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Brendan Whelan discusses the importance of research and planning in
order to ensure Ireland will be a good place in which to grow old

The Green Paper on Pensions
The publication of the Government’s Green
Paper on Pensions brought to the fore a
range of issues to do with ageing in Ireland.
These concern not just how to sustain the
living standards of Irish people in later life
through pensions and other forms of financial
provision, but also raise important questions
about what it will be like to be an older
person in Ireland in the coming decades. Will
older people be healthy, well integrated with
family and friends and contributing fully to
society? In short, will they enjoy a good and
improving quality of life?

Populations throughout the world are all
ageing, although there is enormous variation
in the speed at which this is happening. For
instance, it is projected that the population
of Japan, one of the most rapidly ageing
societies in the world, will have halved by
the year 2100 if present trends persist. In
Ireland, a relatively young country compared
to others at a similar stage of development,
these trends are manifesting themselves
rather more slowly. That means that we now
have a window of opportunity to plan for
population ageing and to ensure that Ireland
becomes a really good place in which to
grow old.

Planning for the future

There is a growing awareness among policy
makers and politicians of how vital this is.
The latest partnership agreement, Towards
2016, gives a prominent role to improving
all aspects of the lives of older people,
including pensions and income support
measures, long-term care services, housing
and accommodation, mobility, healthcare and
education and employment opportunities.
A new Minister of State with responsibility
for older people has been appointed and the
Programme for Government 2007 proposes
the creation of a National Strategy for Older
People.

To underpin this strategy, it will be
vital to have much better information and
research on ageing in Ireland. This is the
role of The Irish Longitudinal Study on
Ageing (TILDA), a major inter-institutional
initiative led by Trinity College. It will
involve interviews, repeated on a two-yearly
basis, with a representative sample of several
thousand people aged 50 and over. The
study will collect detailed information on all
aspects of their lives, including the economic
dimension (including pensions, employment
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and living standards), health (physical,
mental, service needs and usage) and social
aspects (contact with friends and kin, formal
and informal care, social participation). Both
survey interviews and physical and biological
measurements will be utilised. The study
will be closely harmonised with leading
international research so as to ensure the
adoption of best practice and comparability
of results.

TILDA’s key features

The most important strengths of the project

are:

* An inter-institutional, inter-disciplinary
research team comprising some of the
most eminent researchers in Ireland in the
health, social and economic fields. The
participating institutions are: Dundalk
Institute of Technology, the Economic and
Social Research Institute, the National
University of Ireland Galway. the Royal
College of Surgeons in Ireland, Trinity
College Dublin, University College Cork
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and University College Dublin.

e A large, representative sample of up to
10,000 persons aged 50 and over to
allow accurate anal and substantial
disaggregation of results.

* High quality sampling, fieldwork and data
processing.

* A longitudinal design focused on
understanding processes and causation as
well as providing point-in-time estimates.

* Commitment to both high quality and
policy-relevant analysis.

¢ Focus on linking with other national

initiatives in the ageing field and
on building genuine international

comparability of methods and results.

* The ability to give older people a clearer
voice in the national conversation and
make their concerns, experiences and
expectations heard.

Roll-out of the project

The preparatory phase of the project
commenced in  Autumn 2006 based
on funding from Irish Life plc and The
Atlantic Philanthropies. A team of highly
qualified researchers with skills in a range of
disciplines across the social and life sciences
has been put together. Data collection will
take place in 2008 and the first results will
come on stream in 2009. Further waves of
data collection will take place at two-yearly
intervals thereafter.

It is planned to disseminate the results
in a variety of forms and to a range of
audiences. Research will be published in
scientific books and journals, in policy briefs
and press releases, in articles in newspapers
and magazines, at conferences and in policy-
oriented research monographs. The data will
be deposited, in suitably anonymised form,
in the Irish Social Science Data Archive so
that it will be freely available to researchers
in Ireland and abroad.

If you are aged 50 or over, it may well
happen that over the next year or so you will
be asked to participate in the TILDA survey.
We sincerely hope you will do so, because
your co-operation is vital to providing policy
makers with the reliable, in-depth research
that they need in order to make Ireland one of
the best places in the world to grow old.
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