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AGEING AND HEALTH 

The Western Pacific Region has one of the largest and fastest-growing older 

populations in the world, with the pace accelerating particularly in younger countries. The 

Regional Committee for the Western Pacific in October 2019 called on WHO to develop an 

action plan on healthy ageing that addresses the needs of current and future ageing populations 

in the Region. Taking early action for healthy ageing will also contribute to sustainable 

development in Member States because healthier older adults will contribute to society and 

the economy and lower health-care cost.  

All Member States are experiencing population ageing, which has significant societal 

implications including a rapid shift in disease burden to noncommunicable diseases. The 

health and functional ability of older adults are largely determined by the lifelong 

accumulation of health statuses and environmental exposures. Therefore, promoting healthy 

ageing requires social and health systems transformation to address medical conditions and 

social environments throughout people’s lives. Preparing for population ageing requires a 

“backcasting” approach in which actions are taken across decades to advance towards a long-

term vision. The draft regional action plan was developed in consultation with partners and 

experts in the Region to build upon global and regional guidance. It provides 

recommendations to support Member States to foster healthier older adults who actively 

participate and contribute to society.  

The Regional Committee for the Western Pacific is requested to consider for 

endorsement the draft Regional Action Plan on Healthy Ageing in the Western Pacific.

https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/wpro---documents/regional-committee/session-71/rc71-5-ageing-and-health-annex.pdf
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/wpro---documents/regional-committee/session-71/rc71-5-ageing-and-health-annex.pdf
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1.  CURRENT SITUATION 

The Western Pacific Region has one of the largest and fastest-growing older populations in the 

world. Globally, nearly 700 million people are over the age of 65 years, and more than 240 million of 

them live in the Western Pacific Region. This number is expected to double by 2050, as the pace of 

demographic change accelerates. Many younger countries are ageing at a much faster rate than countries 

that have already experienced this transition. Countries and areas in the Region are also experiencing 

unprecedented “depth” of the ageing population, with the older age group (those 75 years and older) 

also growing significantly. Population ageing presents significant challenges in all parts of society, 

including those beyond the health sector, as well as opportunities. The experience of countries with 

larger older populations suggests that early action and investment in healthy ageing can enable 

sustainable development, as older populations with better health and education can lower health costs 

and provide more knowledge, problem-solving capacity and economic value to society.  

In 2013, the Regional Committee endorsed the Regional Framework for Action on Ageing and 

Health in the Western Pacific (2014–2019). With the plan coming to an end, the Regional Committee 

in October 2019 hosted a high-level panel discussion on healthy ageing. Member States agreed that 

ageing presents new challenges and opportunities for the Region and that early action in preparation for 

population ageing can turn challenges into opportunities. At the end of the discussion, Member States 

requested that WHO develop a regional action plan in line with global mandates, notably the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development and the WHO Global Strategy and Action Plan on Ageing and 

Health (2016–2020). The Region’s response to the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic 

has also reinforced the need and opportunity for community-based care systems to support the health 

of older adults.  

The draft Regional Action Plan on Healthy Ageing in the Western Pacific was developed in 

consultation with Member States and other stakeholders, as well as partners and experts in the Region. 

The Plan also builds on the Decade of Healthy Ageing (2020–2030), endorsed by the WHO World 

Health Assembly in August 2020, and the vision for the Western Pacific Region, For the Future: 

Towards the Healthiest and Safest Region. The Plan describes a multisectoral, lifelong approach that 

emphasizes community and equity, reflecting lessons learnt from countries that are further along in their 

demographic transition. Recommendations are provided to support Member States in transforming 

societies to foster healthier older adults who actively participate and contribute to society. 

https://iris.wpro.who.int/handle/10665.1/10422
https://iris.wpro.who.int/handle/10665.1/10422
https://iris.wpro.who.int/handle/10665.1/10422
https://iris.wpro.who.int/handle/10665.1/10422
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/329960
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/329960
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/329960
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/329960
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2.  ISSUES 

1.1 Healthy ageing is an issue for all Member States 

All Member States in the Western Pacific Region are experiencing rapid population ageing due 

to increased life expectancy and declining birth rate; most will become “aged societies” by 2050. Even 

“young countries” (including those in the Pacific) are experiencing a rapid shift in disease burden to 

noncommunicable diseases. This trend makes it a priority for countries to transform health systems 

from having a single episode-focus towards “accompanying” people throughout their lives, with 

individualized and integrated services. Therefore, all Member States can benefit from adapting to 

population ageing to better address the current and future needs of people of all ages.  

1.2 Healthy ageing requires social and health system transformation  

The health status and functional ability of older adults are largely determined by an accumulation 

of medical conditions, individual behaviours and social environments throughout their lives. Therefore, 

supporting healthy ageing requires moving beyond simply treating illnesses of older people towards 

addressing each individual’s health needs throughout their lives by providing integrated health and non-

health services (such as prevention, curative service, welfare). The health sector should also advocate 

addressing lifelong health risks and work collaboratively with other sectors (such as education, social 

and welfare services) to address the social determinants of health (such as living, working, 

socioeconomic and cultural conditions).  

Furthermore, older adults undergo very different ageing trajectories depending on their health 

status and social and environmental exposures experienced throughout life, which can lead to significant 

diversity in health and functional ability in older adulthood. Therefore, supporting the diverse needs of 

older adults extends beyond the provision of medical care and requires a comprehensive and 

coordinated service delivery model that includes health care, long-term care and social groups and 

services that are tailored to individual needs.  

Lastly, enabling healthier older people to remain and thrive in their society requires changing 

individual and societal perceptions towards ageing to enabling older adults to participate in all aspects 

of community life.   

1.3 Preparation for population ageing requires decades-long actions  

The speed and “depth” of population ageing has significant implications at all levels of society 

and across all sectors, including sectors beyond health, such as welfare, labour, economy, finance and 
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law. To fully realize the potential opportunities of population ageing, a long-term transformation of 

health and non-health sectors is needed, along with advocacy and public communications efforts to 

change the narrative on ageing. All Member States are encouraged to start planning and investing early 

in this long-term transformation. A “backcasting” approach, which involves working backwards from 

a longer-term goal or vision and identifying the necessary steps to reach a desired outcome, would be 

useful for Member States to address complex long-term problems involving many sectors and levels of 

society. 

3.  ACTIONS PROPOSED 

The Regional Committee for the Western Pacific is requested to consider for endorsement the 

draft Regional Action Plan on Healthy Ageing in the Western Pacific. 

 

 

 


