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Health system responses to population declines: call for papers
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Globally, 63 countries reported that their
populations peaked before 2024.' The de-
cline of working-age population, coupled
with the rise in ageing population, can
lead to increased demand for health care,
social care, long-term care and pensions,
in addition to diminished tax revenues
and government fiscal capacity.

Population declines result in work-
force shortages, including health and
care workforce, as in many countries,
those who enter the health workforce
cannot compensate for those who retire.
Workforce shortage increases workload
among health workers,” compounds
burnout and attrition and can com-
promise quality of care. High-income
countries often resort to recruiting
health workers from other countries,
which affects health services in source
countries.” Such migration affects both
source and destination countries by
reducing the number of young, working-
age individuals in origin countries while
temporarily easing staffing shortages in
destination countries.

In light of the world’s rapidly ageing
population, the United Nations General
Assembly designated 2021-2030 as the
Decade of Healthy Ageing, and Member
States committed to implementing key
actions to add healthy years to life.”
The Decade calls for well-designed
health systems and supportive societal
environments to promote healthy age-
ing, and a paradigm shift in attitudes,
recognizing the potential and invaluable
contributions of older adults. However,
the 2021-2023 progress report on the
Decade reveals that fewer than one third
of countries have adequate resources to
support key action areas.® This gap un-
derscores the need to translate political
commitments into tangible actions — but

doing so requires substantial implemen-
tation capacity.

Some older individuals live in vul-
nerable situations, with factors such as
ethnicity, disability, mental illness, low
socioeconomic status, limited educa-
tion or poverty further compounding
their vulnerability. In 2020, the World
Health Organization (WHO) estimated
that 142 million older individuals could
not meet their basic needs, with women
being more affected.” Moreover, ageism
is still prevalent. Ageism has multiple
impacts on the health and well-being
of older people.® In some studies, more
than half of older people surveyed expe-
rienced loneliness and had lower scores
of physical and mental health-related
quality of life.” This situation empha-
sizes the need for inclusive policies and
community-driven interventions to
address these issues.”

The Bulletin of the World Health
Organization calls for papers on the mul-
tidimensional impacts of population de-
cline and ageing. The Bulletin welcomes
papers that explore multisectoral policy
responses, including in health systems,
aimed at ensuring sustainable social ser-
vice infrastructure and health systems
resilience through adequate workforce
and financing to respond to these de-
mographic transitions. Topics of interest
include multisectoral policies that sup-
port social connection, combat ageism
and enhance coordination of health
and social care. Such policies include
delivering support to caregivers and
person-centred, integrated care and pri-
mary health services that are responsive
to older people. Other priorities involve
developing age-friendly environments,
strengthening intergenerational solidar-
ity and supporting independent living.
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Furthermore, appropriate economic and
retirement policies that facilitate continu-
ing employment or income-generation
activities for older persons are needed.

Papers focusing on comprehensive
economic and social policies to increase
fertility rates, reduce poverty, maintain
income, foster employment, improve
gender equality and support early child-
hood development, are welcome. Addi-
tional topics of interest include effective
multisectoral collaboration through
a whole-of-government approach in
response to population decline and age-
ing, along with strategies for health and
care workforce and delivery modes of
long-term care. Strategies include pal-
liative care and the involvement of older
persons and civil society in supporting
older populations and technological
adaptation. Papers could also explore
the policy and practice of implementing
advance directives to support digni-
fied death and dying. Older people’s
strengths and contributions to families,
communities and society should be
highlighted and acknowledged.

The Bulletin welcomes contribu-
tions from stakeholders, public health
decision-makers, researchers and com-
munity representatives, especially from
low- and middle-income countries.

The deadline for submissions is
16 June 2025. Manuscripts should be
submitted in accordance with the Bul-
letin’s guidelines for contributors and
the cover letter should mention this
call for papers. This theme issue will be
launched at the Prince Mahidol Award
Conference in January 2026. W
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