  

2100: More people ≥ 100 than babies born in that year. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dependency Ratios* 
 

1970: 7.5 

2010: 5 

2050: 2.7 
 

*Number of people of working 
age for every Australian 65+ 
 

 

 

 

 

Young and Free? 



“The 21st century is unlikely to 
be the last century of where 
youth exists, but it is also 
unlikely that we will see a 
return to population structures 
dominated by young people.  
 

… We are seeing unprecedented 
change in our population 
structures.”  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Professor Sarah Harper 
 Oxford Martin Institute of Population Ageing 
‘The 21st century – the last century of youth’ 
London, 2012  



 

Q: Are existing policies and institutions 
fit to handle the demographic shift 
fairly, productively and sustainably?  
 

 

Key Responses 
 

* Watch the framing. 
 

* Foster agility.  
 

* Revitalise independent institutions and long-term planning. 
 

* Learn lessons from home and abroad. 
 

 





Now for the Long Term 
The Report of the  

Oxford Martin Commission for Future Generations 







Fertility rates to 2050 (children per woman) 
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Source: Adapted from data from the Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the 
United Nations Secretariat,  World Population Prospects: The 2012 Revision. 



Median ages 

 

2005  2015  2050 
 

 

Australia  36.5  37.4  40.6 

Indonesia  25.8  28.4  38.4 

China   32.2  36  46.3 

India   24.1  26.9  36.7 

Asia (region)  27.3  30.2  39.8 
 

 

 

Source: Adapted from data from the Population Division of the Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs, UN Secretariat, World Population Prospects: The 2012 Revision. 

 



Age-related government spending (all governments, $’000 per person) 
2011-2012 (Source: Productivity Commission, Ageing Australia, p. 11.) 





Framing: we are all ageing 

Negative connotations (e.g. PC): “Older Australians are 
characteristically neither infirm nor inept.” 
 

• Positive v. negative  
• Opportunity v. burden 
• Younger v. older (us v. them) 
• Fairness v. productivity (what sort of growth) 
• Work v. volunteering 
• Human, economic and social capital 
 
 Active ageing | Intergenerational stewardship 
 

 
 



Active Ageing Index 

Source: European Commission; European Centre for Social Welfare Policy and Research 
http://www1.unece.org/stat/platform/display/AAI/Active+Ageing+Index+Home 
.  

http://www1.unece.org/stat/platform/display/AAI/Active+Ageing+Index+Home
http://www1.unece.org/stat/platform/display/AAI/Active+Ageing+Index+Home


The Agility challenge 

• For individuals, business and institutions. 

• Agility will be a source of competitive advantage. 

• A recent McKinsey report notes the challenge is 
to ensure “the right people with the right skills 
are assigned to the right roles at the right time at 
the right cost and in the right location”. 

• Calls for a shift from transactional human 
resources to strategic workforce planning 
(McKinsey (2012), The State of Human Capital). 

 

 



Agility, Jobs and Growth? 

• Automation changing jobs (47% of total U.S. jobs at risk). 
 
• Economic growth =/≠ job growth (Kodak/Instagram).  
 
• What if future ‘older’ generations can’t find jobs now? 
  

– ~40% of Australian unemployed are aged 15-24. 
– 50,000 young Australians are long-term unemployed. 
– 39% of employers blame skill gaps for entry level job vacancies.  
– Joblessness among U.S. university graduates highest since 1970s. 
– 55% of working youth have a job relevant to their field of study. 

 
 

Sources: Frey and Osbourne (2013) “The Future of Employment”; Brotherhood of St Laurence;  
McKinsey (2013) “Education to Employment”; The Economist.  

 

 





Agile countries 
(but note the Grand Coalition) 

 

  
 

  

 

 



Agility 

 
Source: Adapted from OECD, Trends shaping education, 2013 Cedefop 
(2012), Working and Ageing, Luxembourg: EU Publications, 2012, p. 301  

 

“It is important to 
structure interactions 
between generations in 
ways that complement 
the different types of 
knowledge and relate 
to how that knowledge 
is used.”  



Agile Institutions 

• Inbuilt biases: current institutions & legislation 

• Intergenerational Reports: are they independent? 

• Discount rates for public investment 

• Tax balance on jobs, wealth & consumption 

• Liquidity for work-education transitions 

• Integrated long-term planning? 



Measuring employment 

“If increasing output is the objective, then it is not 
evident why a distinction should be made between 
marketed and non-marketed output. Why should 
we not include unremunerated employment?”    

 
Sir Tony Atkinson (Institute for New Economic Thinking, Oxford Martin School), 

 ‘Ensuring social inclusion in changing labour and capital markets’, 2013 
 

• An ‘activity’ target v. employment target? 
• Could include unpaid work, including in home caring. 
• Fairness and productivity need not be in conflict.   
• Greater emphasis for service sector ‘employment’.  
 



Australia’s Tax Structure 

Source: Martin Parkinson, “Challenges and Opportunities for Australia over the next decade”, Speech to Association of Mining and Exploration 
Companies Convention, 2 July 2014. 



Agile (& independent) 
institutions 

 

 

  
 

  

 

 

Source: Australian Parliamentary Budget Office, Submission to National Commission of Audit, 22 November 2013, p. 9.  



Key lessons 
“Sustainability [requires] relative to their populations, that each 
generation bequeath a stock of capital – the productive base for 
wellbeing – that is at least as large as the stock it inherited.”  

Martin Parkinson, 2011 
 

• Framing of the ageing debate can have profound impacts. 

• Individuals must be open to change. But they are not the only ones.  

• An ageing society will require agility from business and institutions. 

• Agility requires innovative and sustainable solutions more concerned 
with the long-term than politics or quarterly reporting.  

• Statistical measurements should be assessed for appropriateness.  

• Intergenerational planning should be insulated from political cycles.  
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