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Abstract: According to data from the seventh national population census in 2021, individuals aged 60 and above accounted for 18.70% of China's population, while those aged 65 and above constituted 13.50%, with the elderly dependency ratio reaching 22.5%. As of June 2025, the number of "silver-haired" internet users aged 60 and above had reached 161 million. Against the backdrop of accelerating population aging, developing the silver economy has become a crucial strategy for proactively addressing aging challenges. Silver-age new-quality productive forces represent a key driver and central entry point for advancing the silver economy. Through theoretical analysis, this paper clarifies the fundamental connotations of new-quality productive forces and the silver economy, and identifies existing issues within the current silver economy, including imbalances between supply and demand, uneven distribution of resources, insufficient talent reserves, and inadequate institutional frameworks. To address these challenges, the paper proposes that policies should adopt a dual-pronged approach, simultaneously advancing "supply-side structural reform" and "demand-side guidance," to resolve the structural contradiction characterized by "excess ineffective supply" and "insufficient effective demand." This study finds that to use new quality productive forces to grow China's silver economy, which could be worth 30 trillion yuan by 2035, we need to strengthen technological innovation ecosystems, set unified industry standards, and create targeted regulatory frameworks.
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1. Introduction.
Since the 21st century, China’s demographic aging process has accelerated markedly (Wei et al., 2024). According to data from the National Bureau of Statistics, in 2024, individuals aged 60 and above accounted for 22.0% of the population, with those aged 65 and over comprising 15.6%. Projections indicate that this elderly population will surpass 400 million by 2035 (Zhang et al., 2024; Ren et al., 2023). In response to the challenges posed by population aging and to foster new drivers of economic growth, the Decision of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China on Further Deepening Reform and Promoting Chinese-Style Modernization, adopted at the Third Plenary Session of the 20th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, emphasized key initiatives such as "developing new-quality productive forces by local conditions" and "advancing the silver economy." A critical contemporary question thus arises: how can new-quality productive forces promote the development of the silver economy? Furthermore, how should such productive forces be cultivated, and how can deeper integration between the two be achieved? This inquiry holds significant practical relevance and theoretical importance. This paper seeks to address the practical challenges facing the silver economy by examining the conceptual foundations and mechanisms underlying new-quality productive forces and the silver economy.
2. Literature Review.
2.1. New mass productivity
This significant exposition offers novel insights and charts a new direction for the comprehensive advancement of China’s economic and social reforms in the new era. As living standards improve and advanced technologies continue to evolve, the growing demand among China’s elderly population for a higher quality of life necessitates the development of new, digitally enabled forms of productive capacity in the elder care sector (Qian, 2017). Distinct from conventional productivity, new-quality productive forces involve more sophisticated configurations of data and production factors, enabling the emergence of novel industrial forms and placing greater emphasis on the stability and adaptability of economic systems (Gao, 2023; Yang & Zhao, 2018). In sum, new-quality productive forces not only drive economic growth through technological advancement but also foster high-quality development by optimizing institutional frameworks, organizational structures, and systemic coordination.
2.2. Silver hair economy
The concept of the "silver economy" originated from Japan’s "silver market," introduced in the 1970s, which primarily referred to the provision of goods and services tailored to affluent older adults. As global population aging intensifies, the silver economy has increasingly gained recognition and strategic attention worldwide (Wang et al., 2022). For China, developing the silver economy represents a pivotal strategy for proactively addressing demographic aging and enhancing the well-being of its elderly population. In October 2020, the Fifth Plenary Session of the 19th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China formally proposed the development of the silver economy, elevating it to the level of national strategy for the first time. Subsequently, a series of policy documents has been issued, progressively clarifying the conceptual scope and developmental trajectory of the silver economy (Akimov et al., 2021; He et al., 2022). Broadly defined, the silver economy encompasses the aggregate economic activities that supply products and services in response to the needs of both current elderly populations and the "pre-elderly" cohort approaching old age. It spans diverse sectors, including pension finance, healthcare, tourism, smart eldercare technologies, and related services. Compared to the frameworks adopted in Japan and the European Union, China's conceptualization of the silver economy is more comprehensive and forward-looking. It incorporates not only the "economy of later life"—providing smart healthcare devices, rehabilitation aids, and care services for the current elderly—but also the "preparatory economy for aging," which addresses the needs of younger individuals through planning in pension finance, health management, and longevity-related services.
3. New productivity promotes the silver economy.
China’s aging trend is intensifying. Changes in the elderly population structure and evolving attitudes toward elder care are driving significant growth in consumption potential. By the mid-21st century, elderly consumer spending in China is projected to reach approximately 40 trillion yuan, indicating vast market potential for the silver economy (Chen, 2024). The rapid expansion of the silver economy, along with rising consumption demands among older adults, has created new opportunities for the elderly care service industry. This industry operates as a market-based service model. It is defined by demand from paying care recipients, sustained by reliable service supply, and guided by principles of industrial development (Zhang, 2017). Integrating modern information technology with elderly care services can significantly support and promote the growth of this sector.
New productive forces can drive the development of the silver economy and fundamentally transform its employment patterns and modes of production (Huang, 2020). First, artificial intelligence enables new productive forces to reshape production in the silver economy. Technologies such as AI and big data are increasingly integrated into elder care services. They replace repetitive, labor-intensive tasks, reducing the sector’s heavy reliance on human labor. This shift overcomes key limitations of the traditional silver economy, which often fails to meet people’s needs or support sustainable economic growth. As a result, it enhances the vitality of silver economy development. Second, new productive forces generate significant employment opportunities within the silver economy (Chen et al., 2024). The application of big data, artificial intelligence, and the Internet of Things has expanded the sector into diverse fields—including smart homes, health management, cultural entertainment, and online education. These emerging areas offer flexible and age-appropriate jobs for older adults, supporting deeper industrial development. Growing and diverse demands for elderly care services have created strong market potential for the care industry. While the current workforce still largely consists of general laborers, the role of high-quality, skilled workers is becoming increasingly important. As the overall population quality improves, these new-quality workers will play a central role in advancing the high-quality development of the silver economy.
4. Predicament.
Despite its potential to advance the high-quality development of the silver economy, the emergence of new productive forces in elderly care services faces significant challenges. These stem from China’s relatively weak care service foundation, outdated care concepts, and incomplete policy frameworks (Huang, 2020).
4.1. Maladjustment of supply and demand
New-quality workers are a key component of new-quality productive forces. However, China’s elderly care sector faces a shortage of such workers due to an insufficient effective supply. On the one hand, consumer demands in the silver economy have evolved significantly. Yet, elderly care services have not kept pace. Current vocational training and higher education programs lag behind market needs. Program design, curricula, and talent development strategies in colleges and universities often fail to align with industry requirements. A lack of systematic practical training further limits graduates’ ability to apply new knowledge and skills in real-world settings. On the other hand, the elderly care industry struggles with several workforce challenges. These include long working hours, high physical and emotional demands, low wages, and limited social recognition. As a result, employee retention is low, turnover is high, and the care workforce lacks stability and continuity.
4.2. Single service
As people’s demand for a better quality of life increases, older adults’ needs for elderly care have become more diverse and multifaceted. However, current pension services in China remain relatively limited in scope. They often fail to address the varied and individualized needs of the elderly population. Personal differences—such as health status, living conditions, and socioeconomic background—lead to distinct care requirements among older adults. A growing number of young people are moving to large cities for work, leaving many elderly individuals living alone. Statistics show that older adults in China experience approximately 25 million falls annually, with 60% occurring at home. Simple household items—such as electrical cords, heating blankets, or drinking cups—can pose serious risks to those with limited mobility. Elderly individuals living alone face multiple challenges beyond basic daily care. These include financial pressure, chronic health conditions, and mental health issues such as loneliness and depression. Prolonged isolation may also increase their desire for emotional connection and spiritual support. Yet, the lack of dedicated service platforms, an underdeveloped market mechanism, and insufficient policy safeguards make it difficult to meet these differentiated and evolving needs.
4.3.Uneven distribution of resources
The impact of regional population aging on new productive forces varies across areas. This reflects spatial differences in how population structures and industrial systems adapt dynamically. An uneven distribution of silver economy industries and resources across regions has become a major barrier to technology diffusion and talent mobility. Currently, central and western China continue to rely on traditional, labor-intensive industries. This path is shaped by the dominance of basic human capital. In contrast, eastern China has developed a high-tech industrial model, supported by accumulated innovation-driven human capital. In central and western regions, the spatial layout of basic industries is often inefficient. Population aging reduces labor supply in traditional sectors, increasing pressure on industrial transformation and upgrading. In eastern regions, a structural mismatch exists: an aging population coincides with a shortage of highly skilled workers. This limits innovation efficiency and slows the upgrading of high-tech industries.
[bookmark: _Hlk204426884]4.4.The policy is not perfect enough
On one hand, some unscrupulous businesses exploit the label of technological innovation to introduce low-quality products or services into the market. The widespread availability of "three-no" elderly health products (no manufacturer, no approval number, no expiry date), overpriced "special drugs," and fraudulent pension apartment investment schemes highlight weaknesses in market oversight. These issues reflect insufficient regulatory policies and delayed supervision in the silver economy. As a result, market disorder undermines elderly consumers' confidence and sense of security. On the other hand, industry norms and standards in the silver economy remain fragmented and lack a unified framework. When purchasing elderly care products and services, older adults often face challenges such as limited ability to evaluate quality, low awareness of consumer rights, and difficulty in seeking redress when rights are violated.
5. Conclusions.
5.1. Cultivate new productive forces.
Talent plays a crucial role in enhancing the quality and effectiveness of smart elderly care services. Skilled workers are key to advancing industrial modernization. Accelerating the development of new-quality workers is essential to promote the growth and implementation of new-quality productive forces. First, strengthen school-enterprise collaboration in talent training. Colleges and vocational schools should introduce disciplines related to the silver economy. Curricula should be updated to meet emerging industry needs, with an emphasis on practical, hands-on instruction. This approach helps cultivate professionals equipped for the demands of new productive forces. Second, develop high-tech talent. In the era of big data, artificial intelligence, and 5G, educational institutions and enterprises must work together. By leveraging universities, vocational schools, and training centers, applied talents with specialized knowledge and technical skills can be systematically developed. This ensures a steady supply of qualified personnel for the silver economy. Third, promote international exchange and cooperation. Institutions should actively engage with global advancements in elderly care and digital technologies. Through organized training programs tailored to industry needs, practitioners can stay connected with contemporary knowledge and real-world technological systems. Such efforts enhance digital literacy and professional competence. Together, these strategies create a supportive environment for cultivating, developing, and applying new-quality productive forces in elderly care. ioners in the digital age with the knowledge system of the times and the real technology system, and continuously improve the digital literacy of practitioners. Provide a good environment for the cultivation, development, and practice of new productivity.
5.2. Optimize the employment environment.
Improving the employment environment, enhancing worker engagement, and expanding the recruitment and training of professional talent are essential for new-quality productive forces to drive the silver economy. First, a tiered and classification-based career advancement system should be established to align with the technological and operational demands of new-quality productivity. This includes implementing a unified national certification system for elderly care workers’ vocational skills. Such a system would reduce regional disparities and create clearer upward mobility pathways. By improving vocational training, even entry-level workers can transition into higher-value-added roles within the silver economy. This fosters positive interaction between workers and advanced production models. Second, more scientific and technological innovation professionals should be recruited to elevate the overall quality of the workforce. Universities and research institutions should leverage their talent development strengths to establish integrated platforms for industry, education, and research collaboration. These platforms can attract professionals with expertise in emerging technologies, support cross-sector cooperation, and promote resource sharing within the silver economy.
5.3. Vigorously develop scientific and technological innovation.
Scientific and technological innovation is a key driver of new-quality productive forces in elderly care services. However, technological "bottlenecks" still exist in this sector. A lack of independent innovation in elderly care products, along with weak core competitiveness, hinders the transformation and upgrading of service systems. To address these challenges, it is essential to advance the digitalization and intelligentization of elderly care services. This provides critical technological support for developing new, high-quality productive forces in China’s pension system. Modern artificial intelligence services should be widely adopted to support older adults and help them engage with digital life. Digital literacy programs—delivered through videos, public campaigns, and educational lectures—should be promoted to increase elderly users’ understanding and use of digital care services. At the same time, user-friendly "elderly modes" should be implemented in everyday digital environments. Examples include simplified interfaces in mobile apps, supermarket payment systems, and subway ticketing services. Designing digital tools that accommodate the needs and abilities of older users will enhance accessibility and inclusion. Such innovations not only improve service quality but also support the sustainable development of the silver economy.
5.4.Policy support
The development of new-quality productive forces in elderly care requires targeted policy support. It also requires a social system aligned with current productivity levels, as well as a robust framework to enhance the innovation and coordination of silver economy policy instruments. First, a dedicated science and technology pension plan should be developed. Research and development in elderly care technologies should be integrated into national and regional science and technology strategies. Clear phase-specific goals and key tasks must be defined. For example, over the next five years, a specific target could be set for the proportion of independently developed core technologies—such as intelligent monitoring systems and rehabilitation assistance devices—within the elderly care sector. Second, a unified industry standard for the silver economy should be established to strengthen policy coherence and innovation. A multi-level incentive mechanism should support enterprises and institutions that lead in developing such standards. Incentives may include priority project approval and financial subsidies, encouraging technological breakthroughs in smart elderly care products and services. At the same time, safety oversight of elderly care technologies must be strengthened. A formal safety assessment and risk monitoring system should be implemented to ensure both information security and physical safety for older users. Strict data protection regulations must be enforced for all organizations handling the personal data of the elderly.
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