
100 not out! Number of centenarians 
increases five-fold in just 30 years  
Jonathan Brown Friday 27 September 2013 in the Independent 

Warning of future shock to pensions and health service as 
thousands reach age of 100 

Britain is rapidly becoming a Methuselah nation with the number of centenarians increasing five-fold 
in the past 30 years. 

New figures show that 12,320 people living in England and Wales are currently more than 100 not 
out, according to the Office for National Statistics (ONS). It is estimated that 610 of these are now 
aged more than 105. 

The growing number of the very old has major implications for future pensions, social and health care 
policies as well as for the organisation of the workplace, communities and families. 

Forecasts suggest that more than a third of British babies born today will live to receive a letter from a 
future monarch congratulating them on the milestone - assuming it does not become too 
commonplace an age for the tradition to continue. 

It was found that nearly one per cent of the English and Welsh population is now aged more than 90 - 
up threefold since 1981.  Last year the number of those living into their 10th decade and beyond 
reached 465,500 or the equivalent of a city the size of Edinburgh. 

This means Britain is now ranked ahead of countries including Norway, the United States and 
Australia in its number of very old people. Japan still heads the international longevity list with half as 
many people again as the UK making it to 90. 

Figures have increased sharply since 2008 when the impact of declining birth rates during the latter 
stages of World War One saw a dramatic reduction in the number of nonagenarians 

And whilst women have traditionally dominated the ranks of the "oldest old", men are rapidly 
catching up thanks to advances in healthcare the decline of manual labour. 

Women however can still expect to live on average four years longer than men enjoying a current life 
expectancy of 82.6 years. 

Yet whereas in 1981 there were four women for every man aged 90 and over there are now only 2.6 
although wives are still six times more likely to reach 100 than their husbands. 

The latest figures on longevity come as the Ready for Ageing Alliance warned that the Government is 
not ready for the impact of an ageing population. 

Research released by alliance member Anchor, which provides homes and care to the over-55s, 
showed that the public is underprepared for the realities of growing old. 

It said just 29 per cent of adults are saving money for when they get older and 48 per cent had not 
considered how they will pay for their own care. 

Mervyn Kohler of Age UK said the figures showing increasing numbers of centenarians and over 90s 
were a cause for celebration. 
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"It is far better than the alternative," he said. But there needed to be faster change at government, 
community and a personal level to combat problems such as the multiple medical conditions 
associated with extreme age as well as loneliness and isolation. 

"Most of us have a role model of our own grandparents who probably died in their 60s or 70s. We 
haven't adapted to the idea that we will live into our 90s or even 100s," he said. "It can be pretty bleak. 
There is a lot of survey evidence of loneliness increasing and as other peoples' lives become 
increasingly busy and frantic it is easy to get left in the slipstream." 

The Queen currently sends a personal birthday message to anyone in the United Kingdom celebrating 
their 100th birthday, their 105th birthday and every birthday thereafter. 
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Centenarians increase increase five-fold 
over 30 years, ONS says 

Sheila Storer, from south Wales, turned 100 on the day her great-granddaughter was born this month  

The number of centenarians in England and Wales has increased five-fold over the last 30 

years, according to the Office for National Statistics (ONS).  

Its estimates suggest there were 12,320 people aged 100 or older in 2012, with more than 

600 of these aged over 105. 

The newly published figures also suggest the population of over-90s - a group the ONS calls 

the "very old" - increased by 33% from 2002 to 2012. 

Last year they numbered 465,000, almost 1% of the population, the ONS said. 

According to the ONS estimates, there were 2.6 women for every man aged over 90, and 

5.9 women for every man over 100. 

The proportion of older men has increased in recent years. In 2002 there were 3.3 women 

for every man aged over 90, and eight women for every man over 100. 

'Cause for celebration'  

Figures on the over-90 population have been produced consistently since 1981. 

The ONS estimates there were 157,390 over-90s in that year, and 350,700 in 2002. These 

numbers included 2,420 centenarians in 1981, and 7,090 in 2002. 

Continue reading the main story  
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Centenarians in England and Wales 

 1982 - 2,560 

 1992 - 4,460 

 2002 - 7,090 

 2012 - 12,320 

Source: ONS estimates 

Age UK director Caroline Abrahams said the new figures were a "real cause for celebration". 

She said the over-85 age group was the fastest-growing part of the population and warned 

that "we all need to adapt to our rapidly ageing society". 

"There is no excuse for not planning ahead to ensure that health, care, pensions, housing 

and other services are able to meet the needs of an ageing population," she added. 

"This is not just about government action. Individually and collectively we need to help 

people make the most of a longer later life." 

The latest statistics also include figures from other countries which produced comparable 

data for 2012. 

Country comparison  

According to the ONS, 823 out of every 100,000 - one in 121 - people in England and Wales 

were aged at least 90. 

Japan had the highest proportion, with 1,197 per 100,000, while India was the lowest on the 

list on 58 - meaning one in every 1,700 people in the country was 90 or over. 

Sweden, France and Italy had a higher proportion of over-90s than England and Wales, 

while Norway, Australia and the US were among those lower on the list. 

Professor Sarah Harper, from the Oxford Institute of Ageing, said western societies had 

"consistently pushed death back" in the last 200 years by improvements including clean 

water, better nutrition and antibiotics. 

With more people living into "early old age", she said geriatric medicine had improved in 

recent years and focussed on the chronic diseases which often affect older people. 

And she said better general health and the use of preventative medicine were also important 

factors. 

"Many older people are now on a range of drugs for conditions like high cholesterol or blood 

pressure," she said. 

Professor Harper said she expected the number of people reaching very old age to continue 

rising, but said the "big question" is whether there is a "limit to this". 



She said the oldest verified age a person has lived to was 122 and, though experts were 

divided, many believed 120 was the approximate natural limit of human life. 

Royal messages  

ONS estimates are produced by using "age-at-death" data. By analysing the ages and 

locations of people at death, statisticians estimate the number of people alive at a certain 

age in a certain area. 

Figures for Northern Ireland, published in June, do not show centenarians but the Northern 

Ireland Statistics and Research Agency estimated there were 11,000 over-90s in 2012 out of 

a total population of 1,823,600. 

Estimated figures for Scotland will be published on 1 October. 

The rising number of centenarians means the Queen will have to spend longer writing 

birthday cards. 

At present she sends a personal message to anyone in the UK who reaches their 100th 

birthday, another card on the 105th birthday and one every year after that. 

Rise of the centenarians: Number of 
people over the age of 100 increases 
FIVE-FOLD in 30 years 

 In 1981 there were 2,420 people aged 100 or over in 
England and Wales  

 By 2012 the figure was 12,320, with 610 thought to be 
aged 105 or over  

 The number of people over the age of 90 has tripled since 
1981 - they now make up nearly one per cent of the total 
population of England and Wales  

 There are estimated to be 2.6 women per man aged 90 
and over and 5.9 women per man aged 100 and over 

By Emma Innes, 27 September 2013 

There has been a five-fold increase in the number of centenarians during the 

last three decades, figures show. 
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In 1981, there were just 2,420 people aged 100 or over living in England and 

Wales. 

By 2012, the figure had shot up to 12,320, the Office for National Statistics 

(ONS) said. 

 

The number of pensioners aged over 90 has almost tripled in the three decades since 1981. In 

1981 there were 157,390 people over the age of 90 living in England and Wales. The figure 

soared to 465,500 by 2012 

And the ONS estimates that of the latest figure, 610 people are aged 105 or 

more. 

The figures also show that the number of pensioners aged over 90 has almost 

tripled in the three decades since 1981 - when there were 157,390 people 

over the age of 90 living in England and Wales.  

  



More... 

 Number of children having MMR vaccine is at highest level since jab was introduced more 
than 20 years ago  

 Forget five-a-day - eating SEVEN daily portions of fruit and veg can increase life expectancy 
and reduce the risk of heart disease  

The figure has soared to 465,500 in 2012 – just under one per cent of the 

total population - the data showed. 

Indeed, in the last decade alone there has been a 33 per cent increase in the 

number of people aged 90 and over. 

 

There are estimated to be 2.6 women per man aged 90 and over and 5.9 women per man aged 

100 and over in England and Wales 
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There has been a five-fold increase in the number of centenarians during the last three 

decades, figures show 

There are estimated to be 2.6 women per man aged 90 and over and 5.9 

women per man aged 100 and over in England and Wales. 

There has been a continuing increase in the number of people aged 90 or over 

since 1981, apart from in 2008 when there was a slight dip in the number of 

the ‘oldest old’.  

The ONS says the fall reflects low birth numbers towards the end of the First 

World War. 



 

In 1981, there were just 2,420 people aged 100 or over living in England and Wales. By 

2012, the figure had shot up to 12,320 

‘Life expectancy continues to increase for both males and females in England 

and Wales, with improvements in the recent decades mainly due to 

improvements in mortality at older ages,’ the ONS report states. 

‘This has resulted in increasing numbers of people aged 90 and over in the 

population.  

‘Growth in the numbers of the “oldest old” is of policy interest because of 

implications for pensions, health and social care.’ 



 

In the UK there are just over 800 over 90s per 100,000 people. In Japan, the figure is 1,200 

per 100,000 
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