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Key messages

• Population ageing is rapid across much of  East, South-East and South Asia, and will 
emerge in PICs in coming decades

• It is happening at historically low country income & capacity levels

• Ageing has implications for growth, public finances, & living standards

• Pension & social protection systems in much of  the region are not well prepared for rapid 
ageing & the risks of  financial insecurity at older ages are significant

• High labor market informality complicates the challenge of  building robust pension 
systems which can promote financial security in old age

• Informal sources of  support for older people are also coming under strain due to falling 
fertility, migration, and shifting social norms

• The combination of  demographic, fiscal, social, and social protection factors makes the 
case for strengthening of  pension systems across the region urgent – with major challenges 
to balance wider coverage with adequacy of  financial protection & fiscal sustainability



Ageing is progressing rapidly across Asia, but at somewhat 
more gradual pace in most PICs

Transition period from ageing & aged societies (7 
to 14% 65+ population share)

• The rising share of  older population is a product of  rapid 

fertility decline & rising longevity – with fertility decline 

the dominant contributor

• AP has some of  the lowest fertility rates in the world 

(e.g., Korea, China, Singapore)



Ageing in Asia & Pacific also happening at much lower income 
levels than in OECD – countries “getting old before getting rich”

VN; INO

OECD countries 

overwhelmingly were well-

off  before they became aged 

societies, while the majority 

of  emerging economies see 

accelerated ageing before 

reaching high-income status 

– often without the well-

developed pension, health 

and other systems that are 

found in HICs

Working age population shares are 

peaking at relatively low-income levels

Source: World Bank, author calculations



Standard measures of  old age dependency paint a worrying 
picture around ageing in all but PICs

Source: Ageing Data Explorer, IIASA

Old age dependency ratio (OADR) OADR 

(15-64), Asian regions & world, 1950-2100 • The ratio of  working age population 

(15-64) to older population (65+) 

deteriorates sharply across the region in 

coming decades

• The projected shift in OADR in recent 

decades has been faster than previously 

projected due to faster than expected 

falls in fertility

• PICs mostly remain the exception in 

the region – with fertility rates still 

above 3 per woman in several countries 

(e.g., PNG, Solomons, Vanuatu, Samoa, 

Tonga, Kiribati)



Though taking improvements in health & education into account 
suggests a more benign picture – 60 really is the new 50…

Accounting for greater longevity substantially 
lowers the dependency ratio – the 
“prospective dependency ratio”..

…and accounting for changing productivity 
dramatically changes the picture – the 

“productivity weighted” dependency ratio

Prospective OADR, Asian regions & world, 1950-2100 China, productivity weighted labor force dependency 

ratio (PWLFDR), 2015-70



Demographics have contributed to economic growth in Asia – 
first as tailwinds & increasingly as headwinds

Total & working age population growth were key 
growth drivers for Asia in the late 20th century

For ageing Asia, demographics will be a drag 
on growth in coming decades



The impacts of  demographic trends on labor markets vary sharply – in coming 
decades the advanced ageing countries see rapidly shrinking workforces, while 

younger AP countries still see increased working age shares

Source: UN WPP, 2024

• For older EAP countries, 

demographics turning from 

tailwind to headwind

• For PICs, the tailwind 

continues for some time yet

• BUT – for rapidly ageing 

countries, important to take 

account of  “quality over 

quantity” effect of  much 

more educated younger 

cohorts



High labor market informality in much of  Asia-Pacific is a key 
factor shaping pension systems

Source: ILO

Informality has remained stubbornly 

high across the region • With relatively few exceptions (e.g., 

Korea & China), the share of  

informal workers in AP countries has 

remained high across the region

• The situation is complicated by the 

rise of  gig/platform work & absence 

of  a formal employment relationship 

& legal obligation to make pension 

contributions for workers

• For some countries, increased use of  

contract labor has further 

complicated the situation with 

respect to enforcement of  pension 

contribution mandates



High labor informality is strongly correlated with lower worker 
participation in contributory pension schemes

Contributory pension coverage as share of  working age 
population & informal employment share, latest year • Contributory pension systems 

struggle to observe & measure 

informal worker labor incomes

• Informal sector labor incomes also 

tend to fluctuate more, complicating 

standard monthly pension 

contributions 

• The frequent absence of  a steady 

employer relationship makes 

collection of  contributions from 

informal workers challenging

• As a result, mandating contributions 

for informal workers is usually 

avoided, resulting in low participation



Population dynamics are also straining traditional sources of  
support in old age, increasing expectations of  the state

• Rapid falls in fertility mean fewer 
children to support parents at older 
ages

• Steady (and in some countries rapid) 
falls in co-residence of  older people 
with adult children reduces in-kind 
support as parents age & may increase 
social isolation 

• Internal & international migration 
exacerbates this trend, with many left-
behind older people (though 
remittances often mitigate the financial 
impact of  family separation)

• In some countries, shifting social 
norms & expectations of  the state 
put further strains on family support to 
older members

Social attitudes on who is primarily responsible 

for old age support have shifted in Asia

Source: Jackson & Peter, 2015

Who ideally should be most responsible for providing 

income to retired people, %



Significant shares of  older people in AP work, 
often informally & by necessity – many are not “dependents”

Retirement plans by age group, Indonesia 

& Vietnam, early 2020s (% of  group)_

Source: ADB, 2024

Indonesia                    Vietnam

• In many AP countries, 40-60% of  

people in their 60s are still working, 

and this continues into their 70s for a 

significant share 

• Work at older ages is increasingly 

informal & in self-employment, as 

formal sector wage workers retire

• As a result, “retirement” for many 

workers is a luxury & many do not 

stop work till their health fails



While financial inclusion is improving in AP, it remains work in 
progress & only a minority are saving for old age

Source: World Bank Findex, 2025 

• The share of  banked population has 

increased over the past decade across 

much of  AP, in some cases sharply 

(e.g., China, Indonesia, India, 

Thailand) – though progress is 

uneven

• Digital payment of  public transfers & 

pensions have been a key driver of  

the increase

• But smaller shares are using accounts 

to save, and often small minorities to 

save for old age



Despite improvements in financial inclusion, concerns about financial 
security in old age are widespread & financial literacy often low 

Half  or more of  adults are worried about old age 
savings in many AP countries

Source: World Bank Findex, 2025 

• Multiple surveys reveal acute 

concern across age groups on 

adequacy of  savings for old 

age

• Across East & Southeast Asia, 

fewer than 20% of  adults have 

more than 2 months of  

financial buffers in case of  

income shocks

• Basic financial literacy also 

remains a challenge in most 

countries in the region



Final observations…

• Pension systems across much of  AP are not yet well-prepared to provide adequate financial 
protection for a growing older population, presenting significant risks of  rising old age 
poverty

• The combination of  demographic, fiscal, social, and social protection factors makes the case 
for strengthening pension systems across the region urgent – but with major challenges to 
balance wider coverage with adequacy of  financial protection & fiscal sustainability

• So long as high informality continues, better financial protection at older ages will require a 
combination of  contributory pensions & a wide coverage social pension to help address the 
under-coverage of  informal sector workers

• Fiscal demands of  expanding pension coverage need to be carefully assessed – but if  well-
designed can be manageable



Thank you
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