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Dear readers,

At first glance, these are merely two numbers: The average 
life expectancy of women in Japan is 86 years, whereas the 
average woman in Sierra Leone only lives to be 44 years old. 
But this is a huge difference, and it demonstrates the close 
relationship between old age and prosperity. To put it in more 
drastic terms, people from poor countries die sooner.

In Germany, the proportion of people over the age of 60 was 
about 17 percent in 1960. In 2020 that figure will be about 30 
percent—and it will continue to increase. This development 
faces internationally operating companies such as Evonik with 
considerable challenges. How long should our employees work 
in the future? How can we optimally structure their working 
environment? And where can we find talented and well-qual-
ified employees in the future?

The social challenges we face are obvious: Our social welfare 
systems must care for increasing numbers of elderly people, 
and the need for well-trained and sensitive caregivers can 
hardly be met as it is. In Japan, this caregiving is increasingly 
being carried out by robots (page 16). Some people are fasci-
nated by this technology, but others are repelled. For example, 
the homes for seniors in Namibia are doing very well without 
any robots. The people we visited for our article “Retirement in 
Africa” told us they are now experiencing something they had 
missed in their countries of origin: respect and appreciation 
for the elderly (page 32). 

Henning Scherf, a former mayor of Bremen, is 78, but he 
doesn’t seem the least bit elderly and is a splendid debate 
partner. He has some very definite ideas about the role that 
older people ought to play in our society and about the public 
policies that must be implemented in order to create the right 
framework for this role. Scherf doesn’t care whether his posi-
tions contradict those of his political party or of labor unions. 
His arguments refer only to active aging itself, rather than 
dealing with current policies (page 36). 

Even though today many people are enjoying a much healthier 
old age than was the case in the past, the biological limits of 
old age cannot be pushed back arbitrarily. The gerontologist 
Karl Lenhard Rudolph estimates that this limit is 120 years at 
the most. The Frankfurt-based photographer Karsten Thor-
maelen has created a photo series of people who have already 
celebrated their 100th birthdays. His sensitive portraits reveal 
the dignity and beauty of old age (page 28). These faces reflect 
an entire century, and they should encourage us to reconsider 
the idea that our lives consist mainly of a struggle against the 
march of time. After all, a zest for life does not depend on an 
individual’s age.

Christof Endruweit, Editor in Chief

“Old age and prosperity  
are closely related”

Retirees from the northern hemisphere are 
happily aging in southern countries such as 
Namibia
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ORIGIN The word “age” is derived  
from the Old French “aage” or 
“eage” via the Anglo-Norman “age”
TYPICAL ASSOCIATIONS Age group,  
under age, middle age, old age,  
retirement age
SYNONYMS Seniority, senescence,  
maturity, longevity
ANTONYMS Childhood, youth
USAGE  
GENERAL: The length of time something 
has existed 
BIOLOGY: Living for a large number of 
years, the final stage of life 
HISTORY: Era, period 
COLLOQUIAL USE: Any long period  
of time
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c o n t e n t s

Koya Ishikawa, founder of the Silver Wing retirement home 
Because there is too little nursing staff, robots have to take care 
of elderly people in Japan. Observations in a country where new 
technologies are widely accepted. Page 16

“The seniors spend a lot of time 
with the robots and their inter-
action re-energizes them”
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They include fashion models, entrepreneurs, and 
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Many Germans emigrate to countries such as Namibia, where nursing 
care is more affordable and the weather is better
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Some villages have an above-average proportion of centenarians. 
We visited such a village in China

Essay 
Seeing the world in a positive light—bestselling author Hajo 
Schumacher would like people to adopt a new attitude toward life

Debate 
Are seniors stealing young people’s future? Former Bremen mayor 
Henning Scherf, who is still young at heart, disagrees
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The Japanese have the world’s longest life expectancy. Our report 
shows how the country is coming to terms with this fact
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The older, the better. Many things become more valuable with age, 
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Gerontologist Karl Lenhard 
Rudolph provides answers
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His book featuring their photographs and stories is now available 
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Facts + Figures
p e o p l e  a n d  v a l u e s
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35
percent of the people over 45 in 
Germany can imagine serving as 
childminders for other people’s 
children

Christiane Feuerstein
is an Austrian architect 
and author of the book 
GenerationenWohnen 
(Detail Verlag) 

1 Our society is 
getting older 

and older. What 
implications does 
this have for archi-
tecture? Good archi-
tecture is integrative, 
promotes social 
inclusion, and creates 
spaces that have sen-
sual qualities and that 
can be effectively 
used by everybody, 
no matter what their 
age. Short paths 
and easily accessible 
surroundings enable 
even people with 
impaired mobility to 
move about on their 
own.

2 What’s new 
about intergen-

erational concepts? 
They combine the 
various facilities that 
are available in a 
person’s immediate 
neighborhood: cafés 
and shops as well as 
infrastructure such 
as adult daycare 
centers and kinder-
gartens—all of them 
embedded within a 
neighborly environ-
ment. Community 

initiatives, neighbor-
hood networks, and 
shared households 
enable residents to 
give as well as to 
receive.

3 How can this be 
implemented 

in practice? This 
can be done in the 
planning phase by 
developing models 
that make it easier 
to network urban 
planners, architects, 
building societies, 
and healthcare 
providers with one 
another, and in the 
implementation 
phase by using ap-
propriate operating 
and administrative 
concepts.

about samba than 
anyone else. That’s 
why the Velha Guar-
da (“Old Guard”) 
was established at 
the time in order to 
bring former samba 
dancers, musicians, 
and singers together 
so that the wealth 
of carnival traditions 
could be preserved. 
The aim was to 
preserve the roots of 
samba for the future 
and to transport its 
historically evolved 
values into the vari-
ous communities. 

Age plays a major 
role for the “Old 
Guard.” To join it, 
a person must be 
over 50 years old 
and must have been 
an active member 

THE GUARDIANS 
OF SAMBA

Samba cel-
ebrated its 
centenary in 
November of 
last year. That 
the dance has 
managed to 
remain popular 
for so long is 
mainly due to 
the efforts of 
Velha Guarda

Samba has under-
gone many changes 
during its history 
and has been subject 
to a wide variety of 
influences. One of 
the reasons for its 
popularity is that 
there have always 
been some musicians 
who are inspired by 
its traditional roots. 
In the 1960s, for 
example, attitudes 
at the samba schools 
and carnival societ-
ies in Rio began to 
change so that tradi-
tion and experience 
were once again in 
demand.

This also increased 
the importance of the 
elderly members, be-
cause the old-timers 
obviously knew more 

Samba is an 
expression of 
pure passion. 
However, it 
also means 
hard work for 
traditionalists

of a samba school 
for at least the last 
25 years. In order to 
ensure the success 
of their tradition-fo-
cused mission, the 
elderly members 
actively take part in 
the schools’ admin-
istration and advise 
the various com-
mittees by drawing 
on their wealth of 
experience and 
expertise. 

In recent times the 
Velha Guarda has 
become so well-
known that some 
of its members also 
perform “old school” 
samba in front of in-
ternational audiences 
in countries such as 
Austria and Germany.

General information 
about the Carnival in 
Rio: http://liesa.globo.
com/hillaut etur

Christiane Feuerstein
“Good architecture is 
integrative”

3  q u e s t i o n s  f o r

Source: Institut für Demoskopie Allensbach
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p e o p l e  a n d  v a l u e s
facts+figures

Never  
at Rest

a c t i v e

Demographic change is begin-
ning to affect German universities 
as well. The current course at the 
“Universität des 3. Lebensalters” 
(“University of the Third Phase of 
Life”) is devoted to aging in science 
and experience. This education cen-
ter at Goethe University Frankfurt 
is geared toward elderly students. 
Thirty-five years ago, it became one 
of the first universities in Germany 
to open its lecture halls to knowl-
edge-hungry senior citizens. 

The range of courses on offer is now 
as diverse as the number of colleges 
and universities in the country. The 
easiest way to attend a university 
as an elderly person in Germany is 

as a non-degree student. Such stu-
dents attend selected lectures and 
seminars but are not eligible to take 
exams. All in all, around 34,800 
non-degree students were enrolled 
at German colleges and universities 
in Winter Semester 2015/2016. More 
than half of these students were 60 
years of age or older.

Popular topics of study among 
senior citizens are history, philos-
ophy, and economics. Although 
anyone with an abitur diploma 
is eligible to study at a universi-
ty in Germany to earn a degree 
that qualifies the holder for a job 
or profession, few elderly people 

choose to do so. In Winter Semester 
2014/2015, only 0.2 percent of the 
regular students had reached the 
retirement age. 

Like Goethe University Frankfurt, 
several other German universities 
are offering a customized senior 
citizens’ program in which par-
ticipants receive a certificate upon 
completing a term paper after 
approximately four semesters of 
study. One reason why the uni-
versities want to separate old and 
young students is that the senior 
citizens might compete with the 
young students for seats in the 
lecture halls. 

Annemarie Dose  
She had no plans to 
retire at 65. Instead, she 
set up a food bank in 
1994 to distribute meals 
to the needy

Betrand Russell  
No mellowing with age: 
The philosopher was 
arrested in 1961 for a 
sit-in—at the age of 89

Grandma Moses  
She discovered her 
talent late in life. She 
didn’t begin to paint 
until household chores 
became too hard for her 
at the age of 75

Mieczyslaw Horszowski  
A passionate pianist 
who still thrilled his fans 
with new recordings at 
the age of 98

What Do You Expect from Old Age?

Johanna Uekermann, National 
Chairperson of the Young 

Socialists  
I expect everyone to benefit 

from a just pension system by 
then: a system that doesn’t pit 
young against old, but instead 

creates social equality and 
eliminates old-age poverty.

Tom Cridland, entrepreneur 
and fashion designer  

I will simply look at my age 
as a number, because I doubt 

very much that my zest for life 
will diminish in any way. On 

the contrary, I look forward to 
growing old in the company of 

my family. 

Shida Bazyar, author of the 
novel Nachts ist es leise in 

Teheran  
I would love to be able to 

look back on these politically 
turbulent times and think: We 

warded everything off very 
well. My worry is that we 
won’t be able to say that.

Sven Schmidt-Rohr, CEO of 
the startup ArtiMinds  

Over the next 50 years, we 
will experience a technological 

and social revolution such as 
last occurred between 1870 
and 1920. Our generation 

can’t even imagine what life 
will be like when we are old.

 

2002/2003

2014/2015

The percentage of non-degree students who 
are 60 or older in Germany

60 or older

Lifelong Learning 

Driver’s license with expiry 
date Whereas elderly drivers 
in Spain can only renew their 
license after passing a medical, 
Germans have rejected such 
checks. By contrast, some states 
in the USA allow even 14-year-
olds to drive a car, if accompa-
nied by their parents. 

At the Wheel Country Supervised  
driving

Driver’s  
license

Period of validity of 
driver’s license

Medical checkup required 
for renewal

Germany 16 or older 18 or older Before 2013: No limit
Since 2013: 15 years

No

France 15 or older 18 or older 15 years No

Spain 17 or older 18 or older Under 65: 10 years
65 or older: 5 years

Yes

USA According to state: 14–16 According to state: 16–18 According to state: 4–12
65 or older: 2 years

No

Sources: Statistisches Bundesamt 
(Destatis)
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“I’m not a 
nostalgic 

person. I like 
to live in the 

present”
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Headstrong
He found his calling 

at an early age—and 
he followed his path 
without making com-
promises. That’s one 
reason why Bob Dylan 
is the first musician to 
win the Nobel Prize in 
Literature.

One of Dylan’s best-
known songs is “The 
Times They Are 
A-Changin’.” He wrote 
it in 1963, when he was 
in his early twenties. 
The times may have 
changed, but Bob 
Dylan still does what he 
wants, even at the age 
of 76. He started out as 
a folk musician playing 

protest songs on an 
acoustic guitar. Later 
he switched to electric 
guitar, a change that 
put off a lot of his fans. 
However, he gained 
more and more new 
ones because he could 
tell a story about the 
human condition as elo-
quently as Shakespeare 
or Homer. Throughout 

his career he has also 
written dozens of songs 
that together make up 
their own canon. It’s 
therefore all the more 
astonishing that Dylan 
recently decided to re-
interpret another can-
on—the Great Ameri-
can Songbook, classic 
standards immortalized 
by Frank Sinatra and 

others. This was a 
headstrong idea, espe-
cially as Dylan’s raspy 
voice doesn’t seem to 
fit those mellow tunes. 
Still, it’s the type of idea 
that makes people love 
Dylan, who continually 
sells out shows, despite 
the fact that he’s been 
touring more or less 
non-stop since 1988 

and plays around 100 
dates a year. After his 
“Never Ending Tour” 
arrived in Stockholm 
in March 2017, Dylan 
dropped by to pick 
up the Nobel Prize he 
had been awarded a 
few months earlier. 
Stockholm wasn’t on his 
itinerary up until then.

THE TIMES 
THEY HAVE 
A-CHANGED

They’re musicians, fashion designers, models, kings of finance and 
queens of countries—all of them are over 70 and all have experienced 

and learned a great deal throughout their lives. We can learn from 
them how to grow old without losing our curiosity and lust for life

p e o p l e  a n d  v a l u e s
portraits
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p e o p l e  a n d  v a l u e s
portraits

“Nature 
determines 

your age, but 
you determine 
your attitude”

In shape
Ever since he 

showcased his steeled 
body at a fashion 
show, 80-year-old 
Wang Deshun as been 
known as “China’s 
hottest grandpa.”

Is it ever too late to 
reinvent yourself and 
make your dreams 
come true? No, says 
Wang Deshun, who 
made his debut as a 
runway model in 2015 
at the age of 79, caus-
ing a worldwide me-
dia sensation. Wang’s 
appeal had a lot to 
do with his age—but 
people were also 
impressed by the phy-
sique he showed off at 
a fashion show staged 
by the designer Hu 
Sheguang, particu-
larly his ripped upper 
body, the result of 
three hours of training 
every day. Wang, 
who used to work in 
a factory and as an 
actor, began going to 
a gym regularly when 
he was 50 and started 
lifting weights seri-
ously when he was 70. 
One of his nicknames 
in China is “laoxian-
rou,” which means 
“old fresh meat.” 
Wang recently said 
that one way to find 
out if a person is over 
the hill is to ask them 
if they’re still willing 
to try out things 
they’ve never done 
before. Wang’s latest 
project involves a plan 
to take his first-ever 
skydive. He may have 
trouble finding the 
time for this, howev-
er, as he’s now a much 
sought-after model 
who has recently 
done testimonials for 
brands such as Ree-
bock and Ermenegildo 
Zegna.
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“We shouldn’t 
take ourselves 
too seriously. 
No one has a 
monopoly on 
knowledge”

Eternal
Elizabeth II has ruled 

the United Kingdom 
for more than 60 years 
now, and she’s never 
been more popular.

When Queen Elizabeth 
celebrated her 90th 
birthday in April 2016, 
there was virtually 
no one in the UK who 
didn’t wish her well. 
Even the old punk 
rocker John Lydon 
admits that he would 
miss the Queen if she 
wasn’t around—and he 
launched his career and 

that of his band, the Sex 
Pistols, 40 years ago 
with their controversial 
song “God Save the 
Queen.” 
The Queen hasn’t had 
it easy during her reign 
over an empire that was 
already in decline when 
she came to the throne 
in 1952 at the age of 
27. She then faced 

increasing criticism as 
the years went by. In 
the 1990s, she watched 
as her daughter-in-
law Diana captured 
the hearts of people 
around the world, and 
it took a long time for 
many of Elizabeth’s 
subjects to forgive her 
for her cool reaction to 
Diana’s death in 1997. 

However, as Elizabeth 
got older, she also 
seemed to lighten up, 
even taking part in a 
James Bond skit for the 
opening of the 2012 
Summer Olympics. She 
has learned that true 
greatness comes from 
magnanimity. In 2012 
she became the first 
head of state to preside 

over the opening of 
two Olympics (she 
also opened the 1976 
Summer Olympics in 
Montreal). Staying ac-
tive seems to keep her 
young: In the pictures 
for the Diamond Jubilee 
celebrating her 60-year 
reign, she looked even 
better than she did in 
the 1990s.
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p e o p l e  a n d  v a l u e s
portraits

“You can’t plan 
your life. But 

you should try to 
understand it”

Eccentric
He clothes pop stars 

and politicians alike—
Paul Smith is still one 
of the most creative 
people in his industry, 
even at the age of 71. 

Fashion is constantly 
changing, but style is 
timeless. Few people 
know that better than 
the British designer 
Paul Smith, who has 
been in the fashion 
business for nearly half 

a century. He started 
out with a small shop in 
Nottingham; today he 
rules a fashion empire 
with dozens of outlets 
from London to Kuwait 
and Tokyo and annual 
revenues of more than 

£200 million. This 
British eccentric is 
particularly popular 
in Japan because of 
his style, which Smith 
describes as “classics 
with a twist.” His trade-
marks are his sense of 

humor and his colorful 
striped patterns, which 
adorn everything from 
boxer shorts to Mini 
Coopers. Quirky and a 
little flamboyant—the 
mixture has always 
been popular. For ex-

ample, Pink Floyd and 
Led Zeppelin used to be 
regular customers, and 
these days even British 
politicians love the suits 
designed by Smith.
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13

“The future may 
depend on many 

things, but it 
actually lies in the 
hearts and minds 

of people”

Superman
With an estimated 

net worth of more 
than US$30 billion, 
Li Ka-shing is one of 
the world’s richest 
individuals.

He’s old—but he’s 
rich. According to 
Forbes magazine, Li 
Ka-shing has a net 
worth of more than 
US$30 billion, and the 
88-year-old, whose 
nickname is “Su-
perman,” isn’t done 
yet. “No,” Li replies 
brusquely when asked 
by an interviewer 
whether he plans to 
retire soon. The thing 
that drives Li is the 
poverty he grew up 
in. He once said that 
he was never able to 
get rid of the bitter 
taste of helpless-
ness and isolation. 
Li moved to Hong 
Kong as a teenager. 
He established his 
first company when 
he was 19 and ended 
up earning a fortune 
with plastic flowers. 
Today he has holdings 
in companies all over 
the world and in all 
sectors. He was a big 
believer in Facebook 
from the beginning, 
and in 2007 he invest-
ed US$60 million in 
the company, which 
was a startup at that 
time. He has a finan-
cial interest in ports 
from Rotterdam to 
Panama, and he owns 
40 percent of the 
Rossmann drugstore 
chain in Germany.
Despite his great 
success, Li is modest 
in his appearance—for 
example, he always 
wears cheap watch-
es. There are more 
important things in 
life, after all—like 
remaining the richest 
man in Asia.
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found at  
magazine.evonik.com
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p e o p l e  a n d  v a l u e s
essay

The Urge to Act
The bestselling author Hajo Schumacher would like 
people to adopt a new attitude toward life

Certain things are needed to make aging a pleasant experience—financial security, social relationships, 
spirituality, and mental health. Still, none of these things can make seniors happy if they have doubts 
about themselves. If they look at the world positively, the world does in fact get better

14

a letter rose with each line read. “Hedonistic adaptation” 
is how scientists refer to the human talent for regaining a 
more or less normal mood after suffering a setback.

Researchers at the German Center of Gerontology are 
now studying how seniors “can change their negative 
attitudes,” as the psychology professor Clemens Tesch-
Römer puts it. Finally somebody’s come out and said it: 
The image all of us have of retirees is disastrous. “Age 
needs to be detoxified,” Frank Schirrmacher, the late 
publisher of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung news-
paper, wrote in his bestseller Das Methusalem-Komplott 
(The Methuselah Conspiracy). 

The views of gerontologists can help with this “de-
toxification.” Gerontologists distinguish between the 
“third” and “fourth” ages. In the third age, the mind 
and body still function well enough to allow a person to 
ride a bike, go hiking, and attend cultural festivals. The 
fourth age begins at the point—usually around age 80—
at which a person becomes increasingly frail and often 
requires assistance. 

Rights and obligations in all phases of life
However, even this advanced age does not necessarily 
have to end in mass caregiving, as many examples in my 
book Restlaufzeit (The Time Remaining) illustrate. The 
simple fact is that loneliness is a brutal killer and com-
panionship saves lives. The former television report-
er Sven Kuntze, who evaluated several nursing homes 
from the inside as a resident, has the following to say on 
this subject: “The future belongs to the community, re-
gardless of its size or type—communities where people 
lead independent lives and get help when they need it.” 

The time has also come to get the “young elderly” to 
do their part. The third age should not be a permanent 
vacation paid for by society for people with a grumpy 
attitude that it is somehow their right. Instead, older 
individuals must take on more responsibility for them-
selves and others. The great journalist and author Peter 
Scholl-Latour once said dryly, “I work every day. If I had 
retired at 65, I would be long dead by now—and if not 
dead then dumb.” 

Only around 15 percent of the working population is 
actually “burned out” by the age of 65. Most of the rest 
often abound with energy. Is it unreasonable to expect 
these fit elderly individuals to take on a few responsi-
bilities—for example, keeping themselves more or less 
in shape physically, mentally, and spiritually? Doesn’t a 

We are living against the rules of nature. After 
all, propping up the useless half of a population 
has never been a part of evolution. A person’s 

uselessness begins when his or her children are able to 
support themselves. After that you’re deadwood and not 
worth repairing if you break down. An animal with hip 
joint problems will not survive for long. Our surgeons, 
on the other hand, are now testing procedures for re-
placing worn-out artificial hip joints after 20 years. 

This is how we fool nature—and also stumble into 
unknown territory, in nearly all affluent post-indus-
trial societies. I was born in 1964, along with 1.35 mil-
lion other Germans. This was the year with the highest 
birthrate in Germany. When we baby boomers begin 
retiring around 2030, the social security system will 
start to creak under our weight. There’ll be too many old 
people and not enough children—so who’s going to pay 
for everything? This is a new and scary situation in the 
history of humankind.

The first thing we need to do is to abandon our deeply 
rooted, age-old Calvinist belief that human existence 
after one’s working life is mainly a cost issue. An intense 
debate is currently under way in France about “success-
ful aging,” and Scandinavian societies are very accept-
ing of senior citizens, even those with physical disabili-
ties. One can learn to age well if one gets rid of the toxic 
stereotype of deterioration. 

Bicycle paths and cultural festivals
Has Mick Jagger ever asked himself whether he should 
be jumping around a stage in his mid-70s? No, he just 
does it. It’s not society that assigns the elderly the role 
they currently play; they do that themselves by acting as 
if they’re somehow diminished, by failing to adapt, and 
by continually apologizing for the fact that they exist. 
Seniors are like volcanoes: Some are extinct, some are 
dormant, and some are very active.

The Harvard psychologist Ellen Langer has impres-
sively demonstrated just how powerful an optimistic 
attitude can be. Her experiment involved inverting the 
vision tests everyone hates so much. In Langer’s test, 
the small letters were on top, so it got easier and easier 
to read the letters as you moved toward the bottom. As 
it turned out, the senior citizen test subjects identified 
the letters much more accurately than before. In other 
words, their vision got better because they had more 
self-confidence—the likelihood of correctly identifying 

“Loneliness 
is a  brutal 
killer.  
Community 
saves lives”
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society that pays out pensions for decades have a right to 
expect some cooperation? Calm and experienced peo-
ple are needed everywhere—in libraries, parks, schools, 
daycare centers, local government—and as caregivers 
for the elderly as well. Ten hours of community work per 
week—is that too much to ask from a 70-year-old? No, as 
such work can lend life new meaning. In their new roles, 
elderly individuals can act as purveyors of wisdom, as 
mediators, or as guardians of tradition, history, and 
great stories. Moreover, when life has meaning there’s 
no room for boredom, loneliness, and desperation.

Alexander Künzel, Chairman of the Bremer Heim-
stiftung nursing home foundation, sums up the situ-
ation clearly: “Soon there will not only be more older 
people but also far fewer people in the workforce. Ba-
sically, we will run out of caregivers. More people will 
have to volunteer in the future, and I’m banking on our 
robust retirees. We offer courses in evening school that 
provide tips on how to get involved in the community 
in Bremen. The elderly are breaking down the doors for 
these courses. The potential is huge.”

p e o p l e  a n d  v a l u e s
essay

Mirror, mirror...
Old people who live like 
young people are often 
ridiculed. That’s a mistake, 
because how people see 
themselves is more than just 
an illusion
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Everyone would benefit: There would be less loneliness, 
and the great gap between the idle and those who work 
would be bridged. There would be more appreciation 
and a better social climate. Is this utopian? Let’s be seri-
ous: The principle that people should be both supported 
and challenged applies in every phase of life.

It sounds paradoxical but it’s nevertheless true that 
greater respect for the elderly can only be attained if we 
start talking not only about rights but also about obli-
gations. Aging must be viewed as a potential service to 
the community, which definitely needs strengthening 
in many ways. Those who want to be taken serious-
ly should also take themselves seriously. We tell our 
children to get out of their comfort zones, and it’s not 
too much to ask that we do the same. Like youth, the 
third age is both a learning and an experimental phase. 
Enough energy, creativity, and knowledge are available.

There’s no question that a lot of issues need to be tack-
led and we are moving into uncharted waters. However, 
only after we learn to appreciate ourselves when we get 
old will we get the respect we deserve from the younger 
generations. Once liberated from the pressures of a ca-
reer, children, and the time clock, there’s plenty of room 
for more meaning in life than just television, shopping, 
and complaining. A little less money could help with 
this transformation of our view of old age.

There’s too much talk about money in a debate that 
focuses on crumbs in the form of percentage points rath-
er than on the major issues of meaning and dignity. Our 
language, our willingness to learn, our attitude, and 
our cooperation are like additional pensions and medi-
cations whose value is underestimated. A kind word or a 
positive experience have the power to reignite our entire 
neural system—for better or for worse. Progress, heal-
ing, and growth are possible at all levels and at all times.

Making the best of the time remaining
A long-term study conducted at University College Lon-
don has shown that physical deterioration slows down 
in happy senior citizens. However, “happiness” means 
a lot more than the material security that the timid Ger-
mans in particular misinterpret as the mark of a satis-
fying life. For example, some sprightly 90-year-olds are 
in better form than gloomy people in their late 60s—not 
because the 90-year-old has better genes or a bigger 
pension but instead because he or she has a more healthy 
attitude toward life.

In other words, we ourselves have to take respon-
sibility for our health, our brains, our social contacts, 
our finances, our awareness, and our spirit. The rule of 
thumb here is that our overall feeling of well-being will 
only be as positive as the weakest of these factors. Those 
who have a lot of money but see no meaning in life will 
not age successfully. However, those who have a share of 
everything have a good chance of leading a fulfilling life 
in the time remaining to them.

Hajo Schumacher is 
co-manager of the Berlin 
office of Der Spiegel 
magazine and edi-
tor-in-chief of the life-
style magazine Max. He 
also hosts TV talk shows 
and has written numer-
ous books (some under 
the pen name Achim 
Achilles). The subtitle 
of his book Restlaufzeit 
(“The Time Remaining,” 
published in German 
by Eichborn-Verlag) is 
“How to enjoy a good, 
fun, and affordable life in 
old age”
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WELCOME

Their work-
ing day 
starts in the 
early morn-
ing and ends 
just before 
midnight, 
but they say 
they can 
handle it

“I’ll probably go 
right here from my 
counter straight  
to a nursing home”
Harumi Inagaki  
At 75, she still runs a restaurant 
with her husband—continuing 
to work in old age is increasingly 
the norm in Japan 

TO THE     FUTURE
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Japan has the world’s highest life expectancy—and the world’s lowest birth rate. With the 
population in decline, fewer and fewer young people are having to support more and more 

senior citizens. Japan thus offers a foretaste of the future of many developed countries
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p e o p l e  a n d  v a l u e s
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“Now we’re going to 
sing a song together. 
We’ll start on three. 
One, two...”
Pepper the robot  
talks to residents 
at the Silver Wing 
retirement home and 
keeps them enter-
tained with games 

Group 
sessions: The 
robot takes 
on the role 
of caregiver 
and encour-
ages seniors 
to perform 
gymnastics

TO THE     FUTURE
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m e n s c h e n  u n d  w e r t e
reportage

A regular customer pulls open the sliding door 
and makes a slight bow as he enters the restau-
rant. The door rattles a little, and the wood at 

its edge has turned dark. Still, everything else here is 
sparkling clean. “Welcome, welcome,” Harumi Inaga-
ki calls from inside. She points to a seat at the counter, 
brings over a hot towel for her customer to freshen up 
with, and sets down a little snack of cooked beans and 
boiled mushrooms without being asked to do so. She 
knows exactly what Mr. Kimura likes, because he’s been 
a regular in her restaurant in Chiba, a city located near 
Tokyo, for 43 years now. Harumi Inagaki is 75. 

Her husband, who is also over 70, heaves a cast-iron 
pot with oil onto a gas range behind the counter, as he 
gets ready to cook up some fried vegetable tempura. He’s 
also grilling some eel and mackerel and chicken skew-
ers. While everything is cooking, he quickly cuts up raw 
tuna to make sashimi. He does all of this more or less 
simultaneously, without losing track of anything. 

Kimura actually worked in Inagaki’s restaurant 
when he was a student 40 years ago. After completing 
his studies, he remained loyal to the establishment. 
He frequently drops in for a chat and sometimes holds 
family celebrations here. The three—the Inagakis, the 
restaurant, and Kimura—have truly grown old together. 

As far as Harumi Inagaki is concerned, they can 
continue to grow old together for some time to come. “I 
want to keep running this restaurant until I am physi-
cally no longer able to do so,” she says. She can’t imagine 
living an idle life as a retiree. “I’ll probably go right here 
from my counter straight to a nursing home,” she ex-
plains. Her working day starts early in the morning and 
ends just before midnight, but she says, “I can handle 
that without any problem!”

“I will 
run this 
restau-
rant for 
as long as 
my body 
allows it”
Harumi Inagaki  
Her regulars have 
grown old with her 

Issued back in 1978:  
“Licensed to prepare highly 
toxic dishes. Mr. Inagaki may 
serve customers puffer fish”

Mr. Inagaki cuts up fish while 
his wife prepares a stew

They run a 
typical Japa-

nese “izakaya” 
(bar/restau-

rant)
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Like Inagaki, more and more Japanese now continue to 
work far beyond the traditional retirement age of 60. This 
is one of the consequences of the aging of Japanese soci-
ety, which is proceeding at a faster pace than in Europe, 
for example. This trend of working after the retirement 
age has long since become visible in Japan, where gray-
haired, stooped seniors pack groceries in supermarkets 
and elderly taxi drivers struggle to lift heavy luggage 
into their trunks in Tokyo. Surveys show that nearly 
half of all companies no longer place limits on the age of 
their employees, and that this percentage is increasing. 
The trend has also reached the top management level. 
For example, the editor-in-chief of the Yomiuri Shim-
bun newspaper, which has the highest circulation in the 
world, turned 91 in May. Shinsei Bank has an 88-year-
old CEO, and he makes the bank’s president look like a 
spring chicken at 69. 

Whereas academics and managers enjoy working 
longer into old age, an additional job has become a bitter 
necessity for other seniors whose pensions simply aren’t 
enough to live on. Many old people can be seen standing 
completely exhausted at underground garage exits, for 
example, where they direct traffic using light sticks. 

Senior-friendly jails
Even in orderly Japan, more and more senior citizens 
now steal from supermarkets, because they don’t have 
enough money. Seniors now account for 16 percent of all 
prison inmates in Japan—the highest percentage in the 
world. A new pilot project is now under way at the On-
omichi jail near Hiroshima in southern Japan. Here, an 
entire floor has been converted into a nursing care wing 
for elderly prisoners. 

Storage rooms in the Onomichi jail are packed with 
adult diapers, according to the Japan Times. In the wing’s 
dining room, caregivers affectionately slap elderly in-
mates on the back when something goes down the 
wrong pipe. Seniors live separately from younger crimi-
nals, because the prison authorities think it would be too 
much for them to have to deal with the tough young in-
mates. The Japanese government will spend around €100 
million this year to make prisons more senior-friendly. 
Old prisoners also cost the state double what younger 
prisoners cost.

Some of the older inmates even like it in prison a lit-
tle bit. Indeed, as the Japan Times reports, there’s little 
difference between a jail and a public nursing home. 
“The economy isn’t doing very well—how am I supposed 
to find a job and survive?” a 70-year-old inmate was 
quoted as saying. The inmate added that he was already 
dreading the day of his release in three and a half years. 

Crime is the last chance for a small minority only. In 
the meantime, the middle class has now joined the up-
per and lower classes by continuing to work longer as 
well. Some from the middle class want to supplement an 
already a solid pension, while others want to contribute 
to their grandchildren’s college fund. However, many 
also simply want to remain useful and lead an active life. 
Japan has the highest life expectancy in the world. The 
average life expectancy of Japanese women will soon 
be 90, and Japanese senior citizens stay healthy much 
longer than their American and European counterparts. 
They want to belong and not be written off. Inagaki and 
her husband take wonderful trips to England and Egypt, 
for example, when they’re not working in their restau-
rant. More than 20 percent of Japanese people over 65 
have a job, and this percentage is increasing every year. 
A total of 75 percent of the current working population 

p e o p l e  a n d  v a l u e s
report
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thousand new care-
givers will be needed 
between now and 
2025. Because there 
are no plans to admit 
immigrants, Japan will 
try to replace human 
workers with robots 

90
will soon be the 
average life expectancy 
for Japanese women. 
Japanese senior citizens 
stay healthy longer than 
their American and 
European counterparts 

40
percent—that will be 
the decrease of the 
working-age popula-
tion in Japan between 
now and the middle of 
the century

expect to keep working even after they reach retirement 
age. This makes sense. After all, if Japanese people spend 
their first 25 years living life as a child and then going to 
college or learning a trade, and if they will soon live to 
be 100, they will have worked for only around 35 years—
and then they’re supposed to spend the rest of their lives 
living off of others?

The government is very pleased by the desire of se-
niors to keep working, especially as the number of 
working-age Japanese will decline by 40 percent be-
tween now and the middle of the century. There will be 
a shortage of 380,000 caregivers alone by 2025. Japan 
has always had a reputation for friendly and attentive 
service, but the quality of service in the country is de-
teriorating due to a lack of workers. One solution here 
would be to allow immigration from less prosperous 
Asian countries. The topic of immigration is taboo in Ja-
pan, however, and any politician who supports it will not 
get elected. The government nevertheless allows some 
immigrants to enter Japan via the “back door”—for ex-
ample through internship programs. Politicians cannot 
talk about such things, however—especially not conser-
vative politicians such as Premier Shinzo Abe, who has 
therefore told his fellow Japanese that “everyone has to 
tackle the problem now.” 

Abe is also focusing on another source of labor be-
sides seniors: robots. In fact, Abe has had legal experts 
review existing legislation in order to find restrictions 
on the use of robots, some of which he has since elimi-
nated. For example, it’s now easier for physicians to test 
surgeon robots on patients, and the scope of a company’s 
liability for errors made by its robots has been reduced. 
The government has also increased its funding of robot 
research at companies and universities.

Hotel reception robots
The trend toward the use of mechanical helpers is al-
ready clearly visible in Japanese society today. Stores 
and restaurants in the Ginza shopping district in Tokyo 
are now using Pepper—an information robot that under-
stands spoken words, has a monitor installed in its chest, 
and makes gestures when it speaks. Restaurant patrons 
can order using the screen; the robot delivers the orders 
when they’re ready. Guests at the “Strange Hotel,” which 
is not far from Inagaki’s restaurant in Chiba, never even 
see a human staff member: They deal solely with robots 
from check-in to check-out. 

Senior citizens al-
ready account for 16 
percent of all prison 
inmates in Japan
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Toshiharu Mukai  
Robot expert at Meijo 
University in the cen-
tral Japanese city of 
Nagoya

p e o p l e  a n d  v a l u e s
report

Those who wish to experience the latest stage of co-
operation between machines and humans can go a few 
hundred meters to the east, to the Shintomi district, 
where the Silver Wing senior citizens home is located. 
The facility is taking part in a pilot project sponsored by 
the city of Tokyo: “Eliminating the caregiver shortage 
through the use of technology.”

In the day room on the eighth floor, Junko Fukumura 
is playing with Paro, an electronic seal with soft fur and 
long eyelashes. Fukumura is only three years older than 
the spry restaurant operator Inagaki, but she’s not doing 
nearly as well as Inagaki either physically or mentally. 
She is often restless and sometimes confused. “Paro is so 
cute, and that helps me spend a few hours feeling very 
happy,” Fukumura says. The seal stretches underneath 
her hand, turns its head to her, and starts making baby 
noises and fluttering its eyelashes. Fukumura smiles 
back at it. Two other residents at a neighboring table play 
with Aibo, a robot dog built by Sony.

The pleasure the residents take in interacting with 
the machines is genuine. “They spend a lot of time with 
the robots and their interaction re-energizes them,” says 
Koya Ishikawa, who established the facility. Ishikawa, 
an enterprising lawyer and entrepreneur, recognized 
at the beginning of the 21st century that care for senior 
citizens was going to become a huge growth market at 
some point. Since then he has established several homes 
for care and rehabilitation, and he now plans to play a 
leading role in the technological transformation of the 
industry. The beds in Ishikawa’s facilities are already 
equipped with sensors that register the movements of 
seniors when they sleep. A computer issues a warning 
to staff members if a person is in danger of falling out of 
bed. Caregivers can also see on the computer how much 
deep sleep each of the elderly residents is getting. “Just 
one look at the monitor can explain why someone’s ex-
tremely tired and often nods off during the day,” says 
Ishikawa. Playing with Paro then helps seniors relax a 
little in the evening.

Silver Wing uses many other robots as well. Staff 
members also wear exoskeletons to prevent hip damage 
when lifting patients, which is the biggest occupation-
al hazard for caregivers. The omnipresent Pepper sings 
songs to the seniors in the day room on the eighth floor 
and instructs them to raise and stretch their arms in time 
with the music. Those who haven’t nodded off in their 

60
is the traditional re-
tirement age in Japan. 
However, more than 
20 percent of people 
over 65 now continue 
to work

“The ma-
chines 
have to be 
absolutely 
safe”

chairs happily join in with Pepper. On the floor below 
the common room, a robot is helping a stroke patient 
practice walking. The flat screen that serves as the ro-
bot’s head shows the patient how she should set down 
her foot—the machine is a mechanical physiotherapist.

This is the vision of the future shared by bureaucrats, 
technologists, and industry. Inagaki is horrified by all of 
this. “I know even without a computer whether or not 
I’ve slept well,” she says as she wipes down a table with 
disinfectant. Her last customers have left the restaurant 
and her husband is cleaning his worktops in the kitchen 
area with lots of water. “It would be very nice if a ro-
bot could help clean up here,” she admits—but to allow 
a machine to touch her body in a senior citizens home? 
She doesn’t trust machines enough for that: “I would let 
a robot take me to the bathroom if nobody else would, 
but it would not be an ideal situation.” 

Inagaki took care of her own elderly mother for ten 
years. During that time, she had to hire someone to help 
out in the restaurant. “That was hard, but it was a point 
of honor for me to take care of my mother,” she explains.

Cute little machine people from the comics
Inagaki will also end up needing help from her family 
and human caregivers someday. Despite the futuristic 
approach employed in Silver Wing, the associated tech-
nology is still in its initial phase. “It will take at least a 
decade for us to get to the market-ready stage, and may-
be even a lot longer than that,” says Toshiharu Mukai, a 
robot expert at Meijo University in Nagoya. 

Mukai is a pioneer in the field of robot caregivers. He 
has also put together a set of principles for their use. A 
friendly appearance is one of these principles, as it helps 
ensure that even people who are unfamiliar with robots 
will accept them. Much more importantly, however, 
the “machines must be absolutely safe.” The prototype 
for this is Robear, a robot 1.5 meters tall with a face that 
looks like a bear from a comic. Robear is to be found in 
Mukai’s lab, where he greets all guests with a polite bow. 
The robot bear can carefully lift patients out of their beds 
or help them stand up. Mukai is currently developing 
new sensors and motors to make Robear’s grip gentler 
and softer in order to ensure it cannot injure seniors. Mu-
kai is convinced that products like Robear will be indis-
pensable in the future. “Who else is going to take care of 
our large elderly population?” he asks.

Robots are generally well accepted as caregiver as-
sistants in Japan—even Inagaki loses some of her skep-
ticism at some point and repeats a sentence that’s often 
heard: “Ultimately, people will get used to it and then it 
will probably be completely normal.” Most Japanese get 
excited about new technologies—and for decades now, 
the cute little machine people from the comics have 
gotten everyone used to the idea of coexisting with an-
droids. Inagaki, on the other hand, would prefer to see 
more immigration in response to the rapidly aging so-
ciety. As a restaurateur, she believes that ordering on a 
screen in a restaurant cheapens the experience. Besides, 
Inagaki says that she finds immigrant workers—from 
the Philippines, for example—to be friendly, hard-
working, and helpful. “We should let a lot more of those 
people in; that would be smarter than simply trusting 
technology alone,” she says. Inagaki acknowledges that 
this would presumably change Japanese culture, with its  
countless little rules, its proper bowing, and its frequent 
apologies. “But at some point we need to make compro-
mises if we keep on having fewer and fewer children,” 
she explains.

Finn Mayer- 
Kuckuk has lived 
in East Asia for 11 
years. He is the 
author of Tokio 
Total and writes for 
several well-known 
publications, 
including Handels-
blatt, Frankfurter 
Rundschau, and 
Stuttgarter Zeitung 

Japanese chil-
dren interact 
with robots 
every day
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Retirement 
home residents 
follow the lead 
of the robot

Caregiver 
Takashi 
Sugimoto 
protects his 
hip with an 
exoskele-
ton while 
lifting a 
patient

Junko Fukumura 
often plays for 
hours with the 
robot seal Paro

Aibo, a robot dog, is no longer manu-
factured, but still has a lot of fans
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The  
mature 
years 

Does “new” really always indicate quality? Not at all. After all, 
the value of many things increases with age, and some things 

become almost priceless when they’re very old 
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Stradivarius violins are considered the best in the world. The fact that they’re more than 300 years old 
only makes them more valuable for connoisseurs. In 2011, the “Lady Blunt” Stradivarius was auctioned 
off for around €11 million, making it the world’s most expensive violin. Star violinist David Garrett also 

swears by his Stradivarius and its unique sound, which can be heard on his new album, Explosive
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The moss green Yareta plant (photo) grows extremely slowly. It has all the time in the world,  
however, because the moss green domed Yareta, which can be found in the Atacama Desert in Chile,  

is one of the oldest plants on Earth (approx. 3,000 years old). This longevity—and the plant’s  
extravagant appearance—attracts visitors from all over the world
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Photography: Rachel 
Sussmann, The Oldest 
Living Things in the World 
(University of Chicago Press)
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These bottles of wine have been through some turbulent times. Stored in the gloomy catacombs of  
Chateau Lafite Rothschild in France, some of them date back to the time before Napoleon. These days the 

wine cellar is a veritable goldmine: In 2010, three bottles of Chateau Lafite from 1869 were auctioned  
off for approximately €170,400 at Sotheby’s
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More photos can be found at 
magazine.evonik.com

p e o p l e  a n d  v a l u e s
photo gallery
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Karsten Thormaehlen, 
Constanze Kleis:
Aging Gracefully  
Portraits of People 
Over 100
The book, which has 
120 pages and 60 
color illustrations, was 
published by Chronicle 
Books on March 7, 
2017, $29.95

p e o p l e  a n d  v a l u e s
report

Besides places such as Okinawa, 
the Andes, and Sardinia, where 
people often grow very old, 

 Thormaehlen also talked to centenarians 
in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland. His 
restrained yet personal photographs make 
the dignity and beauty of old age visible. 
In short biographies and quotations, the 
centenarians share their wisdom about 
love, health, humor, and a fulfilling life. 
Karsten Thormaehlen’s empathetic and 
frequently award-winning portrait series 
in publications ranging from Stern to Vogue 
have made him internationally known 
and inspired the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) to launch a campaign against 
ageism.

AGING  
GRACEFULLY

In a unique project, the award-winning photographer Karsten Thormaehlen visited 
52 wise and joyful 100-year-olds all over the world to take their pictures and have 

them tell him what it’s like to be this old

Edward J. 
Palkot, 103
A former hu-
man resources 
director from 
the USA, 
Palkot still 
drives and 
plays golf. 
He wrote the 
foreword of 
the book
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Tonia Nola, 103 
Nola has lived all her life in a Sardinian village in 
Italy. She never married and has no childrenPh
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Kiyo Aragai, 102
A native of Japan, Aragai says that she has never ar-
gued with her husband and is at peace with herself

Berta Maria Frieda Preis, 105: A native of Ger-
many, Preis ran a grocery store until the 1970s. Her 
recipe for a long life is not to overdo anything

Olivia Hooker, 102: At the age of six, Ku Klux 
Klan members plundered her home. She later 
earned a doctorate in psychology

Luz Pacifica Torres, 100: A farmer from Ecuador, 
Torres has 30 to 40 grandchildren and great-grand-
children—she has never bothered to count them

Kiichiero Nakajima, 103: This former fisherman 
and factory worker from Japan likes to read and is 
proud of his excellent memory

María Luisa Medina, 104: Medina from Ecuador 
recently had her first doctor’s appointment. The 
physician told her she didn’t need his care

Tonaki Tsuru, 103
A former factory worker, Tsuru from the Japanese 
island of Okinawa continues to play folk music

Antonino Porcu, 106
A forester from Italy, Porcu was abandoned by his 
father and raised nine children of his own
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Facts + Figures

However, these portals 
don’t specialize in man-
agers. Meanwhile, large 
companies now have 
their own programs in 
order to retain high-po-
tential retirees and their 
expertise. Wulftange 
isn’t concerned about 
the competition, because 
his focus is on small and 
medium-size enterprises 
and he knows that he 
will benefit from the 
changing demographics. 
“Many of these compa-
nies will be looking for 
new personnel in the 
years ahead, because 
they will be losing their 
top performers,” he says.

“Restless spirits” is 
what Karl Wulftange, 
72, calls his clients, 
retirees who still work 
or have restarted. Their 
numbers are steadily 
increasing—one in ten 
retired Germans now has 
a job, usually part-time. 
Some work because 
their pensions are too 
small, while others do so 
because they are bored. 
Since 2008, Wulftange 
has been running Die 
Silberfüchse, a job 

portal in Duisburg 
which puts companies 
in touch with highly 
qualified people who 

High Potentials
j o b  p o r t a l  f o r  s e n i o r s

Late 
Winners

r e c o r d  h o l d e r s

Jessica Tandy  
In 1990, this UK actress 
became the oldest Oscar 
winner, at the age of 81, 
for her performance in 
Driving Miss Daisy

Oscar Swahn 
In 1912, this Swedish 
shooter became the 
oldest Olympia gold 
medalist ever at the age 
of 64 

Leonid Hurwicz  
The Russian-born US 
economist became 
the oldest Nobel Prize 
winner in 2007, when 
he was honored at the 
age of 90

John Glenn  
Glenn became the 
oldest person in space 
when he went on his 
second trip in 1998 at 
the age of 77

want to contribute their 
expertise. His one-man 
business is not alone, as 
there are now several 

job exchanges for senior 
citizens in Germany, such 
as Erfahrung Deutsch-
land and RentaRenter. 

People over 60: As 
the biggest group 
of voters, they are 
a powerful force in 
German elections

Eligible voters by age
In the Federal Republic of Germany, 1953–2017

18–39 years
40–59 years
Over 60 years

It’s Your Choice:  
The New Might of  
People Over 60 Source: Federal Returning Officer, www.gdv.de

Never before were the over-60s 
as fit as they are now. People in 
retirement have become restless. 
Instead of relaxing, senior citizens 
are involved in social projects, run 
marathons, and continue to work 
even after they have retired. They 
will be a powerful force in Germa-
ny’s upcoming parliamentary elec-
tions. That’s because 36.1 percent of 
eligible voters will be over 60 when 

Germany goes to the polls in Sep-
tember 2017. People aged from 40 to 
59 will account for 34.7 percent of 
the eligible voters, while only 29.3 
percent will be between 18 and 39.

As with the Brexit vote, the over-
60s will play a vital role, especially 
since the elderly are traditionally 
much more likely to vote than the 
young. After the parliamentary 

elections in 2013, the Federal Re-
turning Officer said the over-70s, 
who used to vote less frequently 
than the population as a whole, 
now had a turnout of 74.8 percent, 
slightly above the average turnout. 
Does this mean that the political 
parties are more interested in pen-
sions than in young people and the 
country’s future? Find out more in 
the interview on page 36.
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1889
Introduction of statutory re-
tirement insurance in Germany. 
This made the German Empire 
a pioneer with regard to social 
security. Denmark followed two 
years later and the UK in 1908. 
The USA did not introduce social 
security until 1935

Elke Laubach
is a direct consultant at 
Evonik’s HR Services 
Germany.
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1 In 2014 Evonik 
launched the 

GenerationenPakt 
in order to improve 
human resources 
planning. What 
does it involve?
The Generationen- 
Pakt serves as a 
bridge between gen-
erations. The older 
employees retire as 
scheduled, following 
a lengthy preparation 
period during which 
their successors are 
trained specifically 
for the positions that 
then become vacant. 
In this way, good 
human resources 
planning ensures the 
effective transfer of 
knowledge. 

2 How does this 
work in prac-

tice?
We provide employ-
ees with comprehen-
sive information so 
that they can decide 
how they would like 
to enter retirement. 
The employer-pro-
moted long-term 
account is a tool that 
enables employees to 
influence how soon 
they can leave work 
before their actual 
retirement. The Gen-
erationenPakt is an 
innovative application 
of this long-term ac-
count, which enables 

the employer and the 
employee to jointly 
fund the latter’s 
departure from the 
company.
 

3 How well has 
the Genera-

tionenPakt been 
received?
The response is very 
good, and that’s why 
it will be contin-
ued. At present, it 
covers non-exempt 
employees born in 
1962. More than half 
of these employees 
have already received 
advice and must now 
decide whether to 
leave the company 
in accordance with 
the aforementioned 
model. Another 
reason why the 
GenerationenPakt is 
accepted is that it was 
drawn up in close 
cooperation with the 
works council. 

to go bankrupt. 
Perhaps the manu-
facturer shouldn’t 
have referred to its 
customers as “old.” 
That is the main mis-
take that companies 
make when targeting 
older people, accord-
ing to experts like 
Alexander Wild, a 
consultant for seniors 
marketing. After all, 
who wants to be 
considered old and 
feeble? 

There is no typical 
senior citizen, as 
65-year-olds are not 
only retiring, but 
also traveling around 
the world in RVs or 
fathering children. 
“For advertisers, the 
biggest difference 
between 20-year-old 
surfers and mature 
water sports enthu-
siasts is that the latter 
need to be addressed 
differently,” says 
Wild. Instead of 
being shrill and loud, 
advertising for older 
customers has to be 
informative and au-
thentic. Due to their 

      THE 
NEW DARLINGS

They are a 
growing group 
of prosperous, 
consump-
tion-oriented 
people:  
Best agers are 
being eagerly 
targeted by the 
advertising in-
dustry. Unfor-
tunately, they 
are also very 
resistant to 
commercials...

Advertisers refer 
to this target group 
as “best agers” or 
“master consumers” 
and use “seniors 
marketing” (an 
infelicitous term for 
the over-50s) to get 
them to buy certain 
products. Advertisers 
have had moderate 
success to date. The 
Consumer Barom-
eter 2016, which 
surveyed 10,500 
people throughout 
Europe, showed 
that 61 percent of 
mature customers 
like to receive advice 
from salespeople, but 
only 43 percent are 
influenced in their 
purchasing decisions 
by adverts.

This is one reason 
why the “Katharina 
das Grosse” cell 
phone from the 
Mannheim-based 
manufacturer Fitage 
flopped. Although 
the phone won much 
praise and many 
awards, it caused the 
specialist for senior 
citizen cell phones 

Best agers are 
won over by 
emotions and 
facts 

age, such people are 
very experienced—
and that also applies 
to how they respond 
to marketing. “To 
attract attention, 
advertising should 
also be emotionally 
appealing or humor-
ous,” says Wild.

In this respect, 
Vodafone did every-
thing right in Roma-
nia. A commercial in 
which two elderly 
ladies, the “Sunday 
grannies,” networked 
with hungry students 
via Facebook went 
viral worldwide. 
Now, two years later, 
the grannies have 
become YouTube 
stars, have their own 
cooking show, and 
are visited for lunch 
by local celebrities. 
Romanians over 
the age of 65 have 
increased their use 
of social media by 
20 percent since 
the commercial was 
originally broadcast, 
while smartphones 
are now 78 percent 
more widespread.

Elke Laubach
“A Bridge between  
Generations”

3  q u e s t i o n s  f o r
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RETIREMENT 
IN AFRICA
Whereas people from poor countries, 
many in the southern hemisphere, mi-
grate to the rich nations in search of 
work, retirees move in the opposite 
direction—in search of sunny weath-
er, a lower cost of living and, above 
all, better care when it’s needed. 
Namibia offers all of these

The sun dips behind the Bismarck Mountains 
shortly after 7 p.m. The sky turns red and the 
blooming fields seem to light up. Hartebeests 

and springboks graze among acacia and camel thorn, 
birds can be heard tweeting, and the vast bush country 
of Namibia is cloaked in a glowing light. A group of se-
nior citizens watches the spectacular scene from an ob-
servation platform in the shade of old stink shepherd’s 
trees. “We keep coming back to this place,” says Werner 
Renz, a retired teacher from Kirchheim, Germany. “Ev-
eryone brings whatever they happen to have at home—
cold cuts, cheese, chips, crackers, and beer or gin and 
tonic.” Last Christmas Eve, the seniors ate sausages and 
potato salad.

The retirees live in the Farm Residence Sonnleiten, 
which is located two kilometers from Sundowner Place, 
where an old windmill rises up into the sky. The dozens 

of brown-yellow bungalows in Sonnleiten are surround-
ed by an electrified fence interrupted by a rolling gate. 
The facility features gardens with blooming sunflowers, 
chamomile, cactus, and agaves.

Warthogs and jackals
Lilo Renz enjoys life abroad. Every morning at 7:30 she 
grabs her walking stick and heads out to the bush. The 
brief intervals of rainfall over the last few weeks have 
transformed the landscape here into a Garden of Eden. 
The ground is full of blooming lilies, bluebells two meters 
high, and thorny scrub that just keeps growing. “Every 
day I see animals—kudu and oryx antelopes, jackals and 
warthogs,” says Renz, a white-haired woman who used 
to work for a tax accountant. “It’s like paradise here.” 
Lilo Renz also likes to swim some laps in the heated 
swimming pool before breakfast. “I’ve always liked 

“Every day 
we come 
across an-
telopes—
it’s like 
paradise 
here”
Lilo and Werner Renz  
The couple moved 
from Kirchheim, 
Germany to southwest 
Africa. They visit Ger-
many for four months 
every year 

b u s i n e s s  a n d  s o c i e t y
report
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physical activity,” she says, “but back in Germany it of-
ten rained or else it was simply too cold.” Werner Renz, 
who is not similarly interested in physical activity, nods 
in agreement as he continues to read the AZ—the Ger-
man-language Allgemeine Zeitung, which is published in 
the Namibian capital, Windhoek.

Lilo and Werner Renz, both 70, took their first va-
cation in Namibia 15 years ago. They visited Etosha Na-
tional Park and fell in love with the country’s vast land-
scape. They moved into Sonnleiten in 2009. The decision 
to move so far away from home wasn’t easy, but their 
children and grandchildren were all grown up—and 
all of them had their own lives. “Before we left, we saw 
them maybe once a month,” says Werner Renz. “Now 
we go to Germany for four months every year to see our 
family and friends.” More than 70 senior citizens live in 
Sonnleiten, which is located around 35 kilometers from 

Lilo Renz 
swims while 
her husband, 
Werner, 
reads the 
paper

The antlers of 
hartebeests 
adorn the 
walls of the 
residence

A picnic 
with a view 
of the bush: 
Time for the 
seniors to 
relax

The “re-
tirement 
immigrants” 
enjoy a 
round of 
boules in the 
afternoon
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Windhoek. Most of the residents are white South Af-
ricans and German Namibians. A total of 22 residents are 
from Germany, three are from Austria, and two are from 
Switzerland. Americans and Brits have recently made 
inquiries as well, according to Sonnleiten’s manager, 
Riaan van Heerden.

Currywurst and sauerkraut
The senior citizen residence has 53 houses plus a recep-
tion building, a restaurant, a library, a pool, a massage 
room, and a medical station. In its previous incarnation, 
Sonnleiten was a cattle farm established by the German 
immigrant Erich Rust in 1900. Rust was one of the pi-
oneers who went on to establish the German colony of 
Southwest Africa. Germany’s control over the colony 
ended with World War I, but the cultural influence of 
Germans has remained in Namibia to this day. There are 
German-language schools, German culinary specialties 
such as Swabian ravioli, currywurst, and sauerkraut, 
and German-language radio stations and newspapers. 
Beer in Namibia is also brewed in accordance with the 
German Purity Law.

“Sometimes it’s nice to enjoy familiar things, and 
the opportunity to do so makes living abroad easier for 
some people,” says Rainer Schwertfeger, an engineer 
who worked in many countries around the world when 
he was employed as a project manager for Siemens. 
Schwertfeger visited Namibia for the first time in 1980, 
shortly after he completed his studies. He’s been in love 
with the country ever since, and that’s why he decided 
to retire here.

“No air 
pollution—
where 
else are 
you going 
to find 
that?”
Rainer Schwertfeger  
He traveled the world 
as an engineer. He 
liked Namibia best, so 
he decided to stay 

He paid just under €100,000 for a 130-square-meter 
house, which he moved into at the end of 2012. “For that 
price I could have only gotten a room with a bathroom on 
Fuerteventura,” says Schwertfeger, 62, who hails from 
Ludwigsburg, Germany and is actually lucky to be alive, 
as he was in both Kuwait and New York when terror at-
tacks occurred in those places. “I breathed in the tox-
ic dust from the World Trade Center after 9/11; we had 
our offices down there and I still suffer from shortness of 
breath today,” Schwertfeger explains. “But I survived.”

Anyone who has been frequently exposed to dan-
ger appreciates the safety and stability of Namibia. The 
crime rate is low here, the political system works well, 
the country has good infrastructure, and there’s elec-
tricity and running water 24 hours a day. “Namibia offers 
all the advantages of Africa—but hardly any of the draw-
backs,” says Schwertfeger. “You don’t need to get vacci-
nated, the clinics and hospitals are good, and most of the 
doctors even speak German. There’s also no air pollution 
here, and the groundwater in Sonnleiten is so clean that 
it doesn’t even need to purified. Where else are you going 
to find all that?” Only one thing is missing to complete 
Schwertfeger’s happiness: a woman.

A high and affordable standard of living
The seniors at Sonnleiten are a tight-knit community. 
They meet once a week to play boules in a small area 
between acacia and stink shepherd’s trees. They also 
do gymnastics twice a week. The physiotherapist Birte 
Burmeister visits the residence from Windhoek to offer 
massages, physiotherapy, and muscle-training sessions. 

Gymnastics for seniors with Birte Burmeister (top). Ute and Gün-
ther Bräunig (bottom) from Ahrensburg have been here for a year
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Andrzej Rybak 
has been traveling 
around Africa for 
20 years. What 
he especially likes 
about Namibia are 
its vast countryside, 
its rich animal life, 
and its traditional 
tribal cultures

A hairdresser drops by occasionally, as does a cosmeti-
cian who offers medical pedicures. The seniors pay a lot 
of attention to their appearance, and most of them are 
in good shape. However, there are also a few who are in 
need of care. The residence therefore also houses a care 
unit staffed by two nurses 24 hours a day. Every house in 
Sonnleiten also has an emergency call button.

Sonnleiten has more than 20 employees who take 
care of the gardens, guard the facility, cook and serve 
meals, clean the houses, do laundry and iron clothes. 
“It’s virtually impossible to be able to afford such a stan-
dard of living in Germany,” says Schwertfeger. The fixed 
ancillary costs in Sonnleiten amount to €2.50 per square 
meter and month. A complete lunch, which often in-
cludes German specialties, can be had for less than four 
euros here—dessert included. 

Respect and appreciation
Still, living in Namibia is about more than just money. 
“People are always complaining about seniors in Ger-
many,” says Hannes von Holtz, 78. “In Namibia, seniors 
are treated with a great deal of respect, regardless of 
whether they’re black or white. Whenever I come upon 
a long line, everyone immediately waves me forward to 
the front.” What’s more, Super-Spar, the most popu-
lar supermarket among German seniors in Windhoek, 
offers retirees a five percent discount on all products 
every Wednesday, while Namibian banks offer seniors 
one percent higher interest on their savings accounts. 
“Things like that are simply nice,” says von Holtz. “It’s a 
sign of respect and appreciation.” Three of his four chil-

dren live in Germany. “They’ve wanted to take me back 
to Germany many times,” says von Holtz, a big man with 
snow-white hair. “But do they really expect me to live in 
a cramped retirement home there?”

Still some adventures to be lived
Von Holtz is wearing shorts and sandals. He’s sitting on 
a terrace and looking out at the Bismarck Mountains. 
His young dog, Reyka, has been keeping him company 
since his wife died two years ago. Von Holtz’ apartment 
is filled with large animal figures carved from African 
hardwood. “Everything’s much too hectic in Germany,” 
he says. “I’d rather stay here.”

After a lifetime of working in Germany, it takes some 
time to calm down, so to speak. After all, these seniors 
didn’t come to Africa to die; they simply want to enjoy 
their twilight years. They are agile—when they’re not 
visiting Germany they like to drive around Namibia. 
“You can do everything here that you like to do in Ger-
many—you can read, listen to music, and even go to the 
theater,” says Ute Bräunig, 64, who moved into Sonn-
leiten last year with her husband, Günther, who is four 
years older. “However, you can experience some adven-
tures as well.”

The Bräunigs had also considered retiring in Thai-
land. “The climate here in Namibia is better for my rheu-
matism, however,” says Ute Bräunig, who also likes the 
way everyone is helpful in Namibia: “Whether you’ve 
had a car breakdown or you need a job—people in Na-
mibia are happy to help others without asking a bunch 
of questions.” What more could one ask for?

The windmill 
above the 
residence is 
from the old 
farm that 
was built 100 
years ago

Hannes von 
Holtz and his 
dog, Reyka, 
found life in 
Germany to 
be too hectic
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“I Appreciate 
the Anger of 
Older People”

Are the old stealing the 
future from the young? Are 
elections decided by those 
whose time will soon be up? 
Henning Scherf, a young-at-
heart proponent of senior 
citizens’ rights, rejects  
these premises 

Henning Scherf 
served as Mayor 
of Bremen from 
1995 to 2005 
and is also a 
patron of the 
aid organiza-
tion HelpAge 
Deutschland
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Mr. Scherf, you will soon be 79 and you’re 
constantly busy as an author and speaker. That 
doesn’t sound like retirement. 

This topic really annoys me. The government makes 
political decisions about when we should retire. The 
government wants to decide what’s good and not good 
for people. That’s terrible, and it’s also something that 
never works. And although my trade union friends and 
Social Democratic Party comrades criticize me for this, I 
still say that everyone should decide this for themselves. 
Those who want to work longer should be able to do so. 
I know 90-year-old architects and attorneys who still 
work. These people aren’t incurable workaholics. On the 
contrary, their work keeps them active and in the midst 
of things. 

That may be true for self-employed people such as 
architects or lawyers, but can that kind of flexibility 
also work with most employees? 
Transitions out of the active workforce can be man-
aged very intelligently. Successful models have in fact 
been developed and implemented by major German 
companies in cooperation with works councils. Union 
officials need to listen to works council members and 
understand that many employees now have a new and 
different attitude and would truly like to work longer. 

Can you give us an example of this?
Groups of three employees were established at Deut-
sche Telekom, for example. Each group consisted of a 
young entry-level employee, a worker who is also a 
parent, and an employee who could actually retire. The 
three of them shared two full-time jobs. When the em-
ployee with a family needed to stay home with a sick 
child, the senior took over, for example. Such models 
fascinate me. They represent outstanding solutions 
based on close relationships, understanding, and good 
organization. 

In the past, older employees were encouraged to take 
early retirement to make room for the next generation. 
That was in the 1980s and 1990s. Those days are long 
gone. In the future, young people in Germany will 
have no problem finding a job. On the contrary, the 
number of skilled workers will be much too low to fill 
all available positions, so young people will be hap-
py when older employees work longer. Ideally, older 
workers will serve as role models and expert advisors 
who will help prepare younger employees for future 
management tasks. 

That sounds nice, but the demographic problem cannot 
be solved with encouragement and voluntary action 
alone. Won’t we need some type of legal compulsion 
after all?
We need to do several different things. First of all, and 
here we’ve only gotten half the job done, women need 
to be fully integrated into employment structures that 
allow them to have children without having to worry 
about losing their job or forfeiting professional devel-
opment opportunities. Secondly, we need large-scale 
immigration. There used to be a preconception here 
that only illiterate immigrants from poor regions of 
Turkey came to Germany. Today we know that a lot of 
educated people want to come here—and that offers us 
a huge opportunity. Germany has become a country 
that many people want to live in, and these people of-

ten take great risks to come here. We have to give these 
people work as soon as possible. The third aspect here 
involves keeping the elderly in the workforce. 

Who is responsible for ensuring the successful  
integration of immigrants? 
You can’t just leave that to the government employ-
ment offices. The people who work there are nice 
enough, but it’s the companies themselves that need 
to figure out how to integrate the many young immi-
grants who are coming here. The global labor market 
is somewhat lopsided. We would benefit greatly if we 
could carefully bring it into balance. 

So you think companies need to do more? 
Yes, definitely. It’s up to them now. If they can’t find 
enough people in Germany, then they need to get their 
employees from somewhere else. There are more than 
enough people in eastern and southern Europe, for 
example. 

Are you saying German industry should lure skilled 
workers from other EU countries? 
I know someone who runs a civil engineering compa-
ny in Bremen who recruited skilled workers in Spain 
and brought them to Germany, where they were very 
quickly integrated. One of them now even wants to 
study in Germany. 

Things like that won’t be enough to save the state 
pension system. The number of retirees per worker 
keeps on rising. 
What you’re saying is just pure polemic! The state 
pension system isn’t financed solely by worker contri-
butions—more and more tax revenue is being pumped 
into the system. Whether or not the system continues 
to function properly in the future therefore depends 
heavily on future economic growth and productivity 
gains. If things go nearly as well as they have over the 
last few years, the pension system will be able to accu-
mulate billions in reserves. 

So it’s all just scare tactics?
Some people act as if we’re heading for disaster. That’s 
not how I see it. In any event, most of the elderly are 
sensible people who can deal with pension cuts if nec-
essary. That was the case in the 1990s, when pen-

“Most of  
the elderly  
are sensible 
people who  
can deal  
with pension 
cuts if  
necessary”

Henning Scherf also 
believes in making 
use of alternatives 
in his own life. He 
and his wife, Luise, 
live together with 
other seniors in a 
house-sharing com-
munity
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sions declined in real terms. There was a pensioner 
party back then that tried to organize a protest but was 
unable to do so. Retirees themselves know that we can 
only distribute what we have—but this distribution 
must be fair. 

Why should retirees accept pension cuts?
Many retirees are parents and grandparents who worry 
about their children and grandchildren and want them 
to be well off. This type of concern has its own value—
it’s the basis of society. 

The late newspaper publisher Frank Schirrmacher once 
warned about a “war between the generations.” 
I’m not in favor of playing generations off against one 
another, especially since such an approach has abso-
lutely no relation to our social reality. I also don’t see 
anyone out there today who believes the generations 
are about to go to war with one another

Older people have life experience, and some are even 
considered wise. At the same time, people in many 
countries now vote for young and relatively inexpe-
rienced politicians—like Barack Obama in the USA 
in 2008, Justin Trudeau in Canada in 2015, and, just 
recently, Emmanuel Macron in France. Christian Lind-
ner from the Free Democratic Party in Germany is also 
under 40. What do you conclude from that?
I like Trudeau and Macron. Both are politicians you can 
really pin your hopes on. They stand for the future and 
for optimism, and they didn’t just attract young voters. 
Both have also shown they are smart enough to pick 
experienced and competent individuals to join their 
cabinets.

Are older voters excited about young politicians? 
It works the other way around as well. Do you know 
who the best-known person in the world is?

Who are you referring to? 
Pope Francis. He’s over 80 and he spreads hope around 
the world. I’m a Protestant, but I think he’s great. Nel-
son Mandela had a similar effect before he died.

Mr. Scherf, you’re doing a lot yourself. But some retir-
ees simply want to enjoy their retirement after work-
ing for 30 or 40 years, rather than continue working. 
They want to relax, travel, maybe take a cruise… 

Horrible! I once did a lecture on one of those music 
cruise ships, and I hope never to set foot on one again.

The political parties can’t talk like that—after all, these 
people constitute a major voting bloc. In the future, it 
will be impossible to win an election with a program 
that runs counter to their interests.
There are already more than 20 million people who fall 
in the category of “elderly” in Germany today; in ten 
years there will be 30 million. However, not all of these 
people are the same—there are all different types in 
this age group. You have to offer them comprehensive 
political solutions. Most older people definitely have no 
desire to be bought off with something like “give me 
your vote and I’ll increase your pension.”

Many people become more conservative when they 
get older. They want to hold on to good things and are 
adverse to change and reforms.
Things aren’t that simple. I myself got into politics 
when I was young and received a lot of votes from older 
people especially—as a “Social Democratic pied piper.” 
As a child, I thought old people were eternal reaction-
aries who had marched with the Nazis and then pre-
tended to have been against them. Today, I appreciate 
the anger of older people who want to have a voice and 
are therefore politically active and vote. Their social 
engagement offers great opportunities for society. And 
as far as reforms are concerned, Germany is a very 
stable and successful country. Sometimes change takes 
a little longer here, but that’s a result of success, which 
tends to make things less dynamic.

Aren’t there big differences between the political issues 
that interest the younger and older generations today? 
I’m not so sure about that. I know a lot of old people 
who are more worried about the future than young 
people are. Take the issue of a military buildup, for 
example: The older generation, which experienced the 
war or the postwar era, still takes this danger very se-
riously. I’ve also noticed that many older people think 
in a very European way. This is extremely important 
these days because the most important issues that we 
will face in the future can no longer be addressed on 
the national level.

With regard to the interests of the next generation, 
the Social Democratic Party is thinking about lowering 
the voting age to 16—for federal elections as well. 
What’s your position on this?
I’m skeptical. Experience with a voting age of 16 has 
shown that most of the younger people who vote 
choose the same parties or candidates that their 
parents vote for. Moreover, the voting participation 
rate for people that young is terrible. Anyone who can 
be tried as an adult here or, in the past, was eligible 
to be drafted should have the right to vote. However, 
they don’t need to have that right before then, in my 
opinion.

In order to protect the interests of the generation 
after the next, some scholars have developed a model 
that would give parents one additional vote per minor 
child. That would offset the power of the elderly in 
the election process in the future. Is such a suggestion 
realistic or is it more like academic nonsense? 
It’s academic nonsense.

Matthias Ruch (left) 
and Jörg Wagner 
in discussion with 
Henning Scherf
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Some countries age quickly, others more slowly. Retirement ages therefore vary around the world,  
and seniors in some countries continue working after retirement. What changes to retirement systems  

are being discussed? How are seniors treated in different countries—with respect, with special privileges?  
A comparison of the retirement systems in five countries 

RETIREMENT 
AROUND THE 

WORLD

Ill
us

tra
tio

n:
 C

3 
Vi

su
al

 L
ab

39

USA:
Staying active longer
Financial worries and fear of boredom 
keep seniors in America working past 
retirement

 Anyone who’s ever been to a Costco 
warehouse club outlet in the USA 
is familiar with the friendly senior 

citizens who check member IDs at entranc-
es and customer receipts on the way out. 
There’s a simple reason why these elderly 
individuals still work: Most Americans 
have not made sufficient retirement pro-
visions. The average US household has less 
than US$100,000 in savings. Many seniors 
therefore continue working after the official 
retirement age in order to earn extra money 
and—more importantly—hold on to a good 
health insurance policy. Americans gener-
ally retire later these days than in the past, 
and even then they don’t remain idle by any 
means but instead continue to work part-
time—as Uber or Lyft drivers, for example. 

Retirement in the USA is governed by 
the Social Security system, which was cre-
ated in 1935 in response to the Great Depres-
sion. Everyone who works, even if they are 
self-employed, pays into the system on the 
basis of their income and later receives a 
monthly pension. Social Security pays the 
retirement pension for 42 percent of all US 
citizens. The age at which Americans be-
come eligible to receive their full Social Se-
curity pension was recently raised from 65 
to 66 and will increase further over the next 
few years. It’s theoretically possible to retire 
at 62, but the Social Security Administration 
(SSA) will then reduce the retirement ben-
efit by 26 percent. It therefore makes sense 
to wait.
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ed a study on this topic. Harold Spielman, a 
former advertising manager, is a perfect ex-
ample of how this process works. After his 
wife died, Spielman wrote a classic self-help 
book entitled Suddenly Solo, thus launching a 
movement for single senior citizens.

The USA doesn’t need to worry about 
negative population developments. On the 
one hand, around 75 million baby boomers 
will have retired by 2030, thereby changing 
the face of America and making one out of 
every five Americans a senior citizen. On the 
other hand, the country’s high birthrate (es-
pecially among the non-white population) 
and the continual immigration of young 
families mean the USA is in no danger of be-
coming a rapidly aging society.

Nevertheless, even millions of enterpris-
ing seniors who see themselves as “forever 
young”—and are viewed as such by adver-
tisers—cannot change the fact that Ameri-
ca will also face a nursing care problem as 
more and more people become chronically 
ill and need extensive caregiving services. 
Moreover, America’s social welfare system 
is rather limited compared to that of other 
industrialized countries and is therefore not 
prepared to handle such extensive nursing 
care. 
Steffan Heuer, San Francisco 

Sweden: I think I’ll  
keep on working
Early retirement? Not in Sweden, which 
is number one in the EU when it comes to 
integrating older individuals into the labor 
market 

 Sweden, too, is struggling with 
an aging society—20 percent of its 
ten million residents are drawing a 

pension, and this figure is expected to dou-
ble by 2050. The pension system can only 
remain viable over the long term if people 
stay in the workforce longer. Unlike most 
other industrialized countries, Sweden has 
a flexible retirement age that can range from 
61 to 67. The average age at which Swedes say 
goodbye to the factory or the office for good 
is actually 65, which is a record within the 
European Union. 

There are two main reasons for this. The 
first is that the government in Sweden uses 
tax incentives to try to keep people work-
ing for as long as possible. The second is that 
the government does everything it can to 
make things easier for the “golden agers,” 
among other things by offering them fur-
ther education programs past the age of 50. 
“Even though Sweden is being impacted by 

Company pensions have become rare in 
the USA. According to a survey conducted 
by the LIMRA Secure Retirement Institute 
in 2016, most people over 75 in the USA also 
receive a pension stemming from a compa-
ny program. However, individuals who are 
34 or younger can no longer count on such 
retirement benefits, in part because fewer 
and fewer people are entering into long-
term employment relationships. American 
workers will thus continue to retire later 
in life. For example, the proportion of men 
and women who continue to work after 65 
will increase from 23 to 27 percent (men) 
and from 15 to 20 percent (women) between 
2014 and 2022, according to the Population 
Reference Bureau. A total of five percent of 
people in the USA actually fear that their 
financial situation will never allow them to 
retire completely.

The concept of the restless senior is also 
part of the American self-image of a na-
tion of people who have the courage to start 
anew and don’t want to be consigned to the 
scrap heap. “These days, retirement is not a 
clean break but instead a dynamic process 
in which people reinvent themselves and go 
through several phases,” says Richard Wald, 
a Senior Financial Advisor at Merrill Lynch 
Wealth Management, who recently present-
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aging, things seem much better there than 
in Germany, for example,” says Ole Winter-
mann from the Bertelsmann Stiftung. “For 
example, the number of employed people 
in Sweden will barely decline between now 
and 2060.”

People who retire in Sweden can gen-
erally look forward to an annual pension 
increase of seven to eight percent, as well 
as reasonably priced and relatively uncom-
plicated home care service if needed. Most 
Swedes traditionally remain in their apart-
ments or homes until a very old age. Having 
several generations living under one roof is 
relatively rare, as Sweden is also one of the 
most sparsely populated countries on earth. 
There are 22 residents per square kilometer 
in Sweden; Germany’s population density is 
ten times higher than that. As a result, chil-
dren in Sweden often have to move to anoth-
er city when it comes time to study or go to 
work. 

Not all Swedish seniors want to hold 
on to their homes or apartments for a long 
time; sometimes they stay because there’s 
a shortage of space in retirement homes. 
Sweden’s retirees also face a deterioration of 
their standing in society. In the World Values 
Survey of more than one hundred countries, 
Sweden was among the lowest-ranking na-
tions in terms of its view of senior citizens. 
Only 0.7 of the Swedes who were surveyed 
reported that people over 70 enjoy a very 
high standing in Swedish society. 

Nevertheless, the PricewaterhouseCoopers 
(PwC) consulting firm believes Sweden 
is a role model when it comes to integrat-
ing seniors. PwC’s Golden Age Index study 
compared the way older individuals are in-
tegrated into the labor market in different 
countries. Sweden ranked number one in 
the EU here, and only Iceland and New Zea-
land were ranked higher worldwide. “High-
er employment rates for older workers tend 
to have a positive effect on the work climate 
and business performance,” the study con-
cluded. And: “A higher proportion of older 
people in the workforce has a positive effect 
on gross domestic product.” In other words, 
the higher costs associated with an aging so-
ciety can be offset in part by the contribution 
older workers make to economic growth. 
Klaus Rathje, Berlin

India: Years of sunset
Some elderly Indians lead independent and 
secure lives, but most live in poverty and 
suffer abuse and neglect

 When he retired at the age of 65, 
Mani, who is now 80, had savings 
and investments and also owned 

real estate in a busy district in Mumbai, 
which is the business capital of India. Mani 
now lives with his wife in a senior citizens 
home. Jankabai, a 65-year-old domestic 

worker, is at the other end of the retirement 
spectrum in India. She continues to work 
hard, despite the fact that her body some-
times can’t handle the strain. After she re-
tires at some point, she will live off her scant 
savings, which will eventually dry up. She 
currently lives with her son and his fami-
ly, of course, but having to rely on relatives 
when you’re old also has its drawbacks. “In 
India, the elderly depend heavily on the 
younger generation, especially in the poor-
est families,” says Sheilu Srinivasan, found-
er and president of the Dignity Foundation, 
which helps seniors live dignified lives. “Old 
people in slums and in poor rural areas re-
ceive virtually no government assistance 
and have no savings of their own.”

India’s cultural tradition stipulates that 
the elderly are to be treated with reverence. 
Family ties are strong and the provision of 
financial support from relatives is a given. 
However, these values are being weakened 
by increased urbanization. The fact that only 
12 percent of the working population is eligi-
ble to claim a pension is therefore becoming 
a problem. In general, 1.2 billion people in 
India lack a comprehensive social security 
system. 

Larger companies usually have pension 
programs for their employees. “Workers in 
unorganized sectors are not as well off,” says 
Vish Iyer, Vice President and Global Head of 
Legal and Corporate Affairs at Tata Consul-
tancy Services. “Such workers are day la-
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borers and don’t have the financial flex-
ibility to save for retirement.” The problem 
is that this “unorganized sector” consisting 
of casual workers and small entrepreneurs is 
larger in India than virtually anywhere else 
in the world.

This problem is offset somewhat by the 
fact that medical treatment at government 
hospitals is free, although patients do have 
to pay for medications. “India also has 
around 5,000 free retirement homes, most 
of which are run by religious groups,” says 
Srinivasan. “However, the residents of these 
homes are often neglected and at the mer-
cy of incompetent managers and staff.” The 
proportion of old people among the popula-
tion is much lower in India than in the rich 
industrialized countries. However, because 
of India’s rapid population growth, the ab-
solute number of people over 60 is expected 
to rise from 100 million today to 152 million 
in 2050. In any case, one out of eight people 
over the age of 60 worldwide lives in India.

The economic situation is better for In-
dia’s middle class, whose members are able 
to obtain loans at favorable terms for pur-
chasing apartments and homes, which can 
be used as retirement investments. Howev-
er, older members of the middle class com-
plain that their materialistic children often 
take advantage of them by forcing them to 
sign over ownership of their homes. “We’ve 
actually set up a hotline for such cases and 
offer affected seniors legal assistance,” says 
Srinivasan.

India needs to implement a new politi-
cal program for the elderly. It should focus 
not only on financial security but also on 
socio-psychological aspects, health, and 
housing.
Usha Munshi, Mumbai

Germany:
Ages the best
Poverty among the elderly? Not a prob-
lem. Germany’s seniors are financially well 
off and satisfied—and “younger” than ever 
before. The state pension system is still 
reliable

 Germany is in its best years—the 
“golden years of a mature econo-
my,” as the population researcher 

Reiner Klingholz puts it. The country con-
tinues to benefit from the demographic div-
idend generated by the baby boomers from 
the 1960s who are still active members of the 
workforce, says Klingholz, who is also Man-
aging Director of the Berlin Institute for Pop-
ulation and Development. The baby boomers 
continue to drive the economy. At the same 
time, public and private expenditure for the 
ever-shrinking post-baby-boomer genera-
tions is declining. 

The boomers will soon be retiring, how-
ever; in 2026, the first of them will reach 
the legal retirement age, which, starting in 
2012, is gradually being raised from 65 to 

67 in Germany. However, in reality most of 
them don’t wait that long. The average age 
of Germans who retired in 2013 was only 
62—and statistically speaking, these people 
still had more than 20 years to live. Many 
seniors begin a new active phase in life after 
they retire. According to a study conducted 
by the Generali insurance company, seniors 
in Germany generally feel nearly ten years 
younger than their actual age. They engage 
in athletic activity, meet friends, do volun-
teer work, and take courses. These young-
at-heart retirees stay independent for as 
long as they can: Nearly half live in their 
own homes or apartments—either alone or 
with their spouse/partner. 

High life expectancy also means a longer 
period of time collecting retirement ben-
efits. The statutory pension system, which 
directly transfers payments to pension-
ers, will soon face a herculean task. That’s 
be-cause whereas 100 people of working 
age currently finance around 35 retirees, 
this ratio will drop to 100/55 by 2045, at 
which time one third of the German popu-
lation will be over 60. The financial expert 
 Bernd Raffelhüschen from the University of 
Freiburg believes the retirement age should 
be aligned with increasing life expectancy 
in Germany—i.e. it should be raised further. 
Raffelhüschen believes this is a question of 
fairness. In an interview with the Mann-
heimer Morgen newspaper, he said the fol-
lowing: “Those who live longer can’t possi-
bly expect that they can spend every day of 
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this longer life in complete retirement.” Raf-
felhüschen says that changes first need to be 
made to human resources policies at many 
companies. For example, age discrimina-
tion is against the law in Germany, and yet 
Germany’s Federal Anti-Discrimination 
Agency reports that one out of five Germans 
has experienced such discrimination. Ap-
plications for credit cards or private health 
insurance are rejected starting at a certain 
age, university professors are forced to re-
tire at 65 in many German states, and only 
individuals under 45 can attain civil servant 
status. Age discrimination particularly af-
fects seniors looking for work, who have a 
much harder time finding a job than their 
younger counterparts. However, the major-
ity of companies that have hired people over 
50 say their experience with such employees 
has been positive, according to the Institute 
for Employment Research. These companies 
especially appreciate the professional expe-
rience older employees have.

Most of today’s German retirees don’t 
need to worry about money. Their aver-
age net monthly income is around €1,900. 
Things aren’t that favorable for those who 
had low incomes throughout their work-
ing life, or only paid into a pension fund for 
a short period of time: Their incomes are 
sometimes below the social welfare eligibil-
ity level. This has led to the suggestion that 
a minimum pension be introduced in Ger-
many. 
Britta Scholz, Bargteheide near Hamburg

Brazil:  
A young country grows older
Retirement at 55 and half-price seats at 
soccer games—it sounds like a senior citi-
zens’ paradise, but things are nevertheless 
changing in South America as well

 It’s actually positive developments 
that are changing Brazil. Fami-
lies with ten or more children are 

becoming more of a rarity; the birth rate is 
declining and life expectancy is increas-
ing. These developments are a result of the 
social reforms implemented in recent years. 
Despite the serious problems that remain 
in the country, the reforms have improved 
both health care and education. Seniors are 
still a minority in Brazil, but in 2055 there 
will be more people over 60 than under 29 
in the country. Workers, employers, and the 
government pay into the Brazilian social se-
curity system, which currently operates two 
models: People can retire either at a certain 
age or after paying into the system for a cer-
tain number of years. The retirement age is 
60 for women and 65 for men. Many women 
in rural areas are also allowed to retire at 55 
(men: 60). The rule for everyone is that you 
have to work for at least 15 years in order to 
be eligible for retirement benefits. Brazilians 
can also stop working earlier on the basis of 
the number of years they have paid into the 
system, whereby the minimum is 30 years 
for women and 35 years for men. In other 

words, Brazilians who start working early 
in life can retire at 50 or 55. On weekdays, 
Brazil’s beaches are crowded with pension-
ers who don’t look very old at all. Still, 42 
percent of retirees are already continuing 
to work, at least part-time, in order to sup-
plement their low pensions—this despite the 
fact that family is very important in Brazil 
and people don’t think twice about support-
ing relatives financially. However, if young 
people have low incomes or lose their jobs, 
they don’t have the means to help their par-
ents when they grow old. 

The government now plans to change the 
constitution and raise the retirement age to 
65 with a minimum of 40 years of payments 
into the system. “This is a step backwards 
and it takes away rights that citizens have 
gained,” says Eduardo Fagnani, a professor 
of economics at the University of Campinas 
in the state of São Paulo. Tens of thousands 
of Brazilians have taken to the streets during 
the last few months to protest the proposed 
change. They want to defend the status quo, 
which until now has offered seniors many 
legally guaranteed benefits. For example, 
people over 60 don’t have to stand in the long 
lines for normal customers in supermarkets, 
post offices, and banks, as special check-
outs and counters are available for them to 
use. They also generally pay only half price 
for movies and soccer games, for example. 
Moreover, public transport is free in Brazil 
for everyone 65 and older.
Beatriz Miranda, Rio de Janeiro
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Facts + Figures

How the aging process in the barrel works:
Alcohol absorbs the 
flavoring sources from 
the wood
Whisky can thus taste 
like fruits, flowers, 
coconuts, or vanilla and 
can be peaty, salty, or 
sweet. A total of 60 to 
80 percent of the sub-
stances that give whisky 
its flavor come from the 
wood. These substanc-
es include tannins and 
flavors from liquids 
previously aged in the 
barrels (e.g. red wine, 
sherry, rum), which is 
why special whiskies 
are often aged in used 
barrels. More than 300 
volatile chemical sub-
stances are responsible 
for a variety of flavors.

1 What are telo-
meres, and what 

do they have to do 
with aging?
Telomeres are the 
protective caps at 
the ends of chromo-
somes. They shorten 
each time the cell 
divides, and when 
they get too short the 
cell becomes aged or 
dies. 

2 What can I do to 
prevent my telo-

meres from getting 
shorter?
Eating and sleeping 
well are important, 
and so are positive 
social connections. 
Good social relation-
ships, especially with 
your partner, also 
help. Couples who 
have been together 
for a long time have 
longer telomeres. It’s 
also helpful to do a 
mind-body activity 
on most days. Ten 
minutes of medita-
tion or qigong can be 
enough.

Elissa Epel
“Normal stress 
doesn’t age us”

3  q u e s t i o n s  f o r

3 What role does 
stress play in the 

aging process?
It’s not normal stress 
that ages us—it’s tox-
ic stress. Our minds 
influence our rate 
of cell aging. People 
who are dissatisfied 
with their lives have 
shorter telomeres. 

Elissa Epel
Elissa Epel holds a 
degree in psychology 
and is the co-author, 
together with Nobel 
Prize laureate Eliz-
abeth Blackburn, of 
The Telomere Effect: A 
Revolutionary Approach 
to Living Younger, 
Healthier, Longer (Grand 
Central Publishing). 

people on Earth will be more 
than 100 years old in 2050,  
according to the United Nations. 
In 2011 there were only 316,600 
people that age.

The recipe is simple: 
Malt whisky is made with 
barley, yeast, and water. 
The grain is mashed, dried, 
and ground, after which 
it is distilled two to three 
times in copper pot stills 
and sealed in barrels as 
“new spirit.” The whisky is 
then aged in these barrels 
for at least three years, 
but usually longer. During 
this time, more than 800 
chemical ingredients “go 

to work” on the taste of the 
distillate inside the barrel. 
Countless chemical reac-
tions occur between the 
whisky, wood, and am-
bient oxygen. The longer 
the whisky remains in the 
barrel, the higher will be 
the concentration of phe-
nolic compounds (which 
give the whisky its flavor) 
and the more complex the 
whisky will be in terms of 
taste, aroma, and color.

Malt whisky— 
a question of aging

Evaporation
Wood is porous: Every 
year, 0.5 to 2 percent 
of the whisky in barrels 
evaporates as the 
“angels’ share.” Among 
other things, the rate 
of evaporation depends 
on the surrounding 
environment. The more 
humid the climate, the 
lower the level of alco-
hol evaporation.

Sharp taste disappears
New spirit tastes sharp 
and metallic. This un-
desired taste gradually 
disappears as the whisky 
ages in the barrel. This 
change is brought about 
by a layer of charcoal 
inside the barrel that 
is created in a charring 
process. 

Oxidation in the head-
space
The headspace is the 
space between the bar-
rel lid and the whisky. 
The more whisky that 
evaporates over time, 
the bigger will be the 
headspace and the 
more intense will be the 
oxidation process.

The older, the darker
The alcohol absorbs not 
only flavors from the 
wood but also pigments 
that cause whisky to get 
darker with time.

Yeast

Barley

O₂

Coarsely 
ground barley 
is mixed with 
water in a 
mash vat

Yeast

Barley

The liquid that forms 
in the vat is mixed 
with yeast and be-
gins to ferment

3,200,000
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Sooner 
or Later

a n i m a l  l i v e s

Have Icelandic 
researchers 
discovered 
the secret of 
eternal youth? 
Unfortunate-
ly not, but a 
serum they’ve 
developed does 
promise to 
keep skin look-
ing younger 
longer

1 
Aloe vera is used in 

countless anti-aging 
products

 2 
Lady’s mantle suppos-
edly rejuvenates skin 
when drunk as a tea

 3 
The flower essence of 

the Golden Champa 
tree (Himalayas) is said 

to have a revitalizing 
effect

 4 
Angelica from China is 
used by many cosmet-

ics companies

 5 
Saffron contains an-
tioxidants, which are 
good for young skin

5
plants for

young skin

The handwritten 
access code to the 
Fountain of Youth 
is displayed in the 
conference room 
at the headquarters 
of Sif Cosmetics 
in Iceland. Three 
molecular biologists 
worked meticulous-
ly for five years to 
develop the formula. 
Their work was 
based on the knowl-
edge gained through 
the discovery of 
growth factors, 
which was honored 
with a Nobel Prize 
in Medicine in 1986. 
The scientists in 
Iceland used this 
knowledge to devel-
op a procedure for 
producing epidermal 
growth factor (EGF) 
from barley. EGF is a 
messenger substanc-
es that stimulates 
cell regeneration. 
The scientists first 
downloaded the 
associated protein 
from the freely 
accessible gene 
database and con-
tinually converted it 
until it was under-
stood, accepted, and 

reproduced by the 
grain. The barley, 
which was placed 
in 3,000-year-old 
volcanic soil, thus 
began producing the 
messenger substanc-
es. Approximately 
700 seeds are need-
ed to fill a 15-millili-
ter bottle that retails 
for around €140. 
Only six other ingre-
dients were added 
to the skin-firming 
EGF in the product; 
competing formulas 
often have more 
than a hundred.

No miracle cure—
but effective 
Studies have con-
firmed the effec-
tiveness of the elixir, 
which is sold under 
the name Bioeffect 
EGF Serum. For 
example, Martina 
Kerscher, a pro-
fessor of cosmetic 
science in Hamburg, 
tested the product 
in an independent 
study. She found 
that it increased skin 
thickness by more 
than 60 percent 
within eight weeks 

and led skin density 
to rise by more than 
30 percent. Ronald L. 
Moy, a dermatologist 
and a professor at 
UCLA, also observed 
such effects in a 
similar study. “The 
product yields the 
best results that I’ve 
ever achieved with 
an external treatment 
in the 30 years I’ve 
been studying such 
phenomena,” says 
Moy. “The serum can 
definitely compete 
with other skin-firm-
ing methods, such 
as laser treatments.” 
Still, Bioeffect EGF 
Serum is no miracle 
cure. As Christina Ili, 
a specialist physician 
in Karlsruhe, points 
out, “Anti-aging 
products can only 
help ensure that skin 
ages ‘better’; they 
can’t actually stop 
skin from aging.” 
Nevertheless, the 
product is very pop-
ular among consum-
ers—for example, 
it’s the best-selling 
skin-care product in 
the high-end Colette 
retail outlet in Paris. 

FOREVER 
YOUNG?

r e s e a r c h  a n d  t e c h n o l o g y
facts + figures

Icelandic scien-
tists have un-
locked the secret 
of young skin
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Approx. 30 minutes 
This fly, which is known 
as Dolania americana, 
is born at sunset, after 
which it mates—and dies

Approx. 12 years  
The Golden Retriever is 
one of the most popular 
family dogs—some live 
as long as 15 years

Approx. 65 years 
African elephants are part 
of the Big Five group; big 
game hunters pose a major 
threat to such animals

More than 100 years  
Some Galápagos giant 
tortoises are even said to 
have lived far longer than 
200 years

Approx. 10,000 years 
The Anoxycalyx joubini 
giant sponge lives at the 
bottom of the Antarctic 
OceanEGF Serum is 

made from barley
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r e s e a r c h  a n d  t e c h n o l o g y
report

LONGEVITY 
VILLAGE

Many residents of the rural region of Bama in southern China 
live to be more than 100 years old. Now people from all over the 

world are moving there in order to try to lengthen their lives
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Huang Majian, 105, is 
a tourist attraction. 
People take so many 
pictures of her that 
sometimes she just 
has to yawn

Huang Majian, 105 years old, is holding a red 
envelope full of banknotes in her hand and giv-
ing the thumbs-up sign. She yawns and then 

smiles and says to us, “Let’s take a picture together!” The 
photographer standing nearby makes sure the bas-re-
lief with the Chinese characters for “longevity” can be 
seen in the background. The photographer is actually 
Huang’s grandson. Tourists pay money to take pictures 
with Huang. They give her the money in the traditional 
Chinese way—in a hongbao, which is a red envelope.

Huang Majian is the youngest of the three individuals 
in the village of Bapan who are officially recognized to 
be older than 100. Bapan is part of the district of Bama in 
the southern Chinese province of Guangxi. For centuries 
now, the area has been famous for residents who live to a 
very old age. The local state-run media claims there are 
81 people over 100 years of age in the district, which has 
a population of 300,000.

The King of Chinese Medicine
The last emperor of China had just been overthrown 
when Huang Majian was born. In the course of her life 
in this remote village, Huang has experienced the dis-
solution of China, the Japanese invasion, the Chinese 
Civil War, Mao’s Cultural Revolution, Deng Xiaoping’s 
economic reforms, China’s uninterrupted economic ex-
pansion since the 1990s, and the country’s return to the 
global stage. However, it wasn’t until her 100th birthday 
that her life turned dramatic. Since that day her name 
has been displayed on a red banner that hangs at the en-
trance to the village, where hordes of noisy tourists pass 
underneath.

“What’s your fondest memory of your life?” I ask the 
village’s oldest resident, 113-year-old Huang Makun, 
who lives in a part of the village so remote that tourists 
hardly ever see her. Huang’s eyes light up. “Singing folk 
songs with my beloved when I was young,” she softly re-
plies in the local dialect, which is called Yao. Huang has 
never learned Mandarin.

On the 11th floor of a hotel that is fittingly called 
“Longevity” I am woken up in the morning by the sound 
of a crane at a nearby construction site, where the next 
hotel is being built. The universal desire to live forever 
has turned “Longevity Village” into a magnet for tour-
ists, sick people, and senior citizens—all of whom hope 
their stay will somehow lengthen their life. In other 
words, longevity has become the village’s most import-
ant source of income. Indeed, the Chinese characters 
for “longevity” are cast into manhole covers, engraved 
into ceramic tiles on building facades, and mounted on 
streetlight poles.

Photos of people over 100 are everywhere to be seen. 
For example, an elegant old man with a white beard 
adorns a billboard advertisement for condominiums 
outside a construction site, and portrait photos of old 
residents line the walls of the recently opened “Longev-
ity Museum.” Among these portraits hangs a painting of 
Sun Simiao, also known as the “King of Chinese Medi-
cine,” who lived in the sixth and seventh centuries AD—
to the age of 101, although some sources report that he 
died at the age of 141. Sun wrote a book called Essential 
Formulas for Emergencies Worth a Thousand Pieces of Gold, 
which contains recipes for healthy drinks and advice on 
sex, among other things.

Minerals in the water
Around ten years ago, the government in the Bama dis-
trict began creating an industry out of the longevity 
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w i r t s c h a f t  u n d  g e s e l l s c h a f t
reportageTradition: Family 

members bring the 
paper flowers and 
liquor for the dead

Huang Majia, 
99, sells food to 
tourists 

The journey is its own 
reward: These retirees 
cycled to the “village of 
the centenarians”

New residences 
for the new-
comers who 
want to grow 
old here 

Photos of 
centenarians in 
the Longevity 
Museum

Dong Cheng-
man, 82, has 
been here for 
four months



2 ⁄ 2017   the magazine from evonik industries  

49

r e s e a r c h  a n d  t e c h n o l o g y
report

Ph
ot

og
ra

ph
y:

 Z
hu

 Y
in

gh
ao

 |  I
llu

st
ra

tio
n:

 C
3 

Vi
su

al
 L

ab

Vilcabamba, Ecuador: 
This valley in southern 
Ecuador benefits from 
the following favorable 
factors: Drinking water 
from the Yamburara and 
Chamba rivers is rich in 
valuable minerals; and 
the villagers mostly eat 
food they have grown 
themselves, without the 
use of pesticides or oth-
er foreign substances. 

Ogimi, Japan:
This village in the 
northern part of the 
Okinawa island group 
in southern Japan is far 
removed from the hustle 
and bustle of Japanese 
cities. Of the 3,200 res-
idents of Ogimi, 13 are 
women over 100 years 
old. Their dietary habits 
follow the traditional 
principle of hara hachi 
bu, which means eating 

until you are around 80 
percent full. 

Ikaria, Greece
The percentage of 
people over 90 on this 
barren Greek island is 
ten times higher than the 
European average. The 
canyons and mountains 
take their toll on resi-
dents physically but also 
keep them in shape even 
after they grow old. 
Locals like to relax by 
drinking a traditional tea 
made of herbs whose 
high antioxidant content 
is said to reduce stress. 

Nicoya Peninsula, 
Costa Rica
Most of the people on 
this peninsula live to 
be more than 90 years 
old. The drinking water 
here contains very large 
amounts of calcium 

and magnesium. This 
hard water is said to 
prevent heart disease 
and strengthen bone 
structure. 

Campodimele, Italy
People in this small 
farming village in the 
low mountain range of 
the Latium region live 
30 years longer than the 
average Italian. Of the 
village’s 800 residents, 
42 are over 90 and some 
of them are also over a 
100. The villagers grow 
their own food. They eat 
very little meat, but a lot 
of vegetables, as well 
as cornmeal bread that 
they bake themselves. 
In addition, they fry 
their food with olive oil, 
which is said to reduce 
the risk of cardiovascular 
disease. 

Villages with Centenarians
The Bama district in China is one of several regions in the world 
with an above-average number of centenarians. All of these rural 
areas have some factors in common: They are very isolated and 
have had little to do with the outside world until recently

Zhu Yinghao works 
for National Geo-
graphic and GQ. He 
comes from a Chinese 
family of physicians. 
How to live a long life 
was a much discussed 
topic when he was 
growing up

in the region—and today several million “health tour-
ists” visit Bama every year. Some of these tourists come 
in large groups. They quickly jump out of their buses, 
crowd into a house occupied by a centenarian, and then 
go to a souvenir shop to buy cannabis oil, a local delica-
cy that’s also supposedly a dietary staple of the cente-
narians. However, if you ask the over-100 crowd itself, 
they’ll tell you that they never use cannabis oil—it’s all 
just a sales promotion. Some visitors stay for months or 
even years in the hope that their second life will begin 
in Bapan. Most of these long-term visitors stay in Poyue, 
which used to be a village of a few hundred people but is 
now home to nearly 150,000 longevity migrants.

“Things start to quiet down in April, with some peo-
ple from the northeast heading home because it’s warm-
er there,” says Dong Chengman, an 82-year-old farmer 
who’s wearing an old-fashioned pair of glasses. Dong 
has been here for four months. His friend Dong Haiyan, 
who recently underwent heart surgery for the second 
time, has decided to stay longer.

Both are from the northwestern province of Qinghai. 
I meet up with them at a cave called Baimo, which means 
“hundred devils.” “Every day we walk to this cave and 
sit down for a bit,” says Dong Chengman. “For me it’s like 
a vacation, but for him it’s a sanatorium.”

Those looking to lengthen their lives do different 
things on the 1.5-kilometer route from Poyue to the cave. 
Two people from Beijing are playing saxophone, for ex-
ample. One is an IT entrepreneur who describes himself 
as a “smog refugee.” The other is a leading military offi-
cer who has already suffered several strokes. A woman 
dressed all in white calls into the mountains and listens 
for the echo, while a man from the city of Chongqing is 
busy fishing.

These days, visitors come not only from China but 
also from other countries around the world. Kingso Mo-
nago, for example, is a businessman from England who’s 
playing with his cell phone in a bamboo grove at the 
moment. Monago is spending his vacation here. He says 
he’s bewildered by the magical stories that he’s been told 
since he arrived.

An 89-year-old man from Singapore is walking 
along the street, his hands buried in the pockets of his 
denim overalls. “I could barely walk when I came here 
seven years ago,” he says, “but now my diabetes has dis-
appeared and I’m healthy again.” Mr. Chen prefers not 
to give us his first name, the reason being that “I hav-
en’t told my doctors in Singapore and Hong Kong that I 
live here—they’d laugh at me if they knew that.” Chen, 
however, claims that the minerals in the water and the 
“geomagnetic fields” in the region do in fact have an ef-
fect. “Every time I go to Singapore, I can feel the hundred 
devils calling me back,” he says in reference to the name 
of the cave.

Scientists are studying the phenomenon
Not all of the locals are happy about how popular their 
region has become. Huang Majia is 99 years old—yet an-
other example of the long life expectancy here. She ben-
efits directly from the tourists, because she sells them 
cucumbers and sweet potatoes at the entrance to the 
Hundred Devils cave. Nevertheless, she says that she 
used to live in “a quiet and unspoiled area; no one threw 
garbage on the ground and no one got sick.” Huang be-
lieves the new residents and tourists are destroying ex-
actly the thing that brought them here in the first place. 
“There won’t be any more people over a 100 here in the 
next generation,” she says.

She might very well turn out to be right. Yang Ze, Deputy 
Director of the Institute for Gerontology at Beijing Hos-
pital, has been studying Bama for ten years. Yang has 
repeatedly visited the region with his team of research-
ers, who have conducted in-depth interviews with 212 
people over 90 in order to gain information about their 
lifestyles, diet, and family history. Much to their sur-
prise, they found that the main reason for the longevity 
in the region has to do with natural selection. The region 
is isolated and contains many mountains—it used to take 
three days to get here from beyond the hills.

“Conditions were rough and there was no medical 
care available, so the weak died off, while those with 
good genes survived,” Yang explains. He doesn’t dispute 
the importance of favorable natural conditions, such as 
the presence of forests, the ions in the air, the miner-
als in the water, and the sunshine with comparatively 
low levels of UV radiation. “Nevertheless, I believe that 
the role played by these factors has been exaggerated,” 
says Yang, who then comes to the same conclusion as 
99-year-old Huang Majia: “If tourists keep coming here 
in droves, the whole phenomenon will soon disappear.”

The village authorities in Bapan have now posted 
signs prohibiting farmers from growing fruit, because 
the fields have been leased out as sites for the construc-
tion of luxury hotels. The hammering and drilling now 
under way has destroyed the tranquility of this once 
idyllic village. Five of the eight people over 100 in Bapan 
have died in the last year—a mortality rate that has never 
before been experienced in this age group. 
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“How Long  
Can Our Lives  
Be Extended?”
The gerontologist Karl Lenhard Rudolph talks about  
the consequences of evolution

What happens to people when 
they age? Why do we get old and 
die? 

Over the millions of years of evolution, 
most living organisms have been pro-
grammed to reach the pinnacle of their 
capabilities at the ages when they repro-
duce. Such organisms can be regarded as 
having completed their mission after they 
have reproduced and the next generation 
has reached maturity. The same is true of 
human beings. Our hard drive, by which I 
mean our genes and the way they are con-
nected with one another, achieves optimal 
fitness between the ages of 25 and 40. 
Evolution doesn’t concern itself with what 
happens after that (except for the low 
evolutionary utility of the grandparents 
helping to bring up the grandchildren). So 
aging begins after the reproductive years 
have passed. The nerve cells in the brain 
begin to lose their plasticity and stop 
forming synapses, stem cells stop divid-
ing, and the ability of organs to regenerate 
themselves decreases. Simultaneously, 
the number of mutations and defects 
increases. In the meantime, proteins 
clump together and toxic substances lead 
to chronic inflammation in nearly all body 
tissues. Aging begins when this loss of cell 
and organ functioning sets in.

What happens to mental capabilities? 
Mental development also follows this 
pattern, but not as clearly. The aging indi-
vidual experiences a loss of creativity, but 
he or she also gains experience. There are 
some artists who didn’t write their great-
est works or compose their best music un-
til they were relatively old. In general, it’s 
true here as well that as people age, their 
ability to learn new things diminishes and 
their memory deteriorates. 

Still, people keep living longer. At the be-
ginning of April, an Italian woman named 
Emma Morano died at the age of 117. What 
are the limits of longevity? 
I believe there’s a biological limit to life 
expectancy that I would say could be 100 
years, or 120 at the most. We shouldn’t 
be fooled by the fact that the average life 
expectancy in Germany has doubled in 
the last 200 years from the mid-40s to the 
mid-80s and will likely increase to 90 by 
2035. This increase is mostly due to ill-
nesses being detected at an earlier stage of 
their development, improved treatments, 
and the fact that people live healthier 
lives. They have a better diet and enjoy 
better living and working conditions. 
All of this slows aging processes, but it 
doesn’t stop aging as such. The ageing 

process, which is launched 
by evolution to reduce the 
ability of all of our systems 
to function properly 
after our reproductive 
years are over, cannot 
be shut down that 
easily.

There are regions 
in which people live 
longer (see our report 
on page 46). Why is that? 
Can we learn anything from 
the people in those regions?
Good diets and lifestyles definite-
ly play a role in healthy aging. 
The olive oil often used in Mediterra-
nean countries and the consumption of 
fish in Japan can have a positive effect on 
life expectancy. We also know that stress 
and obesity accelerate biological aging, 
while sports and exercise have a positive 
effect. It’s important to understand that 
although we can’t do much about our 
genetic makeup, we can change our habits 
in order to live healthier lives. 

Some say that those who go hungry live 
longer. Is that true? 
Lower food intake lengthens the lifespan 

r e s e a r c h  a n d  t e c h n o l o g y
interview
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Karl Lenhard 
Rudolph is a 
professor and 
the Scientific 
Director of the 
Leibniz Insti-
tute on Aging 
in Jena

and improves the health of various or-
ganisms. This was first demonstrated with 
flies and worms, but these days we also 
know it to be true about mice and mon-
keys. It’s not just the metabolism decrease 
that slows the aging process here, as a 
large number of protective mechanisms—
such as autophagy—are also triggered 
when caloric intake declines. Autophagy 
launches a process in which cells detect 
damaged proteins and disassemble them. 
This type of detoxification has a positive 
effect. However, lower food intake also 
inhibits the formation of immune cells. 
That increases an organism’s susceptibili-
ty to infection. 

Japanese stem cell researcher Shinya Ya-
manaka has demonstrated in the laborato-
ry that it is possible to reset the life clock 
of every cell in the body back to zero—the 
embryonic stage. In 2012 Yamanaka was 
awarded the Nobel Prize in Medicine for 
this reprogramming feat. Doesn’t his re-
search point the way toward defeating the 
aging process? 
Research conducted on mice has shown 
that it is in fact possible to rejuvenate 
tissue with cell reprogramming. The 
danger here is that you might end up not 
only reprogramming the cells you want 

“There’s a biological limit to 
life expectancy—100 years, 
or 120 at the most”
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to affect but also activating other cells 
that never come to rest—and can therefore 
turn cancerous. 

In your research you have attempted to 
lengthen the period in which adult stem 
cells are able to divide and thus improve 
the regeneration potential of the body’s 
organs. Have you succeeded in doing this?
Studies with animals have shown that it is 
possible to keep organs functioning prop-
erly for a longer period of time, strengthen 
the immune system, and improve muscle 
power and blood formation in old age. This 
can delay the onset of certain age-related 
dysfunctions and diseases, or even elim-
inate them. I definitely believe that there 
are certain ways to improve the health of 
the elderly, but I don’t see any way to stop 
the aging process throughout the entire 
body. The organism that is our body, with 
all of its different cell types and organs, is 
simply not programmed for that. 

So science will never be able to cheat 
death? 
An unlimited lifespan is not possible; 
evolution has seen to that through certain 
provisions—such as the telomeres that are 
located at the ends of every chromosome 
and get shorter with each cell division. We 
can block certain signals and shut down 
control points, and in this manner length-
en the cell division process. However, there 
is a limit. When the telomeres get too short, 
the body descends into genetic chaos and 
its cells die. 

If you link the circulation systems of an old 
and a young mouse in a lab, the old mouse 
gets stronger, cleverer, and healthier with-
out the younger mouse being negatively 
affected in any way. Can young blood 
lengthen the life of a human being? 
Cell aging is evidently caused not only by 
processes in the cells themselves but also 
by external factors in their surroundings. 

Messenger substances and proteins in 
the blood help ensure that cells function 
properly. This is a very important insight, 
but we still don’t know enough about what 
exactly occurs during parabiosis—in other 
words, a linkage between two organ-
isms—and which proteins or messenger 
substances cause the deterioration of cell 
functioning in an individual’s old age. 

Still, some US companies in are making a 
lot of money selling young blood… 
You can’t assume that the results 
achieved with mice in a lab are directly 
reproducible in humans. Research here is 
very much in its infancy.

Scientists at the Max Planck Institute 
for Biology of Ageing in Cologne have 
shown that older killifish live longer 
when they are fed the feces of young-
er killifish. Can feces transplantations 
lengthen the human lifespan? 
The bacteria that live in and on us have 
a major influence on our physiology and 
on the aging process. They interact with 
our bodies and also send out messenger 
substances that enter our bodies. We 
know that the composition of the bacteria 
in human intestines changes throughout 
the course of a person’s life—and this is 
probably the reason why some organs lose 
their ability to regenerate. We are cur-

Karl Lenhard Rudolph 
teaches courses on 
molecular aging 
research at Friedrich 
Schiller University 
Jena

“We’re searching not for 
the secret of immortality 
but rather for more- 
effective treatments for 
age-related illnesses” 
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Further information on the 
research group is available 
at:  
www.leibniz-fli.de/de/
forschung/forschungs-
gruppen/rudolph/

The research group 
headed by Karl Lenhard 
Rudolph examines the 
causes, processes, and 
effects of stem cell aging. 
The stem cells of an adult 
organism are indispens-
able to the lifelong main-
tenance and regeneration 
of the body’s tissues and 
organs. The molecular 
mechanisms that cause 
the loss of functionality of 
stem cells are still largely 
unknown

rently putting together a research group 
that will try to identify which bacteria 
have a negative influence on aging and 
which ones have a positive effect. 

Google’s chief developer, Ray Kurz-
weil, believes that in 30 years it will be 
possible to download a human brain and 
digitalize the intelligence of each and 
every human being and his or her way 
of thinking. Would that be a form of 
immortality? 
I can imagine that learning-enabled 
computers can make an important con-
tribution to the development of humanity, 
and that they will also be used for aging 

research. They could definitely come up 
with possible solutions that we as humans 
have perhaps overlooked. However, I 
cannot imagine that a human brain can 
be recreated on a computer. Humans are 
spontaneous; they have spontaneous 
ideas and inspirations that are strongly 
linked to interaction with their environ-
ment. Artificial intelligence will not make 
anyone immortal. 

Will it someday be possible to reanimate 
people who are now having their bodies 
cryopreserved—that is, frozen—after 
they die?
I don’t think it will be possible to revi-

talize these bodies. It is possible today 
to freeze and thaw individual cells and 
small tissue segments without damaging 
them, but a lot of damage would defi-
nitely occur if this were done to highly 
complex organisms. In my opinion, the 
purpose of aging research is not to search 
for the secret to immortality but instead 
to search for knowledge that will enable 
more effective treatment of age-related 
illnesses and keep the elderly healthy 
longer. If average life expectancy then 
increases to 100 because people stay 
healthy for longer periods of time, then 
so much the better. 

Andrzej Rybak 
used his sister-in-
law as a research 
source for this 
interview: She 
is the director of 
The Laboratory of 
Molecular Bases 
of Aging at the 
Institute for Exper-
imental Biology in 
Warsaw
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p o i n t  o f  c o n t a c t

Your breakthrough as a model came at the 
age of 65. What happened? 
It had to do with an old friend of mine, Ted 
Linow, a former roller-skating professional 
who now owns a model agency. We met 
by chance after many years, and he said 
to me: “You look the same as before—you 
belong on the catwalk.” Then he convinced 
the designer Michael Michalsky to book me 
as a model.

Were you thrilled by the idea of modeling 
alongside 16-year-olds during the Berlin 
Fashion Week?
No, not at all. My first reaction was “I can’t 
do that”—but Ted persuaded me. I got a 
stomachache two minutes before I was to 
go on, because I knew I wouldn’t be able to 
walk like a teenager. No matter how fit you 
are, the way you walk changes as you get 
older.

What did you do?
At the last second, I decided to walk my 
own way. I wasn’t stiff and emotionless; I 
was more like a fleet-footed dancer floating 
down the runway, and I flirted with the 
audience. The next day I was a big topic in 
many newspapers—and I received a lot of 
praise. 

Your dress size is 34. How have you been 
able to maintain your figure?
Through discipline. I’ve been training and 
exercising for up to two hours every day 
for more than 40 years now. I developed a 
program for this that involves doing ballet 
exercises with two five-kilo dumbbells. 

“Fleet of Foot”

Eveline Hall’s website:  
www.evelinehall.de

The exercises put every muscle to use, and 
I listen to an hour of French news and an 
hour of English news while I do them. I 
don’t want to forget those languages, and I 
also want to stay in shape mentally. 

You had no way of knowing that you  
would begin a career as a model so late in 
life. So how did you stay motivated to keep 
training so hard during all those years?
To be honest, I was plain stingy. I wanted 
my wonderful clothes to keep fitting me; 
I had no desire to spend money on a new 
wardrobe. 

Despite all the fitness, are there things 
that make you realize you’re no longer 20?
Of course. For example, when I look at my 
face I see my age.

How do you slow down the aging pro-
cess? Do you use expensive anti-wrinkle 
creams? 
I don’t believe in those. I do a facial peel 
with coffee grounds every day—it improves 
the blood flow. I also use a honey mask and 
a reasonably priced daily skincare cream—
and that’s it. 

Have you ever thought about using Botox?
No, I don’t see any need for that. Photog-
raphers love my face the way it is. I didn’t 
like my face when I was a kid; I thought it 
was too narrow. Today, it’s my pronounced 
features that ensure my success. I’m not 

afraid of getting old. Instead, I make use of 
what I have to offer because of my age. 

You prefer younger men. Does that also 
keep you full of life?
Maybe, but it’s not the reason. I’m a very 
physical woman; I wouldn’t know what to 
do with a really old man. Not all of them 
are like Sean Connery.

Have you ever lied about your age?
Yes, once. That was with a partner who was 
15 years younger than me. After he told me 
he wanted to start a family, I had to confess 
that I was 48. 

People always say that you’re only as old as 
you feel. How old do you feel?
Around 40. I never had as much energy as I 
do now, and that frightens me sometimes, 
because I know that at some point the time 
will come when I’m going to feel my age all 
at once.

What are your plans until then? 
Right now I’m working on an album of 
German songs, and I also look forward to 
acting in more movies, preferably in inter-
national productions. I also want to start 
jogging, because I don’t want to run out 
of breath while I’m working. I’ll start by 
running up and down the street, and then 
I’ll go a little further every day. 
Interview: Marion Genetti

Eveline Hall began several new careers at an age when most people retire. A former dancer and stage ac-
tress, she became a model at the age of 60, recorded an album a short time later, and then made her debut 
in a feature film last year. The top model, who is now 71, talks about her late-starting global career, iron 

discipline, and the pointlessness of using Botox 
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Eveline Hall 
doesn’t see age 
as a flaw; in-
stead, she uses it 
to her advantage
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The world as a whole is aging—but not the whole world over. 
This is because life expectancy varies by region. And while the 
population of some countries is shrinking, in other countries it 
continues to grow. This global map of aging reveals the differ-

ences and shows the factors that play a role
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Top 5 Durchschnittliche zusätzliche Lebenserwartung 
von heute 65-Jährigen in der EU (2015)
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Many factors can extend or 
reduce life expectancy. But 

the most decisive factor is the 
country we are born in. There 
are marked differences even 
within individual continents

Comparison of the population pyramids of Switzer-
land for 1950 and 2015 (population in thousands)

Average life expectancy at birth in Germany How many years of life a 40-year-old person can expect to lose 
in present-day Germany

The five European Union countries that have the longest  
average life expectancy for today’s 65-year-olds (2015)

West Germany

Germany

Germany

The world’s “happiest countries” according to 
the World Happiness Report 2017. The factors 
considered include GDP per capita, healthy years 
of life expectancy, social support, and perceived 
freedom to make life decisions

The world’s population is getting older and older. Whereas people born in 1913 had an av-
erage life expectancy of 34.1 years, that figure was already 48 years in 1950. Today global 
life expectancy has risen to over 70 years—that is, it has more than doubled within a single 
century

Africa is the “youngest continent” and has the highest average birth rate per woman: 4.7 
children (world: 2.5 / Europe: 1.6). Africa’s population is expected to grow almost fourfold 
between now and the end of the century, to just under 4.4 billion

Development of life expectancy
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“As people get older, they  
lose creativity but gain in  

experience”
Karl Lenhard Rudolph, Scientific Director of the Leibniz  

Institute on Aging in Jena


