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Ageing population in the UK

The purpose of this essay is to explain what an ageing population means for society, how the government addresses ageing population issues, and what kinds of problems older people face. There are various theories of ageing and perspectives on old age which will be presented. Concerns will be raised about the provision of health and social care to the elderly. It will be also discussed is how assistive technology can benefit both older patients and their caregivers.
In many parts of the world, old age means diminished capacity and no longer contributing to society. (Heslop and Gorman, 2002, p. 3) In developed countries old age mostly associated with chronological age. We can differentiate between chronological and biological age. Chronological age refers to the number of years a person has been alive, whereas biological age refers to how the individual is functioning and whether he has any age-related conditions. Biological age is influenced by genes and lifestyle. (Rasanen, 2021). Chronological age is a legal age of a person, which is also used in statistics. Old age can be divided to further categories, such as young elderly and old elderly. Old people belong to the first category approximately between age 60 and 75. Someone counts as old elderly who is older than 75. (Stuart-Hamilton, 2012, p. 17)
Retirement is a turning point in people's lives, and some consider it to be the start of old age. From that point the person disengages from some activities and some people. If it limits the individual's activity and social circle, the person is ageing according to the disengagement theory. According to this theory, the aging process comes with declining physical and mental function. (Larkin, 2009, p. 51-52). Everybody ageing differently, while someone disengages from society, others explore new activities in old age. Activity theory is another theory of ageing which is in contrasts with the disengagement theory. According to this theory remaining active after retirement is expected from the society. Active lifestyles improve psychological health and delay the negative effects of ageing. (Lange and Grossman, 2010, p. 53). This kind of ageing would have a lesser impact on health and social care.


The population is not only getting older globally, but in the United Kingdom (UK) as well. Decennial Life Tables indicates a rapid growth in the life expectancy for both genders in Wales and England between 1950 and 2010. (ONS, 2015). According to this table, a woman was expected to live 72 years a man 67 years in 1950. These numbers increased to 83 and 79 by 2011. Although in the past decades life expectancy increased in the UK, but it slowed down in the last 10 years. In 2020 more people died than it was expected, due to the coronavirus. Girls born between 2018 and 2020 are expected to live nearly 83 years, while boys are expected to live 79 years. It is also important to mention prospective age regarding the ageing population. Prospective age means how many years an individual has left to live. (Scherbov, 2015). It is also used in statistics. For example, At the age of 65, males had a life expectancy of 18.5 years and females had a life expectancy of 21.0 years. (Office for National Statistics, 2021).
A range of factors contributed to these changes in life expectancy. Many advancements in health care prevent diseases, mortality and enable people to live longer. Prior to the establishment of the National Health Service in 1948. health care was not available for everyone. Those who could not afford to pay for their treatments had only two options: to go to a workhouse or a voluntary hospital. (Future Learn, no date) Because these places did not provide adequate health care, the lack of treatments resulted in poor overall health. Later free healthcare and invention in medical science enabled to treat and prevent more disease. For example, children were vaccinated from the 1940s and 50s against diphtheria, tuberculosis and polio. (UK Health Security Agency, no date). Many elderly people were children when they were immunised against these diseases, for the first time in UK history. Many children did not reach adulthood prior to vaccination programmes. When immunisation programmes were implemented modern birth control was not available yet. Therefore, more children were born at that time than nowadays. The number of births were over one million in the UK in 1964 and only 655 143 children were born in 1977. These changes can be explained with the use of birth control. Contraceptive pills were introduced in 1961, although it was not widely available yet, couples can plan how many children they want and when. Decreased birth rates resulted changes in age balance and an impact on ageing population.
Although medical advances allow people to live longer lives, old age is often associated with poor health. This has a significant impact on the health and social care sector, which is responsible for providing care and medical assistance. The increase in some diseases is related to old age. These conditions are the following: cancer, dementia, obesity, diabetes. (University of Bolton, 2022) The lack of resources is also a problem for both health and social care. Not enough funding and not adequate number or healthcare staff make difficult to provide sufficient service. The covid pandemic made more pressure on health and social care services. Although the social care sector got more funding during the pandemic it did not make services more efficient. During 2020/21, there were 32,000 fewer new requests from social services by older people. (The King’s Fund 2022). This did not mean they needed less help. Those who needed care was worried about the lack of personal protective equipment and the health of their carers. (Age UK, no data). Loneliness affected even more elderly during the pandemic, because many of them were staying at home or shielding. A study, made by the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing indicated that shielding had a detrimental effect on mental health. (Di Gessa and Price, 2022). Elderly people who needed medical help during the pandemic often faced cancelled treatments or they have not seen by healthcare staff face–to–face. However, according to the survey of the Commonwealth Fund’s 2021, a higher percentage of patients in the UK reported having access to remote appointments than in other countries. (The Health Foundation, 2022). People are often treated unfavourably just because of their old age. This negative stereotype is called ageism, that assumes the elderly person has low ability. (Erber, 2012, p. 13) Ageism occurs in health care settings as well as health care professionals often make decisions based on the patient’s age when they prescribe treatment or medicine. (Singh and Bajorek, 2014).








A longer life expectancy has an impact on government as well. Because keeping the state pension age at 65 was unsustainable, it was raised to 66 in 2018. Further increases in the pension age limit are expected. (Cribb and O’brien, 2022, p. 6) It raises concerns about the employment of older workers and their health. Older people who become unemployed are more likely than younger people to face long-term unemployment. (ONS, 2021). Being employed is preferable than being unemployed, and it is generally beneficial to one's health. (Baxter et al. 2021) However, people over a certain age are not necessarily fit for work. According to the Over 50s Lifestyle Study, one in every five people aged 50 to 65 who are unemployed are waiting for medical treatment. (ONS, 2022)
Many elderly people who rely solely on state pensions are experiencing financial difficulties, a condition known as pensioner poverty. The fact that the pension age was raised is not the only issue with the state pension; it is also insufficient to live on. It “is one of the worst in Europe, providing just 58% of previous earnings from work”.(Centre for Ageing Better, 2022). Older women are more affected by pensioner poverty than older men because they tend to live longer and usually contribute less to national insurance. (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2022). Although those whose pension is below the threshold, are eligible for pension credit, there are some barriers to claiming it. A report indicates that many elderlies do not know how to claim it or whether they are eligible. Some of them do not claim it because they feel stigmatized for claiming benefit. (Radford, Taylor and Wilkie, 2012, p. 1).
As people grow old their health declining, they rely more on health and social services. Healthcare is focused on preventing and treating diseases, social care provides assistance in daily activities. (Mind, 2022). The National healthcare services are free for every resident in the United Kingdom. It is supervised by the Department of Health in England. The NHS provide primary care services which are appointments with doctors, dentists and pharmacists. Primary healthcare is the first contact for patient, which is usually provided by a general practitioner. (University of Bristol, no date). 

In 2022, legislative changes were made to integrate the components of the health and care system. The Health and Care Act 2022 reforms policies, reduce bureaucracy, improving health and care by through more efficient service delivery (Local Government Association, 2022). The aim of this legislation is to make organisations working together in an integrated system. The integrated care systems already existed, but the Care Act gave them legal status. (The King’s Fund, 2022) One of the reasons was to create integrated care that people live longer. The older generation usually needs complex care, therefore multiply services. Integrated care not only can be cost efficient, but it also reduces waiting time which is critical when caring for an elderly patient.
The local council is the first point of contact for obtaining social services. They will conduct the initial assessment required to determine which social services are needed by the individual. “Social care, unlike healthcare, is not free for everyone.” (Commission for Social Care Inspection, no date). Although anyone in need is eligible for a free assessment under the Care Act 2014. (hft, no date). Access to social care services is means tested. This means that if a person's income or investment exceeds a certain threshold, the service is not free. Elderly people often have complex condition, which enables them to get free social care funded by the NHS. This is referred to as NHS continuing healthcare. The government also plans to support individuals who need social care with the introduction of social care cap. Currently with anyone whose assets is over 23 250 pounds need to pay their full care. The cap would be limited to 86 000 pounds, which is a maximum amount a person needs to spend on his care. (Gov.UK, 2022). However, it would be a great help for many people, the delaying of the implementations of this policy is expected. (Neville and Pickard, 2022).


Under funded health and social care is not enough efficient to provide treatments and care for the growing number of elderly. To tackle this problem the government introduced the Health and Social Care Levy. The purpose of the Health and Social Care Levy Act 2021 is to increase the funding of Health and social care sector through the contribution of National Insurance. (Seeley, 2022). Although the Levy was announced on September 2021, it was already scrapped in November 2022. However, Kwasi Kwarteng stated that funding would remain at the same level as if the levy had been in place. (Wilkinson, 2022). The lack of healthcare workers and fluctuation of the existing staff made the government to plan to invest 500 million pound to keep and recruit workforce. The funding would be spent on training places and professional development. It would also enable the staff to get help with mental health issues. (HM Government, 2021).
Elderly people in poor health require not only treatments and care, but their environment may also require adaptation. Up to 1000 pounds in home adaptations and equipment are provided for free. The hospital can provide equipment, but home adaptations must be requested through the local council. (NHS, 2022). Adaptations at home and assistive technology allow for greater independence for the elderly person and less burden on caregivers. Modern communication technologies, such as Skype and Messenger make older people less isolated. Electronic location devices promote freedom. Wearing a watch with GPS tracker allows older people to walk alone, with the assurance that they will be found quickly if they become lost. (Mckinstry and Sheikh, 2013). There are types of equipment and devices which help to remind what need to do, for example electronic pill box. Smart home systems can assist people with mobility issues by allowing them to use voice commands to turn up the heating and turn off the lights. (Alzheimer’s Society, 2022). Although artificial intelligence can make older people and their caregivers' life easier, using smart home systems can raise privacy issues. Because smart home users are under constant surveillance, it can be used against them not just for them. (Tiersen et al. 2021). Personal information about smart home users can be misused.






Although the ageing population has a significant impact on health and social care, as well as the state pension system, the elderly people are not a burden on society. People over the age of 50 account for 31% of the UK workforce. (Centre for Ageing Better, 2018). Many people over the age of 50, and even those over the age of 65 do unpaid work. volunteering or caring for children, for example.(Iparraguirre, 2017).
Medical advances enable people to live longer but providing adequate health and social care for the elderly remains a challenge. In healthcare, a lack of funding and staff makes it impossible to provide adequate care, which is essential for living a quality of life. Integrated care may be an effective solution, but results have yet to be seen. Increasing the retirement age is not a solution; it will not help to tackle the problem of ageing population. However, there were good initiatives from the government, but these will not help to the health and social care to be more effective until the plans will be implemented. Because these initiatives were scrapped and delayed it is unclear how the government will increase funding for the health and social care sectors.
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