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number of children, the average age of the population increases. In 1900, America 
was a relatively young population, with children and teenagers making up 40% of 
the population. By 1990, however, the proportion of youth had dropped to 24%.

Population aging can also occur because of improvements in life expectancy as 
a result of medical and technological advances (Moody 2006), improved access to 
health care, healthier lifestyles, and better health before 65 years of age (National 
Center for Health Statistics 2009). As people live longer, the average age of the pop-
ulation increases. In 1900, life expectancy at birth was 47 years; according to the  
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the life expectancy for a child born in 
2011 is 78.7 years (National Center for Health Statistics 2009; Hoyert and Xu 2012).

Longer life expectancy has also made it necessary to redefine what it means 
to be old or elderly. Gerontology scholars and researchers now make the distinc-
tion between the young-old (aged 65 to 75), the old-old (aged 75 to 84), and the  
oldest-old (aged 85 or older) (Moody 2006). Unless noted otherwise, the use of the 
term elderly in this chapter will refer to those aged 65 years or older.

Finally, the process of population aging can be influenced because of birth cohorts 
(Moody 2006). A cohort is a group of people born during a particular period who 
experience common life events during the same historical period. For example, the 
Depression of the 1930s produced a small birth cohort that had a minimal impact 
on the average age of the population. However, the baby boom cohort after World 
War II is a very large cohort, and its middle-age baby boomers will contribute to the 
aging of the U.S. population. When Kathleen Casey-Kirschling, our nation’s first baby 
boomer, born January 1, 1946, applied for her Social Security benefits in 2007, Social 
Security commissioner Michael Astrue said it signaled “America’s silver tsunami” 
(Ohlemacher 2007:A1). An estimated 10,000 people a day will become eligible for 
Social Security benefits during the next two decades (Ohlemacher 
2007). Graphically, the aging of the United States is displayed in 
Table 6.1. Data from the U.S. Census Bureau dramatically show 
the effect of the baby boom generation on the overall age structure.

Demographers predict that the number of Americans aged 65 
years or older will increase over several decades. To provide a con-
text for aging in the United States, it is helpful to examine trends 
in the rest of the world (He et al. 2005). Populations are aging in 
all countries, though the level and pace vary by geographic region. 
Fertility decline, improved health and longevity, and increasing 
urbanization have contributed to the unprecedented growth of 
older populations throughout the world. In 2008, 506 million 
people (7%) in the world were 65 years old or older; by 2040, the 
number is projected to increase to 1.3 billion (14%). By 2020, for 
the first time, people aged 65 or over are expected to outnumber 
children under age 5.

Figure 6.1 reports the percentage of elderly in the population 
from 2010 and projected through 2030 and 2050. Europe and 

Year Percentage

2000 12.4

2010 13.0

2020 16.8

2030 20.3

2040 21.0

2050 20.9

SOURCE: West et al. 2014. 

NOTE: The reference population for these data is the resident 
population.

Table 6.1  �Percentage aged 65 and older 
of the total U.S. population: 
2000–2050, projected


