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Discrimination in advanced ages in
Mexico

Roberto Ham Chande and César A. González González

Resumen

La mayor longevidad junto con los cambios
tecnológicos, sociales y económicos están
reconfigurando la manera en cómo los viejos
son considerados y tratados. La concomitancia
entre discriminación y población envejecida se
aborda en la primera Encuesta Nacional sobre
Discriminación en México. El objetivo de este
artículo es destacar las percepciones y
conceptos que los adultos mayores tienen sobre
sí mismos y la discriminación, y conocer si han
sido sujetos de un acto discriminatorio debido a
su condición de viejos. La encuesta contiene
761 registros de personas de 60 años y más,
procurando representatividad a nivel nacional.
Se incluyen sexo, edad y nivel educativo como
ejes de análisis. Hay una percepción de que las
personas envejecidas están desamparadas. Los
propios adultos mayores consideran
discriminatorio que los traten diferente y los
hagan menos por razones de edad. La tercera
parte siente que han sido discriminados.

Palabras clave: discriminación, envejecimiento
demográfico, exclusión social, grupos
vulnerables, México.

Introduction

El Colegio de la Frontera Norte and El Colegio de México

I

Abstract

Discrimination in advanced ages in Mexico

Greater longevity, altogether with technologic,
social and economic changes are reconfiguring
the manner the elderly are considered and
treated. The concomitance between
discrimination and aged population is
approached in the first National Survey on
Discrimination in Mexico (Encuesta Nacional
sobre Discriminación en México). This
article’s objective is to distinguish the
perception and concepts the elderly have about
themselves and discrimination, as well as learn
if they have been subject to a discriminatory
action due to their aged condition. The survey
contains 761 registrations of people of 60 years
of age and older, seeking national level
presence; gender, age and educational level are
included as analysis axes. There is a general
perception that elderly people are unprotected.
The very elderly consider discriminatory to be
treated differently and be put aside because of
their age. A third part feels they have been
discriminated.

Key words: discrimination, demographic aging,
social exclusion, vulnerable groups, Mexico.

n the broadest and simplest sense, discrimination means to distinguish, to
separate, and to differentiate. At a social level, discrimination expresses
marginalization and segregation with negative consequences based on a

specific characteristic of a person or group . Those who exercise it start generally
from an arbitrary feeling of superiority mixed with disdain, hate, fear or
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ignorance. Those who suffer it are subject to injustice due to an involuntary
condition which can not be changed and which causes undeserved grief (CNDH,
1999). Discrimination has been present throughout all human existence, and
history shows that in the case of important and dramatic events it plays a
significant role. In our days discrimination remains; everything indicates that it
will continue existing, and that it will only change in form and intensity. In this
sense, limits shall be set in order to minimize it or not to allow it to go beyond the
tolerable level.

Discrimination against people in advanced age comes from people in younger
age groups. The study of discrimination starts with the following questions:
1) Where is the cut of the ages that separates old from those who are not? i.e.
who discriminate whom based on which age? 2) What are the age characteristics
that cause discrimination? 3) How are the phobias, fears and reasons of the
discrimination? 4) How does discrimination affect old people?

Old age and discrimination

The simplest way to catalogue a person or a population as old may be made by
defining a chronological age from which a person is already in old age. In most
statistics and in some norms such as the concession of benefits this age is set at
60 or 65 years. This numerical delimitation has its own history, since by the end
of the XIX century it was around these ages when the weaknesses of health and
capacity that deserved care, dependence and the need to leave work were seen.
Otto von Bismarck, Prussia’s chancellor, introduced the first social security
system in 1889 in Germany and it has been used as model by other countries
(Börsch, 2000: 2). Ever since it has been almost a universal practice to consider
65 years as the suitable age to provide people with retirement pensions and some
other benefits allotted to old age needs.  They have also been included in the
statistical records of the population, economy and health security, which are
related to the ageing phenomenon. The definition of 65 yeas as the official age
to enter old age is already more than 100 years old, this fact indicates the ageing
of the concept itself.  By the time it was established, few people reached 65 years
and those who did had a life expectancy of barely four or five years. But the XX
century was full of technological, scientific and health revolutions which modified
the demographic tendencies and led to demographic longevity and ageing. At
present, survival to 65 years is very common in Mexico, 69.5 percent of the
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masculine population and 73.4 of the feminine population will survive to that
age.Nowadays life expectancy at 65 years of age is close to 20 years.

This increase in the life expectancy is followed by better health and activity
conditions, which  allow a 65-year-old person to look much younger than other
person of the same age but from the first decades of the XX century. What was
formerly called old age is now called full adulthood. These perceptions have to
do with the idea of health and functionality, which make us consider that what
is important about ageing is not to reach a specific chronological age, but the
physical, mental, economic and social adversities correlated with the advanced
ages (Robine, 1999). These adverse and more-probable-with-each-year conditions
are the reasons that cause problems in the general well-being and of discrimination
in particular.

According to estimations from the National Population Council (Conapo), in
Mexico there were 811,000 people of 65 years and older in 1950, which would
be equivalent to 3.1 percent of the total population. This percentage increases
slowly and comes to be 3.7 percent in 1990, with 3.1 million. From that year on,
there is a rapid economic acceleration and that number becomes 4.8 percent in
2000. Estimations made from the data of the II Population Census and the
population projections of Conapo indicate that in 2007 the population that is 60
or over 60 years represented eight percent, in 2030 it is expected that it will be
17.1 percent. The latter is a figure equivalent to 20.7 million, and for the half of
the century it is expected to be of 27.7 per cent and 33.8 million (Conapo, 2007:
1). The increase in the proportions of older adults has recently accelerated; it will
be substantially higher in the next decades and will have a great influence in the
future volumes of aged people.

Ageing in the population is a recent phenomenon. It may be said that in the
history of human race up to before the XX century old people were rather
uncommon. When there were not preventive measures and the risks of acquiring
an illness and death were very high, those who reached advanced ages,
especially those very advanced, were the strongest and sagacious, with the
economic and social capacity to avoid illnesses. So, up to half of the past century
old people were surrounded by certain mystery. They were trustees of the family
and communal history when registers and records were expensive, scarce and
short-lasting, and had valuable accumulated experience, which was applicable
to practical, moral, social and urgent need situations (Alba, 1992; Sánchez, 1992).

It was not until the economic and social advances were available that most
of the population could have access to modern medical services, antibiotics,
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massive immunization programs, drinkable water and sewerage, which helped
to reduce child mortality, fight infections and with them to survive longer to reach
advanced ages. Old age is not a privilege any longer and is taken as an achievable
fact for everyone, including chronically ill people and disabled (Hayflick, 1994).
Also, all those transformations are the product of technological, scientific and
general knowledge changes that continue and advance right now, renewing
everything at a great speed. Nowadays, there is a constant necessity to be
updated due to economic and cultural mundialization, the changes in the
production means, the arrival of the computer, and some other issues every time
more common, such as the use of Internet and the register of the family history
in pictures and videos. They are changes that in the young population occur with
naturalness, a phenomenon that does not occur in the old population, who has
difficulty adapting to it, this phenomenon creates differences, obsolescences and
disadvantages, precursory events of discrimination.

Discrimination depends on the economic and social differences between the
discriminating group and that which is discriminated; so that, the more accentuated
the differences the higher the possibilities of discrimination and its consequences
are. In the case of old age, health conditions, physical capacity, mental
functionality and lack of adaptability to social changes are the specificities of
discrimination. Not disregarding the fact that old age is precisely characterized
and defined by the correlation that exists among the advance in age and the
deterioration of health, the decrease of physical and mental faculties, the
detriment in the familiar and social roles, and the retirement for the activity and
work, this with permanent consequences that decrease autonomy, affect the
adaptability and lead to dependence (Laslett, 1990). Nevertheless, this correlation,
high as it is, is not an absolute determinism but a vulnerability to which a higher
percentage than commonly expected escapes. In any case, there are
disadvantages, but in the general perception the images about the deterioration
in old age are prejudices and stereotypes frequently unrelated to reality.

Prejudices about old age start from physical appearance, when grey hair and
wrinkles put aside youth and beauty ideals and lead to the lack of health and
mental decline and uselessness. “Discrimination by age and stereotypes influence
attitudes, and these in turn affect the way in which decisions are made and
resources are assigned in the familial, communal, national and international
levels” (HelpAge International, 2001). One of the most common ways of
discrimination is that which occurs in employment. It can be by means of fixing
age limits for contracting, not to grant promotions arguing that there is a “lack of
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potential to make progress professionally”, encourage voluntary retirements, and
even to force dismissals (Palmore, 1981; OIT, 2003: 40). Another issue is the
unwillingness to provide medical services. Under economic crisis conditions in
the health systems and social security it is preferred to look after the child
population and the youth and productive sectors. Nonetheless, this last situation
has an ethical support, only if there are not other sources of resources or
distribution. Age discrimination has subtleties as well, when these stereotypes
are adopted by the older themselves. It is not strange to hear someone declaring
how “young” he or she is in spite of their “age”, or the impact of becoming
grandparent, or the makeup or hair dying products to hide the traces and grey hair
so that visible signs of old age are hidden.

Attempts have been made world- and nationwide to avoid discrimination
against old people. In 1982, the First World Assembly on Ageing was carried out,
in it, an International Plan Action on Ageing was elaborated.  In the early 1990’s,
October 1st was designed as the International Day for Older Persons. In 1992,
the United Nations General Assembly promoted 1999 as the International Year
of Older Persons and approved a strategy for the 1992-2001 decade called
Global Targets on Ageing for the year 2001. In 1993 the United Nations
Principles for Older Persons were approved, and in 2002 the Second World
Assembly on Ageing took place in Madrid, Spain.

In 2001, Mexico includes in the Constitution the fundamental right to not to
be discriminated. Through the addition of a clause of equality as a third paragraph
to the 1º article any kind of discrimination is prohibited and it expressly includes
discrimination based on age. On June 11th 2003, the Federal Law to Prevent and
Eliminate Discrimination was published in the Official Journal of the Federation
and the National Council to Prevent Discrimination was created. In terms of law,
discrimination is

any distinction, exclusion or restriction that, based on ethnical or national
origin, sex, age, disability, social or economic condition, health condition,
pregnancy, language, religion, opinion, sexual preference, marital status or
any other, aims at preventing or cancelling the recognition or exercise of the
rights and real equality of opportunities of the persons.

The importance of tackling the problem of discrimination based on age is
evident, especially considering the change that the age structure of the Mexican
population experiences at the present time, involving a progressive and accelerated
ageing tendency.
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The National Survey on Discrimination in Mexico and
advanced ages.

Having the compromise of generating information that allows characterizing and
understanding in a better way the phenomenon of discrimination in Mexico, the
National Council to Prevent Discrimination and the Secretariat of Social
Development carried out in 2005 the first National Survey on Discrimination in
Mexico (Sedesol, 2005). The sample consists of 5,608 interviews performed in
random homes with nationwide samples, and applied to groups where more
vulnerability to discrimination is supposed. The sizes of the sample in this
stratification are: 1,482 for the population in general, 761 for older adults, 765 for
indigenous, 594 for people with disabilities, 805 for religious minorities and 1,012
for women.

The questionnaire for older adults contains the following sections: a) general
characteristics with regard to sex, age, schooling, marital status, religion and
economic activity; b) social representations and conceptions on discrimination,
older adults rights, discriminatory actions, enemies of the older adults, people
responsible for the discrimination; c) needs; d) perceptions on the respect to the
rights, and the discrimination in different social spaces; e) comparative situation
with other vulnerable social groups and f) discrimination in public institutions.

In this article, the general concept of discrimination is defined as the situation
in which unfavorable treatment is given to a person or group of people due to
prejudices which arise from that they belong to a specific social category, in this
case advanced age. The sample of 761 people of 60 or more years of age is not
enough to argue statistic reliability and is far from being useful for variable
crossing. Nevertheless, being this the only source of information on this matter
at the present time and due to the importance that discrimination and old people
pose, we introduce here a general exploration of the survey that allows
identifying assumptions on who among older adults are more discriminated and
the kind of discrimination they suffer.

General characteristics of old people

A particularity of old people is their great heterogeneity compared to that of other
groups, and especially in terms of health and functionality. This variability is
translated for each person into uncertainty on the kind of old age that waits for
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them, in contrast to the most foreseeable expectations in the youth ages.
Childhood and adolescence are very predictable as for health and general
socioeconomic conditions. The courses in adult life are less easy to predict. And
continuing with this trend, what might be less anticipated are illnesses and
disabilities in the old age. Not few are people of more than 60 years with serious
health problems and disabilities who are chronologically younger than other older
people who have good health conditions and adequate physical and mental
functions. Apart from anecdotes and special cases, these statistics show
increasing prevalence in diseases among older adults, at the same time that they
provide evidence of greater variability of conditions.

Taking this into account and for the purpose of obtaining information about
more specific groups in advanced ages, it is considered adequate to use three axis
of analysis. These are sex, age and schooling level that have proved to be
determining of the state of health and well-being in the old age. Hence, statistical
analysis and interpretations acquire more significance.

The social and demographic characteristics of the older adults who were
interviewed are described here: 42 percent are men, and 58 percent are women.
The range of ages of the interviewed starts at 60 and reaches 93, the average
age is 69 years and 58 percent of the sample is older than 70. In terms of marital
status, significant differences are to be found. 68 percent of the men live with a
couple, 25 percent are widowers, four percent are separated and three percent
are single. In the case of women, 45 percent live with a couple, 43 percent are
widows, 8 percent live separated and 4 percent are single. These numbers are
similar to the census data from 2000 and at least these variables show
consistency.

In the schooling level three categories were identified: without schooling, with
complete and incomplete primary education. Men are distributed almost in a third
of each category since 30 percent of them has no schooling, 35 percent has only
one year of primary education but did not completed it, and 35 percent declared
to have completed primary education or more. With regard to women, the
numbers are of 36, 41 and 13 percent, respectively. These numbers reflect two
expected facts. On the one hand, low schooling. We shall bear in mind that the
population cohorts were born between 1912 and 1945. In the first part of this
period, Mexico was predominantly rural and agitated by social armed conflicts.
Another second part was the national reconstruction, when public institutions
started educative programs and health care (Robles et al., 2006). In any case
schooling opportunities and health care were significantly lower than in more
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recent times. Another element is the difference between men and women with
regard to schooling level, a difference that is still present; however higher in older
people. The fact that 41 percent of the women had primary education but did not
complete it in comparison to 35 percent of men inevitably means a higher
possibility for men to complete it.1

As for the economic activity2 of the older adults, 28.3 percent works, 41.5
percent does not work, 19.6 did housework and 9.9 percent is retired. The
condition of the economic activity in advanced ages shows differences by sex,
natural to the conditions of the gender and which are reflected in the division of
domestic and extra domestic work.  While 44.3 percent of men worked and 0.6
percent did housework, the numbers in this aspect for women are 10.8 and 36.5
percent, respectively.

Discrimination against old people

This section is developed from the questions of the survey. The perception that
the population in general have on older adults is tackled. We investigate within
the population group of 60 years and older to figure out what the concept they
have is in regards to discrimination in general and against older adults in
particular. The question that asks whether older adults feel discriminated is also
included. And there is analysis on the concrete facts of discrimination against
older adults, be it at work, in any public institution or becasue of any health
condition.

It is remarkable that according to the general judgment of the population the
group that is considered to be the most vulnerable is that of older people. From
the interviewed population,3 40 percent believes that old people are more
vulnerable, followed by the indigenous people and disabled, both with similar
estimations, around 15 percent. Also, in the survey, 36 percent acknowledge that
older people suffer more given their old age condition.

In the existing perception it is at work where more acts of discrimination
occur. Nearly half of the interviewees (48 percent) consider that older people

1 When one compares the numbers of the Survey on Social Discrimination of the Older Adults in Mexico
with those of the General Census of Population and Housing of 2000, it is shown that the distribution
by age, sex and schooling are close to those in the urban sphere. But marital status does differ and this
is probably due to the fact that the survey is selective, since it was applied to older adults with capability
to answer.
2 The condition of the economic activity during the previous week was asked.
3 The results are based on the 5,608 interviews performed in the survey.
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find it harder to obtain a job position. When they were asked the hypothetical
question enquiring if they would hire an older person, 38 percent answered that
they would not, nine percent said that they would, but it would depend on the
characteristics of the job, and the rest, (53 percent) said that they would hire
them. A simple question as this, on an indeed very complex situation, requires to
consider the subjectivity and even triviality of the answer. In other studies on
work and ageing a key element of the labor market is highlighted: how profitable
is to hire an old person?

As part of the survey the population which was 60 years of age and older was
asked to choose “two ideas they associate with discrimination”. The most
common selection is “to treat people differently”, with a weighting of 28 percent.
The second most frequent idea is “to scorn people”, with circa 20 percent. The
following perceptions in order of importance are “humiliation”, “maltreatment”
and “lack of money”.4

After this, a more specific question was asked under the following instruction:
“mention two ideas that you associate with discrimination against old people”.
One out of four interviewees answered: “to ignore old people” and as second
most quoted answer: “inequality”, with 13 percent, following in importance are:
“lack of attention” (12 percent), “to be excluded from work” (11 percent), and
to “deny rights” (nine percent).5

In the first two ideas we find the feelings of old people when they are asked
about discrimination in general, to treat differently and to scorn people are
answers that correspond to those of the rest of the population. But when the
demarcation on the older adults was made, scorn and inequality are associated
with discrimination, which responds more to the social and economic structures
where one lives than to the act of discrimination as such.

They were also asked if they believed there was discrimination against old
people, i.e. against them, in Mexico, what is perceived is a clear perception that
they are indeed discriminated, as  89 percent answered that there is discrimination,
3 percent said that it occurs but not fully, and 8 percent indicated that there is not.
This result coincides with that which was observed in the same survey for other
vulnerable groups. Disabled, indigenous, homosexual and people belonging to

4 The options were: to treat people differently, to provide differentiated treatment to the issues, to
provide negative treatment to someone (maltreatment), humiliation, lack of money, solvency or
social status, to scorn people, to isolate, and other.
5 Special treatment, to ignore older people, inequality, to deny rights to older people, poverty, struggle/
illness, lack of attention, to be excluded from jobs due to the older adult status, to receive less salary
due to the older adult status, blows, intolerance due to the lack of agility, and other.
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religious minorities are discriminated by their different condition, this from the
point of view of 90 per cent of the interviewed people.

A question arises around this similarity in the proportion of discrimination and
the assumption that the answer might be conditioned to personal experiences.
When an old person falls under another condition of possible discrimination, such
as being a woman or indigenous or non-catholic, to what extent is he or she
rejected because of this characteristic? Depending on the phobias of the person
who rejects, a circumstance can control, or even, apply double or multiple
discrimination. A quantitative look to this issue from the survey can be observed
in table 1.

The figures indicate that if a person besides being 60 or older is indigenous
or professes a religion different to the catholic or did not attend school or is

TABLE 1
PERCENTAGE OF AGED PEOPLE WHO BELIEVE THERE IS DISCRIMINATION

AGAINST THEM AND BESIDES ARE:

Source: National Survey on Discrimination in Mexico.

Condition  Percentage 
  
Indigenous  92.0 
Non catholic  91.9 
Did not attend school  91.2 
60 to 69 years of age 91.2 
Illiterate 90.2 
Women 89.2 
Poor  89.1 
Men 88.5 
Catholic 88.5 
Literate 88.4 
Non-poor 88.4 
Non-indigenous  88.3 
Attended school  87.8 
70 to 79 years of age  87.3 
80 years of age and older 81.0 
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illiterate or is a woman, or is in poverty situation, then the perception of being
discriminated increases, despite the fact that it may only be in a slight manner.
Also, this impression diminishes when one adds to the older age opposite
conditions such as being a man, catholic or no-illiterate or to have attended school
or not to be in a situation of poverty. A result that draws attention is that among
the younger old people, those between 60 and 69 years, there is a higher sensation
of discrimination than among the older, aged from 70 to 79, and this perception
diminishes even more among those who are 80 years of age and older. A possible
explanation to this is the selection of interviewed people, since the oldest not only
are survivors, but they are also those able to answer a survey.

In countries such as Mexico,

the high unemployment rates have intensified the competence for any kind of job
position, and old people are more and more excluded from the opportunities of
employment. Besides, the obstacles that old people must dodge to find a job are high,
and once they lose their job, it is hard for them to find another (ILO, 2003: 39).

In order to investigate about discriminatory acts in terms of employment, in
the survey there are questions about specific behavior which are related to labor
aspects and that affect depending on age. The following opinions stand out in the
answers:  91 percent considers that not hiring old people because they might
diminish the production is actually an act of discrimination, 88 percent thinks that
old people who earn less money than the rest of the population for the same
amount of work are affected by an act of discrimination, and 85 percent sees as
a discriminatory act not hire old people because they do not use new technologies
effectively. Almost half of the interviewees considers discriminatory that each
worker has to contribute with a monthly amount of their salary to create their
individual pension fund.

When asked if in the last five years work has been denied to them because
of being an older adult, 30 per cent answered yes. Sex and schooling level do not
influence the discrimination by age in the work, but the probability of being denied
employment increases at the same time as age.

Table 2 shows the statistical results about the question: who do you believe
is the principal enemy of the older people? The previous table shows that sex, age
and schooling are characteristics that modify the perception of discrimination;
therefore, table 2 includes three variables to observe differences in the perceptions.
In order to achieve statistical reliability, age is divided only in two groups, that
from 60 to 74 and that from 75 years and older. The categories that were used
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in schooling respond more to the impact that formal education has in the
population, where it has been proved that there are differences among the
population without instruction, those who did not finish primary education and
those who completed it or have a higher level.

By and large, the population of older adults thinks (40 percent) that society
is the main enemy, in the second place (with 35 percent) it is the government, and
the third place (with 12 percent) is given to non-old people. The remaining 13
percent is divided between the other options. Among men and women there is
not a higher disagreement on who the enemies are. As age and schooling level
increase, the proportion of population who considers society as an obstacle
increases as well, the responsibility of the government diminishes and more
«enmity» is attributed to the non-old people.

When they are asked on what is needed to put an end to discrimination, 25
percent thinks that more culture and information are needed, followed by 23
percent who indicates that the government should provide more support, more
education has 11 percent and better government policies also have 11 percent.
If more support and better government policies are added, the opinion is that the
government is that part which is able do more in order to put an end to
discrimination.

When one investigates the greatest suffering among old people, the results of
table 3 show that living in poverty (30.2 per cent) and lack of employment (25.9
percent) are the main sufferings. The difference between men and women with
regard to the lack of employment is around 11 percentage points, which reflects
the greater importance of employment and the role of supporter of the household
the masculine population has. The disorders caused by poverty and lack of
employment are aggravated when schooling is null, obviously it is associated to
socioeconomic status, so that discrimination hardly receives a weighting of three
per cent among men from 60 to 74 years of age, whereas poverty and
employment are a subject of concern for 70 percent. The higher the schooling
level, the less poverty and employment mean a source of concern, and this causes
other disadvantages deemed as more important, such as it may be discrimination
itself. To include the axes of analysis such as sex, age and schooling level
provides precision to the answers and gives a different approach to the study of
discrimination. One can assume that the higher importance that is given to
discrimination as a factor of suffering as in comparison to poverty and lack of
employment is derived from the subjective character of the discrimination in
contrast to the concrete realities of poverty and lack of employment. Everybody
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TABLE 2
PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION ACCORDING TO
BELIEF OF THE MAIN ENEMY OF THE ELDERLY, 2005

Source: National Survey on Discrimination in Mexico.

   Not 
aged 

Govern-
ment 

Society Elderly  Other None 

        
Total  11.8 35.4 39.9 4.3 4.0 4.6 
Men  12.9 33.4 41.3 3.5 4.4 4.4 
60 to 74 y.o.a.       
None 10.4 46.3 29.9 3.0 4.5 6.0 
Incomplete elementary 18.5 29.6 42.0 4.9 1.2 3.7 
Complete elementary or above 10.3 33.3 43.7 4.6 5.7 2.3 
75 years and older       
None 11.1 40.7 44.4 - 3.7 - 
Incomplete elementary  7.1 25.0 57.1 3.6 - 7.1 
Complete elementary or above  19.2 15.4 38.5  15.4 11.5 
Women 11.0 36.8 38.9 4.9 3.7 4.7 
60 to 74 y.o.a.       
None 12.8 38.5 35.9 4.3 4.3 4.3 
Incomplete elementary  8.2 32.1 44.0 6.7 4.5 4.5 
Complete elementary or above 6.7 33.7 46.1 6.7 1.1 5.6 
75 years and older       
None 16.7 44.4 27.8 2.8 2.8 5.6 
Incomplete elementary  18.4 52.6 15.8 - 7.9 5.3 
Complete elementary or above  16.7 25.0 58.3 - - - 
Age group        
60 to 74 y.o.a. 10.9 35.1 40.8 5.2 3.6 4.3 
75 years and older 14.9 36.3 36.9 1.2 5.4 5.4 
Schooling       
Uninstructed  12.5 41.9 33.9 3.2 4.0 4.4 
Incomplete elementary 12.5 33.5 40.9 5.0 3.6 4.6 
Complete elementary or above 10.2 30.7 45.1 4.7 4.7 4.7 
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knows that discrimination can be ignored. To think that to discriminate is a
problem of the person who discriminates and not one’s problem, but it is not that
easy to forget poverty or lack of employment when it is needed.

Although in the answering options health was not included as an explicit cause
of suffering, individual responses indicated this cause was important, with 6.1
percent, reason why it was included in table 3. Health as a problem increases with
age and it is shown in these figures. It is significant that among old population
health is a reason of greater concern than violence.

Table 4 collects the results to the question enquiring if an act of discrimination
has been suffered in the last year becasue of the older adult status. Both, men
and women answered yes to said question, this represents 24 percent. When one
looks at both sections at the bottom of the table it seems that neither sex, age nor
schooling make a difference to be subject of discrimination. However, when
performing a more specific analysis we find differences between the ages from
60 to 74 and those between 75 or more, in accordance with schooling. Thus, while
in men from 60 to 74 years higher schooling represents higher percentage of
population that considers to have suffered discrimination, in men of 75 years or
older the relation reverses, since higher schooling represents lower percentage
that has suffered discrimination. An explanation of these differences can be that
the population of 75 years and older has more contact with people or institutions
that may discriminate them and in some cases are not aware of the discriminatory
act. An intriguing result is that this tendency differs in women; in the ages from
60 to 74 years discrimination diminishes with a higher schooling level, and in the
ages of 75 and older there is not an identifiable pattern. Unfortunately, the survey
does not include questions about the spaces where they are discriminated. These
are questions that might show and specify these differences between men and
women.

One of the main manifestations of discrimination is exclusion. According to
Rizo López (2006: 7), social exclusion supposes a multidimensional and multi-
causal process wherein diverse factors or agents take part actively, among them
the State, civil service, the economy, society and the individuals themselves.
According to the figures in table 5, 42 percent of the older adults feel excluded
from society. In this topic the differences between men and women stands out,
since, while 36 percent of men feel excluded, the number increases to 46 percent
in women. Having finished primary education or more and not to have instruction
makes the difference in the feeling of exclusion from society. Whereas 33
percent of those who finished at least primary education feel excluded, 38 and
55 percent of those who did not finish primary education and those who did not
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      Lack of 
a job  D iscr imination V iolence Poverty Health  Other* 

       
Total 2 5.9 1 0.6 4.1 3 0.2 6 .1 23.1 
Men 3 1.5 1 1.8 2.8 3 1.2 5 .9 16.8 
60 to 74 years       
No schooling 4 0.9 3.0 1.6 3 1.7 4 .9 17.9 
Incomp lete elementary 3 7.3 1 5.4 3.1 2 8.9 6 .7 8.7 
Comple te elementary or 
above 

2 5.1 1 3.6 3.3 2 5.2 5 .1 27.7 

75 years and older       
No schooling 2 7.2 1 1.2 5.4 4 7.5  8.8 
Incomp lete elementary 2 1.4 1 4.7  3 9.5 13 .6 10.8 
Comple te elementary or 
above 

2 5.7 9.8 2.9 3 0.4 7 .4 23.7 

Women 2 0.7 9.5 5.2 2 9.4 6 .3 28.8 
60 to 74 y.o.a.       
No schooling 2 3.5 5.8 3.8 3 5.2 5 .2 26.4 
Incomp lete elementary 2 2.9 1 2.2 4.5 2 4.0 5 .3 31.1 
Comple te elementary or 
above 

1 8.7 1 3.1 3.7 1 9.7 4 .5 40.3 

75 years and older       
No schooling 2 0.3 1.2 9.8 4 6.8 6 .1 15.8 
Incomp lete elementary 1 0.3 1 1.6 8.5 3 5.2 13 .2 21.1 
Comple te elementary or 
above 

3 0.2 9.1 5.5 1 8.3 5 .7 31.3 

Age group          
60 to 74 years 2 7.6 1 1.2 3.5 2 7.3 5 .4 25.1 
75 years and older 2 1.0 8.8 5.9 3 8.7 8 .5 17.1 
Sch ooling          
No schooling 2 7.9 4.9 4.6 3 8.3 4 .6 19.6 
Incomp lete elementary 2 6.5 1 3.6 4.1 2 8.8 7 .7 19.4 
Comple te elementary or 
above 

2 3.1 1 2.6 3.5 2 3.7 5 .2 31.9 

 

TABLE 3
PERCENTAGE OF POPULATION ACCORDING TO
THE MAIN SUFFERING OF THE ELDERLY, 2005

Source: National Survey on Discrimination in Mexico.
*Includes problems of the children, abandonment of the household, safe housing and alimentation.
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TABLE 4
PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION ACCORDING TO

THE CONDITION OF DISCRIMINATION FOR BEING AN AGED PERSON, 2005

   Yes  No  
   
Tota l 2 4 .1 75 .9  
M en 2 4 .1 75 .9  
60  to  74  y.o.a.   
N one 1 7 .6 82 .4  
Inco m pl et e el emen tary 1 9 .5 80 .5  
Co m pl et e el emen tary o r 
abo ve  

2 9 .9 70 .1  

75  yea rs and  o lder    
N one 3 3 .3 66 .7  
Inco m pl et e el emen tary 2 7 .6 72 .4  
Co m pl et e el emen tary o r 
abo ve  

2 3 .1 76 .9  

Wo m en  2 4 .2 75 .8  
60  to  74  y.o.a.   
N one 3 3 .3 66 .7  
Inco m pl et e el emen tary 2 1 .9 78 .1  
Co m pl et e el emen tary o r 
abo ve  

1 7 .2 82 .8  

75  yea rs and  o lder    
N one 2 5 .0 75 .0  
Inco m pl et e el emen tary 1 2 .8 87 .2  
Co m pl et e el emen tary o r 
abo ve  

3 3 .3 66 .7  

Age g ro up   
60  to  74  years 2 3 .9 76 .1  
75  years  and  older 2 4 .7 75 .3  
Sc ho ol ing   
U n ins truct ed  2 8 .2 71 .8  
Inco m pl et e el emen tary 2 0 .6 79 .4  
Co m pl et e el emen tary o r 
abo ve  

2 3 .9 76 .1  

 Source: National Survey on Discrimination in Mexico.
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attend school have the feeling of exclusion. When performing the analysis
combining sex, age and schooling, slight numerical differences are found, by sex,
although the pattern is the same.

Older adults were asked on who they considered to be more vulnerable, out
of a group of 9 vulnerable and susceptible-to-discrimination groups. The
background of the question is to obtain a hierarchical ordering of the groups. In
said respect, the ‘positional average’ of who is considered more vulnerable was
calculated. In table 6 the frequencies of the order in which the groups were
named is presented. The elderly were mentioned as the most vulnerable in 447,
employees 34 times, and so on with each of the groups in the order they were
mentioned. As they are nine groups, the score for those which were mentioned
in the first place was nine and one for those mentioned in last place, this way the
second part of the table is obtained and it is the result of multiplying the position
factor by the frequency of those who mentioned it. We take up again the example
of the older adults that were mentioned as the most vulnerable (447 (9) = 4,023).
As final step, one divides the summation between the number of groups or used
positions (9) and obtains the positional average of vulnerability for each group,
being the highest that group which represents the higher level of vulnerability.
The results in table 6 show that it is substantially determining that the first place
of vulnerability is occupied by the elderly, next to them are disabled people,
indigenous, AIDS sick people, single mothers, and they are followed by other
categories with lower participation.

Access to health institutions is an essential part of a better quality of life of
the advanced age people.

Older people suffer all kinds of discriminations. One of the most offensive is that
related to health condition. The elderly are seen as a burden that weigh over sanitary
systems and threatens their financial sustainability. There exists also institutional
discrimination when the sanitary system is unable to adapt to the changing needs of
the population, as it occurs when hospitals are designed to look after older people
with acute illnesses instead of being designed to look  after older people with chronic
diseases (Rodriguez, 2004: 16).

Table 7 describes the answers to the question enquiring if the interviewee or
any relative has not been provided services given their older adult status; 16
percent answered they have. The characteristic that stands out for being linked
to this discrimination is the socioeconomic level, in this case measured by
schooling. While around 12 percent of those who attended primary education
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      Excluded 
Non-

excluded Does not know 
      
Tota l 41.7 49.3 9.0 
Men 35.6 52.7 11.7 
60 to 74 years    
None 48.4 42.2 9.4 
Incomplete elementary 29.3 61.0 9.8 
Complete elementary or a bove 27.1 62.4 10.6 
75 years and older    
None 50.0 46.4 3.6 
Incomplete elementary 40.0 50.0 10.0 
Complete elementary or a bove 32.0 28.0 40.0 
Women 46.3 46.8 6.9 
60 to 74 years    
None 58.3 37.4 4.3 
Incomplete elementary 40.4 50.0 9.6 
Complete elementary or a bove 39.1 52.9 8.0 
75 years and older    
None 59.4 40.6  
Incomplete elementary 42.9 48.6 8.6 
Complete elementary or a bove 33.3 58.3 8.3 
Age group       
60 to 74 years 41.1 50.5 8.4 
75 years and older 44.2 44.8 11.0 
Sc hool ing       
Uninstructed 54.8 40.2 5.0 
Incomplete elementary 37.5 53.0 9.5 
Complete elementary or a bove 32.9 54.3 12.9 
 

TABLE 5
PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION ACCORDING TO
THE FEELING OF EXCLUSION FROM SOCIETY, 2005

Source: own elaboration with data from the National Survey on Discrimination in Mexico.

mention discrimination, this percentage increases to 24 among those who did not.
In this topic age and sex differences are not higher.
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   Yes No 
    
Tota l  16.3 83.7 
Men 18.1 81.9 
60 to 74 y.o.a.   
None 23.2 76.8 
Incomplete elementary 13.9 86.1 
Complete elementary or above 17.2 82.8 
75 years and older   
None 25.0 75.0 
Incomplete elementary 16.7 83.3 
Complete elementary or above 15.4 84.6 
Women 15.0 85.0 
60 to 74 y.o.a.   
None 23.5 76.5 
Incomplete elementary 10.4 89.6 
Complete elementary or above 9.2 90.8 
75 years or older    
None 29.4 70.6 
Incomplete elementary 8.1 91.9 
Complete elementary or above 8.3 91.7 
Age group   
60 to 74 yeas 15.9 84.1 
75 years and older  17.9 82.1 
Schooling   
Uninstructed 24.3 75.7 
Incomplete elementary 11.7 88.3 
Complete elementary or above 13.1 86.9 
 

TABLE 7
PERCENTAGE OF POPULATION ACCORDING TO DENIAL OF ATTENTION IN A

HEALTHCARE INSTITUTION FOR BEING ELDERLY, 2005

Source: National Survey on Discrimination in Mexico.



 46

CIEAP/UAEMPapeles de POBLACIÓN No. 55

Conclusions

The ageing process in Mexico is going to be a demographic phenomenon of major
importance during the XXI century. The increase in the number of old population
shall be evaluated according to the social, economic and health consequences.
We shall not forget that the characteristics that define old age lie in the
vulnerability as to health, physical capacity, mental performance and difficulties
to adapt to new social and economic environments. These disadvantages make
old population object of prejudices, stereotypes and discrimination. Part of the
plans of a society is to evaluate the characteristics of its population in process of
ageing in order to provide a right dimension to its defects and virtues, so that not
only injustices and discrimination are exposed, but the changing demographic
structures are harmonized in the search of common well-being.

In this sense, the Survey on Social Discrimination in Mexico is a first attempt
to measure discrimination in the country, including approaches on vulnerable
groups among which one finds that of older adults. This pioneering information,
and up to now the only one, allows describing the perceptions that exist about
discrimination in general, and the old people in particular, along with the
impression that old people have towards their discrimination. The results show
that discrimination is not isolated by each of the conditions that integrate it, but
these conditions act as a group to generate sensibilities and acts of discrimination.

A methodological problem of this survey is that it was applied directly and only
to the subjects of study, excluding those old people that given their deteriorated
health conditions are not able to answer. Therefore, the study lacks the part that
suffers most the ageing process and which, in concomitance, shall also suffer
harder and more severe expressions of discrimination. In any case, the survey
tells us that it is precisely the sector in oldest ages the most discriminated group.
That is the great feeeling that exists in the general perception of the population
and also among the old people themselves. Discrimination problems occur with
higher frequency in the employment environments, as well as in poverty and
health problem conditions. A greater responsibility is assigned to the government
with regard to the discrimination situations that are mixed with a sense of
exclusion on the side of the society. It must also be said that the assumption about
the existence of discrimination is higher than when it is reflected on the received
discrimination.
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The discrimination problem is extremely complex. This research allows
constructing bases to study the topic in depth and to propose steps to follow. The
old part of the population is the most heterogeneous in comparison to all the age
groups and it is advisable to take this variability into consideration in the design
of future surveys. In the same way, other clearly discriminatory topics against
old people shall be incorporated, such as the effects of the increasing informality
of employment, the lack of coverage of social security, the effect of the
inequality, the retirement system, the inefficiency of the individual accounts for
the retirement and health care.
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