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THE COMING 
OF AGE
A survey in England asked over 
10,000 people aged 50 years 
and older to report their health 
status and any limitations with 
independent living. The survey 
found that the prevalence of 
health problems increases with 
age while people become 
increasingly dependent on 
healthcare and community 
support to survive.
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ACTIVITIES OF 
DAILY LIVING Impairment 
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of daily living

FALL IN INCIDENCE

TO THE LIMIT
More people are surviving to older ages than ever before, pushing life expectancy from 
birth to unprecedented highs. Further gains will require tackling age-related conditions, 
across the world,with ramifications for society as a whole. By Tony Scully.

CONTRIBUTION TO RISE IN LIFE 
EXPECTANCY AT BIRTH
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BORN 
SURVIVORS  
Over the past 150 years, modern 
medicine and improved standards 
of living have increased life 
expectancy at birth by roughly 
3 months per year. This graph plots 
women in several industrialized 
countries, but this trend is also true 
for men, and most of the world is 
following behind. 

For humanity to continue to extend 
life expectancy, the rates of mortality 
in the oldest age groups must decline 
the most. This will only be achieved if 
the biggest killers — cancer, heart 
disease, stroke and Alzheimer’s 
disease — are consigned to the past. 
But this will be tough given the rising 
levels of obesity and diabetes. 

Another strategy to prolong life might 
be to slow the ageing process itself 
(see ‘Live long and prosper’, page S18).
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From 1900 to 1925, the 
rise in life expectancy at 
birth in industrialized 
countries was mainly 
attributable to reductions 
in child mortality 
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ADULT MORTALITY
From 1925 to 1975,  
the age range 14–65 
years accounted for 
the greatest 
contribution to 
increased expectancy
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OLDER ADULTS 
From around the 1990s, 
increased survival in people 
older than 64 years of age 
contributed the most to rising 
human life expectancy
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CHANGING SHAPE 
OF GLOBAL SOCIETY
Throughout history, most human 
populations have formed a sort 
of pyramid structure: a wide base 
of children and economically 
productive adults supporting 
relatively few and more socially 
dependent elders. As the world 
develops, people have fewer 
children and live longer. The 
traditional pyramid is morphing 
into a rectangle; society’s 
structure is changing and people 
will need to adapt.
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LIFE EXPECTANCY AT 60 YEARS OF AGE
A better indicator of the prospects of elderly people than life expectancy from birth, a 60-year-old person living 
in one of the least developed regions is still expected to reach 70 years of age and a person living in a 
developed country has a fair chance of reaching 90 years. The global population of people aged 60 years and 
older will more than double, from 542 million in 1995 to about 1.2 billion in 2025.
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8% of the population 
is aged over 65, 
estimated to grow to 
25% by 2050
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FRANCE
Men enjoy 24 years of 
retirement, compared with 
19.8 in Germany, 13.6 in 
Japan and 9.1 years in Mexico

Men enjoy 24 years of 
retirement, compared with 
19.8 in Germany, 13.6 in 
Japan and 9.1 years in Mexico

TANZANIA
2 million elderly 
people live in 
poverty, many of 
whom are left to 
care for 
grandchildren 
orphaned by HIV
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UNITED STATES
Since the 1980s, 
severe disability 
among 65s and 
older fell by 25%, 
a trend threatened 
by rising obesity 
and a growing 
wealth gap
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