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The aging of the population is a critical issue at the 

global level. Some experts call it a "silver tsunami", 

which will have enormous consequences, especially 

for societies throughout the developed world: for 

Japan, North America and Europe. These societies 

are affected by a combination of past birth rates, 

increasing life expectancies, progressive 

improvements in health care and declining fertility. 

According to the UN report “World Population 

Ageing 2013” the global share of elderly (aged 60 

years and older) increased from 9.2 percent in 1990 

to 11.7 percent in 2013 and will continue to grow 

reaching 21.1 percent by 2050 (United Nations, 

2013). Nevertheless, even in developed countries 

there is a risk that an aging population, as a 

vulnerable part of the society, can face serious 

financial difficulties in their “golden” years due to 

lack of available resources in case of appearance of 

external economic factors such as economic 

recession or decreasing number of working 

population. At the same time, SDG 1 dealing with 

poverty issues sets up a target of building resilience 

for the poor and those who are in vulnerable 

situations. Therefore, there are some upcoming 

policy problems for the next half-century, and 

present policy-makers have to prepare societies for 

the consequences of an aging population and their 

financial insecurity.* 

Introduction 

In 2050 the number of older population is expected 

to have doubled from the 841 million in 2013, to 

reach roughly 2 billion globally. At the same time, 
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about two thirds of the world’s elderly live in 

developing countries, rising to nearly 8 in 10 by 

2050 (United Nations, 2013). Financial insecurity 

and poverty especially in some of these countries is 

general problem, and the older population can be 

considered as one of the most vulnerable 

population groups in these terms.  

In developed countries public transfers provided 

through government, such as pensions and health 

care, address the problem of financial security 

among the elderly, as it is the major source of 

income security after retirement. The role of such 

financial support varies among developing countries 

and in majority older population cannot rely on 

public help; older population relies more on labor 

income, assets and network of private supporters.  

Moreover, public and nonprofit sectors tend to pay 

more attention to poverty among children than 

elderly. Even in developed countries, there is 

competition between the old and the young: 

allocation of funds should be wisely spread between 

health care for the elderly and education for 

children (Jecker, 2012). 

The concept of social resilience offers a useful 

starting point for understanding the mechanisms 

that hinder or enable local communities and 

individuals in recognizing and coping with the 

continuous changes that these demographic 

changes present.  

Individual and Collective Social Resilience: 

Case Study of Phoenix Metropolitan Area, 

United States  

The United States is going to be one of the leaders 

in terms of size of aging population in the future. As 
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the baby boomer generation reaches retirement 

age in the coming decades, American metropolitan 

areas face the serious problem of an increased 

demand for supportive services. This situation is 

complicated by the fact that many of the elderly will 

have limited financial resources, leading to a 

growing number of seniors struggling with poverty 

and financial insecurity (Bauer et al., 2010). Even 

though the United States is a leader in economic 

development, only 30-50 percent of elderly 

consumption is covered with public support, while 

federal funding for social services is shrinking, and 

local organizations will play a key role in supporting 

the low-income elderly in American metropolitan 

areas. 

From theoretical prospective such processes can be 

seen as ‘slow-burns’ for the society or slow 

continues changes. If we see it a slow-burn, it is 

possible to make system more resilient to this slow 

continues disturbance. Adger (2000) introduced a 

term of social resilience as the "ability of groups or 

communities to cope with external stresses and 

disturbances as a result of social, political and 

environmental changes" and later (Adger et al., 

2005) as it is about building institutions for social 

reorganization and collective action, robust 

governance systems, and a diversity of livelihood 

choices. 

Social resilience in the literature is described mainly 

at two levels: individual and community. Resilience 

researchers that focus on the individual use a 

common vocabulary centered on the identification 

of "risks" to human development, and the 

"protective factors" and "vulnerabilities" in the lives 

of individuals that influence their ability to positively 

negotiate these adversities (Wild et al., 2011, Butler 

et al., 2003, Bonanno, 2004, Ungar, 2012, Reich et 

al., 2010). At the community (collective) level, 

resilience is closely tied to the economic and 

political circumstances of a community, as well as to 

the strength of its social institutions and social 

networks e.g. public, private and nonprofit sector 

(Norris et al., 2008, Maguire and Cartwright, 2008, 

Hall and Zautra, 2010). 

Adaptation can be seen as the best approach to 

make system more resilient when slow-burn 

changes occur. It can be considered as a proactive 

measure to prevent slow changes in the system as 

well as applied simultaneously with the occurrence 

of the stressor and slow decline of the system, 

therefore diminishing negative consequences. In its 

turn, adaptation includes both adaptive capacity 

(such as availability of information, skilled workers, 

financial resources, social infrastructure, public 

engagement, etc.) and adaptive action or strategy 

as subcategories (Pelling, 2010). 

The current approach was applied to Phoenix 

Metropolitan Area, one of the most popular places 

for the retirement in the United States, where 

qualitative research was conducted in order to 

understand how metropolitan area adapts to 

growing number of again population in poverty. It 

was discovered that that there is shortage of 

adaptive capacities such availability of social 

workers, demographic data awareness, diversity of 

funding sources of public and nonprofit institutions, 

affordable housing and health care, accessible 

transportation. However, there are many 

opportunities for volunteering, which is seen by 

majority of interviewed stakeholders as the largest 

capacity for helping to support low-income seniors 

in the future. 

From strategy point of view, local governments and 

nonprofit organizations in Phoenix metropolitan 

area mostly play a connector role in linking seniors 

to government benefits available through various 

federal and state departments for low-income 

seniors. Nevertheless, social workers recognized 

that there will be fewer resources available for their 

programs and services. The solution they see is 

stronger partnerships, finding opportunities with 

minimal costs and maximum outcome. The second 

hope, mostly of nonprofit actors, is that baby 

boomers themselves, as a more educated and 

healthy generation than previous ones will actively 

support each other, and participate in the work of 

local nonprofit organizations through volunteering 

programs. Ashcraft (2008) argues that despite 

volunteers’ value, their direct service “cannot pick 
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up the slack left by government budgets cuts and 

decreased funding for human services. A new way 

to fund nonprofits must be found for those who 

believe paid staff can be reduced by recruiting 

additional volunteers. Volunteers are not ’free’ 

labor." 

Taking into consideration all of the collected data 

and ongoing public discussions, it is possible to 

conclude that ‘responsibilization’ of society — to be 

more precise, the ‘responsibilization’ of the aging 

population and especially the baby boomers’ 

generation and their family members — is taking 

place, which supports pushing the responsibilities of 

structural failure, such as the recent economic crisis, 

insufficient poverty measures, and promised Social 

Security benefits, from the public sector to 

individuals. Such approach is focusing on helping 

individuals to “alleviate their difficulties, rather than 

allocating resources to address the structural 

problems that contribute to these difficulties” 

(Amos et al., 2002, Welsh and Parsons, 2006) relying 

on individual resilience.  

The study in Phoenix metropolitan area research 

has shown that aging with financial insecurity in the 

United States is a growing reality, as it is in many 

countries, and that not all actors that interact with 

aging populations recognize it. Returning to the case 

cited earlier, research shows that local actors in the 

Phoenix metropolitan area are developing strategies 

for how to cope with the coming demographic 

change. However, current discussions about 

financial security in retirement age were found to 

mainly target future retirees, who still can make 

different private decisions in order to provide 

enough financial resources for retirement. The 

financial insecurity of current- or near-retirement 

older adults is mainly ignored by important decision 

makers. Instead, services and programs that can 

help to prevent personal crises are promoted largely 

by local nonprofit organizations. Overall, society still 

tends to promote personal resilience and 

responsibilization in such cases. 

Issues for further consideration  

A sense of social responsibility should spur a new 

broadening of the social safety net as in developed 

as well as in developing countries because of 

current medical progress, when people’s life 

expectancy continues to increase, and cultural 

changes, where many older adults are disconnected 

from their families and live independently.  

The main challenge is to find a balance between 

individual and social responsibility. It is important to 

understand to what extent individuals and their 

families should assume responsibility for their own 

welfare and be resilient to external shocks, and to 

what extent there is a social responsibility 

supported by public capacities to ensure a 

reasonable quality of life for all citizens, including 

the elderly? This balance should recognize the 

power of and limits to both individual and social 

resilience in creating a social realm that benefits all 

citizens. Therefore, the following issues could be 

addressed by decision makers: 

 Provide realistic information about financial 

security in retirement years and engage 

seniors in planning processes to meet their 

needs and expectations if possible; 

 Raise awareness of the problem of seniors’ 

financial insecurity among all possible 

stakeholders, maintain and develop the 

existing capacities of local organizations 

that can help to establish social resilience; 

 Provide more opportunities to ‘age in place’ 

for low-income seniors by increasing the 

capacities of social infrastructure; 

 Promote corporate social responsibility 

(CSR) strategies focused on aging 

population among private companies. 

After the agricultural, industrial, and digital 

revolutions, we should find a way to make the first 

step toward an ethical revolution, engaging 

accumulated resources for a common future. 

Indeed, “it is not enough for a great nation merely 

to have added new years to life,” as John F. Kennedy 

said, “our objective must also be to add new life to 

those years,” and that would be one step toward 

meaningful ethical changes in our society. 

 



4 
 

 

References 

Adger, W. N. (2000). Social and ecological resilience: 
Are they related? Progress in Human Geography, 
24(3):347–364. 

Adger, W. N., Hughes, T. P., Folke, C., Carpenter, S. 
R., and Rockstrom, J. (2005). Social-Ecological 
Resilience to Coastal Disasters. Science, 309(5737): 
1036–1039. 

Amos, S. K., Keiner, E., Proske, M., and Radtke, F.-O. 
(2002). Globalisation: Autonomy of education under 
siege? Shifting boundaries between politics, 
economy and education. European Educational 
Research Journal, 1(2):193–213. 

Ashcraft, R. (2008). Nonprofits: Delivering Human 
Services. In Morrison Institute for Public Policy, 
editor, Greater Phoenix Forward, pages 28–37. 
Phoenix and AZ. Available online at 
http://morrisoninstitute.asu.edu/sites/default/files/
content/products/GPF_SustainEnhancHumServInfra
str.pdf. 

Bauer, F., K., A., and C., T. (2010). Aging in Poverty: 
A Call to Action. Alliance for children and families. 
Available online at http://seekonk-
ma.gov/pages/SeekonkMA_Human/AgingInPoverty.
pdf. 

Bonanno, G. A. (2004). Loss, trauma, and human 
resilience: Have we underestimated the human 
capacity to thrive after extremely aversive events? 
American psychologist =ISSN 0003-066x, 59(1). 

Buessing, M. and Soto, M. (2006). Getting to the 
Top of Mind: How Reminders Increase Saving. 
Center for Retirement Research at Boston College. 

Butler, A. S., Panzer, A. M., and Goldfrank, L. R. 
(2003). Preparing for the psychological 
consequences of terrorism: A public health strategy. 
National Academies Press, Washington and D.C. 

Even, W. and Macpherson, D. (2007). Defined 
contribution plans and the distribution of pension 
wealth. Industrial Relations: A Journal of Economy 
and Society, 46(3): 551–581. 

Hacker, J. S. (2008). The great risk shift: The new 
economic insecurity and the decline of the 
American dream. OUP Catalogue. 

Hall, J. S., Zautra, A., Borns, K., Edwards, E., Stigler, 
M., Toon, R. W. N., and Rasmussen, E. (2010). 
Unlocking resilience: The key to healthy aging in 

Arizona. Available online at 
https://morrisoninstitute.asu.edu/sites/default/files
/content/products/UnlockingResilience.pdf. 

Jecker N.S. (2012) Aging And Ethics: Philosophical 
Problems in Gerontology. Humana Press, New York. 

Maguire, B. and Cartwright, S. (2008). Assessing a 
community’s capacity to manage change: A 
resilience approach to social assessment. Canberra 
ACT and Australia. Available online at 
http://www.tba.co.nz/tba-
eq/Resilience_approach.pdf. 

Norris, F. H., Stevens, S. P., Pfefferbaum, B., Wyche, 
K. F., and Pfefferbaum, R. L. (2008). Community 
Resilience as a Metaphor, Theory, Set of Capacities, 
and Strategy for Disaster Readiness. American 
Journal of Community Psychology, 41(1-2): 127–
150. 

Pelling, M. (2010). Adaptation to Climate Change: 
From Resilience to Transformation. Taylor & Francis. 

Reich, J. W., Zautra, A., and Hall, J. S., editors (2010). 
Handbook of adult resilience. Guilford Press, New 
York. 

United Nations, Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs, Population Division (2013). World 
Population Ageing 2013. ST/ESA/SER.A/348. 

Ungar, M., editor (2012). The social ecology of 
resilience: A handbook of theory and practice. 
Springer, New York. 

Welsh, P. J. and Parsons, C. (2006). Social justice, 
service delivery and welfare: reform the politics of 
deprivation, disaffection and education in the 
district of Thanet. Education, Citizenship and Social 
Justice, 1(1): 39–57. 

Wild, K., Wiles, J. L., and Allen, R. E. S. (2013). 
Resilience: thoughts on the value of the concept for 
critical gerontology. Ageing & Society, 33(Special 
Issue 01):137–158. 

http://morrisoninstitute.asu.edu/sites/default/files/content/products/GPF_SustainEnhancHumServInfrastr.pdf
http://morrisoninstitute.asu.edu/sites/default/files/content/products/GPF_SustainEnhancHumServInfrastr.pdf
http://morrisoninstitute.asu.edu/sites/default/files/content/products/GPF_SustainEnhancHumServInfrastr.pdf
http://seekonk-ma.gov/pages/SeekonkMA_Human/AgingInPoverty.pdf
http://seekonk-ma.gov/pages/SeekonkMA_Human/AgingInPoverty.pdf
http://seekonk-ma.gov/pages/SeekonkMA_Human/AgingInPoverty.pdf
https://morrisoninstitute.asu.edu/sites/default/files/content/products/UnlockingResilience.pdf
https://morrisoninstitute.asu.edu/sites/default/files/content/products/UnlockingResilience.pdf
http://www.tba.co.nz/tba-eq/Resilience_approach.pdf
http://www.tba.co.nz/tba-eq/Resilience_approach.pdf

