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Welcome to Bulletin 99 | March 2019
Who Wants to Live Forever?

With signs of an early Spring breaking out all around us (lawnmowers at the ready!), this Bulletin addresses a life 
enhancing subject we don’t often think about, rarely talk about – but which is pivotal to so much of what we’re 
going to do. It’s how long we’re going to live! 

‘Longer than our parents’ is a well justified expectation – supported by decades of progress combating killer 
diseases, improvements in living standards, housing, nutrition and healthcare. Add to these advances, the ever-
growing research into the chemistry of ageing - and we’re encouraged to believe that we’re almost immortal!

For some, how many future Springs we can look forward to doesn’t matter – enjoying the day is enough. But for 
most of us, it doesn’t work like that. We’re constantly drawn to the future – in our hopes, our plans, our ambitions 
and our achievements. It’s just how much future there is that’s important to us!

Average life expectancy statistics are of interest to us all. Overall life expectancy has steadily improved – more 
than doubling since accurate lifetables were first compiled in the mid-19th century. In 1841 a new-born boy wasn’t, 
on average, expected to live beyond his 40th birthday – whereas today’s lifetables tell us that this year’s average 
new-born will be expected to celebrate the arrival of the 22nd century!

But individual human lifespan hasn’t really changed very much at all. In Roman times a lifespan of 70 years 
or more was far from unusual – it’s just that in those days, the elderly were fewer in number because most of 
the population succumbed much earlier to the effects of conflict, hard labour, injury, malnutrition and disease. 
Generally, it was the wealthier that survived longer – providing their indulgences didn’t get them first!

All life expectancy statistics are averages, drawn from recorded information at date of death. Thus, the death of 
an 85-year-old in 2019, reflects the lifetime health experience of that person from 1934 onwards. In their lifetime, 
that person lived through the nutrition, lifestyle, healthcare and diseases of the day and benefitted from the many 
medical advances made over the last 50 years.

In the world of retirement pensions, life expectancy is ultra-critical. It governs both group scheme funding rates 
and open-market annuity rates. For those in drawdown, average life expectancy is taken to indicate sustainable 
levels of annual withdrawal. Therefore, should expectation of life be lengthening, generating longer pension 
payment periods, then drawdown members will require both bigger initial funds and higher yields - or face the risk 
of a pension fund that expires before they do! 

Anecdotal evidence suggests that we typically underestimate our life expectancy. Improved working conditions, 
reduced smoking rates and better healthcare have all contributed to 

increasing life expectancy. However, in recent times the rate of improvement in life expectancy has started to slow 
down. Infant and child mortality rates are now at levels that seem unlikely to lead to further reductions – whilst the 
effect of major medical advances benefitting older lives may well have reached a point of maximum effect. In fact, 
in parts of the USA, life expectancy has started to fall – leading us to wonder whether the issue is not how much 
longer life can be extended, but whether further improvements can be expected at all.
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So, are we now at a switching point, where the benefits of decades of major medical advances are being 
undermined by sedentary lifestyles, excess welfare and the absence of most hardships?

In 2017, the OECD reported that, within its 36-member countries, one in two adults and one in six children were 
either overweight or obese. Their Obesity Update* (http://www.oecd.org/health/) demonstrates that we in the UK 
were the 6th highest offender. And obesity is just one of the potentially life-limiting factors to emerge in recent 
times: not just sedentary lifestyles but diabetes, the growth of antibiotic resistance, and the emergence of new 
microbial diseases may have the potential to statistically throw life expectancy into reverse. With 51% of all UK 
adults classified as overweight or obese together with more than 40% of 11-year-old children (Wolverhampton 
and Sandwell is amongst the worst areas for this), the damaging effects of modern social life looks likely to 
emerge very soon.

So, is it possible that today’s ‘silver surfers’ are a statistical blip, the high point on a graph that’s shortly to head 
south again? Quite possibly – they certainly seem to be having the time of their lives! But will their drawdown last 
as long as they do?... next month – sustainable drawdown...
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