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Old age, gender and related policies


Generally speaking, there is usually a clear neglect of gender in the formulation of old age policy. A partial reason for this phenomenon is the fact that sociology and other social sciences have always followed an andocentric tradition. Therefore, they often make male experiences the object of discourse and take male thinking patterns and ways of life as the norm. Due to rising gender awareness in recent years, some sociologists advocate that gender be given a core position in addressing the problem of social disintegration and that gerontologists should pay attention to the facts that elderly women are economically poor and have low status in society.

From the mid-1980s, the Western world began to pay attention to the double oppression from age and gender. The social construction of old age dependency is actually a model that builds on the notion of women as weak beings. Mainly in the name of protection, old people and women are excluded from paid work. Nowadays, young people fear that older people will not retire as much as men feared women’s entry into the workplace in the past. As a result, old people and women are hidden in society and find themselves in a dismal economic situation. So some people with strong gender awareness began to examine how and why aging differently impacts men and women. Consequently, different policies must be formulated to deal with gender differences.

Quantitative data on gender differences in old age

1. Population statistics 

According to the annual population statistics for 2004 by the Ministry of the Interior, the Taiwan area has a population age 65 and older of 2.150,475 people, including 1,083,496 (52.46 percent) men and 1,066,979 (47.54 percent) women. The statistics show that there is no significant gender difference for the old age population younger than age 84, but for the population age 85 or older, females clearly outnumber males.

2. Family and marriage
According to the MOT’s monthly population tatistics for February 2005, the remarriage rate or males stood at 34.2 percent in 1990 and at 54 percent in 2003, representing a 21.6 percent rise. The remarriage rate for females stood at 18.1 percent in 1990 and at 17.9 percent in 2005, representing a 0.2 percent decline. It is evident that the female remarriage rate is much lower than that for males. Moreover the gap between the two rates has been growing wider from 16.1 percent 3 years ago to 36.1 percent now.

3. Economic situation 

With 39.8 million women working in 2001, the labor participation rate of women in Taiwan good at 44.46 percent of the total female population, surveys show. While this rate has been growing over the years, it is still low in comparison with 49 percent for Japan and South Korea and a 60 percent labor participation rate for the United States. Furthermore, since part-time work opportunities can satisfy women’s needs to take care of the family and concurrently hold a job, in most countries women account for a quite high share of employees in part-time work, with females accounting for more than 50 percent of the part-time workforce in the Netherlands, for more than 30 percent in Australia, Japan, Britain, and Germany, but for only 10 percent in Taiwan. Since the female employment rate and part-time work rate is low, women’s ability to accumulate economic resources is affected. In 2001, female income earners had an average (annual) income of NT$385,000, or a per capita GDP of US$15,100, accounting for just 52 percent of the male income. This shows that there is a considerable difference between the two genders regarding opportunities to accumulate economic resources within the economic structure.
4. Health situation

The study “International comparative research of Taiwan’s gender statistics and women’s life status “founding late 2000 that 172, 000 people among the population age 65 or older need long-term care, accounting for 9.1 percent of the total aged population. Among those requiring long-term care, accounting for 9.1 percent of the total aged population. Among those requiring long-term care, women outnumbered men by 20 percent. Moreover, many widowed women were among this group. Furthermore, in terms of health care needs, elderly women have a higher probability to suffer from chronic illnesses and are often ill for a longer time than men. Statistics show that 80 percent of osteoporosis sufferers in Taiwan are female. For women age 75 or older, the osteoporosis rate reaches 90 percent.
The future direction of Taiwan’s old age policy


According to a forecast by the Council for Economic Planning and Development, Taiwan’s “aged population” will reach 20 percent of the total population in 27 years, that is in 2032. Then there will be one elderly person in every five persons in the Taiwan area (CEPD 2005).


Given that demographic aging has already become an inevitable trend, old age policy must not again be portrayed as a policy for “problematic old people” or a policy that services only a few “problematic old people,” that transfers the elderly to medical care or welfare systems, while neglecting the lives and welfare of the vast majority of elderly people who have no problems.


An active old age policy should be a policy that guides society on how to regard the elderly. The basic consideration of old age policy is: why “old person/people?” an asset for society or a burden on the state after all? Are the elderly a social problem or is society creating problems for old people? The important thing is that we find out how to enable all elderly people across the country to live in a land with hope and happiness. Taiwan’s current old age policy is actually a policy of social exclusion in old age that turns the elderly into objects for medical care and welfare. Not only is it unable to squarely look at the potential of old age, it is also unable to tolerate old people’s room for life and to create a possible opportunity for them.

Besides, as an analysis of gender differences in old age life construction in Taiwan found, male aging is a process of unloading responsibilities, while female aging means to keep taking on responsibilities and even to unfold a new life. In other words, during old age, men tend to want to take a good rest, they reduce their participation in labor and society and ignore the rest of the world, while women tend toward an active and exposed social life.

1. Basic thoughts on old age policy

Scholars in Taiwan are currently already broadly discussing old age policy, but mostly take the “young-old” or late middle-aged persons as its counterparts, while using “male discourse” to describe all old people, manifesting policy building based on the thinking that old age means withdrawal and unloading of responsibilities. This article adopts a radical gerontology-oriented old age policy which emphasizes the ideas of gerotranscendence and gender mainstreaming and advocates re-weighing and affirming the value and potential of the elderly. Importance should be attached to the living differences and needs of old people of different genders and at different stages of life so that more refined key points for different policies can be formulated.

Regarding the discourse mentioned above, old age policty that is based on current and future abilities and living needs in old age, excluding old people with special physiological problems or illnesses, could roughly follow a three-stage principle.

1. Opportunities and space: These needs mainly target people age 65-74 and are concretely reflected in the improvement of the living environments as well as in political participation, learning, employment, marriage, and other policies of social participation.

2. Loving care and companionship: These needs mainly target people age 75-84 and are concretely expressed in community, family, and at-home services policies for the elderly.
3. Nursing and caregiving: These needs mainly target people age 85 and older and are concretely expressed in medical care and welfare policies for the elderly.
2. Establishing laws against age discrimination (ageism)

Age is not an original sin and every person has the right to be free from fears over age. Modern society is full of age discrimination and the labor market is most apt to highlight the severity of the problem. If we leaf through newspaper recruitment ads, ads that set an age limit (for applicants) are ubiquitous. It seems that there are already no work opportunities for people in their forties or fifties, but the cruel thing is that a lot of them still need to support a family. Even within the workplace older people are often regarded as a group that opposes reforms and does not seek progress. Faced with the violence of age discrimination, many people choose early retirement as their way out.


Women suffer most in the ageist labor market. Since women are responsible for childrearing and caregiving, they are often forced to give up work and stay at home. In case they want to go back to work they are often rejected due age discrimination. Thus, they do not only lose opportunities to build up economic resources for old age, but also have their social stage compressed. Therefore, the top priority of old age policy should be to establish an “Age Discrimination Act” that allows the people who live in Taiwan to be free from age related discrimination in language, work , learning, marriage, family, and medical care. The United States established its “Age Discrimination in Employment Act” in 1967 with the goal of prohibiting any private enterprise or government institution from using age as criterion in hiring people in order to guarantee the right to work of persons 40 years of age or older. The Act emphasizes that work opportunities must be based on individual ability and not on a person’s birth date. While Congress does not have the power to demand that companies hire non-suitable or unproductive employees, it demands that people are hired based on itemized criteria and does not allow that certain age limits are arbitrarily set.

3. Creating a barrier-free living space for old age
If we make an analysis from the aspect of living structures, our world has essentially been tailor-made for young people. Old people living in Taiwan face a lot of obstacles, in particular old women. Aside from age discrimination and gender discrimination in society, the low income of women in late life negatively affects their lives and increases their dependency on others. In terms of mobility needs, since old women are less likely to be able drive a car, their opportunities to go on trips, go shopping, see a doctor, visit friends and relatives, and participate in society are restricted. This is even more the case in places with scarce public transport or high prices. The design of Taiwan’s public buses also fails to consider the needs of old people, as the steps are too high and the seats badly designed, creating obstacles for old people who take the bus. Besides, old people have week legs, poor balance, and deteriorating eyesight. But community park design, the anti-slip and anti-fall equipment in public venues, the installation of street furniture, and library facilities do not care about the needs of old people. It’s not that old people don’t like to go out, but since leaving the house is inconvenient they can’t do otherwise but stay confined to the home. Therefore we must start with basic living structures if we want to solve the “aged people problem,” and build a barrier-free living space for the elderly. Only then can we create a happy, joyful life for the elderly.

Expanding room for life and living opportunities in old age


If we always consider the phenomenon of demographic aging with a negative attitude, don’t then rising nutrition and health standards and an expanding average life span mean that we ourselves are digging the graves for the state and society? A forward-looking, active old age policy must make old people and even young people feel that “old” means a world that entails hopes and expectations. Only then will we be able to eliminate the worries and panic that people currently have about being old. All in all, from now on the major guidelines for old age policy should be as follows:
1. Affirming the value of line in old age, highlighting the different ways of life of the elderly.

2. Changing the ageist culture, prohibiting making age rather than real ability the assessment criterion.

3. Abolishing or deferring forced retirement systems, increasing the time for flexible work.

4. Increasing opportunities for relearning and retraining in old age, while promoting companies’ technological development to ease physical burdens.

5. Reducing wrong incentives and wasting of national productive resources such as early retirement benefits, which increase the dependent population.

6. Assisting the elderly with employment support and even providing loan opportunities for business founders.

7. Increasing funding for research on chronic disease prevention in old age, in particular preventive work on high blood pressure, osteoporosis etc. in elderly women.

8. Improving the environment of streets, communities, and other public venues, creating a barrier-free space for life in old age.

