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About this report

A silver opportunity? Rising longevity and its implications for business is an Economist Intelligence 
Unit report, sponsored by AXA. It looks at the risks and opportunities faced by businesses as 

they start to grapple with changing demographics, both in terms of their internal workforces and the 
changing nature of consumer demand. This report focuses on the trend in developed countries. 

To support this study, the Economist Intelligence Unit conducted a global survey of 583 executives 
during January and February 2011. Of the respondents, 36% were based in Europe, 33% in the Asia-
Pacific region and 18% in North America, with 13% from the rest of the world. It covers a wide range of 
sectors, including financial services, telecommunications and technology, healthcare, pharmaceuticals 
and biotechnology and professional services. All company sizes were represented: 56% of firms polled 
had an annual revenue of less than US$500m, while 35% had an annual revenue of at least US$1bn. All 
respondents work in management functions, with just over half (55%) representing the C-suite or board. 
The majority (62%) were aged between 35 and 54, but 24% were aged 55 and over, with 14% under 34. 

To complement the survey findings, the Economist Intelligence Unit also conducted wide-ranging 
desk research and in-depth interviews with a range of experts and executives. Our thanks are due to 
the following for their time and insights (listed alphabetically, by organisation): 

l Jan Willem Kuenen, partner and managing director, Boston Consulting Group

l Joris van Osselaer, project leader, Boston Consulting Group

l Joseph Chamie, director of research at the Center for Migration Studies; former head of population 
research at the UN

l Flemming Morgan, president of medical nutrition, Danone

l Linda Natansohn, chief operating officer, Eons

l Koen Joosse, director for professional and public affairs, Philips

l Ian Naylor, UK legal director, Randstad

l Liz Hewitt, group director of corporate affairs, Smith & Nephew

l Niamh Scannell, industry director, Technology Research for Independent Living

l George Magnus, senior economic advisor, UBS; author of The age of ageing 
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A striking demographic change is taking place worldwide, as people live longer than ever before 
and fertility rates fall in many regions. Globally, the number of those aged 65 and over is growing 

at around twice the rate of the overall population. This age cohort is now the fastest-growing primary 
segment of the world’s population, and its growth rate is outstripped only by that of an even older sub-
group: those aged 80 and above. 

The combination of greater longevity and falling birth rates poses many challenges, for individuals 
approaching retirement, for societies and governments dealing with the rising pension and healthcare 
costs and for companies. And while much is known about the impact of the demographic change on 
public finances, relatively little is known about the effect on business.

This effect occurs mainly in two spheres: that of companies as employers of older workers and that 
of companies as marketers of goods and services to older consumers. In both spheres, the coming 
demographic changes will require companies to “shift gears and adapt”, in the words of Jan Willem 
Kuenen, a partner at Boston Consulting Group. “Everyone knows of the [likelihood of an] impact, but 
not of the magnitude of the impact,” he adds.

To examine those impacts and the degree of corporate preparedness for them, the Economist 
Intelligence Unit undertook this study of the business impact of longevity. Below are the key findings 
of this research.

Opportunity versus risk

l Business is largely optimistic about longevity. Executives overwhelmingly view increased 
longevity as an opportunity, rather than a risk: 71% see it as an opportunity, compared with 43% who 
consider it a risk. Nearly four times as many see it as wholly an opportunity (39%) than wholly a risk 
(11%), with one in three (32%) seeing it as delivering both risks and opportunities in equal measure. 
Relatively few firms (13%) claim to have not considered the implications of rising longevity. Overall, 
most consider it a “middling” opportunity, although a substantial minority (35%) see it as a major 
opportunity. Far fewer view it as a major risk. 

New markets and opportunities

l Healthcare and pharmaceuticals, leisure and tourism and financial services are seen as some of 

Executive summary
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the key sectors likely to benefit. They will not be alone: consumer goods, food and beverages, retail 
and technology companies are also expected to find new opportunities. Sectors in which companies are 
able to help older consumers achieve more independent lifestyles should benefit especially. Of course, 
only those who successfully adapt will benefit. While many experts emphasize the need for life-long 
learning, only a small minority perceives the education sector to be a potential beneficiary. 

l For some specialised companies, longevity already offers significant growth opportunities. 
Companies that already sell primarily to older consumers, such as healthcare and medical device 
manufacturers, see a bonanza coming. One example is Smith & Nephew, which sells replacement hip 
and knee joints, largely to an older population, and lists ageing populations as one of its key drivers of 
growth. 

l Longevity also offers long-term business opportunities to other companies that do not 
specialise in serving the aged. Our survey shows that almost all firms expect to sell more to older 
consumers in the years ahead, but only a few see this as a rapidly evolving market. Just 5% think 
sales to this group will increase by 25% or more in the coming five years. Nevertheless, one-third of 
respondents expect sales to this group to increase by at least 10% in that timeframe, and another one-
third expect to see at least some revenue growth (1-10%) from this age cohort over the next five years. 

l Many firms are starting to consider how to develop products for this demographic and how 
best to market them. But much more effort will be needed to consider the needs of older persons, 
as a new generation—with hopes and expectations that are radically different from those of their 
parents—plans to retire. A growing number of companies are conducting research and development 
(R&D) into the needs of this group. Intel, General Electric, Danone and Philips are just some of the 
firms interviewed for this report that have set up dedicated research efforts better to understand 
older consumers, from nutritional needs to retirement plans. Interestingly, smaller businesses (with 
an annual revenue of US$500m or less) seem more responsive than their larger peers (those with an 
annual revenue of US$1bn or more) in terms of creating wholly new products and services. However, 
bigger firms with greater resources are better able to market to specific niches, and train their sales 
teams appropriately. Many, however, still consider longevity an issue for the distant future, rather than 
a pressing concern. 

Changes in the workforce

l Firms face several looming demographic risks to their workforces, prompting nearly half to 
consider the potential impact. Nearly one in three (31%) firms expects to have a “significantly 
higher proportion” of older workers (65+) within the next five years. Companies will not only be hit by 
rising numbers of retiring older workers—with an associated loss of skills—but also a decline in the 
availability of younger workers, and a decline in average productivity as the average age of workers 
rises. As a result, the labour force challenge is the highest-profile issue for businesses surveyed. Some 
45% have considered the impact of workforce changes on their human resources requirements, well 
ahead of the 31% who have considered the impact on their sales and marketing, for example. However, 
14% say their firms have not taken longevity into account in any way.
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l Companies worry about rising pension and healthcare costs. Increased longevity is often 
considered in terms of its impact on firms’ liabilities—and accordingly this is the biggest worry 
on executives’ minds. This is followed by the challenges of both a loss of skills, and also a lack of 
understanding within businesses about the needs of older consumers. North American firms are 
most concerned about rising financial liabilities, such as for healthcare, followed by the loss of 
skills as their baby boomer generation gets set to retire. European firms, by contrast, also worry 
most about liabilities, largely for pensions, but then about the lack of understanding of the needs of 
older consumers. 

l Outdated human resources policies are the weakest link for many firms. Executives highlight 
some striking weaknesses within firms. Nearly one in three (29%) says their firms are not at all 
effective at adapting human resources (HR) strategies to older workers. One in four (26%) say the 
same about their ability to transfer knowledge from retiring staff to younger staff. Respondents agree 
strongly that older workers are an asset for the business and that they are especially well suited to 
certain aspects of the business, such as mentoring. Nonetheless, fewer than one in five (18%) say 
that their firms have a policy in place to deal with the rising number of older workers. Here again, the 
contrast between large and small firms is sharp: bigger companies have done more on the policy side, 
but a greater proportion of smaller businesses are actively seeking to retain, and recruit, older workers. 
Many interviewees flag the need for radically new thinking within HR functions, including new career 
paths and compensation structures. 

l Executives are overwhelmingly interested in working as long as they can, provided their work is 
flexible. Around eight out of ten (79%) of executives polled are willing to do so, suggesting a striking 
appetite for appropriate policies. Firms such as the UK-based hardware retail chain, B&Q, are already 
tapping into such wishes in terms of how they recruit for their stores. Just 19% of respondents have no 
desire to work past their official retirement age. However, respondents are cautious about demanding 
a legal extension to the average working life, with only 43% advocating a higher official retirement 
age. And the need to earn money is not the main reason for this, despite the recent recession: only 
one-third of those polled (all of whom hold management-level roles) worry about supporting their 
retirement financially.
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The next decade will mark an important milestone in human history. Some time between now and 
2020, most likely around 2018, a historic reversal in the global population pyramid will occur, 

where the proportion of people aged 65 and over will exceed the proportion of children aged 0-4 (see 
chart). Many developed countries, such as Germany, Italy, Japan and the US, passed this milestone 
some decades ago. China experienced its historic reversal in 2002, while India will follow in around 20 
years’ time. 

Quite simply, the over-60s demographic will be the only one that expands between now and 2050. 
Parallel to that, the median age in developed countries will climb steadily. Japan, which has the 
world’s oldest population (with the exception of  tiny Monaco), has seen its median age double from 
22 in 1950 to 44.6 today. Italy’s median age is nearly as high, at 44.3, while the median age for most 
other Western European countries is now in the early forties. Aided by immigration, the US’s median 

Introduction: The decade of historic reversal

The historic reversal  
(Proportions aged 65+ and under 5)

Source: Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat, World Population Prospects: The 2008 Revision,
http://esa.un.org/unpp, Tuesday,�March�15,�2011; 9:39:14�AM.
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age is a more sprightly 36.8 today. 
The root causes for these changes are simple: more people are living longer than previously, while 

fertility rates continue to decline. Between 1950 and 2009, for example, the 60+ proportion of the 
population increased from 8% to 11%, according to the UN. Between 2009 and 2050, it will double to 
22%. This is an enduring, and in all probability an irreversible, trend: the proportion of older persons 
will continue to increase, and young populations will become increasingly rare (see box: Snapshots of 
an ageing world). 

“Demography is not destiny, but it’s way ahead of anything in second place,” says Dr Joseph Chamie, 
director for research at the Center for Migration Studies and former head of population research at the 
UN. He notes that the trend toward greater longevity will affect every sector and household around the 
world in a variety of ways: “The change is so profound that people can’t understand what it will mean.” 

This ongoing phenomenon is giving rise to a new kind of millionaire: the longevity millionaire—or 
someone who lives around one million hours, to an age of around 114. “More and more people will 
live this long, especially women,” notes Dr Chamie. Such striking changes in life expectancy ought to 
be a cause for celebration: “It’s a triumph for people to live that long,” he says. Nevertheless, it will 
inevitably bring with it major societal changes and challenges—and also new opportunities. 

Business risk and opportunity 
In general, the firms surveyed for this report are resoundingly optimistic about the coming changes. 
Seven in ten see opportunity emerging from increased longevity, compared with only around four in 
ten that see risk. While some of this group clearly see both risk and opportunity, far more see it as an 
outright opportunity (see chart). Similarly, there are far more respondents who see this as a major 
opportunity than those who see it as a major risk, especially within the healthcare, financial services 
and technology sectors. 

39

11

32

6

13

We see this mainly as an opportunity (eg, new markets, more experienced employees)

We see this mainly as a business challenge (eg, smaller markets, retirement liabilities)

We believe this presents opportunities and risks in equal measure

We believe this will present neither opportunities nor risks

We have not considered the implications of increased longevity for our business

If your company has thought about the implications for the business of increased average longevity, does it view this change 
as mainly an opportunity or mainly a challenge for the business over the next five years? Please select one. 
(% respondents)

35

46

17

3

Large opportunity

Middling opportunity

Minor opportunity

Don’t know

Does your business consider increased longevity to be a large, middling or minor opportunity? Select up to three. 
(% of respondents who see opportunity)
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Such optimism from business is reassuring, but the reality is that only a minority of firms are gearing 
themselves up to deal with the changes—possibly because such changes seem so slow-moving. Nearly 
all firms polled for this report plan to sell more to older consumers in the next five years, although 
most perceive it as more of a long-term opportunity. “For many firms, it’s not such an important issue 
in terms of urgency. Today or tomorrow doesn’t matter, but if you wait too long, then you will have a 
problem,” warns Jan Willem Kuenen, a partner at Boston Consulting Group. 

From a business perspective, potential risks and opportunities fall into two distinct spheres: how to 
deal with an older  workforce; and how to revise product and service offerings to older consumers. 

12

58

27

3

Major risk

Moderate risk

Minor risk

Don’t know

Does your business consider increased longevity to be a major, moderate or minor risk? Select up to three. 
(% respondents who see risk)

Snapshots of an ageing world

l By 2045 there will be more people aged 60 and over 
than there are children aged 15 or under. 

l In 1950 the world had around 200m people aged 
60+. By 2000 it had tripled to 600m, with another 100m 
added by 2009. By 2050 it will triple again, to 2bn. 

l The global population growth rate is around 1.2% 
per year, while the growth rate of the proportion 
of the population of those aged 60+ is 2.6%. The 
fastest-growing segment is those aged 80+, which is 
increasing by 4% annually. 

l In developed countries, around one in five people 
is aged 60 or over today. By 2050, nearly one in three 
will be. Developing countries are much younger, but 
are ageing far more rapidly. 

l As women live longer than men, they constitute 
the majority of older persons—especially in the 80+ 
cohort. 

l Just 14% of men aged 65+ are economically active 
in the developed world today, compared with 35% in 
developing markets. 

Source: UN, World Population Ageing 2009. 
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One of the most striking implications of the ageing of the overall population will be in terms of 
the impact it has on firms’ workforces. Take Germany, where 25% of the current labour force is 

expected to retire within the next 15 years, according to BCG’s Mr Kuenen. Research from Randstad, 
a recruitment firm, shows that Europe will have an estimated shortfall of around 35m workers by 
2050, largely owing to changing demographics. Furthermore, the average age of the workforce will 
rise in nearly all developed markets, while younger workers will become increasingly rare. Ian Naylor, 
Randstad’s UK legal director, notes that a range of sectors will be hit by such shortages, from the 
healthcare sector to hospitality, retail, leisure and tourism, many of which rely on younger workers. 

Within this transition lies a related risk: the potential for reduced productivity. BMW, for example, 
has identified that the average age of its workforce will rise from 41 in 2008 to 46 in 2018—and average 
age will rise even higher in specific areas. As such, it faces a reduced productivity risk of as much as 7%. 
Quite simply, older workers may not be able to work as fast, or handle as physically demanding tasks 
as they once could. To deal with this, the carmaker has embarked on an innovative project that in turn 
highlights the fact that firms can adapt to and mitigate such challenges (see case study on page 13). 

Other sectors face a potential productivity decline too, although the impact is not yet well 
understood. “There are no industry-wide studies that give us the percentage point declines in 
productivity,” notes Mr Kuenen. “But if you organise for it well, it does not need to go down.” This 
productivity concern is most obvious for manufacturing industries, but affects others too. BCG 

Business at 65: What models for a new 
workforce?

45

42

38

31

3

14

Workforce/Human resources

Overall corporate strategy

Product development/R&D

Sales and marketing

Other, please specify

None

In which of the following business functions, if any, does your company take increased longevity into account?
Select all that apply. 
(% respondents)
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estimates that the banking sector’s productivity could decline by 3-4% over the coming decade if no 
action is taken: a potentially significant impact on the bottom line. 

Plugging the skills gap
The potential that examples like BMW show for mitigating productivity losses is exciting, but hinges 
on firms identifying the issue sufficiently far in advance. Encouragingly, HR issues are currently the 
most important within firms in terms of longevity planning (see chart on the previous page)—but well 
over half of all businesses polled have yet to start considering such issues. “A lot of companies will be 
running into skills or labour force constraints during the great demographic transition,” says George 
Magnus, a senior economic advisor to UBS, a global financial services firm, and author of The age 

of ageing.
To prepare for this, firms need to start auditing their workforce, to gain a more detailed overview of 

who holds key skills and where they are located. For example, a firm may have a pool of very specialised 
workers, such as programmers or engineers, who could potentially retire within a few years, but in the 
locations where such skills are actually needed, there may only be one or two people remaining. In 
some sectors, notes Joris van Osselaer, a project leader within BCG’s global ageing initiative, the entire 
cohort of staff with particular skills are projected to leave within the next decade. “We are already 
doing work on capacity planning, especially within continental Europe,” he notes. Such planning also 
needs to factor in the presence of fewer younger workers in years ahead, as well as how effectively to 
transfer skills from older workers to younger ones. The recent economic climate may have softened the 
”war for talent”, but as rising numbers of workers retire, this scramble for skills will intensify. 

One possible response to this challenge, raising the official retirement age, is already the subject 
of prominent debate. Britain has scrapped its mandatory retirement age, while some countries have 
adapted new models: Sweden, for example, links its retirement age to its life expectancy. All this is 
a striking change from the 1980s and 1990s, when many firms encouraged early retirement to make 
room for younger (and cheaper) workers. In future, such approaches will almost certainly be reversed. 
“Most of human history had no retirement,” says Dr Chamie. “This is something quite new.”

Randstad’s Mr Naylor argues that, within the next decade, society will change and realise that, with 
hindsight, a mandatory retirement age is a poor idea. “You’re working one day, and then stopped the 
next. Many people are at a loss at what to do next,” he says. Interestingly, around eight out of ten 
(79%) of the executives polled for this report say they would be happy to work beyond the default 
retirement age, provided their firms were sufficiently flexible. This in turn provides an opportunity for 
businesses to rethink how they make use of their older workers. 

A new role for seniors
One of the biggest workforce changes likely to be introduced in the coming decade is a new approach to 
career and pay structures. The aim here will be to create more options and increased flexibility, with the 
result that careers are not based solely on climbing the corporate ladder. “We need to build new career 
paths for people to go down, not only up,” argues Mr Kuenen. This is not about demotion; rather, it 
is about identifying jobs that are more flexible in terms of time and demands on an individual. For 
example, many might see greater roles for older workers in mentoring and coaching younger staff. 
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Mr Magnus believes firms will come up with new occupational structures to keep older workers on 
in some capacity: “whether flexible working, part-time, home-working, or doing different kinds of 
things, perhaps away from the coalface”. One of the examples he cites is B&Q, which has successfully 
introduced age-positive policies. It seeks to put older workers from hands-on  businesses such as 
plumbing into customer service roles within its stores. This gives them new, less physically demanding 
jobs, while customers can benefit from detailed, expert advice for their DIY projects. 

More change required
Awareness of such HR issues is growing, but much more needs to be done. Few companies interviewed 
for this report said that their HR departments had come up with specific policies for older workers. 
Survey respondents agreed: nearly one in three (29%) of respondents says that their firms are not at all 
effective at coming up with such policies—and only 18% said their firms had a policy for older workers 
at all. Just 11% felt that their firms were highly effective at adapting HR policies to older workers. 
Similar deficits were reported in terms of passing on knowledge from older to younger workers, where 
just 13% felt their firms were effective. 

Such thinking may well be speeded up by other pressures, which are much more visible to corporate 
leaders today: in particular, rising liabilities in terms of pensions and healthcare. In our survey, this 
was by far the greatest concern on executives’ minds, followed by a decline in availability of younger 
workers and then a lack of understanding about the needs of older consumers (see chart on the next 
page). Interestingly, while all regions worried most about liabilities, Asians and Europeans were next 
most concerned about their lack of understanding, while American firms were most concerned about 
the loss of skills as their baby boomer generation retires. 

Some of the strategies outlined in this chapter may help to mitigate such concerns. By tapping into 
many workers’ desire to work longer, albeit in more flexible roles, firms can at least postpone some of 
these liabilities, while also holding on to crucial skills for longer. More generally, much more work will 
need to be done within HR departments, as they adjust to changing demographics. Those who do most 
to plan and adapt accordingly will also reinforce their position in the ongoing war for talent. 

Understanding the needs of older customers

Understanding the needs of older employees

Transferring knowledge from employees who are about to retire

Targeting human resources strategies to older workers (eg, flexi-time, staggered retirement)

Marketing products and services to older consumers

Creating products and services that appeal to older consumers

Anticipating the impact of increased longevity on the business

How effective is your company at managing the following aspects of dealing with older customers and employees? 
Select one in each row. 
(% respondents)

13

14

13

11

10

11

13

53

53

47

41

45

41

48

10

19

26

29

16

17

18

24

14

14

18

29

31

21

Highly effective Somewhat effective Not at all effective Don’t know/not applicable
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40

28

27

24

24

24

18

16

2

12

Rising financial liability associated with pension and healthcare provision

Decline in availability of skilled young professionals

Lack of understanding in our business about the needs of older consumers

Higher salaries and other costs associated with older workers

Lack of relevance of our products and services to older consumers (over 65)

Loss of skills/experience associated with higher retirement rates among the workforce

Cost of developing new products and services for older consumers

Falling demand due to reduced consumption levels among older consumers

Other, please specify

None, we see no such risks

What, if any, are the biggest risks for your business associated with greater average longevity? Select up to three. 
(% respondents)

case study  New workforce thinking  
at BMW

Among Western countries, Germany’s population 
stands out as one of the oldest. By 2025, more than 
one in five people will be over the age of 65. Its 
economy is weighted towards manufacturing, with 
an associated higher proportion of labour-intensive 
jobs. One of these manufacturers, BMW, is already 
grappling with this demographic transition and has 
developed a detailed plan of how it might cope. 
It started with a project in a pilot plant in 2007, which 
the firm staffed with employees reflecting the likely 
average age in 2017. Managers worked closely with 
workers to consider what could be changed to improve 
their jobs. Adjustments were small, but wide-ranging: 
wooden platforms for workers to work on, rather 
than cement floors, to reduce the impact on joints; 
chairs at several workstations, to let workers sit while 
performing some tasks; magnifying glasses to help 
workers see tasks more clearly; and so on. Some shift 
rotations were introduced, to reduce the physical 

strain on individuals. In all, around 70 changes were 
made. Surprisingly, the total costs were almost 
negligible: around €40,000 (around US$55,000). In 
terms of worker performance, there were zero defects 
on the line, decreased absenteeism and overall 
productivity up by 7%, in line with typical results for 
teams with an average age 5-10 years younger.
The pilot was followed up in February 2011 with the 
opening of a new building at BMW’s Dingolfing plant, 
which has been designed from scratch to “set new 
standards in ageing-appropriate workplaces”. By 
the end of this year, according to Frank-Peter Arndt, 
a BMW board member, over 100 manufacturing 
units, with around 4,000 employees in total, will 
be part of the project. The firm is also following up 
with a much broader plan for demographic change, 
entitled “Today for tomorrow”. It outlines wide-
ranging changes, from better health management 
and training, to new retirement possibilities, such as 
semi-retirement and more flexible working models. 
One example is “Fulltime select”, which enables 
workers to take up to 20 additional days of leave 
per year. 
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Increased longevity will present many challenges to governments and individuals. But the calculus 
is somewhat different for business in terms of the shift in the nature of consumer demand. From an 

economic perspective, an older population is one that typically consumes, rather than saves. In terms 
of the overall economic lifecycle of an individual, the general notion is that younger workers do not 
save much, but borrow a lot, while people aged 35-55 are in the period of peak earnings and savings. 
Following retirement, however, the balance shifts towards spending. 

Furthermore, the older segment of the developed world’s population is far wealthier than any 
other—especially the current baby boomer generation that is approaching retirement. Over the past 
two decades, consumption by Europeans aged 50 or over has risen three times as fast as that of the 
rest of the population, according to the UK’s National Endowment for Science, Technology and the 
Arts (NESTA). In the UK, older people hold 80% of private wealth, with over-65s controlling £460bn 

Silver spenders: Burgeoning economic 
opportunity? 

case study   Smith & Nephew—going after 
the new high-growth market

Many firms today target emerging markets as new 
sources of higher growth. But for some, rapidly 
ageing populations present a new kind of high-
growth market. One such firm is Smith & Nephew, a 
British manufacturer of artificial hip and knee joints. 
“We don’t calculate it, but the majority of our revenue 
is driven by ageing, maybe 50%. It is a big driver for 
us, and will continue to be so for some time,” says Liz 
Hewitt, the firm’s group director of corporate affairs. 

However, the simple fact that there are rising 
numbers of older people does not automatically 
deliver customers through the door. “Demographics 
delivers volume, but what it doesn’t do is get us a 
sale or a customer,” says Ms Hewitt. In order to win 

over potential clients, the firm seeks to deliver highly 
engineered products that offer better outcomes. One 
of its knee replacements, for example, promises to 
provide 30 years of use. “So if someone has a knee 
replaced at 55, they won’t need one again until 
85. It’s great for the patient, but it also saves the 
healthcare system a lot of money,” says Ms Hewitt. 

Increased consumer demand has also driven 
engineering advances: today’s 50-, 60- and 70-
somethings are increasingly active, and have higher 
expectations, notes Ms Hewitt. To respond to this, the 
firm spends around 3% of revenue on pure research, 
spanning kinematics (the science of moving naturally 
and well), surgical procedures, and materials. Much 
of this can deliver life-changing benefits to clients, 
including their ability to regain mobility and be active 
again. “We talk about patients regaining their lives,” 
says Ms Hewitt.
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(US$740bn) in unmortgaged equity alone. 
Future generations may not necessarily be as well off, but for many firms this generation presents 

huge potential for the coming decade. “Business always looks for opportunities, and is very good 
at responding to changing circumstances,” says Dr Chamie. Four in ten respondents believe that 
increased longevity will be a driver of growth for the global economy, while less than half that 
proportion (18%) disagree. This is already directly relevant to businesses: nearly half (48%) of 
executives see the 65+ age group as being an increasingly key part of their customer base. 

This demographic change is “absolutely” a driver of growth, says Flemming Morgan, president 
of Nutricia, the medical nutrition division of Danone, a food and beverages company. Many other 
interviewees agree: “We see [ageing populations] as an important trend that will certainly be of 
influence in many societies in the coming decades. It has challenges, but certainly also opens business 
opportunities,” says Koen Joosse, director for professional and public affairs at Philips, a healthcare 
and wellbeing company. Some firms, such as Smith & Nephew, a British manufacturer of artificial hip 
and knee joints, already publicly cite ageing populations as a key source of growth (see case study). 

Responding to new needs 
Of course, demographic change plays directly into the hands of several particular sectors. The most 
obvious of these, according to our survey respondents, are healthcare and pharmaceutical. But leisure 
and tourism, as well as financial services, are expected to benefit too, as well as food and beverage 
firms, and other consumer goods companies (see chart). 

Indeed, few seem to think that any particular sector will suffer substantially as a result, although 
those who fail to adapt their products and services could well be at risk (see box Buy or sell?). One 
example is carmakers that do not respond to the greater preference from older persons for smaller, 
more economical cars, especially ones that are easy to park. Ford, a company who is adapting, has 
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67

42

14

14

14

12

11

8

2

0

Healthcare and pharmaceuticals

Leisure and tourism

Financial services

Food and beverage

Consumer goods

Retail

Construction/housing

Technology and telecoms

Education

Other, please specify

None is likely to benefit

Which, if any, of the following industries is likely to benefit most over the next five years from the prospect of increased 
longevity? Select up to three. 
(% respondents)
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developed technology that helps make parallel parking simpler, useful for stiffer necks that struggle 
to turn. Dr Chamie highlights how car manufacturing has developed with demographic trends: “Baby 
boomers drove up the sales of Ford Mustangs just as they turned 15 or 16. Ten to 12 years later, Lee 
Iacocca [then president of Ford] switched to Chrysler and turned out the minivan to tap into Boomers 
having their first set of kids.” 

The example is instructive in terms of how companies will need to respond to such shifts in the 
market. Around two-thirds of firms polled for this report expect older consumers to account for a 
greater proportion of sales in the next five years, and one in three firms expects to increase sales to 
that demographic by at least 10% (see chart). As a result, four in ten executives say they will market an 
increasing proportion of products or services specifically for older customers during that time. And of 
those who had an opinion on this, twice as many (47% compared with 26%) believed the needs of older 
customers would differ from those of their existing clients. 

Adapting products and services
Accordingly, many firms are engaged in R&D better to understand the concerns and needs of older 
citizens, or to develop or adapt products and services. In all, 38% of those polled say they are actively 
conducting such research. Intel, a US technology company, is one example. Together with GE, another 
US-based technology company, it has set up a joint venture called Care Innovations, which is explicitly 
aimed at tapping into new market opportunities, such as “tele-health” and home health monitoring. 
According to Frost & Sullivan, a business research and consulting firm, the market for such products 
is expected to more than double, to US$7.7bn by 2012 from US$3bn in 2009. “We have a focus on how 
technology can be used to manage health and wellness at home,” says Niamh Scannell, an industry 
director at Technology Research for Independent Living (TRIL), a research collaboration of academia, 
clinics and industry, founded by Intel, IDA and joined by GE. TRIL’s wide-ranging research looks at 
the needs of older consumers. “A lot of people in their 60s and 70s are quite well, and want to live 
independent lives, use technology and have an active lifestyle,” says Ms Scannell. 

This need to facilitate independent lives is something that crops up repeatedly in interviews. And a 
related point that is clear to many firms exploring this market is that those people joining the 65+ club 
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1

0

6

Increase significantly (>25% change)

Increase moderately (10 to 25% change)

Increase slightly (<1-10%)

No change

Decrease slightly (<1-10%)

Decrease moderately (10 to 25% change)

Decrease significantly (>25% change)

Don’t know

How do you expect the proportion of your revenue that is derived from older customers to change over the next five years? 
Select up to three. 
(% respondents)
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today are profoundly different from their parents. They are more demanding, more Internet-savvy and 
more willing to seek alternative opinions. “This generation was on the streets in Paris in May 1968, or 
at Woodstock. They’re a generation that challenges the status quo,” says Nutricia’s Mr Morgan. 

This translates into a more challenging market place for firms, but also one that brings new 
opportunities. Nutricia, for example, is tapping into the widespread desire for more active and 
independent lives by creating nutritional products for the elderly, which help improve muscle strength 
for increased mobility, among other things. Accordingly, it researches the food habits and nutritional 
status of older consumers, so as to develop appropriate products. “One of the biggest fears old 
people have is dependence on others,” says Mr Morgan. Philips is similarly focused on facilitating 
independence for older persons. This is especially in line with helping older patients obtain treatment 
and monitoring within their homes. “Elderly patients are an important target group, as we believe that 
home healthcare solutions can be a significant factor in helping them to live independently and stay 
engaged,” says Mr Joosse. The company is engaged in wide-ranging R&D to develop new products that 
are applicable to this demographic, from specialised lighting options to a range of “tele-health” or 
home-based care products. 

 Marketing to the new elderly
But in turn, selling the notion of independent living and any other related products and services to 
a more savvy and demanding generation of older persons raises new challenges. In all, 31% of firms 
polled say they take increased longevity into account in terms of their sales and marketing—and four 
in ten expect to market an increasing proportion of their products and services to the elderly in the 
coming five years. However, just 10% overall regard themselves as highly effective at doing so. 

One challenge for firms is to be age-sensitive in their advertising. Some, such as Smith & Nephew, 
entirely avoid mention of age, focusing instead on products’ benefits. Its “Rediscover your go” 
campaign in the US focuses on positive, active consumers. These online adverts forego trite pictures 
of happy old people in favour of stylised images of bodies playing golf or running, all powered by new 

Individuals over 65 years of age are an increasingly important cohort within our customer base

We expect to market an increasing proportion of our products and services to older customers in the next five years

We expect to develop an increasing proportion of products or services specifically for older customers in the next five years

We expect a significant proportion of our growth to come from older customers in the next five years

We expect to have a significantly higher proportion of older (65-plus) workers five years from now

Increased longevity is influencing our corporate investments and/or our merger/acquisition plans

We see little difference between the needs of older customers and those of other customers

Society will benefit from increased longevity

Increased longevity will be a growth driver for the global economy

Older consumers are not a factor for our business

Please indicate whether you agree or disagree with the following statements. 
Select one in each row. 
(% respondents)
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joints. “We focus on the products, what they do, and wrap it around active people,” says Ms Hewitt.
“Too many brands are missing the boat in marketing to this group and understanding their power 

and influence,” says Linda Natansohn, chief operating officer of Eons, a social network for baby 
boomers, which was launched in 2006 and currently has over 800,000 registered members. A range 
of firms, from those selling healthy foods and cosmetics to others offering healthcare, real estate, 
technology and travel, all advertise on the site. Ms Natansohn says the most progressive brands do 
not simply place display advertisements, but are also actively engaging with the community across 
the site’s 3,000+ online groups. Humana, a health benefits provider, for example, sponsors a healthy 
recipes group in which members share advice and recipes. 

Buy or sell? 
Interviewees for this report were asked to list some products that might thrive, or fail, in an ageing world. 
The following is an unscientific selection of products and industries that might gain, or lose, from changing 
demographics

Buy! Sell! 

Products and services that relate to ease, convenience, 

peace, stability, independent living, active lifestyles, 

social engagement and good value. 

Products and services that are brand-centric, expensive, 

status-oriented or offer poor value. 

Beauty and cosmetics Roller blades, skate boards and toys

Comfortable shoes and clothing High-thrills amusement parks

Reading clubs and other entertainment Bath tubs

Travel, cruises and all-inclusive resorts Designer clothing

Household services (gardening, snow shovelling) Big cars

Care services McMansions, especially in cooler climates 

Nutritious foods Apartments without lifts

Showers Childcare services

Glasses, hearing aids, replacement hips and knees

Home robotics

Books (digital or print)

Small cars, with assisted parking technology

Smaller homes and flats, especially in warmer climates

Workforce consulting services

Social networks, including online matchmaking
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T his report has highlighted some of the impacts on business that profound demographic changes, 
being experienced across many markets, may bring. Corporate leaders will need to assess such 

impacts across several key aspects of their business. 

l Overall corporate strategy: thinking about how to adapt business models, expanding into new 
product markets or geographies, or rethinking prices for different demographics. This will also 
involve a review of future liabilities, in terms of pensions and healthcare, and how to hedge those to 
remain competitive. 

l Internally, there is a need to review workforce capacity and HR policies. At one level is assessing 
workforce capacity and future impacts. After that, HR teams will need to change HR policies, increasing 
job and career flexibility and introducing age-sensitive policies, while developing new jobs appropriate 
to older workers and creating options for workers to stay on beyond typical retirement ages. 

l Externally, to tap into changing consumer needs, there will be a need for research and 
development, exploring what new products and services to create, or how to adapt existing ones 
appropriately, and developing a better understanding of potential needs of such consumers or 
changing demand trends. And to take such innovations to market, sales and marketing needs to be 
retooled. For example, considering how to create more appropriate marketing campaigns for new 
demographic segments, tailoring distribution channels for the elderly, and training sales teams about 
how best to deal with differing target demographics. 

Conclusion 
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39

11

32

6

13

We see this mainly as an opportunity (eg, new markets, more experienced employees)

We see this mainly as a business challenge (eg, smaller markets, retirement liabilities)

We believe this presents opportunities and risks in equal measure

We believe this will present neither opportunities nor risks

We have not considered the implications of increased longevity for our business

If your company has thought about the implications for the business of increased average longevity, does it view this change 
as mainly an opportunity or mainly a challenge for the business over the next five years? Please select one. 
(% respondents)

35

46

17

3

Large opportunity

Middling opportunity

Minor opportunity

Don’t know

Does your business consider increased longevity to be a large, middling or minor opportunity? Select up to three. 
(% of respondents who see opportunity)

12

58

27

3

Major risk

Moderate risk

Minor risk

Don’t know

Does your business consider increased longevity to be a major, moderate or minor risk? Select up to three. 
(% respondents who see risk)

45

42

38

31

3

14

Workforce/Human resources

Overall corporate strategy

Product development/R&D

Sales and marketing

Other, please specify

None

In which of the following business functions, if any, does your company take increased longevity into account?
Select all that apply. 
(% respondents)
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63

60

37

20

Adopting new business models

Expanding to new product markets

Expanding to new geographic markets

Changing pricing

In which specific ways do you take increased longevity into account?  Select all that apply - Overall corporate strategy. 
(% respondents who chose 'overall corporate strategy')

67

58

53

Creating entirely new products or services with older customers in mind

Conducting research into the potential needs of older customers

Adapting existing products to suit older customers

In which specific ways do you take increased longevity into account? Select all that apply - Product development/R&D. 
(% respondents who chose 'Product development/R&D')

55

49

42

Creating marketing campaigns targeted at older customers

Focusing on distribution channels tailored to older customers

Training sales forces in understanding the needs of older customers

In which specific ways do you take increased longevity into account? Select all that apply - Sales and marketing.
(% respondents who chose 'Sales and marketing')

62

61

30

21

Introducing greater job and career flexibility for older workers

Taking account of older workers as part of overall diversity policies

Incentivising older workers to work past retirement age

Targeting older individuals in recruitment campaigns

In which specific ways do you take increased longevity into account? Select all that apply - Workforce/Human resources. 
(% respondents who chose 'Workforce/Human resources')
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Individuals over 65 years of age are an increasingly important cohort within our customer base

We expect to market an increasing proportion of our products and services to older customers in the next five years

We expect to develop an increasing proportion of products or services specifically for older customers in the next five years

We expect a significant proportion of our growth to come from older customers in the next five years

We expect to have a significantly higher proportion of older (65-plus) workers five years from now

Increased longevity is influencing our corporate investments and/or our merger/acquisition plans

We see little difference between the needs of older customers and those of other customers

Society will benefit from increased longevity

Increased longevity will be a growth driver for the global economy

Older consumers are not a factor for our business

Please indicate whether you agree or disagree with the following statements. 
Select one in each row. 
(% respondents)
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40
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25
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1
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Increase significantly (>25% change)

Increase moderately (10 to 25% change)

Increase slightly (<1-10%)

No change

Decrease slightly (<1-10%)

Decrease moderately (10 to 25% change)

Decrease significantly (>25% change)

Don’t know

How do you expect the proportion of your revenue that is derived from older customers to change over the next five years? 
Select up to three. 
(% respondents)
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87

67

42

14

14

14

12

11

8

2

0

Healthcare and pharmaceuticals

Leisure and tourism

Financial services

Food and beverage

Consumer goods

Retail

Construction/housing

Technology and telecoms

Education

Other, please specify

None is likely to benefit

Which, if any, of the following industries is likely to benefit most over the next five years from the prospect of increased 
longevity? Select up to three. 
(% respondents)

40

28

27

24

24

24

18

16

2

12

Rising financial liability associated with pension and healthcare provision

Decline in availability of skilled young professionals

Lack of understanding in our business about the needs of older consumers

Higher salaries and other costs associated with older workers

Lack of relevance of our products and services to older consumers (over 65)

Loss of skills/experience associated with higher retirement rates among the workforce

Cost of developing new products and services for older consumers

Falling demand due to reduced consumption levels among older consumers

Other, please specify

None, we see no such risks

What, if any, are the biggest risks for your business associated with greater average longevity? Select up to three. 
(% respondents)
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Understanding the needs of older customers

Understanding the needs of older employees

Transferring knowledge from employees who are about to retire

Targeting human resources strategies to older workers (eg, flexi-time, staggered retirement)

Marketing products and services to older consumers

Creating products and services that appeal to older consumers

Anticipating the impact of increased longevity on the business

How effective is your company at managing the following aspects of dealing with older customers and employees? 
Select one in each row. 
(% respondents)

13

14

13

11

10

11

13

53

53

47

41

45

41

48

10

19

26

29

16

17

18

24

14

14

18

29

31

21

Highly effective Somewhat effective Not at all effective Don’t know/not applicable

We don’t see any specific benefit that increased longevity will provide our business

Older workers are a major asset to our business, in terms of productivity, skills and experience

Older workers are a challenge for our organisation in terms of productivity

Older workers are especially well suited to aspects of our business , such as mentoring and customer service

We face challenges in terms of getting older and younger employees to work effectively together

Younger professionals will be increasingly in demand because of ageing populations

We don’t have any particular policy for dealing with rising numbers of older workers

We are actively encouraging and/or incentivising our older workers to delay their retirement, in order to retain them for longer

We are actively encouraging and/or incentivising our older workers to speed up their retirement, to create opportunities for others

Increased longevity will be a positive development for the overall quality of life of the population

Please indicate whether you agree with the following statements.
Select one in each row. 
(% respondents)

18

46

20

53

29

47

37

17

10

39

27

39

40

32

31

34

34

34

34

43

51

9

33

10

32

15

18

35

42

13

3

6

7

5

8

4

11

14

13

6

Agree Neutral Disagree Don’t know/not applicable

79

52

43

33

19

I would be happy to work as long as I am able, providing the work could be flexible enough to suit my lifestyle

I look forward to being an active consumer in my retirement

I would be happy to support a higher retirement age in my country

I am concerned about my ability to support my retirement financially

I have no desire to work past my country’s typical retirement age

Which of the following statements apply to you? Select all that apply. 
(% respondents)
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1

13

34

28

18

6

18-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55-64

Older than 64

Which of the following age groups do you fall into? 
(% respondents)

92

8

Male

Female

What is your gender?
(% respondents)

77

72

24

21

13

9

7

5

4

3

2

3

General management

Strategy and business development

Finance

Marketing and sales

Operations

Risk management

IT

Information and research

Legal

Customer service

Human resources

Other, please specify

What are your main functional roles? Select up to three. 
(% respondents)
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United States of America

United Kingdom

Japan

India

Canada

Australia

Singapore

France

Germany

Italy

China

Spain

Hong Kong

Switzerland

Brazil

Ireland

Others*

In which country are you personally based?
(% respondents)

13

12

9

8

5

4

3

3

3

3

3

3

2

2

2

2

21

* This represents 21 countries in which we had 1% of respondents per country.
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36

33

18

5

4

4

Western Europe

Asia-Pacific

North America

Middle East and Africa

Latin America

Eastern Europe

In which region are you personally based? 
(% respondents)

22

19

10

7

6

5

4

4

4

4

3

3

2

2

2

1

1

1

Financial services

Professional services

IT and technology

Healthcare, pharmaceuticals and biotechnology

Government/Public sector

Manufacturing

Education

Energy and natural resources

Consumer goods

Telecommunications

Construction and real estate

Entertainment, media and publishing

Retailing

Logistics and distribution

Automotive

Transportation, travel and tourism

Agriculture and agribusiness

Chemicals

What is your primary industry? 
(% respondents)
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56

9

12

5

18

$500m or less

$500m to $1bn

$1bn to $5bn

$5bn to $10bn

$10bn or more

What are your company's annual global revenues in US dollars?
(% respondents)

5

37

8

1

4

9

8

10

17

0

Board member

CEO/President/Managing director

CFO/Treasurer/Comptroller

CIO/Technology director

Other C-level executive

SVP/VP/Director

Head of business unit

Head of department

Manager

Other

What is your title?
(% respondents)

The historic reversal  
(Proportions aged 65+ and under 5)

Source: Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat, World Population Prospects: The 2008 Revision,
http://esa.un.org/unpp, Tuesday,�March�15,�2011; 9:39:14�AM.
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