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Oldies with goodies?
New perspective of elder care in China and Switzerland

Abstract
China is becoming an ageing1) society rapidly. In 2013 the people over sixty years old 

reached 200 million in China. The traditional elder care model was primarily supported by 
individual families, which doesn’t exist due to the ‘one child policy’. Given the transforma-
tional changes in Chinese economy, society and culture over the past 30 years, the elder 
care system in China has also evolved very significantly. Many entities, including govern-
ment, private firms, public institutions and individual families, are the key players in such 
elder care system. As compared to China, Switzerland has developed a balanced system 
for elder care since 150 years ago. Therefore, to further understand the best practices in 
swiss elder care system can also suggest a potential solution to China’s current elder care 
challenges.

During this project, different techniques, such as the street photography, portrait 
photography, and qualitative interviews, were applied to collect the information, opinions 
and insights of the elders. Proposals in improving elder care in China are also discussed 
and recommended in the end of this documentation.

1 British English 
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I. The necessity of this thesis: 
A. Motivation
One of the main motivations for this work is because of my personal experience in my 

family. This experience deeply intrigues me to understand the social challenges of elder 
care in China and Switzerland. 

At the end of 2012, a heavy snow occurred in Beijing and my mother went out for a walk 
after the dinner. Unfortunately, she fell down on the slippery road. This accident was so 
serious that her right wrist (where a small bone dominates the most delicate movements 
of fingers) was severely fractured. She was sent to local emergency room and unluckily, 
her treatment was improper. Therefore she had to suffer lots of pains from the physical 
recovery after the plaster for fixing the fracture was removed. The worse part was actually 
not her physical pain but her increasing concerns about any future illness or accidents. In 
her opinion her insecurity was due to the fact that her only two children, my sister and I, are 
living abroad and will not be able to help her or my father if there is any emergency.

Bad just turns to worse. I went back to China to take care of her one month after the 
accident. However, she had such severe concerns that later on she developed a minor 
depression. It took her and the whole family almost one and half years to make life back to 
normal, even though she still has a constant fear about future illness.

I was frustrated and shocked by my mother’s reaction through this whole event. She 
used to be a very strong and confident person and this experience completely changed 
my view about my mother. I was trying to understand her fear or insecurity she had. Was 
her experience an incidence or a typical concern from the elderly in the society? Was her 
environment and society able to help her after this event? Why didn’t she receive any care 
special for the elderly from the community? After I came back to Switzerland, I started to 
look into this area, the elder care in both China and Switzerland, more broadly. And then it 
became the topic of my thesis. 

B. Objectives
This work focus on the investigation and description of the current daily lives of the 

elderly in China to demonstrate the key elder care challenges, from individual and social 
perspectives. In addition, by exploring the elder care system in Switzerland, some best of 
practices could be further applied in China. In the last part of the work, the elderly’ thoughts 
and concerns in both countries will be analysed. Particularly, potential solutions to deal with 
the elder care challenges in China will be discussed.

II. Introduction to elder care 
China has more than 1.3 billion population, among which about ten percent are elderly 

(over 60 years old). In 2013 the number of seniors reaches 200 million1). China has become 

1 Economic Blue Book 2013 by Chinese Academy of Social Sciences 
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the largest ageing country. It is estimated that China could have about 400 million people 
over 60 years of age by 2050. At that time, China will become the most ageing society. In 
addition, there are about 37 million senior people currently who are incapable of taking 
care of themselves and they require assistance or support on a daily basis. Such number 
will increase at least 10% every year. Therefore, how to support these people becomes a 
huge challenge in China.

China has changed dramatically in recent years, including economic transformational 
evolution and significant social changes. For example, China evolved from a pure 
agriculture to a semi-industrialised country. One of most social changes is about family 
structure. In traditional Chinese society (thousands of years until 30 years ago), the elderly 
used to live with one or several of their children, most of whom were normally staying in the 
same region or even the same house together. And they were supposed to be taken care 
by their children specially when their daily lives require assistance and support. 

However, two key factors appear to influence and alter the family structure and this 
elder care tradition. The first is the ‘one-child policy’ (also called family planning policy), 
introduced in late the 1970s. Every family should have only one child. Although this policy 
was a domestic and international controversy, it has definitely alleviated social, economic 
and environmental problems. The direct impact of this factor is on the number of family 
members, sharply reduced from five to seven members to three members per family. The 
second factor is the economic reform - urbanisation, which increased in speed following 
the initiation of the reform and opening policy. Urbanisation generated not only the mega 
cities like Beijing and Shanghai but also the largest migration of people from rural region 
to urban region. It has been estimated that in the last 30 years at least one percent of total 
population (>10 Million) each year moved from rural region to urban region. This dramatic 
change of social structures led to a clear separation between the workers and their parents: 
they are working and living in different cities or provinces (or even different countries), 
far away from where the parents are living. Taking care of elder parents on a daily basis 
is just impossible and not realistic at all. Moreover the children are not able to afford to 
support four parents (from two husband and wife’s families) living in the same city due to 
the extreme high cost of living and real estate in general. These demographic shifts and 
socioeconomic changes have eroded traditional elder care system gradually.

Furthermore, the formal long-term care services and infrastructures in China have not 
been able to sufficiently meet the escalating demands from the large ageing population. 
More than fifteen percentage of senior people have to depend on other’s help and support 
(from family, friends, to state/private care services). Thus, it becomes extremely important 
to understand how these senior people in China confront the challenges of such dramatic 
family structure changes and the dilemmas of the scarce of social care support.

As compared to these huge social problems for seniors in China, Switzerland has 
established and developed an effective elder care system. Both private companies and 
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nonprofit organisations are actively involved. For example, the private firm Pro Senectute 
provides a full spectrum services that assist senior people in daily activities, such as 
shopping, gardening, sporting, cleaning, consultancy etcetera. Additionally the nonprofit 
organisation Spitex is mainly focusing on medical assistance of seniors, to ensure that the 
elderly can receive proper medical treatment. In addition to those companies/organisations, 
there are also private nursing homes, which have strong connections with and financial 
subsidies from governments. These various supports and care systems allow senior people 
to choose different elder care schemes according to their individual needs and situations. 
Additionally, the infrastructures for seniors are required by laws and well designed from 
public areas to public transportation, where senior’s daily lives are fully integrated into the 
whole society.

Switzerland has spent more than 150 years in developing such good elder care system, 
with the supports from government, private/public sectors etc. It also experienced such 
transition from a family oriented to a social oriented elder care like nowadays. However, 
China won’t be able to have such long time to form a good elder care system given 
much faster ageing population in China. Therefore, learning from other countries such 
as Switzerland can be a feasible way for China to quickly improve the current elder care 
system.

III. Methodology development 
A. Selection of visualisation method - photography
1) Overview of the key visual communication methods related to the project
Visual communication is communication through visual aid and is described as the 

conveyance of ideas and information in forms that can be read or looked upon. In this 
project, key messages should be delivered to reveal the complex topics: such as different 
senior’s daily life in China and Switzerland, the astonishing country differences in elder 
care and support and also potential collaborations between countries (either at private level 
or at public level).

In the beginning of this project, various approaches have been explored to visualise 
the key messages of the project: such as drawing, painting, video, audio and photography. 
The selected methodology should describe the above intricate topics and have a close and 
vivid picture about what have happened to seniors in China and Switzerland. 

Painting and drawing have numerous forms, as a mode of creative expression. This 
form of methods describes both the act and the result of the action. In most cases, painting 
and drawing reflect the authors’ perspectives, understanding and believes. Such strong 
subjective tendency in the painting/drawing world may leave very limited space for readers 
to perceive the real pictures of elder care in two countries objectives. Another drawback of 
such artistic method is time consuming. Given such broad topics and different perspectives 
on elder care theme, it will require much more time to create series of painting/drawing to 
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outline a full picture of it. Therefore, painting/drawing doesn’t really fit into this project.
Another common visualisation method is video/audio. Certainly, this method can keep 

the original information from the sources and present it as real as possible. However, video/
audio is difficult to overcome the huge multi- culture and multi-language barriers when 
displaying different countries’ scenarios. Moreover, the vast information from video/audio 
may distract audience from the main themes or focused areas. Hence, video/audio method 
is not optimal to present the elder care focused topic.

Photography is a way to communicate messages to people, either on developed films 
or via digital sensors. Photography method perfectly balances two key requirements for 
delivering messages in this project: first, it can capture various topics through different 
backgrounds and perspectives with fairly objective views. “The nonverbal language of 
photo realism is a language that is most understood inter culturally and cross culturally.”1)

 Secondly, photography exhibits the information relatively in a focused way so that 
readers can concentrate on the most critical pieces of the information and then have 
more freedom to reflect and thorough-think. Therefore, photography was chosen as a well 
balanced approach for this project.

2) Experiment to test photography hypothesis
One fundamental hypothesis of photography method for this project is that it can 

overcome (maybe not completely) the cultural differences when sharing information with 
people with different backgrounds. Accordingly, one small experiment was designed 
and conducted in HyperWerk to examine whether photography is a feasible approach to 
process multi- cultural information.

Five randomly chosen HyperWerk students with different backgrounds (including 
artists and designers) were recruited for this experiment (Oct-Nov, 2013). Basically, the 
experiment involved two major steps. The first step is that the participants were given five 
photos from one Chinese professional photographer. The theme of photos is about the 
daily lives of photographer’s parents. The subjects were asked to select one photo from 
the five, without explaining any background. This step allowed participants to focus on 
the visual information that they are interested in. The second step is that the participants 
should interpret the selected photo by using the art languages such as painting, drawing, or 
collage that they were familiar with.

Surprisingly, the participants chose just two from all photos based on their own interests. 
Surprisingly their interpretations about these two photos have very similar elements. The 
conclusion from this experiment is that people with different background can perceive the 
common messages from photography. It confirms that the photography suits this multi-
cultural project.

1 Visual Anthropology, Photography as a research method, John Collier, Jr. and Malcolm Collier, P9
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1: Photo I   2:Drawing interpreted  3:Painting interpreted
4: Photo II  5:Drawing interpreted  6:Drawing and collage interpreted  7:Painting interpreted
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B. Street photography as main technique
As Elliott Erwitt said, “Nothing happens when you sit at home. I always make it a point 

to carry a camera with me at all times…I just shoot at what interests me at that moment.” 
Street photography is defined as an art photography that features the human condition 
within public places and does not necessitate the presence of a street or even the urban 
environment. The origin of the term ‘Street’ refers to a time rather than a place, when 
people were engaged with each other and their surroundings more publicly. “They have 
taken pictures of people who are going about their business unaware of the photographer’s 
presence. They have made candid pictures of everyday life in the street. That, at its core, is 
what street photography is.”1) 

Street photography could capture both details of the objectives but also the context 
of the surroundings. Very effectively, street photography can represent the various 
perspectives of the objects and provide an interpretation of the objects’ situation (the time, 
location, and the context). This key feature enables readers to perceive and understand 
the subtle parts of the social and culture differences. Additionally, the street photographers 
are required to understand more deeply and more widely the culture or context than 

1  Westerbeck, Colin and Joel Meyerowitz. Bystander: a history of street photography, 1st ed. Boston : Little, Brown & Co. 1993.
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others before start to shoot. As a Chinese living in Basel in last six years, my own Asian 
background and Europe experience will greatly assist me to tackle such multi-culture 
topics about the elder care in China and Switzerland. Some of my photos were exhibited in 
Bellevue-Ort für Fotografie and recognised by photography professionals (see Appendix I).

C. Interview methodology
Although China is well known for its economy, long history and interesting cultures, the 

western world is still largely unfamiliar with the daily lives of Chinese elderly. In addition 
to applying the photography to represent their lives and also to overcome the crossing 
language/culture barrier, qualitative interviews have been used to understand elder’s views.

Qualitative Interviewing has many advantages. It is can get the depth of detail from the 
interviewees including the insights. The interview report can give the reader a “fully under-
standing of the experiences of our respondents and a greater chance to identify with the 
respondent, if only briefly.”1) Moreover, during such interviews, the questions can be tailored 
based on the responses from the interviewees, which results in a richer and more insightful 
information.

D. Interviewees selection
The selection of interviewees are based on the following criteria: older than 60 years 

old, native, living in urban region of China or Switzerland, middle class (since this status 
represents the largest segment in the population).

Middle class is in the scope of this work. These people have stable work and lives, 
relatively easier to be approached and set up a trustful relationship with interviewer (me) 
in a short period of time. Most of them are open to be interviewed and provide information 
with good quality in an effective way. Additionally, both low income people and high income 
people are out of scope. Interviewing these people seems problematic in both China and 
Switzerland. In China, people living in urban and rural areas are facing extremely different 
challenges of elder care. Majority of population in Switzerland is in urban region. Therefore, 
to make this project focused and comparable, only people living in the urban region are 
considered. If this work can continue in the future, including these segments (e.g. low/high 
income segments and rural region) can complete the full pictures of this work.

IV. Key findings  

The work has been focused on elder lives in China and Switzerland. The interviews with 
Swiss elderly and elder care staffs actually revealed that Switzerland also underwent a 
similar social change after World War II (see Appendix II). It took Switzerland 150 years to 
develop the current and one of the best social elder care system in the world. China won’t 
have such enough time to deal with social challenges for elders because of much faster 

1 Weiss, R. S. (1994). Learning from strangers, the art and method of qualitative interview studies. 
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ageing population. This evolution of elder care system in Switzerland actually represents a 
very good path and model for China’s government and society to follow. Therefore, learning 
from other countries experiences will be more realistic for China to solve the elder care 
dilemma.

Switzerland has both public and private entities to assistant elderly on a daily basis. 
Such mixed model should be explored in China to cope with the elder care challenges 
in an efficient and timely way. Furthermore, the elder care has become a tremendous 
lucrative business opportunity in China given the large number of elderly and also increas-
ing wealthy level of these people. Startup and mature companies from both China and 
western countries start to enter this field aggressively, specially utilizing what has been 
implemented as best practices in western countries. 

Additionally, the government plays a pivotal and driving role in implementing a 
successful elder care system. There should be more interactions between Chinese and 
Swiss governments in order to leverage the Swiss government experience in developing 
such good system.

V. Learnings & prospective  

Learnings
Until now my project scope has evolved significantly from the initial one. When I 

retrospectively think about this evolutionary process, I notice some critical learning for me, 
which will impact on my future thinking.

The original framework for this project was only focusing on the Chinese elderly 
generations. The more problems I identified during the project, the more eager I am to 
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explore the solutions for Chinese elderly. At the same time, interestingly I was asked by a 
Chinese company (QunSheng Healthcare Science and Technology (Beijing) Co., Ltd) to 
outline a potential solution framework to deal with the elderly problems in China. The scope 
of project hence was shifted based on the feedback and progression of the project.

In addition, during the project, I performed small experiments to explore which visual 
communication approach should be feasible in this project. This experiment confirms that 
the photography suits this multi-culture characteristics of the project. And the method of 
street photography is also examples of a practical way of learning in the process. I did 
these pilot experiments, whose outcomes directly helped me choose which method I 
should follow. In general, this learning by doing with pilots study based approach is a very 
efficient way to conduct such exploratory project.

Prospective
This project would have a large scope, such as feasibility of applying Swiss elder care 

model into the current Chinese society. Therefore, it is very likely for me to continue this 
project during my master study. Moreover, an Chinese company also showed a great 
interest when I present the Swiss elder care system to them. Potentially, this work can drive 
more commercial opportunities about elderly assistance in China in the near future. 
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