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WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT THE OLDEST OLD?*

By Jonathan Barry Forman**

it
Editor’s Note: This article by Jonathan Forman
was based on a paper presented at the recent Liv-
ing to 100 Symposium, Jan. 8§—10, 2014, in Or-
lando, Fla. The fifth in the series, this symposium
featured more speakers, panel discussions on the
implications of aging, and networking opportu-
nities than in the past. To view past monographs
and more information on this Living to 100 in-
ternational research symposium, see http:/liv-
ingto100.soa.org/.

ongevity risk—the risk of outliving one’s

L retirement savings—is probably the great-

est risk facing current and future retirees in

the United States. As life expectancy increases,

more and more Americans will live to ages 90

and even 100, and we will need to figure out how

to ensure that they will have adequate retirement

incomes. As a preliminary matter, this article fo-

cuses on what we know about today’s oldest old,
here defined as those aged 90 and over (90+).!

BASIC DEMOGRAPHICS OF THE
OLDEST OLD (90+)

According to the National Center for Health Sta-
tistics, life expectancy at age 65 in the United
States increased from 11.6 years in 1909 to 1911
to 18.8 years in 2008 (See Table 1).> People at

very old ages are also expected to live longer. For
example, those age 80 can now expect to live, on
average, another 8.9 years (versus 5.25 years in
1909 to 1911), those age 90 can now expect to
live another 4.5 years (versus 3.03 years in 1909
to 1911), and those age 100 can now expect to
live another 2.2 years (versus 1.85 years in 1909
to 1911).

Table 1. Life Expectancy by Age, 1909-1911,
1949-1951, and 2008

Average Number of Years of
Life Remaining

Age  1909-1911  1949-1951 2008
0 51.49 68.07 78.1
65 11.60 13.83 18.8
70 9.11 10.92 15.2
75 6.99 8.40 11.8
80 5.25 6.34 8.9
85 4.00 4.69 6.4
90 3.03 3.44 4.5
95 2.35 2.54 3.1

100 1.85 1.92 2.2

Source: Elizabeth Arias, United States Life Tables, 2008, 61(3)
NATIONAL VITAL STATISTICS REPORTS (Sept. 24, 2012), p. 52 tbl. 21.
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These prolonged life expectancies at older ages
have led to the growing size of the oldest seg-
ments of the population. For example, out of a
total U.S. population of 310 million in 2010, 40
million (12.9 percent) are aged 65 or older (65+),
and as the total population is expected to grow
to 439 million in 2050, the 65+ population will
more than double, to 88.5 million (20.2 percent).’
Pertinent here, the 90+ population increased
from 720,000 in 1980 to 1.9 million in 2010* and
is projected to quadruple by 2050, to more than
8.7 million.’

The oldest old also account for an increasing
share of the older population. For example, those
90+ accounted for 2.8 percent of the older pop-
ulation (65+) in 1980, 4.7 percent of the older
population in 2010, and they are projected to ac-
count for 9.9 percent of the older population in
2050.° All in all, in 2050, around 20 percent of
the total U.S. population will be elderly (65+),
and one-tenth of the elderly will be 90+ (that is, 2
percent of the total population).

The oldest old (1,761,770 in 2006 to 2008) are
overwhelmingly white (88.1 percent) and female
(74.1 percent).” Most are married (15.8 percent)
or widowed (75.1 percent). Most are high school
graduates or beyond (61.4 percent).® Also, almost
all are covered by health insurance: for example,
99.5 percent of the oldest old were covered by
health insurance in 2008, with 98.8 percent get-
ting Medicare and 28 percent also receiving
Medicaid.’

The oldest old had a median annual income of
$14,760 in 2006 to 2008 (in 2008 inflation-ad-
justed dollars), although the men had a signifi-
cantly higher median annual income ($20,133)
than the women ($13,580)."° Also, 14.5 percent
(198,090) of the oldest old were poor in 2006 to
2008, 9.6 percent of the men and 16.5 percent of
the women. Pertinent here, the poverty rate in-
creases with age: for example, just 9.6 percent of
people aged 65 to 89 were poor in 2006 to 2008.!"!

Disability and institutionalization generally in-
crease with age. For example, just 1.5 million (3.6

percent) of the 65+ population were institutional-
ized in 2011, but that rate increases dramatically
with age, ranging from 1 percent for persons aged
65 to 74, to 3 percent for persons aged 75 to 84,
and to 11 percent for persons 85+.!% As for the
oldest old (90+), the vast majority (84.7 percent
in 2006 to 2008) reported having at least one dis-
ability-type limitation (i.e., difficulties in hearing;
seeing; concentrating, remembering, or making
decisions; walking or climbing stairs; dressing or
bathing; and doing errands alone).'* And 22.7 per-
cent of the oldest old were institutionalized in fa-
cilities such as nursing homes (about 14.5 percent
of men and 25.5 percent of women).'

Pertinent here, the 2010 Census counted 53,364
centenarians (people age 100 and over, 100+),"
and the number of these centenarians is pro-
jected to grow to 601,000 in 2050.' Over half
(62.5 percent) of the 53,364 centenarians in the
United States in 2010 were age 100 or 101, and
92 percent were 100 to 104.'7 There were also
330 supercentenarians (people age 110 and over)
in the United States that year. As with the old-
est old, centenarians are overwhelmingly white
(82.5 percent)'® and female (82.8 percent).'® Also
of note, 35.2 percent of centenarian females and
18.2 percent of centenarian males lived in nurs-
ing homes.?

Finally, residence patterns also tend to vary with
age.”! In particular, there is a tendency toward
living in urban areas as one ages. For example,
85.7 percent of centenarians lived in urban areas
in 2010, compared with 84.2 percent of those in
their 90s (nonagenarians), 81.5 percent of those in
their 80s, and 76.6 percent of those in their 70s.%
Also, while the states with the largest total popu-
lations generally also have the highest number of
oldest old, the Northeast and Midwest had greater
concentrations of nonagenarians and centenarians
than the South and West.?® For example, while
nonagenarians made up 0.59 percent of the na-
tional population in 2010 (59 per 10,000 popula-
tion), nonagenarians made up 0.74 percent of the
population in the Northeast and 0.67 percent of
the population in the Midwest, compared to just
0.51 percent in the South and 0.53 percent in the



West. Not surprisingly, California, New York, and
Florida had the most nonagenarians, while Alaska
and Wyoming had the fewest; meanwhile, North
Dakota had the largest concentration (0.93 per-
cent) of nonagenarians and Alaska had the lowest
(0.20 percent).

SOURCES OF INCOME OF THE
OLDEST OLD (90+)

Social Security is the most common source of
income for households aged 65 or older. For ex-
ample, in 2010, 86.3 percent of households aged
65 or older received Social Security benefits.>*
Moreover, Social Security provided more than
half of total income for 53.1 percent of aged ben-
eficiary couples and 74.1 percent of aged single
beneficiaries.> Just 39.7 percent of households
received retirement benefits from sources other
than Social Security, and 51.9 percent received
income from other assets.?

In 2006 to 2008, 92.3 percent of the oldest old
received income from the Social Security Ad-
ministration, with 86.2 percent receiving only
Social Security income, 3.0 percent collecting
only Supplemental Security Income (SSI), and
3.1 percent receiving both.?” All in all, Social Se-
curity provides almost half (47.9 percent in 2006
to 2008) of personal income for the oldest old
(See Figure 1).2® Pension and retirement income
accounted for another 18.3 percent, earnings for
2.2 percent, SSI for 1.9 percent, and other income
(e.g., interest, dividends, net rental or royalty in-
come, welfare, and all other income) accounted
for 29.8 percent.

Significantly, the sources of income tend to
change as individuals age. In particular, labor in-
come declines as more and more workers retire.
For example, according to one recent analysis
of data from the Health and Retirement Study
(HRS), earnings provided 11.9 percent of the in-
come of those aged 65 to 74 in 2009, but just
3.5 percent of the income of those aged 75 to 84
and just 0.5 percent of the income of those aged
85+.2% Pension and annuity income initially in-
creased from 17.1 percent of income for those

Figure 1. Income Sources of Population Aged 90 and

Over: 2006-2008
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Source: Wan He & Mark N. Muenchrath, 90+ in the United States: 2006
to 2008 (U.S. Census Bureau Report No. ACS-1, 2011), p. 10 Fig 7.

aged 65 to 74 to 18.4 percent for those aged 75
to 84, before falling to just 15.3 percent for those
aged 85+. On the other hand, Social Security
benefits went from 53.9 percent of income for
those aged 65 to 74, to 60.6 percent of income
for those aged 75 to 84, and to 65.7 percent for
those aged 85+.3° That analysis of HRS data also
considered the relationship between the income
and expenditures of elderly households: in 2009,
for example, 37.2 percent of those aged 65 to 74
had household incomes that were less than their
expenditures, increasing to 43.9 percent for those
aged 75 to 84 and to 46.3 percent for those aged
85+.3!

SO WHO LIVES TO BE 90+7?

A slightly different way of thinking about the
oldest old is to ask which Americans live long
enough to reach the oldest old (90+) age group.
The answer to this question is especially impor-
tant when it comes to deciding how to improve
social insurance programs, pensions, and other
financial products.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 12
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As already noted, the oldest old are overwhelmingly white (88.1 percent in 2006 to 2008) and female
(74.1 percent in 2006 to 2008). On average, those who survive to 90 are more educated and had higher
incomes than their deceased peers.* In that regard, it is well established that people with higher in-
comes tend to live longer than people with lower incomes.** The oldest old are also more likely to
have been married than their peers,** and they also had more pension and non-pension savings and
wealth.%

HOW WILL WE SUPPORT THE OLDEST OLD?

A variety of approaches will be needed to ensure that these oldest old have adequate incomes through-
out their lives. As the years go by, social insurance programs like Social Security, Supplemental
Security Income and Medicaid will undoubtedly need to be expanded. We also need to encourage
workers to work longer and save more for their eventual retirements, and to annuitize more of their
retirement savings.

While these kinds of solutions seem fairly obvious, the answers to two important policy questions
have yet to be decided. First, how much will the government require the oldest old to save earlier in
their lives? And second, how much will the government redistribute to benefit the oldest old? Unfor-
tunately, if the history of the Social Security system is any indication, both government mandates and
redistribution will be modest, and a significant portion of the oldest old will face their final years with
inadequate economic resources. m
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