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A call for change
When the International Council on Active Aging (ICAA) celebrates the anniversary of
its founding on October 1, the International Day of Older Persons, the organization also
celebrates its membership in the global community of organizations that recognize the
benefits and needs of aging populations.
Founded in 2001, ICAA began promoting the vision of active aging a year before the
release of the Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing, 2002. The Madrid Plan
called for changes in attitudes, policies and practices so that people aged with dignity
and security and were empowered to participate fully in society. ICAA developed into a
leader in uniting diverse organizations and individuals under the banner of active aging.
Since then, we have called upon, collaborated with, and advised governmental agencies,
nongovernmental organizations, cities, companies, suppliers of products and services, and
numerous others interested in improving quality of life for adults ages 50 and above. Together, as the active-aging industry, we strive to transform responses to population aging.
A watershed moment
In July 2015, a watershed moment arrived when “healthy aging” emerged as a theme at
the White House Conference on Aging. While much of the discussion centered on medical care, this theme acknowledged the roles of physical activity, nutrition, and cognitive
health play. Input from the public emphasized the need to “ignite a culture change” in
attitudes to recognize older adults as positive contributors in their communities and to
support age-friendly communities.
Then in September, the World Health Organization echoed the need to change attitudes
toward aging when it released the “World Report on Ageing and Health.” The agency
later announced the “Decade of Healthy Aging” beginning in 2020.
Change and opportunity
What does the Decade of Healthy Aging mean to our industry? For me, we have a new
global model, one to grasp, where the definition of healthy aging is based in each individual’s functional ability—to live fully, with more ability than disability. Expectations of
longer lives are changing. We have the opportunity to lead the charge.
The time has come for us to ignite that culture of change. To recommit our organizations,
and ourselves, to going beyond where we are today and delivering ever-more innovative
programs and environments to support healthy, active aging.
By working with our global community of allies who support the Decade of Healthy
Aging, we will only strengthen our impact. Most importantly, we will change lives. So
please join me, ICAA, and your fellow members and associates in embracing this Call to
Action and sharing it with others.

Colin Milner, CEO
International Council on Active Aging®
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Preparing for the
Decade of Healthy Aging,
2020–2030
The aging of the populations of most countries around the
world is having a profound impact on the attitudes toward longer lives. Individuals expect to be active and involved long past
the traditional retirement age of 65 years old. Policy makers and
economists are beginning to make recommendations based on
life stages rather than a specific age. Spurred by the demographic
trends, governments and private organizations are rethinking
their responses to the older population. A key aspect of the debates about aging populations is the realization the older adults
are not necessarily a burden on society, but rather contributors
to economies and social needs.
The philosophy of active aging is explained by the World Health
Organization as the “process of optimizing opportunities for
health, participation and security in order to enhance quality of
life as people age.”1 In the Final Report from the White House
Conference on Aging 2015, “healthy aging” was explained as
living a long, productive, meaningful life and enjoying a high
quality of life.2
To implement these ideas, the International Council on Active
Aging (ICAA) promotes the vision of all individuals—regardless of age, socioeconomic status or health—fully engaging in
life within seven dimensions of wellness: emotional, environmental, intellectual/cognitive, physical, professional/vocational,
social and spiritual.
As the world moves through the 21st Century, multiple trends
are influencing the lives of older adults.
People are living longer than they ever have. Because
people are living longer and rates of new births are declining, the proportion of older adults in a country is becoming larger. Globally, there are about 901 million people
ages 60 years and older (2015). By the year 2050, the global
population of people 60 years and older is projected to
reach over two billion.3 And the number of centenarians
(100 years and older) will double to nearly 3.4 million.4
Life spans are lengthening. Globally, life expectancy
at birth is projected to rise from an average 70 years in

2010–2015 to 77 years in 2045–2050.2 As life spans increase, so does the potential for adding more years of
health and fewer years of disability (compression of morbidity). Health-related quality of life encompasses prevention of, or management of, chronic health conditions as
well as maintaining functional ability, social support and
economic stability.5 As people age, adding more years of
health is a personal as well as economic imperative.
As people age, the risk of developing a chronic health
condition increases. Health conditions such as cardiovascular diseases, diabetes, arthritis and cancers are more
often found in older populations. Some of these conditions are referred to as “lifestyle diseases” because they are
related to physical inactivity, poor diet choices, emotional
stresses and lack of cognitive activity. They are also related
to lack of access to medical care. Chronic health conditions are among the most common and preventable health
problems, according to the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.6
Functional impairments can limit older adults’ ability
to engage in daily life. In the United States alone, almost
one-quarter (22%) of all 65+ adults reported having at
least one limitation in vision, hearing, mobility, communication, cognition and self-care (2014). At age 85 or older,
42% reported having a functional limitation.7 Functional
ability is a core component of the definition of healthy
aging outlined in the World Health Organization’s “World
report on ageing and health” and a goal that emerged from
the White House Conference on Aging.
Stereotypes and negative attitudes (“ageism”) inaccurately shape society’s perceptions of aging. Stereotypes
assume that as people age they become frail, confused and
unable to participate in a rapidly changing and technology-driven world. There is an assumption that older adults
are a “burden” on society. Ageist attitudes do not account
for the millions of individuals with distinct personalities
and abilities who do contribute to the larger society. In
2016, the theme of the International Day of Older Persons
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is “Take a stand against ageism” to bring attention to the
need to counteract stereotypes.
Older adults who hold negative beliefs about aging
have poorer health and functional ability. Individuals
who believe that older people are more ill or have memory
loss, tend to perform more poorly on cognitive and physical assessments compared to older people who do not
hold those beliefs.8,9 Conversely, studies have reported
that when people’s attitudes toward aging improved, their
functional or mental health also improved.10,11
Older adults provide great value to their families,
society and the economy. Policy restrictions based on
age alone, such as mandatory retirement ages, have limited
older adults’ ability to work, which results in economic consequences for individuals as well as for society at large. On
the other hand, people 65 years and older compose a large
percentage of the unpaid workforce as caregivers and volunteers, contributing billions of equivalent dollars to local
economies. To continue these contributions, older adults
must have the functional abilities and health to do so.
The quality of life of older adults improves when they
actively engage in the dimensions of wellness. There is
a large body of evidence demonstrating that people who
engage in physical activity, maintain social connections,
are cognitively active, and acquire or use their skills report
being more able in physical and cognitive function, and
being more satisfied with life.12,13,14,15,16
Given these trends, the World Health Organization adopted a
“Global strategy and action plan on ageing and health.”17 The
strategies are built on defining “healthy aging” as enhancing the
functional abilities that enable well-being in older age.18 The
global strategy features two goals:
1. From 2016 to 2020, take evidence-based action to maximize functional ability that reaches every person.
2. By 2020, establish evidence and partnerships necessary to
support a Decade of Healthy Aging from 2020 to 2030.

The active-aging philosophy and professions are at an inflection point around the world. It is time for a new model of aging,
one that expands the understanding of “health” to emphasize
functional abilities. When asked, most older adults consistently
emphasize that they want to stay independent and be of use to
their families and communities. Their functional abilities are
key to achieving these goals. You, the professionals in active aging, have the tools to provide the environments and services that
develop functional ability—in each dimension of wellness.
Take action to redouble your efforts to fight against ageist stereotypes and maximize the functional ability of each person you
meet. Join with your colleagues and the international community to launch 2020 as the Decade of Healthy Aging.
ICAA’s recommended action steps
• Commit to today’s older population and future population by
creating an environment that promotes well-being and health
along the life span.
• Educate the public, older adults and colleagues about the
potential of the aging population and the philosophy of active aging. Be an advocate, and translate the information so
that when colleagues and clients hear about the Decade of
Healthy Aging, they understand what it means to them.
• Implement interdisciplinary partnerships aimed at enhancing
the functional abilities of older adults. Team with professionals in medicine, fitness, therapy, recreation and life engagement to coordinate efforts and send consistent messages on
the approaches to maintaining abilities.
• Educate older adults on the relationship of their lifestyle
choices—including healthy eating, meaningful pursuits,
physical activity, and social and spiritual activities—to their
functional abilities and feelings of well-being. Then devise
programs and campaigns with specific, measurable outcomes
to put education into action.

ICAA Call to Action

• Expand the physical dimension of wellness to include the importance of evidence-based nutrition, along with healthcare
and physical activity, for preventing or managing chronic
conditions and fueling day-to-day functional ability.

Since 2001, the International Council on Active Aging has
joined with organizations and individuals around the world to
promote active aging and the dimensions of wellness framework. ICAA issues a call to action for its members and all professionals working with older adults to take action to implement
the goals of the global strategy.

• Emphasize the active participation of older adults, to the
best of their abilities, in formal and informal opportunities
within the dimensions of wellness. Work to shift attitudes of
care staff and families to embrace the reality that older adults
are capable of doing many things, and a better role is helping
them do so. The more sedentary a person is and the more
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useless an individual feels, the more likely that person is to
become frail and depressed.

Demography of Aging (PGDA) at Harvard University. Available August 12,
2016, at https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/pgda/working

• Develop environments in urban and rural locations, buildings and open spaces that are accessible and desirable to older
adults. Join the age-friendly communities movement to advocate for better infrastructure, and encourage older adults to
do so.
• Provide opportunities for older adults to serve as active-aging
role models and educators, framing their role in changing
negative perceptions of aging. A tactic is to encourage older
adults and colleagues to identify role models of aging through
ICAA’s Changing the Way We Age® Campaign.
• Make extra effort to bring the active-aging philosophy and
programming to people in long-term care. Integrate older
adults at all stages along the continuums of cognitive and
physical function.

5. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (n.d.). Health-related quality of
life. Retrieved from http://www.cdc.gov/hrqol/concept.htm
6. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2016 update). Chronic Disease
Overview, National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention and Health Promotion. Retrieved from http://www.cdc.gov/chronicdisease/overview/index.htm.
7. Federal Interagency Forum on Aging-Related Statistics. (2016). Older Americans 2016: Key Indicators of Well-Being. Available at http://www.agingstats.gov
8. Lamont, R. A., Swift, H. J., & Abrams, D. (2015). A review and meta-analysis
of age-based stereotype threat: Negative stereotypes, not facts, do the damage.
Psychology and Aging, 30(1), 180–193.
9. Marques, S., Swift, H. J., Vauclair, C. M., Lima, M. L., Bratt C., & Abrams,
D. (2015). “Being old and ill” across different countries: social status, age identification and older people’s subjective health. Psychology and Health, 30(6),
699–714.
10. Bennett, T., & Gaines, J. (2010). Believing What You Hear: The Impact of
aging stereotypes upon the old. Educational Gerontology, 36(5), 435–445.

• Partner with researchers and professors at universities and research centers to encourage studies on the results of programs
that enhance the functional abilities of older adults.
• Advise product manufacturers and service providers on how
they can design, develop and deliver products and services
that are inclusive for all ages and abilities.
Active-aging professionals and organizations are well positioned
to implement the global strategies. They are experienced in delivering evidence-informed and evidence-based opportunities
to help older adults maximize their functional abilities and feel a
sense of well-being throughout their lives.
In the wake of the outcomes of both the World Health Organization report and strategies, and the key focus areas of the
White House Conference on Aging, it is time to join the global
community to embrace active aging across the life span.

11. Levy, B. R., Pilver, C., Chung, P. H., & Slade, M. D. (2014). Subliminal
strengthening: improving older individuals’ physical function over time with an
implicit-age-stereotype intervention. Psychological Science, (12), 2127–2135.
12. Anderson, N. D., Damianakis, T., Kröger, E., Wagner, L. M., Dawson, et al.
The BRAVO Team. (2014). The benefits associated with volunteering among
seniors: A critical review and recommendations for future research. Psychological Bulletin, 140(6), 1505–1533.
13. Blazer, D. G., Yaffe, K., & Liverman, C. T. (Eds.). (2015). Cognitive Aging:
Progress in Understanding and Opportunities for Action. Consensus Report.
Committee on the Public Health Dimensions of Cognitive Aging, Board on
Health Sciences Policy, Institute of Medicine of the National Academies. Available at http://nationalacademies.org/hmd/reports/2015/cognitive-aging.aspx
14. National Endowment for the Arts. (2013). The Arts and Aging: Building
the Science. Summary of a National Academies Workshop, Research Gaps and
Opportunities for Exploring the Relationship of the Arts to Health and WellBeing in Older Adults. [prepared by Mary Kent and Rose Maria Li]. Available at
https://www.arts.gov/publications/arts-and-aging-building-science
15. Ryan, P., & Smith, E. (2015). ICAA/ProMatura Wellness Benchmarks National Report 2015. International Council on Active Aging. Available at http://
www.icaa.cc/business/benchmarks.htm
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