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The demographic projections are clear (at least in the United States) with regard to the 

emergence of and need for Theory S leadership. The US population has pushed beyond 

300,000,000, and the emergence of an unprecedented aging population is the lead story. The 

principal cause are Baby Boomers, the second largest single age cohort in US history—some 78 

million—representing 28% of the US population (Endnote 1). The first members of the Baby 

Boom Generation (born in 1946) became 65 in 2011, and the youngest cohort (born in 1964) will 

become 65 in 2029 (Endnote 2). By 2030 nearly one in four US residents will be 60 or more, 

including the “old-old” cohort (85+) which is increasing most rapidly (Endnote 3) 

 

One impact of this population shift is that the very definition of “old” is being transformed. “Old 

age” traditionally has been considered a time of physical and mental decline, but there is growing 

evidence this need not happen for many years. Those 65 and over in the next 20 to 30 years will 

be more mobile and healthier, will continue to enjoy relatively high levels of physical and 

cognitive functioning, and will remain actively engaged in various life pursuits well into their  

70s, 80s, and even 90s (Endnote 4). 

 

Major improvements in health and life expectancy are the primary reasons. Over the past century 

more than thirty years have been added to the average life span of Americans. At the beginning 

of the 20
th

 Century life expectancy at birth was 47.3 years. In 2010 it was estimated to be 77 

years for babies born in 2006 (Endnote 5) and is expected to be 82 years in 2050 (Endnote 6). 

Life expectancy at age 65 is now 83. White women continue to have the longest life expectancy, 

followed by African-American women, white men, and African-American men (Endnote 7). 

What’s more, eleven of the 15 top causes of death have declined since 2006, and California has 

the fifth lowest death rate in the nation (Endnote 8).  



 

With their prolonged life expectancy, senior citizens face three main challenges. One is to sustain 

their health through exercise, nutrition, preventive care, meditation, and spiritual development. A 

second is the need to accumulate enough money to live an additional decade or two. Yet a third 

is to fill their lives with purpose, structure, affiliation, growth, and meaning (Endnote 9). For 

some seniors this third challenge will be pursued through leisure activities, and for others it will 

be met through volunteering and community service. Still others will seek part-time paid 

employment and many, it seems, will engage in an entirely new category of work in the 

nonprofit and private sectors—the encore career. The encore career is not a transitional 

retirement job or a bridge between the end of real work and the beginning of real leisure. It’s an 

entirely new stage of life and work—a destination and a category of work unto itself (Endnote 

10).  

 

The prospect of a huge age group like Baby Boomers remaining in the nation’s work force would 

normally create enormous intergenerational friction by denying jobs to the next age group. But 

this isn’t the case. The Gen Xers (born between 1964 and 1977) total a mere 45 million (16% of 

the US population), and this means a deficit of about 30 million part-time and full-time jobs that 

can be filled by Baby Boomers who may want them when the economy improves (Endnote 11). 

 

This brief essay on demography ends with two key questions: To what extent will increased 

lifespan be “good” years—longer life while being active and free of disability? Will increased 

numbers of older people with more education and longer lives choose to spend their remaining 

years contributing to the larger society? (Endnote 12).  
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