
The companionship industry

It’s 2030. Societies across the world are ageing and 

social care is a pressing problem even in developing 

countries. However there is also more opportunity for 

the active elderly to find appropriate work. There is a 

generational split between urban and rural areas as the 

young and middle-aged work in cities but elder people 

remain in villages. Urban lives are precarious and 

increasingly atomised, contributing to an ongoing global 

mental health crisis. 

Future of 

Livelihoods

Signal of change: Cogito is testing an app that creates a picture of your 

mental health just by listening to the sound of your voice. It picks up 

on vocal cues (such as tone) that can signal mood changes and uses 

the phone’s accelerometer to figure out how active you are - a strong 

indicator for depression. 

Signal of change: Depression is the leading cause of disability 

worldwide and is a major contributor to the overall global burden of 

disease. Source: WHO

Signal of change: Virtual reality (VR) is starting to be used for 

soothing sensory therapy for people with Alzheimers. It allows them 

to experience visiting peaceful scenes, such as sunlit forests and 

beaches that they are unable to travel to. Patients report feeling calm 

and relaxed for hours after using the VR headsets.

Signal of change: Training lay health workers to deliver cognitive-

behavioural therapy could offer a ‘blueprint’ for tackling the mental 

health crisis. The Friendship Bench, a brief psychological treatment 

delivered by lay health workers in Zimbabwe, was shown to 

dramatically improve the symptoms of patients with mental health 

problems.

Signal of change: By 2050 the number of people aged 80 and over 

is forecast to rise to 268 million in Low-Income Countries, and 124 

million in Middle Income Countries. Of these, around 90 million will be 

living in China. Source: HelpAge International 

Signal of change: Evernym is using blockchain technologies to create 

‘self-sovereign’ digital identities that allow people to own and manage 

their own data. In a world of fitbits and smart phones, Patientory is 

putting personal health data into the hands of individuals and securing 

it with blockchain technology. 



Her clients sell their data, which helps 

keep wages at a decent level. 

The money is good because nearly 

everyone subsidises the costs of their 

‘companions’ by selling their data to 

pharmaceutical and other companies. 

Her clients tend to have richer children 

in urban areas who also contribute to 

their care companion costs.  She hopes 

that the money she saves now will give 

her a decent old age when she finally 

stops working. She doesn’t expect that 

her children will be able to help much as 

they’ll have their own families to worry 

about by then. She uses a financial 

wellbeing ‘companion’ to help her 

manage her money wisely.

Understanding mental health is central 

to the companionship industry. 

For clients who are at the very end of 

their lives, she’ll often help them with 

their virtual reality (VR) headset so they 

can have a few minutes of escapism – 

most popular is the recreation of village 

as it was twenty years ago. 

The focus is on keeping people away 

from needing acute care or needing 

round-the-clock support. 

As Juhi settles in to living in China, 

she’s starting to think about other roles 

that could be open to her. She likes the 

idea of being a mental health mentor – 

there are a lot of lonely people working 

unsocial hours who need advice and 

support. The replacement of social 

interaction with technology is now 

recognised as a major societal problem, 

and demand for in-person mentoring 

is booming. The Zimbabwe ‘friendship 

bench’ model has been exported 

globally. She’s already started a training 

module to get accreditation. She hopes 

to gradually reduce the physical care 

work she does, so that she can keep 

working and earning for longer.

Juhi is matched to clients via her 

cooperative’s online platform, WeCare. 

She has no problem finding enough 

work despite her basic Chinese skills, 

as demand is high and her reviews are 

excellent. She is proficient at using her 

translation app in a natural way, with 

sympathetic body language.

She currently has four regular clients; 

she visits each one three times a week 

for about two hours at a time. She helps 

to cook food and gives help to get washed 

and dressed. She also provides basic 

health care and emergency cover, using 

AI diagnostics to monitor vital signs. 

If one of her clients has a fall on one of 

her working days, she gets an automatic 

alert from their wearable bracelet.

Juhi generally enjoys her work – she feels 

appreciated, the pay is good and she can 

control her working hours. She has good 

rapport with her regular clients. If a new 

client is difficult and she doesn’t want to 

continue, she can delist them so that she 

no longer appears in their searches. She 

misses home sometimes – but there isn’t 

much to go back to anyway; her children 

moved to the city a few years ago, and her 

husband is dead. She has many friends 

among her fellow care workers and they 

socialise together. They joke about looking 

after each other as they age. 

Meet Juhi, a 56 year old ‘elder care companion’ 

working in China, looking after eighty-year-olds. 

Juhi is one of a new wave of migrant workers attracted to China by the opportunities 

created by its stark demographics. She has joined a care workers cooperative, along 

with two other women from her village, and they share lodgings.

She controls how and when she works.


