Is There a Limit to the Compression of Mortality?

Jean-Marie Robine,* Siu Lan K. Cheung,? Shiro Horiuchi® and

A. Roger Thatcher®

Presented at the Living to 100 and Beyond Symposium
Orlando, Fla.
January 7-9, 2008

Copyright 2008 by the Society of Actuaries.

All rights reserved by the Society of Actuaries. Permission is granted to make brief
excerpts for a published review. Permission is also granted to make limited numbers of
copies of items in this monograph for personal, internal, classroom or other instructional
use, on condition that the foregoing copyright notice is used so as to give reasonable
notice of the Society's copyright. This consent for free limited copying without prior
consent of the Society does not extend to making copies for general distribution, for
advertising or promotional purposes, for inclusion in new collective works or for resale.

'INSERM, Health and Demography. Correspondence: robine@valdorel.fnclcc.fr.

2 Hong Kong University of Science and Technology.
® Program in Urban Public Health at Hunter College and CUNY Institute for Demographic Research.

* Former Director of the Office of Population Censuses and Surveys, London.



Abstract

With the fall of mortality, the frequency distribution of ages at death has been
shifting to the right, but it has not retained the same shape over time. The distribution of
ages at death has become more compressed around the mode, which is consistent with the
prediction of mortality compression proposed by James Fries in 1980. In this paper we
investigate trends in the age distribution of deaths at old ages using historical data from
European countries (i.e., England and Wales, France, Italy, Sweden and Switzerland), the
United States of America and Japan. The results, especially for recent decades in Japan,
prompt us to reconsider the validity of the mortality compression scenario. This paper
discusses the notion of limit for the compression of mortality and examines alternative

hypotheses such as the shifting mortality model.



