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Statistics showing improving Life Expectancy are often published in support of statements as to
how things are 'improving', often in commenting on socio-political changes or improvements in
medical services.   Due to the way age at death influences the complexly derived figure called
'Life Expectancy',   this may inaccurately reflect what is happening to the age at which most
people  die  and  lead  to  false  and  optimistic  claims  about  improvements  which  are  really  a
statistical mirage.   This piece was written in attempt to explain why the improvements in 'Life
Expectancy' in different ethnic groups in New Zealand may be  illusory  as they  do not allow a
proper picture of what the influences on age of death are, and possibly obscures an important but
worrying fact about 'increases' in Maori longevity.   Changes in infant mortality may fully explain
an apparent increase  in Maori life expectancy  whilst there may have been no increase in the
usual age of death,  and there could even have been a decrease.

Life expectancy calculations are unduly and disproportionately influenced by high numbers of
deaths in the first year of life. If you die at '0' (or a very small number) you miss a lot of years of
life and, in the formula used to calculate life expectancy, it means that if you reduce high infant
mortality (deaths in the first year of life) by even a slight amount, the life expectancy figure goes
up by quite a large amount.  Much of the 'improvement' in all ethnic groups' life expectancy from
the 1960's were actually due to improvements in infant care in first week and first year of life.
The average or modal age of death, once past the first year of life did not significantly change.
The below illustration shows how we underestimate the age which people lived to, by including
early childhood deaths. 

http://www.demographic-research.org/volumes/vol19/30/19-30.pdf

http://www.demographic-research.org/volumes/vol19/30/19-30.pdf


The disproportionate effect of large numbers of infant deaths historically and in societal sub-
groups explains why we get  ridiculous low figures for life expectancy calculated retrospectively
for historical times, when we know from literature and folk lore that lots of people lived to a great
age.   Although the whole field is mostly written at a technical level which make it off-putting,
ordinary common sense allows us to know that claims that life expectancy will inevitably go on
increasing  and that  25% of the population will live to be Centenarians, are rubbish.
 
My conclusion about our own NZ death rates that are included in a NZ Herald article*, is that
much  of  the  recent  so-called  improvement  in  Maori  Life  Expectancy  is  due  to  the  rapid
improvement in Infant Mortality rates, and, even worse, that there may actually have been no
improvement in the Maori Median Death Age, when the infant mortality figures are excluded.   A
disproportionate change between Maori male and female life expectancy  also suggest this.

There is enormous inertia in Government Departments such as Statistics, which prevents them
adopting or publicizing other methods of conveying information about the realities and I suspect
that it is in their political masters interest, to produce so-called statistics that imply everything is
getting better.  By using the the crude 'Life Expectancy' figure as our only indicator on what is
happening to our health and longevity we are hiding much valuable information.    There should
be efforts being made to get the life statistics  represented in ways that were more rigorous and
useful in highlighting specific areas and ages we should target.  This is already happening in the
UK where statistics similar to the ones illustrated above, are being published.

In researching the scare statistics about the increasing number of very elderly people I found that
again  it  is  mostly  an  extrapolated  statistical  mirage produced  by  historical  improvements  in
Infant Mortality.   The latest properly presented figures show that the increase in longevity in
Japan and the USA have probably stopped, and may even be going into reverse (possibly due to
increasing 'lifestyle diseases'), but if the figures are presented in the traditional manner this trend
is masked.

If we are to make logical decision about medium and long-term planning for health services and
financial well-being for the elderly then we need to move away from the crude and deceptive
measure of 'Life Expectancy' and look at other measures such as actual population structures and
modified modal life expectancy.   Unless we do so, all the political rhetoric about retirement
savings and health service planning is so much hot air, and like all hot air will suddenly collapse
and leave us unprepared for the realities.

 *Longer Life Expectancy Good News for Maori

http://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=11221309

