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Age Reversal—Baby Boomers Reach Their Mortality Years 

For years now, funeral directors have seen the average age of deceased grow older 
and older but with baby boomers turning 60, the age trend will soon reverse and 
mortality will surge like never before.

At first the idea seems backwards and out of place. With health care continuing to 
improve our longevity, we tend to assume the demographics of death will continue 
to follow the long term trend. In truth, the familiar trend will continue and a sizable 
portion of our work will involve remembering the profoundly elderly (those 85 and 
above). At the same time a huge new group will start to enter what I will call their 
mortality years.

Mortality in America follows a clearly defined pattern which insurance companies 
and government agencies track with extreme precision. As you would expect, death 
among children and young adults comes only rarely. Up till age 29 the mortality 
rate of a given age can be as low as 1 in 10,000. But by the age of 60, that figure 
increases by 100 fold so that 1 in 100 people age 60 may see death in any given 
year and the rates rapidly increase from there.

Now add in the fact that between 2005 and 2020 (only 15 years) the number of  
60 year olds will increase by 60% and the number of 70 year olds will grow by 
more than 70 percent! These age and mortality factors then combine to set off a 
mortality chain reaction which builds slowly in the next few years and then surges 
geometrically into the funeral service economy. 

By the year 2020, total mortality in America will exceed 3.3 million deaths 
(800,000 more than we know today) a huge change in just over a decade. Even 
more remarkable, about half of that increase will occur among people aged 45 to 
74. That’s 400,000 more deaths than we see now among individuals in the prime of 
life. 
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Prime of life decedents have families, have jobs, have current relationships within 
their communities. They may still have school age children and will likely have at 
least one parent still living. These will also tend to be deaths due to accident or to 
chronic or untreatable illness and so will have the additional strain of tragedy.

Under such circumstances, we could expect to see a resurgence in the number and 
size of funeral gatherings. Instead of seeing facilities downsized from lack of use. 
Many regions may require additional space to accommodate the unexpected surge 
in demand. Staffing as well, could become far more challenging than ever before. 
At the very least, baby boomers will offset the trend seen in recent years towards 
limited gatherings and non-facility memorial services, helping to strengthen funeral 
home operations over the next decade or more.

Of course, such a dramatic demographic and social shift may lead to a broader 
based resurgence in funeral gatherings. This would be difficult to predict with 
certainty, but the baby boomers have created tremendous commercial opportunities 
at every other stage of their life development. Why would they not do the same to 
funeral service as they now begin facing their own end of life? They most certainly 
will and much sooner than we ever envisioned.

{Author’s Note: This is an abstract for a larger article still under development. The follow-up piece will include a 
detailed analysis of the demographic sources I have compiled in order to reach these conclusions.}
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{Comments Welcome: This abstract is based upon a preliminary study of federal population and life table 
projections. The methodology remains under review. Constructive comments and questions about these preliminary 
findings are welcome. Please send them to bt@hathawayfunerals.com Thank you.}
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