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REVEALING THE GENERATIONAL ECONOMY:
AN ESSENTIAL SYSTEM AT RISK

1. THEHHIDDEN GENERATIONAL ECONOMY

Members of a society are connected through a web of
social relationships shaped by family and friendship,
involving care, support and mutual obligations, as well
as through shared norms, rights and collective arrange-
ments that structure responsibilities across genera-
tions. They are also linked through economic exchanges
through markets and public institutions. These con-
nections vary over the life course, as individuals move
between roles as recipients and providers of support.
Children rely heavily on resources provided by families
and public investments in education, health care and
other services. During their working years, adults con-
tribute more than they receive, supporting children and
older generations both directly within families and indi-
rectly through taxes and other transfers that finance
public programs. Older persons rely on the mutual sup-
port of families and the public sector, supplemented by
their own savings. They may also continue working—
often in the informal sector—motivated by economic
necessity or a desire for continued engagement.

These intergenerational exchanges of resources—
whether through monetary flows, time transfers or
implicit social contracts—constitute the hidden genera-
tional economy, a network of reciprocity that sustains
prosperity over the life course. Viewed in this context,
the central unifying principle of the SDGs—“Leaving no
one behind”—is not an act of charity toward people expe-
riencing vulnerability. Rather, it is a recognition that we
all take turns receiving and giving over our lives, and
that the system works best when everyone is included.

Why understanding the generational
economy matters during demographic
transitions

Revealing this hidden generational economy has become
increasingly urgent due to rapid changes in population
age structure. Many low- and middle-income countries
are experiencing declining fertility and expanding work-
ing-age populations, creating the potential for a demo-
graphic dividend—provided that investments in human
capital and employment are sufficient. At the same
time, a growing number of countries face rapid popula-
tion ageing, characterized by a rising share of older per-
sons relative to the working-age population, increasing
demand for healthcare and long-term care, and mounting

Key Messages

» The “generational economy” refers to the system of social
institutions, economic mechanisms and intergenerational flows
through which different age groups produce, consume, share and
allocate resources over the life course.

» As the share of older persons rises, the system of mutual support
between generations comes under increasing strain, including
pressures of fiscal sustainability driven in part by increasing
expenditures for health care at older ages.

» New accounting tools like National Transfer Accounts, National
Time Transfer Accounts and National Inclusion Accounts can be
used to reveal this generational economy.

» These accounts can be integrated into national statistical
systems alongside the gross domestic product (GDP) to better
understand the economic and fiscal impacts of population
ageing, aiding in inclusive and sustainable fiscal budget planning.

» Integrating these accounts is consistent with the call in the
Pact for the Future@ to systematically embed long-term and
intergenerational perspectives into decision-making at all levels.

a United Nations General Assembly. Pact for the Future. Annex I: Declara-
tion on Future Generations, para. 31. A/RES/79/1 (22 September 2024).

pressure on pension and public finance systems.! Impor-
tantly, population ageing is no longer confined to high-
income economies; many countries face the prospect of
growing old before growing rich.

These demographic shifts alter the balance of economic
roles and resource flows across age groups, raising criti-
cal questions of fiscal sustainability, intergenerational
equity and inclusive growth. How societies finance edu-
cation and health across the life course, ensure income
security and well-being for all at all stages of life, and
allocate public and private resources across the life
course will strongly influence long-term economic per-
formance, inequality reduction and social cohesion.?

1 United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs. World Social
Report 2023: Leaving No One Behind in an Ageing World. New York: United
Nations, 2023.

2 The NTA framework incorporates time-based contributions through
National Time Transfer Accounts, as detailed in the National Time Trans-
fer Accounts Manual: Measuring and Analyzing the Gendered Economy,
New York: United Nations (2024).

Author: Nicole Mun Sim Lai and Cheryl Sawyer, Population Division, UN DESA.
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Despite their central importance, these intergenera-
tional resource flows remain largely invisible in con-
ventional macroeconomic indicators. Aggregate meas-
ures such as GDP and the system of national accounts
are not designed to capture how economic resources
are distributed and reallocated across age groups, nor
do they adequately measure unpaid household service
work and caregiving.2 As a result, policymakers often
assess economic performance and growth without
a clear understanding of how children, working-age
adults and older persons are linked economically and
how public policies reshape these linkages.

Making these intergenerational linkages visible is
therefore a prerequisite for sustainable and equitable
policy design. The need for long-term and intergenera-
tional thinking—and for measurement frameworks that
support it—has been recognized by Member States in
the Declaration on Future Generations, annexed to the
Pact for the Future.?

Intergenerational transfers shape poverty
and equity

Understanding how societies address age- and gen-
eration-related issues is essential because economic
resources, opportunities and risks are distributed
unevenly across the life course, and both children and
older persons face heightened exposure to poverty and
material deprivation. The extent of poverty and ine-
quality within a society is closely linked to how effec-
tively the needs and human rights of people at differ-
ent stages of life are met and sustained at an adequate
standard of living.

To what extent do economic inequalities manifest
across the life course and between generations within
a country? How have these disparities evolved over
time? And what role do public programmes play in
shaping, mitigating and reinforcing these inequalities?

The National Transfer Accounts (NTA) framework,
together with those of its extensions—National Time
Transfer Accounts and National Inclusion Accounts—
provides a systematic approach to measuring and ana-
lysing economic flows by age, gender and socioeco-
nomic status. By integrating demographic and national
accounts data, NTA makes it possible to quantify eco-
nomic surpluses and deficits at various stages of the life
course, to identify the relative roles of families, markets
and governments in financing economic transfers over
age and across generations, and to assess how public
policies and demographic change interact. Strengthen-
ing the empirical foundations of the generational econ-
omy is therefore essential for designing policies that
are fiscally sustainable, socially equitable and consist-
ent with the principle of leaving no one behind.

3 United Nations General Assembly. Pact for the Future. Annex II: Declara-
tion on Future Generations, para. 24, 26 and 31. A/RES/79/1 (22 Septem-
ber 2024).

2. CASE STUDY: THE GENERATIONAL
ECONOMY OF COLOMBIA AND
THE REPUBLIC OF KOREA

Lifecycle consumption and production
patterns reveal when individuals depend
on others and when they generate
economic surpluses

This brief focuses on explaining monetary flows of
resources across generations. To illustrate these flows,
figure 1A and figure 1B depict the average economic
life cycle of individuals in Colombia and the Republic
of Korea, highlighting consumption and labour income
per person over age—patterns that are broadly simi-
lar across contemporary societies. Consumption here
encompasses all goods and services provided by both
private and public sectors, including health, education,
housing, food, public defence and others. Consump-
tion exceeds labour income for two long periods of life,
at both younger and older age, creating lifecycle defi-
cits, which are plotted in the blue area. Labour income
exceeds consumption for about 30 years, when working
adults generate lifecycle surpluses.

Comparing figures 1A and 1B, the age pattern of con-
sumption differs at school ages, reflecting higher levels
of public and private investment in children’s educa-
tion in the Republic of Korea—on average, children con-
sume one-third more than adults. In Colombia, labour
income peaks around age 40 and then declines rapidly,
whereas in the Republic of Korea it remains high over
a longer span, peaking between ages 40 and 50. This
pattern indicates that individuals in Colombia begin
to face a substantial reduction in labour income after
age 40, requiring greater reliance on alternative income
sources, such as assets and public or private transfers.

Families, markets, and governments
provide support over the life course

The economic life course is sustained through various
institutions—families, markets, and governments—
that facilitate the reallocation of resources across age
groups. Within families, resources are transferred to
children and, to varying degrees, to and from older
persons through unpaid caregiving, household produc-
tion and direct financial support. Markets enable indi-
viduals to shift resources across the life cycle through
saving, asset accumulation, borrowing and dissaving.
Governments reallocate resources across age groups
through taxation and public spending, in particular
for spending on education, healthcare, pensions and
other forms of social protection. Together, these flows
of goods and services constitute the generational econ-
omy—the system through which societies meet age-
specific economic needs.

H United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs
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Children and older persons collectively experience a lifecycle deficit, while the average working-

age adult generates a lifecycle surplus

Figure 1A
Annual consumption and labour income per capita by
age, Colombia, 2021

Figure 1B
Annual consumption and labour income per capita by
age, Republic of Korea, 2023
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Source: National Transfer Accounts, DANE (National Administrative
Department of Statistics, Colombia).

Consumption is financed through a combination
of public transfers, private transfers,
asset-based reallocations and labour income

Figures 2A and 2B illustrate how the consumption of indi-
viduals in Colombia and the Republic of Korea is financed
across the life course, showing the relative contributions
of asset-based reallocations, public transfers, private
transfers and labour income as a share of total consump-
tion. For children and adolescents in both countries,
families and governments shoulder much of the burden—
contributing in similar proportions to support young
people’s needs. The balance shifts most strikingly during
the early college years in the Republic of Korea. At age 18,
private transfers surge upward to cover nearly 80 per cent
of total consumption at ages 18 and 19.

Another key difference between the two countries lies
in old-age support. In Colombia, older persons at ages 65
and above rely on asset income to finance about half of
their consumption, supplemented by labour income and
family transfers, while public transfers remain limited.
By contrast, in the Republic of Korea, public pensions
play a central role at older ages, financing half or more
of total consumption. The remainder is financed primar-
ily through asset-based reallocations, labour income and
private transfers, contributing roughly 20, 20 and 10 per
cent, respectively.

Working-age adults pay taxes and make family transfers,
drawing on asset income in addition to labour income to
support themselves as well as younger and older genera-
tions. As illustrated in figure 2A, adults in Colombia make
their largest public tax contributions in their 50s and

M Public consumption
Private consumption

Earnings
Self-employment

Won (thousands)

50,000 .
Labour income
40000 | ) _— N
( \ / \ Consumption
30,000

M L— 0 0 N\
20,000 J. / \\

10,000 I.- i/ N

0

0 10 20 30 30 40 50 60 70 80 80 90
Age (years)

Source: National Transfer Accounts, MODS (Ministry of Data and
Statistics, Republic of Korea).

60s, amounting to about one-third of their consumption.
In contrast, family transfers peak earlier, with adults in
their 40s and 50s providing private support equivalent to
roughly one-third of their consumption. In the Republic of
Korea, adults provide substantial family transfers in their
40s, amounting to roughly half of their consumption, as
shown in figure 2B. At the same time, they contribute sig-
nificantly through taxes—equal to about 30 or 40 per cent
of their consumption from their 30s through their 50s.

One policy consideration relates to the heavy reliance on
public pensions to finance consumption at older ages.
As populations grow older, this reliance has important
implications for fiscal sustainability, particularly in pay-
as-you-go and partially funded pension systems. Policy
options to address these pressures include increasing
contribution rates, raising the statutory retirement age,
increasing female labour force participation, adjusting
benefit indexation formulas, and promoting the devel-
opment of occupational and private pension schemes to
diversify sources of old-age income.#

At the national level, lifecycle deficits and
surpluses reflect the underlying population
age structure

The impact of population age structure on the gen-
erational economy is illustrated for Colombia and the

4 United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs. World Social
Report 2023: Leaving No One Behind in an Ageing World. New York: United
Nations, 2023.
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Figure 2A

Financing consumption: Annual public transfers,
private transfers, asset-based reallocations and
labour income per capita by age as a percentage of
total consumption, Colombia, 2021

Figure 2B

Financing consumption: Annual public transfers,
private transfers, asset-based reallocations and
labour income per capita by age as a percentage of
total consumption, Republic of Korea, 2023
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Source: National Transfer Accounts, DANE (National Administrative
Department of Statistics, Colombia).

Republic of Korea in figures 3A2 and 3B2. These fig-
ures were derived by combining the corresponding
population age structures (figure 3A1 and 3B1) with
the per-capita age profiles shown in figure 1A and 1B
to estimate aggregate national consumption and labour
income.

Colombia’s relatively young population results in large
lifecycle deficits concentrated at younger ages. By
contrast, the Republic of Korea exhibits substantial
national consumption concentrated among working-
age adults in their 40s, 50s and 60s, members of rela-
tively large cohorts born when the nation’s fertility rate
was still above the replacement level. At the same time,
the large share of the population at these prime work-
ing ages generates high levels of aggregate production
and a pronounced lifecycle surplus, supporting con-
sumption at younger and older ages.

A key question is how long the Republic of Korea can
sustain a sufficient lifecycle surplus in the context of
rapid population ageing. Projecting the surplus using
historical age profiles of consumption and labour
income, combined with projected population values,
can provide insights into the timing and magnitude of
emerging fiscal pressures and guidance on forward-
looking policy responses.5

5 Wang, F, Shen, K., & Cai, Y. (2022). When the abundance ends: Economic
transformation, population aging, and shrinking lifecycle surplus in China.
Journal of the Economics of Ageing, 22.
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3. TOOLS FOR REVEALING THE HIDDEN
ECONOMY: NTA, NTTA, AND NTAX

Despite its central role in sustaining societies, the gen-
erational economy remains largely invisible in standard
indicators. GDP per capita tells us how much is produced,
but not how resources are shared across generations. In
addition, GDP omits unpaid caregiving and household
work, which account for half of all hours worked. Budgets
show spending totals but not who benefits and who pays.

Toreveal these flows and understand how they are chang-
ing, a suite of three accounting frameworks has been
developed since 2011¢ to capture intergenerational shar-
ing directly:

= National Transfer Accounts (NTA): A comprehensive
framework that measures production, consumption,
asset income and transfers by age groups. NTAs help
to clarify how population growth and changing age
structures affect economic growth, public finances
and generational equity. In the context of rapid popu-
lation ageing, NTAs provide crucial evidence needed to
design sustainable policies.

= National Time Transfer Accounts (NTTA): An exten-
sion of NTAs that incorporates unpaid caregiving and
domestic services within households. By estimating

6 Mason, A, & Lee, R. (2011). Population aging and the generational econ-
omy: Key findings. In R. Lee & A. Mason (Eds.), Population aging and the
generational economy: A global perspective (pp. 3-31). Edward Elgar.
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Figure 3A1
Population by age, both sexes, Colombia 2021
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Source: United Nations (2024). World Population Prospects 2024 Revision.

Figure 3A2
Aggregate consumption and labour income by age,
Colombia, 2021

Figure 3B1
Population by age (thousands), both sexes, Republic
of Korea 2023
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Source: United Nations (2024). World Population Prospects 2024 Revision.

Figure 3B2
Aggregate consumption and labour income by age,
Republic of Korea, 2023
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Source: National Transfer Accounts, DANE (National Administrative
Department of Statistics, Colombia).

the value of time spent caring for children, older
persons, and other family members, the NTTA frame-
work makes visible the enormous contributions of the
care economy, relying mostly on the labour of women,
which traditional economic statistics overlook. In
doing so, NTTAs show that we share resources in two
currencies: money and time.

= National Inclusion Accounts (NTAx): A forthcoming
extension of NTAs currently being piloted, NTAx disag-
gregateseconomic flows by both age and socioeconomic
status. The results illustrate not only how resources
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Source: National Transfer Accounts, MODS (Ministry of Data and
Statistics, Republic of Korea).

move across the life course but also how they are simul-
taneously distributed among socio-economic groups.
Such information is essential for properly anticipating
the long-term costs and financing of social protec-
tion, education, and health care and also for promoting
equity across both generations and social groups.

Together, these three tools bring the hidden generational
economy into view. They allow policymakers and the pub-
lic to see how much we rely on one another, how patterns of
transfer and support are shifting with demographic change,
and what is at stake if the system comes under strain.
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BOX 1
The NTA project and manuals

Policymakers and research teams in over 100 countries across
Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin America and the Caribbean, Oceania and
North America are actively constructing national transfer accounts
(NTAs), national time transfer accounts (NTTAs) and national
inclusion accounts (NTAx) as part of the global NTA project and
network.a

DESA, in collaboration with the NTA network, has taken a leading role
in publishing standard guidelines for the application of these tools:
the National Transfer Accounts Manual,> the National Time Transfer
Accounts Manual,c and the forthcoming National Inclusion Accounts
Manual. These manuals provide the methodological foundation
needed to harmonize measurement, strengthen policy relevance and
support cross-country analyses.

[ A [——

National Transfer Accounts

MANUAL National Time
Transfer Accounts
Manual

National Inclusion
Accounts (NTAx)

Measuring
and Analysing
the Generational
Economy

®

DESA, in collaboration with ECLAC, ESCAP and UNFPA, provides
capacity-building workshops to support Member States in strength-
ening their capacity to measure and use NTAs, NTTAs, and NTAx.d
Over the past five years, DESA has trained more than 300 participants
from over 30 countries.

a www.ntaccounts.org.

b United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Popu-
lation Division (2013). National Transfer Accounts Manual: Meas-
uring and Analysing the Generational Economy. New York: United
Nations. Available at https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/
content/national-transfer-accounts.

¢ United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Popu-
lation Division (2024). National Time Transfer Accounts Manual:
Measuring and Analysing the Gendered Economy. New York: United
Nations. Available at https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/
content/national-transfer-accounts.

d Requests for capacity development on NTA, NTTA and NTAx may be
directed to the Director, Population Division, population@un.org.

In addition, NTA estimates can be used to compute
and project economic dividends resulting from demo-
graphic change, including the first and second demo-
graphic dividends,? as well as emerging concepts such
as the gender dividend and the education dividend.? In
addition, NTAs are being integrated into policy

7 Mason, A, Lee, R., Abrigo, M., & Lee, S.-H. (2017). Support Ratios and Demo-
graphic Dividends: Estimates for the World. New York: United Nations, Depart-
ment of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, Technical Paper
No. 2017/1.

8 Renterfa, E., Souto, G., Mejfa-Guevara, |., & Patxot, C. (2016). The effect of
education on the demographic dividend. Population and Development Review,
42(4),651-671.

projections? and simulation frameworks, enabling the
use of scenarios and dynamic models of overlapping
generationsi® to assess the long-term economic impli-
cations of demographic change.

4. CONCLUSION

The generational economy is too important to remain hid-
den. Sharing across generations sustains prosperity and
equity, a dynamic process that is not reflected in conven-
tional economic indicators. As societies grow older, pat-
terns of economic contribution and needs of consump-
tion evolve, underscoring the importance of measuring
these flows to better understand the economic linkages
between children, working-age adults, and older persons
and how public policies influence these relationships.

Incorporating tools such as National Transfer Accounts,
National Time Transfer Accounts, and National Inclusion
Accounts into the standard practice of official statistics is
a critical step forward. Alongside GDP and other core indi-
cators, these frameworks allow policymakers to see how
resources are shared across the life course and between
socio-economic groups. As such, they provide guidance
for budget planning, helping to ensure that spending pri-
orities are balanced over the life course and across socio-
economic groups and are sustainable in the long run.

Box 2
Examples of Policy Use of National Transfer Accounts
(NTAs):

Thailand: NTA analysis and projections were incorporated in the draft-
ing of the country’s Population Plan during the 12th National Economic
and Social Development Plan (2017-2021).2 Evidence from NTA on pub-
lic and private consumption for young children informed the govern-
ment'’s decision to introduce child support grants.> NTA findings have
also been used in key government publications, including the Poverty
and Inequality Report of Thailand 2079 and the Quarterly Social Situa-
tion Report 2022, particularly in relation to the sustainability of social
protection and inequality of health care consumption. The National
Economic and Social Development Council (NESDC) of Thailand has for-
mally adopted NTAs and publishes NTA statistics regularly, recognizing
the framework as an essential tool for assessing the economic impacts
of demographic change and designing effective policy responses.c

4%
AUYINIULATLRADUA

sontsenalve D 2562

Poverty and Inequity Report

9 Mason, A, & Lee, R., with members of the National Transfer Accounts
Network. (2022). Six ways population change will affect the global econ-
omy. Population and Development Review, 48(1), 3-26.

10 Sanchez-Romero, M. (2022). Assessing the generational impact of COVID-
19 using National Transfer Accounts (NTAs). In: Vienna Yearbook of Popu-
lation Research 2022. pp. 1-35 Vienna Institute of Demography.

11 A list of published papers using the NTA framework are available at https://
www.ntaccounts.org/web/nta/show/Published%20NTA%20Papers%20Public.
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Colombia and the Republic of Korea: NTAs have been adopted
by the national statistical offices of Colombia and the Republic
of Korea as part of their official statistics. The National Admin-
istrative Department of Statistics, DANE (Colombia), produces
periodic reports on NTAs disaggregated by age and sex.d These
statistics include a satellite account on the care economy, which
measures the contribution of unpaid care and household work to
economic and social development. The Ministry of Data and Sta-
tistics, MODS (Republic of Korea), has produced annual reports
since 2019 on aggregate and per capita levels of labour earnings,
taxes and consumption by age, highlighting the role of government
in supporting public education and public health.e For both coun-
tries, these data provide policymakers with critical insights into
the respective roles of governments, families and financial mar-
kets in supporting the needs of individuals across the life course.

Africa (Benin, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, and Togo): Policymakers
apply NTAs to examine financial flows across age groups, guiding
national development planning, budget formulation and strategies
to harness the demographic dividend.f Through initiatives such as
the National Observatory of Demographic Dividend and the Sahel
Women’s Empowerment and Demographic Dividend (SWEDD) pro-
ject, NTA evidence helps align investments with demographic
realities, in particular for youth and women, by tracking age- and
gender-specific resource flows.o. h This approach supports the
African Union’s sustainable development agenda by linking popu-
lation dynamics to public finance, economic growth and genera-
tional equity in national budgeting.i

for the African Union Roadmap
on Hamessing the Demographic Divid

- K

Policymakers from Africa discussed the use of NTA evidence in
national development plans at the 15th Global NTA Conference in
Bangkok, Thailand, in 2025.

Japan: The National Institute of Population and Social Security
Research (IPSS), under the Ministry of Health, Labour and Wel-
fare, applies NTAs in policy analysis to assess the implications
of population ageing for public finances and social security. IPSS
produces annual NTA reports with detailed statistics on private
and public consumption, production, public and private transfers,
and asset reallocations by age and sex.i It also publishes financial
estimates of unpaid care and household work, highlighting their
economic contributions.

Indonesia: The Ministry of National Development Planning has
applied NTAs in both the Long-Term Development Plan 2025-2045
and the Medium-Term Development Plan 2025-2029.k Granular age
and socioeconomic profiles of public transfers, consumption and
production have informed the design of social protection poli-
cies. In 2024, Indonesia’s Statistical Expert Forum endorsed the
further development of data sources and methods, marking the
first step towards the official adoption of NTAs by the national
statistical office.

a Suphannada Lowhachai, Director of Social Data and Indicator Develop-
ment Division, Office of the National Economic and Social Development
Council of Thailand. Presentation at the 29th IPSS Annual Seminar in To-
kyo. Available at (497) Z529[81JEAE B3 £ X J-—/The 29th IPSS Annual
Seminar - YouTube.

b National Transfer Accounts, Electronic booklet, UNFPA Asia and
Pacific Regional Office. Available at https://asiapacific.unfpa.org/
sites/default/files/pub-pdf/unfpa_nta_booklet_quo_february_15.
pdf.

¢ https://nesdc.go.th.
https://www.dane.gov.co/index.php/estadisticas-por-tema/cuen-
tas-nacionales/cuentas-nacionales-de-transferencia-cntr.

e https://kostat.go.kr/menu.es?mid=a20210040000.

f Using NTA Evidence in National Development Plans. The 15the NTA
Global Meeting, Bangkok, Thailand, March 10-13, 2025.

g https://creg-center.org/#.

h UNFPA West and Central Africa Regional Office (2018). Program-
ming the demographic dividend: From theory to experience. United
Nations Population Fund.

i https://www.prb.org/articles/prb-supports-african-policymak-
ers-and-researchers-to-use-demographic-data-for-national-
development/#:~:text=By%20leveraging%20demographic%20
data%20and,t0%20linking%20research%20with%20policymaking.

j The Japanese National Transfer Accounts Project.

k Pak Maliki, Deputy for Community Empowerment, Population
and Manpower, Indonesia Ministry of National Development Plan-
ning/National Development Planning Agency (Bappenas) Indo-
nesia. Presented at the 15t NTA Global Meeting, Bangkok, Thai-
land, March 10-13, 2025. Available at National Transfer Accounts
Project|Documents|Meetings|15th NTA Global Meeting.

Together with its partners, UN DESA is supporting
Member States in building this capacity. By revealing
the hidden generational economy, governments will be
better equipped to design fair and resilient policies for
pensions, healthcare, education and social protection.
The challenge is urgent, but with these better tools,
the essential system of sharing that binds generations
together can be sustained for the future.
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