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Statement of Acknowledgment
Council on the Ageing Australia acknowledges Australia’s First Peoples as the original custodians 
of this land. We recognise their cultures, histories and ongoing relationship and obligations to the 
land, sky and waterways. First Nations people have a deep sense of belonging, both ancient and 
contemporary, because they are part of the world’s oldest surviving, living culture.
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On current demographic trends a quarter of 
Australians will be over the age of 65 by the 
middle of this century. COTA Australia has a 
long history of working with and advocating for 
older Australians and as the population ages 
our role in advocacy for and amplifying the 
voice of older Australians becomes increasingly 
important.

We are the original and only national peak 
body for older Australians. For over six decades 
we have represented older Australians across 
the wide range of social and economic issues 
impacting on them. With this strategic plan 
we want to take our role further. Our role is 
not only to represent, but also to inspire and 
empower older Australians.

Older Australians are exceptionally diverse and 
play a wide variety of important roles in our 
society. Many older Australians say that these 
are some of the best years of their lives if they 
are feeling healthy and financially secure. It is 
a time to thrive. Others also face significant 
challenges, particularly those who may be 
vulnerable or disadvantaged for one or more 
reasons. We want to see “an equitable, just 
and inclusive society” and our strategic plan 
sets the stage for delivering on this vision.

Our policy and advocacy work reflects both 
the active promotion of new ways of thinking 
about and approaches to ageing, and a strong 
focus on the needs of more vulnerable and 
disadvantaged older Australians.

With this strategic plan, we aim to strengthen 
our role and contribution as the peak body 
for older Australians. To support our work in 

representing, inspiring and empowering older 
Australians we want to build on our strengths 
in policy development and advocacy and 
invest in further strengthening and extending 
our relationship and dialogue with older 
Australians. We are committed to listening to, 
distilling and amplifying the voices of older 
Australians and their engagement in societal 
decision-making.

Our plan is based on four strategic priority 
themes:
•  Equity and Respect
•  Advocacy
•  Engagement
•  Sustainability

We aim to have a positive impact through 
objectives and strategic actions which deliver 
on these strategic priorities.

We look forward to working with older 
Australians to make it happen.

Independent Chair
Jane Halton AO PSM
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In 2010 COTA played a leading role 
successfully advocating for increased choice 
and control for older Australians as part of 
the Productivity Commission Inquiry ‘Caring 
for Older Australians’. Our 2011/12 series 
of “Conversations on Ageing” with older 
Australian’s around the country saw the Aged 
Care Minister engaging directly with over 
3,400 older participants and helped deliver the 
Federal Government’s ‘Living Longer, Living 
Better’ aged care reform package. We have 
been a leading contributor to the Carnell/
Paterson Report on Quality Regulation, to 
the Tune Legislated Review, to the Aged Care 
Workforce Strategy and to the Aged Care Royal 
Commission.

In the arena of social security and retirement 
incomes COTA has long been a forceful 
advocate for strengthening the age pension 
and improving the equity and effectiveness 
of superannuation. In 2008/09, COTA jointly 
lead the successful campaign to raise the rate 
of pension and improve indexation. These 
changes mean a single pensioner today has 

$271 more each fortnight than they would 
have before the 2009 reforms. COTA defended 
the rate of the age pension with our successful 
‘Hands Off the Pension’ campaign, bringing 
together a coalition of pensioners and 
community organisations across the country 
to defeat 2014 Budget measures designed to 
wind back the real value of the pension.

We lobbied for some years for the government 
to establish the Retirement Income Review 
which it did in 2019, after we had earlier 
contributed to significant superannuation 
reform passed in 2015. We convene the 
Consumer Focused Retirement Income 
Roundtable that brings together many leading 
players to advance research and policy 
development. We played a significant role 
in the conception and development of the 
‘More Choices for a Longer Life’ package in 
the 2018 Budget which included 42 measures 
across government, many advancing aged care 
reform but also in superannuation, mature age 
employment, elder abuse, and more.

These are only some of the many policy arenas 
in which COTA Australia has actively pursued 
the rights and interests of its constituencies of 
older people over many decades and is widely 
recognised for these contributions. See more 
at www.cota.org.au
 
COTA Australia represents older Australians 
on more than sixty national government, 
business and civil society advisory and policy 
development bodies and is the leading media 
spokesperson for the rights and interests of 
older Australians. In 2018, in conjunction with, 
and as a member of, the COTA Federation 
we initiated the ‘State of the (Older) Nation’ 
report* surveying the needs and experiences 
of older people, which will become a regular 
research report.

WHO IS COUNCIL 
ON THE AGEING 
(COTA) AUSTRALIA?
COTA Australia is the leading national policy 
development, advocacy and representation 
organisation seeking to achieve an equitable, 
just and inclusive society for Australia’s over 8 
million older Australians over 50 year old.

COTA Australia has been identifying the 
needs of, and issues affecting, the welfare 
of older Australians since it was first formed 
in 1958 by the then four State and Territory 
COTAs as our members. Originally the 
National Old People’s Welfare Council, it 
has transitioned through various names and 
structures to become Council on the Ageing 
(COTA) Australia today. Throughout its 60+ 
year history a key part of COTA 
Australia’s success has been its strong 
working relationship with its national, state 
and individual members (especially State and 
Territory COTAs), and industry stakeholders. 
As we turn the next page in COTA’s history to 
once again expand our membership beyond 
the COTAs, it’s important to remember the 
successful achievements of COTA Australia 
and of the COTAs collectively across the 
country.

COTA Australia’s first major report was 
published in April 1964, exploring “Rest 
Homes for Old People”. Since this initial 

report identifying gaps and anomalies in the 
various forms of accommodation providing 
some degree of care or nursing for elderly 
people, COTA has been at the forefront of 
efforts to improve the aged care system in 
Australia, including supporting increased 
home care, partnering in rights based 
advocacy for residents and home care clients, 
shaping aged care standards, arguing for 
greater consumer rights, and building the 
capacity of the National Aged Care Alliance.



Our Vision
“Ageing is a time of possibility, 

opportunity and influence within an 
equitable, just and inclusive society in 

which the voices of older Australians are 
respected and strong.”

Our Purpose
“We promote the rights, interests and 

good futures of Australians as we age.”

Our Values
 

Respect 
We respect and value the contribution and lived experience of 

Australians as they age and support each person’s right to make 
choices and to participate in their community.

Diversity 
We value the great diversity that characterises Australians of all 
ages and are committed to genuine exchange and engagement 

with all older people in Australia.

Equity
We recognise the impact of systemic inequalities, disadvantage 

and discrimination on Australians as they age and are committed 
to speaking out on these issues to achieve our vision.

Collaborative engagement 
We communicate and engage collaboratively, especially with the 

diversity of older people, and also with our members, with our 
partners, and with the Australian community to achieve the vision 

and purpose of COTA.

Integrity 
We operate ethically, openly, honestly and with accountability in 

all our interactions.
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• Instability in employment and age 
discrimination for older workers 

• Housing stress for older renters
• Systemic gaps in the retirement income 

system especially for women
• Institutionalised aged care, often lacking 

quality of life for consumers
• Growing health issues including dementia 

and obesity
• Increasing levels of elder abuse
• Increasing levels of social isolation and 

loneliness
• Variability in digital access and ability

Many of these challenges might be described 
as symptoms of a culture that has not yet 
adapted to the long-term consequences of an 
ageing population. No worse than a number of 
comparable countries – but that is no reason 
not to use all effort to meet and resolve these 
challenges creatively and constructively. 

There is also the vitally important challenges 
and opportunities created by the increasingly 
diverse and changing experiences of ageing 
that means we are breaking new ground. 
Whether we see ageing through the lens of 
transitioning through a life course or another 
lens we must acknowledge that Australian’s 
experience of getting older will be varied and 
diverse.

In embracing our vision of “an equitable, just 
and inclusive society” COTA Australia aims to 
lift its gaze beyond the symptoms and seeks to 
address the causes of the challenges currently 
faced by our society as it ages.

History shows us that all too often the focus is 
disproportionally on the challenges and costs 
of an ageing population, not the opportunities 
created and value to be gained by investing in 
its potential. We must confront this focus and 
turn it around.

A time to thrive

By 2050, the proportion of the world’s 
population over 60 years of age will nearly 
double from 12 percent to 22 percent. In 
Australia, if present trends continue, 25 
percent of Australians will be over the age of 
65 by the middle of this century. The world is 
changing!

In Australia, for the most part, life satisfaction 
begins to improve steadily and substantially 
as we age. Older Australians are the most 
satisfied group of our population†. For many 
people, ageing feels like the golden years 
of life. In general terms, compared to many 
comparable countries, there are many 
positive aspects to being older in Australia 
including:
• Higher life expectancy
• Most older people own their own home
• Clean water, fresh food,   

environmental quality
• Higher levels of literacy and education
• Internationally leading cultural diversity
• Opportunities for volunteer work, 

recreation and social engagement
• Robust age pension safety net
• Stable political system
• Low crime rates
• A sound anti-discrimination framework 

(even if it could be stronger)

And some of the challenges

Whilst many older Australians may feel they 
are in one of the best periods of their life, 
for others, particularly those with health or 
financial challenges, getting older is much 
less satisfying. The impacts of long term 
structural and institutional inequalities 
become more evident as we age. There are 
many challenges, including:
• Ageism in community attitudes
• Inadequate human rights legislation
• Persistent inequality

WHAT DOES THE FUTURE 
HOLD FOR OLDER 

AUSTRALIANS?
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Before introducing our areas of strategic 
focus it’s important to reflect on the 
people we seek to speak for, engage with 
and empower in our role as the national 
peak body. Older Australians have a 
vast diversity of life experiences, skills, 
capacities, resources, cultural backgrounds, 
and preferences. We want to listen to, 
engage with, and reflect in our work the 
broad range of views of the full diversity 
of older Australians. We recognise that 
some older Australians, particularly those 
from more vulnerable and disadvantaged 
groups, experience real barriers and lack 
of opportunities to live the life they would 
choose, and to be heard by those with 
power and influence. We have a particular 
responsibility to seek out and amplify those 
voices, and to tackle those barriers and lack 
of opportunities. The success of this Strategic 
Plan will be judged not only by whether older 
Australians generally experience a better life 
in the future, but also whether these older 
Australians who experience vulnerability 
and disadvantage have benefited most from 
changes we have promoted.

No organisation stands alone in the work it 

does, and the process of change is complex 
and multidimensional. It is important 
that we partner with other organisations 
and individuals to achieve our goals. We 
develop relationships with Government and 
business to support, enable and fund work 
that delivers on our strategic priorities and 
brings to life our Vison of “an equitable, 
just and inclusive society”. Partnerships 
with other organisations in civil society 
are equally important to progress public 
policy issues that significantly correlate with 
older age cohorts. The issues that older 
Australians identify as important to them are 
often shared by many other groups in the 
community.

Older Australians have been served well 
by the good will and working relationships 
with our members, in particular the State 
and Territory COTAs. In addressing the new 
challenges and opportunities ahead we look 
to both advance these existing relationships 
and foster new ones. COTA Australia’s 
working relationships and partnerships 
with all its stakeholders will inform the 
development and delivery of our policy, 
campaigns, projects and processes.

WORKING WITH A RANGE OF STAKEHOLDERS

All All 
Older Older 

AustraliansAustralians

• Federal • Federal 
GovernmentGovernment

• Corporate • Corporate 
supporterssupporters

• Policy makers• Policy makers
• Regulators• Regulators
• Service providers• Service providers
• Media• Media

• Mature age employees• Mature age employees
• Mature age unemployed• Mature age unemployed
• Full pensioners• Full pensioners
• Part pensioners• Part pensioners
• LGBTI• LGBTI
• Self-funded retirees• Self-funded retirees
• People with complex • People with complex 

health conditionshealth conditions

• Cultually diverse• Cultually diverse
• Lingustically diverse• Lingustically diverse
• First Nations Elders• First Nations Elders
• People with a disability• People with a disability
• Local seniors’ • Local seniors’ 

organisationsorganisations
• Living in aged care homes • Living in aged care homes 
• Living in varied retirement• Living in varied retirement

• Consumer peak • Consumer peak 
bodiesbodies

• Research/Academic • Research/Academic 
membersmembers

• Individual donors• Individual donors
• Philanthropic • Philanthropic 

organisationsorganisations

• State and Territory COTAs • State and Territory COTAs 
constituenciesconstituencies

• Individual supporters• Individual supporters
• Organisation members• Organisation members

Diversity of older Australians, Diversity of older Australians, including:including:

OUR STAKEHOLDERS  
AND OUR ROLE

we Advocate 
and Speak to we Collaborate 

and Work with

we Represent 
and Advocate 

for
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STRATEGIC PRIORITIES
Equity and Respect
Building up respect for being an older Australian is the first step in tackling 
systemic and institutional inequity. We want a society where older 
Australians are valued for the contribution they make to the community and 
our country; and have equitable outcomes. We also want to challenge the 
broader issue of ageism and its negative impacts by reframing the images of 
ageing and promoting a better understanding and experience of ageing in 
Australia.

Objectives

Ensure that older Australians are 
acknowledged as having a very significant 
role in our society together with all other 
generations.

Tackle barriers to older Australians being 
treated equitably and with respect.

Foster positive views of ageing, reject ageism, 
and challenge negative stereotypes.

Promote interdependence and engagement 
across generations.

Strategic Actions
1. We will continue to seek a comprehensive 

whole of government ageing policy that is 
robust and effective.

2. We will use our representation roles to 
progress the rights of older Australians to be 
heard and recognised in all relevant arenas.

3. We will seek out and build strategic 
partnerships with other organisations that 
help:
• create opportunities for highlighting roles 

and contributions of older Australians that 
reframe understanding and expectations 
of ageing

• increase social connections and shared 
aspirations between older and younger 
Australians

• increase respect and opportunities 
for older people in the workforce and 
workplaces and remove barriers

• challenge societal and institutional 
inequity.

4. We will be active in tackling ageism in all its 
forms and in all arenas, but especially work, 
health, social policy and the media.

STRATEGIC PRIORITIES
Engagement
Older Australians are diverse and have very diverse views. We want to 
engage and partner with the broadest range of older Australians to amplify 
their voices. We have a key role to play in building the capacity, knowledge 
and skills of older Australians in how to engage in and influence national 
debates on issues that impact them.

Objectives

Ensure the voices of older Australians are 
heard.

Amplify the voice of older Australians to 
government, business, civil society and the 
media.

Strategic Actions
1. We will develop and implement a Campaign 

and Engagement Framework to effectively 
engage and channel the voices of older 
Australians.

2. We will build our capability to undertake 
consumer focused research and develop 
more opportunities for older Australians to 
have meaningful input into the development 
of policy.

3. We will work with State and Territory COTAS 
and through the COTA Federation.

4. We will work with organisational members 
as allies and collaborators.
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STRATEGIC PRIORITIES
Advocacy
COTA Australia is a leader in the sector and plays an influential role in policy 
and advocacy to Government, business, civil society and the media. We want 
to build on our reputation to
cement COTA Australia as the ‘go to’ agency for government policy input 
and use COTA Australia’s growing supporter base to encourage best practice 
behaviour towards older Australians by corporate Australia.

Our research and policy development strength has benefited all older 
Australians. However, we have always focused especially on the impacts 
for and engagement of older Australians who may be more vulnerable 
and disadvantaged for one or more reasons that causes societal barriers, 
including to advocating for themselves. We will continue this focus.

Objectives

Advocate for optimal outcomes for older 
Australians, including in our priority arenas
Maximise the economic, social and political 
participation of older Australians.

Redress discrimination, including systemic 
inequality and lifelong disadvantage, that 
inhibit ageing well.

Strategic Actions

1. We will call out things that are not right 
wherever we see them in relation to the 
lives of older Australians.

2. We will seek out and gather expertise and 
knowledge in policy and research outside 
our organisation to build our capacity, 
visibility and influence across a broader 
range of policy areas.

3. We will contribute towards building a 
collective movement of like-minded 
organisations to achieve optimal outcomes 
for older Australians, including older 
Australians, our State and Territory COTA 
members, other national members and 
other partners and stakeholders.

4. We will use our extensive representation 
roles to progress the rights and interests of 
older Australians across all relevant policy 
arenas.

5. We will build on our policy development 
strengths and capacity to research and 
report on a broad range of areas that impact 
and concern older Australians.

6. We will use our consumer insights and 
policy strengths to actively participate in 
public inquires and consultations.

STRATEGIC PRIORITIES
Sustainability
Our organisation has a long history of making a difference for and advocating 
on behalf of older Australians. We need to make sure that we can continue to 
undertake this important work by building systems, processes and structures 
to expand our financial capacity and base so we can ensure sustainability and 
maximise our impact.

Objectives

Ensure that the voice of older Australians 
continues to be heard by strengthening 
our organisation and securing its long term 
future.

Protect and extend services and programs 
that are used and valued by older people 
living in Australia.

Strategic Actions

1. We will strengthen our financial position by:
• Increasing revenue from industry and 

philanthropy
• Building an active donor base
• Diversifying and increasing government 

funding
• Developing revenue generation from 

consultancy to government and business
• Creating a long-term resilience plan to 

strengthen our balance sheet.

2. We will build a strong national membership 
base as provided for by our new 
Constitution.

3. We will endeavour to strengthen the overall 
resources and capacity of COTA Australia 
and its member State and Territory COTAs.

4. We will develop and implement a 
strategy to effectively share and transfer 
organisational knowledge.
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While the challenges ahead are varied, older 
Australians told us* that they especially want 
to see COTA focus on the areas of health 
and financial capacity. As the reform agenda 
continues to unfold, aged care is a significant 
area of interest for older Australians and 
activity for COTA Australia. The COVID-19 
experience has also highlighted the digital 
divide and thrown an even stronger spotlight 
on issues of social isolation and loneliness.

COTA Australia’s Strategic Priorities intersect 
with Priority Arenas in the development of 
our Annual Plan. While Strategic Priorities 
and Objectives provide a long-term focus 
over the life of the Plan, the Priority Arenas 
highlight the specific policy areas where older 
Australians believe we can make a difference. 
We engage with older Australians and through 
mechanisms such as our National Policy 
Council and other policy networks in a way 
that is responsive to the issues of the day. Our 
engagement informs our work and the Annual 
Plan to deliver on COTA Australia’s Strategic 
Plan 2020-2025 and our Vison of  
 “An equitable, just and inclusive society”.

We will particularly prioritise our work in the 
following arenas (in no indication of priority 
order):
• Housing (affordable, safe and 

appropriate, security of tenure, cost of 
living)

• Aged Care reform (consumer choice 
and control, transforming aged care, 
increased home care, dementia friendly 
communities)

• Digital divide (removing financial and 
operational barriers, enabling digital 
literacy, promoting inclusive strategies)

• Elder Abuse (proactive safety measures, 
legal framework)

• Retirement Incomes (optimising 
retirement incomes, ensuring strong and 
inclusive social security safety nets)

• Participation (mature age employment, 
volunteerism)

• Health (primary, mental, dental, allied 
and other health sectors, removing 
barriers to access)

• Social isolation (supporting and 
enabling social connection, age friendly 
communities).

PRIORITY ARENAS How will we know if are achieving outcomes?

We will develop a range of indicators to measure our progress and achievements. These input, 
output and outcomes measures will form a key element of our Annual Operational Plans, which 
are the tools we develop to operationalise this Strategic Plan. We will measure our success over 
the short term, for example with projects and specific activities and targets; and over the five 
year life of this strategic plan. We will also develop some long-term indicators that measure 
achievement of COTA Australia’s vision, “an equitable, just and inclusive society”. 

The State of the (Older) Nation survey has been a key source of data in understanding the views 
and sentiments of older Australians. Going forward, we see this developing tool as a key to 
measuring whether we are achieving in our strategic priority areas and on our vision.

Endnotes

* State of the (Older) Nation, A nationally representative survey prepared by the Federation of Councils 
on the Ageing (made up of COTA Australia and the 8 State and Territory COTAs), 2018

† Lixia Qu and David deVaus. Australian Family Trends No.8, Life satisfaction across life course transitions, 
AIHW https://aifs.gov.au/sites/default/files/publication-documents/aft8-life-satisfaction.pdf
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