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23   AGING 

 “If at first the idea is not absurd, then there is  
no hope for it.” 

Albert Einstein 

While hardly a new investment theme, we believe 

that population aging still ranks among the most 

relevant secular growth trends today.  From 

pharmaceutical consumption and hospital utilization, 

to entertainment and lifestyle products and services, a 

rapidly aging population will most certainly continue 

to create new opportunities for profits that are 

currently undiscovered or under-appreciated. 

As Gregg Easterbrook points out in The Atlantic, 

current projections of ever-longer life spans assume 
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no incredible medical discoveries, even though such 

advancements are indeed becoming reality.1  

Scientists at the Buck Institute, for instance, have been 

able to quintuple the life span of laboratory worms, 

while similar results have been reproduced globally.  

In 2013, Google started Calico, a biotech company 

whose main goal is to tackle the process of aging.  We 

agree with Easterbrook that breakthroughs in anti-

aging research are not a pie in the sky, and that the 

centennials may become the norm sooner than many 

expect.  If aging could be retarded, or who knows, 

avoided all-together, then the results could be a 

seemingly absurd increase in productivity. 

It is not news that people are living longer.  In fact, 

the average human life span has doubled in less than 

a century. In Japan, for instance, the number of 

people above 85 is expected to grow by over 60% in 

twenty years, even as their overall population 

declines. In the US, the Census Bureau expects the 

population above 85 to go from about 6 million today 

to 19 million in 2050.  On a global basis, the 

population aged above 85 is expected to double in 20 

years, and that above 100 is expected to increase four-

fold.  While the research and media reports on 

demographic trends routinely highlight the negative 

social and economic implications of an aging 

population, we see reason for optimism.  We do not 

dismiss the reality that older people have tended to 

be less productive and more prone to chronic diseases 

that require expensive care.  However, we see 
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exciting opportunities and many positive implications 

from mankind’s ability to extend healthy lives, and 

we prefer to focus on these dynamics instead of 

merely fearing the headwinds.  

Like most other predictions about the future, those 

concerning population trends have a spotty record.  

At the start of the nineteenth century, for instance, 

Reverend Thomas Malthus predicted that massive 

population growth would inevitably result in 

widespread famine, disease, and conflict.  Some 200 

years later, and in spite of a seven-fold increase in 

population in conjunction with dramatically higher 

standards of living, Malthusian predictions about the 

lack of natural and social resources to cope with 

population growth remain prominent.  While 

challenges do exist, we are firm believers that human 

ingenuity will continue to prove the naysayers 

wrong.  

One area in which ingenuity is likely to surprise is the 

cure and treatment of chronic diseases. In the 1950s, 

economists predicted that caring for polio patients 

would be economically ruinous, but then came the 

polio vaccine.  Likewise, it was not too long ago that 

AIDS was expected to take the life of one in every five 

Americans, and this now seems unlikely to ever 

happen. Today, experts are predicting that as the 

incidence of Alzheimer’s triples by 2050, the cost to 

society will exceed the current US defense budget.  

Maybe one day they will prove right, but we suspect 
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the poor track record of such gloomy predictions will 

continue to be the norm.   

In a recent book titled The Upside of Aging, author 

Paul Irving, who is Chairman of the Milken Institute 

Center for the Future of Aging, argues that, because 

the older are getting healthier and more active, 

society should rethink the notion of a retirement age.2  

The book humorously points out that if droves of 70-

year-olds can dance like crazed teenagers in the front 

rows of a Rolling Stones concert, then they should be 

able to keep working as well.  The idea would likely 

have seemed absurd to Einstein, who died in 1955 

(aged 76), but it may not be so to Elon Musk, Bill 

Gates, or his aging friend, Warren Buffett.        

The implications of an older and wiser workforce are 

mostly positive, if not transformative.  To quote Mr. 

Irving, “if we learn to harness the benefits of 

longevity, the upside of aging will be realized and the 

world will be much better for it.”  Furthermore, as the 

number of healthier and more vibrant seniors 

multiplies, so too will the demand for a wider variety 

of fitness products, tourism, and leisure offerings.  

Such products and services will not only become 

more abundant, but also more sophisticated.  The 

industrialist Marvin Davis was credited with saying, 

“as men get older, the toys get more expensive.” 

Beyond leisure and lifestyle, the healthcare industry 

is an obvious beneficiary of the trend towards aging. 

The World Health Organization’s latest classification 
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of diseases has grown to distinguish more than fifty 

thousand unique codes for diseases and injuries, with 

chronic diseases estimated to affect one out of every 

two adults, most of whom are older.3 Prescription 

drug sales have been growing for decades, but the 

exploding availability of advanced cures and 

treatments should accelerate this growth, to the 

benefit of the aging consumers, as well as the 

pharmaceutical companies and care providers.  

Hospital utilization will also increase, as will the 

volume of patients receiving intensive care and 

undergoing complex surgeries and treatments, 

driving secular demand growth, particularly for 

medical consumables.   

In summary, while the rapid aging of the population 

has some negative implications, we see many under-

appreciated investment opportunities.  Moreover, as 

believers in mankind’s ability to innovate and adapt, 

we perceive the challenges ahead only as hurdles to 

be overcome, and not as reasons to be fearful. 
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