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A Question of Caring? 

PopulationAgeinginFlandersandtheNetherlands
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The issue of population ageing is receiving a great deal of attention internation-
ally. In 2002 the United Nations produced an action plan with three key priori-
ties: first, concern for the elderly and the development of this, embracing 
themes such as employment, urbanisation, solidarity between generations 
and combating poverty; second, the promotion of health and welfare in later 
life; third, guaranteeing a stimulating and supportive environment for older 
people in areas such as housing, education, volunteer services and mobility. In 
common with other countries, Flanders and the Netherlands have developed 
specific policies aimed at addressing the consequences of population ageing.
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The term ‘population ageing’ refers to the increasing proportion of older people 
in the population. In Flanders, approximately 18% of the population are cur-
rently aged over 65; the figure for the Netherlands is 15%. These percentages 
are expected to continue to rise sharply in the years ahead, which causes con-
siderable financial headaches as well. As early as in 2001 Belgium set up the 
so-called Silver Fund, with the object of setting aside money to meet the future 
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costs of population ageing. Initially the Fund was financed out of non-fiscal and 
one-off revenue (e.g. the sale of buildings). Later it was agreed that the Fund’s 
financing should be changed so that it received the annual budget surplus; in 
2007 and 2008, however, there were ominous reports that the Fund was close to 
running dry.

There are several factors driving population ageing, the main ones being in-
creased life expectancy, the declining birth rate and external and internal mi-
gration. Consequently, the number of older people in the population can vary 
widely depending on where they live: for example, the large cities attract a high 

Population ageing, dejuvenation and active integration
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proportion of young people and immigrants, so that there the ageing trend is 
weaker. Population ageing thus refers not only to the growing number of older 
people in society, but above all to a change in the relative size of the different age 
groups within a given context. In societies like Flanders and the Netherlands, 
which are based heavily on participation in the labour market, population ageing 
leads to an increase in the ‘dependency ratio’ – the ratio between the economi-
cally inactive and economically active population. This increase puts pressure on 
the established care arrangements, and this in turn impacts on the way in which 
ageing affects the lives of the population. Increasing the proportion of the older 
population in employment, as well as adapting the health-care system and sup-
porting and democratising old age pensions, are key focus areas here. All this 
suggests that population ageing in Flanders and the Nether-lands cannot be 
seen in isolation from another trend, namely ‘dejuvenation’: the accelerating 
decline in the number of young people in society that parallels the growing 
number of elderly people. Government policy on the elderly has a number of 
things in common with the policy on youth – for example, promoting independ-
ence and the means of achieving it form the central plank of government policy 
for both age groups. Where government policy for young people is aimed mainly 
at entry to the labour market, however, the policy on the elderly is the mirror 
image of this, being focused mainly on the exit side. On both sides of the equation 
the primary focus of the policy is on activating the responsibility of individuals for 
their own and others’ well-being. Core concepts in the active integration policy 
are prevention, participation (including in the labour market) and responsible 
citizenship. The government seeks to realise these through a ‘demand-driven’ 
policy. Historically, social provisions for young and old in both Flanders and the 
Netherlands have developed out of the care and educational practices originally 
provided by private initiatives, which later gradually came to be recognised and 
funded by the government. In recent decades this supply-driven development 
has been shifting increasingly towards an attempt to tailor the policy to the situ-
ation of the citizen as a consumer (and thus a customer) of the services availa-
ble. This ‘commercialisation’ is reflected in the introduction of new concepts 
within government policy, such as social infrastructure and social quality. The 
reasoning is that social policy should take responsibility for the social quality of 
society, and that a good social infrastructure is a precondition for achieving that. 
The social infrastructure embraces both the public infrastructure and the per-
sonal networks and social competences of individual citizens. A demand-driven 
approach means that provisions are not viewed in isolation, but are regarded as 
part of a joined-up network of coordinated provisions and services. In this ap-
proach social quality is understood as the ability of individuals and groups to be 
look after themselves and accept social responsibility, i.e. the willingness to care 
for each other, be self-reliant and participate in society. In this respect popula-
tion ageing also means a different perception and experience of old age, starting 
with a ‘dynamic policy on the elderly’.

Describing demographic shifts in terms of population ageing and dejuvenation 
is in line with the abstract idea of an age-based structuring of life through youth, 
adulthood and old age, in which young people prepare for the labour market 

Perceptions of the elderly
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and the elderly take a well-earned rest from their labours. According to this 
view, greater chronological age is accompanied by social ageing: while youth is 
associated with increasing development opportunities, old age is characterised 
by a decline in possibilities. In Western society youth has become the cultural 
ideal: the message is ‘stay young as long as possible’. This has led to growing 
older being regarded as a problem for the individual concerned, and increas-
ingly – as a result of population ageing – for society: old age as a cause for 
concern. The present active integration policy to some extent questions this 
problematisation. In addition to the traditional, uniformly passive image of the 
older population, other images are now being put forward, ranging from a shift 
towards a homogeneous ‘active image’ to approaches which put the main em-
phasis on continuity of life. These latter approaches assume that older people 
either have more opportunity (and time) to participate in society in areas other 
than employment, or are able to remain active, and continuing to work, because 
they compensate for their declining capabilities with, for example, greater ex-
perience. However they may differ, these social perceptions of ‘old’ versus 
‘young’ have one feature in common: they all imply a different positioning of the 
young and the elderly with regard to the labour market. In the present climate, 
however, both entry to and exit from the labour market are increasingly unpre-
dictable, and both carry an increasing risk of exclusion. For older people this 
leads to the paradoxical situation that, with their life expectancy increasing and 
the growing pressure to remain young for as long as possible, there is at the 
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same time the strong possibility that, measured by participation in the labour 
market, they will be classed as ‘elderly’ at an ever younger age. 

Older people – like the young – are a diverse group; the age limits used to 
define them vary depending on the policy area concerned and, as the example 
of paid employment shows, even within one and the same policy area. There are 
also wide differences within age groups, for example as regards gender (popu-
lation ageing goes hand-in-hand with an increase in the proportion of women), 
economic activity, relationship with a partner, philosophical persuasion, rela-
tions with children and friends, income level, health, interests and scope for 
participation. This diversity means that population ageing has to be approached 
as a factual process which impacts differently on particular individual situa-
tions, and on the way in which people experience those situations. A study  
carried out in 2004 on how the Dutch perceive population ageing showed that 
roughly half regard it as a problem; interestingly, there was no difference be-
tween younger and older people in their views on this. Population ageing is 
generally seen as a problem by people who regard material or social advance-
ment as important; those who are more conservative or more concerned with 
enjoying life find it less of a problem. These differences in value patterns partly 
reflect differences in education: the more highly educated are more likely to 
regard ageing as a problem than people with a lower level of education. The list 
of anticipated problems includes deficiencies in care provision, increased health 
costs, a shortage of help from the voluntary sector, unemployment, economic 
decline and a lack of fellow-feeling between young and old. Attitudes to the ac-
tive integration policy also vary depending on the policy area: for example, try-
ing to force people into employment is more controversial than encouraging 
them to live independently for as long as possible. In Flanders data from  
a number of needs surveys have been brought together in a ‘monitor of local 
policy on the elderly’. The data were collected using a system of peer research, 
i.e. by people in the same age group as the respondents. The survey itself  
used a standardised questionnaire in which respondents were presented with  
a number of statements. A large majority of respondents aged over 60 agreed 
with the statement that older people should have a bigger say in matters  
affecting the elderly; the statements that ‘older people no longer count’ and 
‘older people are disadvantaged compared with other groups’ received less 
support.

The active integration policy is aimed at enabling older people to play a bigger 
part in the life of society in all policy areas. Responsibility for implementing the 
policy on participation by older people lies mainly at local level. Awareness of 
the huge diversity of the older age-group is key here: where one section of the 
elderly population regards being of ‘non-working age’ as offering the pleasant 
prospect of a life of leisure, others find themselves trying to make ends meet on 
a small or even quite inadequate pension. These differences are exacerbated by 
factors such as illness, but also by the ‘Mattheus effects’ inherent in social 
policy – the phenomenon whereby the benefits of social policy tend to accrue 
disproportionately more to the higher than the lower social classes. Poverty is 
today still mainly a problem of the young (especially those from single-parent 

Participation as a quality label
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families) and the elderly; this applies particularly to older people on a pension, 
women and those who live alone. At the same time, the fact that poverty prob-
lems are concentrated within certain districts and neighbourhoods tends to 
exacerbate the problem. The differences in demographic profile between cities 
and smaller municipalities mean that the imperatives driving social policy also 
vary. When devising a social policy, therefore, it is important to achieve a rap-

port between supra-local and local administrative levels, and when implement-
ing the policy to balance solidarity between income groups and between 
generations. 

Developing a policy with the participation of those concerned is seen as 
something of a ‘mark of quality’ for good social policy, not least at local level. 
Such participation in policy-making is important: where policy is formulated by 
people other than those directly affected by it, there is a considerable risk that 
the latter group’s interests will receive only limited attention and/or be  
a secondary rather than a central focus of the policy. In this regard, too, the 
situation of the elderly is a mirror image of that of the young. An over-specified 
approach, in which the interests of the elderly are set against those of children 
and young people, can have a negative effect on the social relationship between 
different age groups. This being so, it is essential not to restrict the idea of 
participation to active involvement in the policy-making process; a passive 
presence in that process is also important, i.e. policy must specifically set out 
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to promote each individual’s scope for development, based on a radical princi-
ple of non-discrimination. This approach also reveals that the concerns of dif-
ferent age groups are often similar: a healthy living environment; good, 
affordable housing; adequate services; mobility; opportunities for voluntary 
work; culture, sport and recreation – all of these are important elements in 
policy both for the elderly and the young. At the same time, similar ‘Mattheus 
effects’ are to be found in both policy areas. 

Care forms an essential part of the policy on the elderly. In both Flanders and 
the Netherlands care for the elderly is organised at different administrative 
levels, with a clear trend towards a greater emphasis on the local level. Since 
the passing of a decree on local social policy in 2004 local authorities in Flanders 
have been required to draw up a local social policy plan, in which they must 
ensure the maximum accessibility of social services. In the Netherlands, since 
the introduction of the Social Support Act (WMO) in 2007 local authorities have 
been given explicit responsibility for developing a policy to make it easier for 
vulnerable citizens (including the elderly) to take part in society. A key principle 
behind the organisation of care in both Flanders and the Netherlands is coop-
eration between the different services and coordination of these diverse and 
specialised provisions to create a ‘continuum of care’. In practice this means 
that the target groups are less likely to be defined primarily by age when devis-
ing care policy. This trend is more marked in Flanders than the Netherlands. 
Most provisions in Flanders are aimed at all age categories, though a number 
of them are used more intensively by specific age groups. Services taken up 
mainly by older people include accommodation, home care and home care sup-
port. Accommodation provisions include sheltered housing, residential homes 
and combined residential and nursing homes. The difference between them is 
that in sheltered housing and residential homes the emphasis is on the resi-
dential function, while combined residential and nursing homes are explicitly 
intended for older people with long-term medical conditions who need a high 
level of care. These combined homes are aimed mainly at the very elderly; on 
average, residents are almost 80 years old on admission, and the majority of 
them are women. A residential home is a form of collective living; sheltered 
housing is an intermediate form between living by oneself at home and collec-
tive living. A day-care centre, short-stay and/or night-care facilities may be 
attached to a residential home. Home care includes various forms of assist-
ance and services designed to support people in their own homes, such as 
assistance with personal care, domestic help and support within the home. 
This covers a wide range of services such as preparing meals, shopping, per-
sonal alarm systems or help with mobility. Home nursing means nursing care 
provided in the patient’s home by a trained nurse. Logistical help and supple-
mentary home care includes help with cleaning, doing odd jobs, providing com-
pany and monitoring the individual’s condition. The latter two can also be 
provided by charitable organisations, which are mainly staffed by volunteers. 
Home care support services, as their name suggests, are designed to support 
the provision of home care; among other things they provide recreation, educa-
tion and information as well as, for example, meals. 

The organisation of care for the elderly
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This lavish array of care provisions and services presents a picture of an 
older generation which is well cared for. In reality, however, this picture does 
not hold true; for many older people the cost of care is so high that they are 
forced to apply for social security benefit, while the accessibility of social provi-
sions and the wide range of help and services available often comes at the price 
of long waiting lists.

Studies and policy documents often start from the question whether population 
ageing should be seen as a problem or an opportunity. Approaching population 
ageing as a factual process shows that its impact varies depending on the spe-
cific situation of the older people concerned and the attention that policy-mak-
ers can and/or do devote to it. Existing social dividing lines – between old and 
young, between rich and poor, between the well-educated and poorly educated 
– are reflected and reinforced in the debate on population ageing. This observa-
tion suggests that any policy on population ageing must take account of the 
ultimate aim of the social policy and the choices made regarding solidarity. 
Population ageing raises questions about care and care provisions, but first and 
foremost it is also a matter of ensuring there is a good social policy.  
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