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Introduction

Thousands of the 75 million American baby boom-
ers born between 1946 and 1964 celebrate their fif-
tieth birthdays every day. The graying of the United
States, which is occurring as well in other industrial
nations, constitutes a demographic revolution and
presents the most critical public policy issue of our
times. While many experts, popular pundits, and the
press have made predictions about how the aging of
the baby boomers will affect the United States, in
actuality, no one really knows with any certainty what
will happen. What is clear is that the policy implica-
tions and ramifications are unprecedented in history.
This inevitable demographic reality will fundamen-
tally change our culture well into the twenty-first
century. To prepare our country and avoid a national
crisis, we must develop a radically new vision that
transcends outdated policies and generational biases.
We must encourage and institutionalize “out-of-the-
box” thinking, creative “systems” policy develop-
ment, and innovative multidisciplinary research if we
are to effectively address the transformational soci-

etal shock of the nation’s aging baby boomers.
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Overview and Demographics

In 1995, the White House hosted the White House Conference on Aging
(WHCoA) titled “The Road to an Aging Policy for the 21st Century.” Sub-
sequently, recognizing the demographic revolution the country will be fac-
ing with the aging of the baby boomers, the 1996 Executive Summary of the

Conference concluded and warned:

A strong sentiment conveyed by many of the thousands of people
throughout America who participated in the 1995 WHCoA was that
change in our national aging policy is needed now to lay a strong
foundation that will serve us in the 21st century. The national policy
should be intergenerational, and it should embody a sense of commu-
nity, with shared rights, responsibilities and values.!

The window of opportunity for developing and implementing a
compassionate, comprehensive, cost-effective national aging policy
is closing rapidly. By the year 2000, there will be 26 times as many
Americans over the age of 85 as there were in 1900. Also, in the year
2000, there will be almost 76,000 Americans at least 100 years of
age. In contrast, more than one million of the Baby Boomers will live
to be 100 years old, with women significantly outnumbering men.
Delays in planning for our national population will result in greater
demands upon our nation and its people.?

The seriousness of this warning can best be put into perspective by
understanding the major demographic trends and changes the aging boomer

cohort brings, along with some of the major implications of these changes:

e In 2006, the baby boomers will begin to turn 60 and, in 2011, they will
reach 65. In the coming decades, there will be a significant increase in the
number of elder boomers and in their proportion to the total population.
By 2030, the boomers’ proportion will expand to 20 percent of the pop-
ulation up from a current 13 percent, and the number of elderly will dou-
ble.? Put in different terms, from 2010 to 2030, the 65+ population is
projected to “spike” by 75 percent to more than 69 million people.* Then,
from 2030 to 2050, the growth rate is projected to increase at about 14
percent with the number of elderly totaling about 79 million.®

The 85+ population is the fastest growing segment of the older pop-
ulation. The most rapid increases in the number of persons 85+ will take
place between 2030 and 2050, when the baby boomer cohort reaches
these ages. By 2050, the 85+ group will rise from a current 1.4 percent to
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comprise about 5 percent of the population.® There will be a significant
increase in the number of centenarians within this group.

Women will predominate among the elderly, especially among the
oldest old. By 2050, it is projected that women 85+ will outnumber men
older than 85 by about four million, accounting for about 61 percent of
the 85+ population.” Most of the 85+ will be widowed women. Accord-
ing to the US Administration on Aging, “the imbalance of the sexes and
the low percent of married women have been associated with reduced
income, greater poverty, poorer health and greater risk of institutional-
ization of older women.”®

Even though the notable increase of the old- By 201 1, When the
est old and the elderly in general is good news
in terms of our attempts to lengthen the lifespan, f ir st boomer s turn
there is a downside. There will be large increases
in some very vulnerable groups such as the old- 65 , I t iS eStima ted
est old living alone, with an unacceptably high
percent of individuals living in poverty or with that ther e Will
low incomes. They will require a much greater
share of public/private support and services.” By be millions
2030, there will be sizeable increases in the num-
ber of people requiring services in health care, Of vacant jObS

nutrition, housing, transportation, recreation,

and education.'® Outnumbering

e Within the general elderly population, minor- o

ity elderly pogpulations are }p’)rije}zted to increase ava,lable Workers'
substantially for the next three decades. While

the white 65+ population is projected to increase by 95 percent between

1995 and 2030, older minorities will increase at a greater rate, includ-

ing a 154.6 percent increase for Blacks, a 417.1 percent increase for

people of Hispanic origin, and a 380.1 percent increase for people of

other races (Asian, Pacific Islanders, American Indians, Eskimos, and

Aleuts)."" The rapid growth of these minority elder groups will greatly

impact the demand for targeted supportive services.

* By 2011, when the first boomers turn 65, it is estimated that there will

be millions of vacant jobs outnumbering available workers. By 2030, the
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skilled labor shortage may be as high as 35 million.!? For the last 20 years,
there has been about a 44 percent increase in the group of 25-to-54-
year-old baby boomer workers born in the US. For the next 20 years, no
growth in this age group is anticipated so any growth in the work force
will have to come from older baby boomer workers and /or immigrants.'?
Because of this projected labor shortage, it is postulated that a “polar-
izing” gap may develop between affluent skilled workers and a grow-
ing number of lower-skilled, foreign-born workers. As Professor David
Ellwood of the John F. Kennedy School of Government has observed,
“We’re on a knife edge. If we look forward and think about it, there are a
lot of things we can do to deal with this, but if we do nothing, we could
end with a much more polarized society, with much more inequality than

we have now.”*

Current demographic projections are based on certain assumptions
about the boomers’ longevity and state of health as they age. In contrast
to current established medical and scientific opinion, there is a growing
group of experts who feel that within the next two or three decades, with
advances in medical and related sciences, human lifespan will increase to
an unprecedented length. Not only will it be relatively normal for peo-
ple to live to 100, like the recently deceased Bob Hope, but also they
may live to reach the “natural cap” of about 120 years and up! Gener-
ally, boomers will have better health as they age and their aging pro-
cess may be notably slowed. Developing and new research discoveries
in such areas as the mapping of the human genome, cloning technology,
nanotechnology, mechanobiology, stem cell and biogenetic engineering,
medicine, nutritional sciences, public health, robotics, pharmaceuticals,
and a host of other presently unknown, interrelated fields will be greatly
responsible for these revolutionary changes.

Given the dynamic and evolving state of science and the accelerat-
ing breakthroughs, it is clear that the longevity and population health
assumptions underlying current boomer policy projections may be, and
most likely are, inaccurate and inadequate to deal with society’s and the
boomers’ future needs. Indeed, if boomers and the other younger aging
cohorts live significantly longer than currently projected, and in better

health, then many national policies dealing with practically every area of
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our society will have to be revisited, researched, and refined to address

these revolutionary demographic changes.

In the near future, the baby boomers will be the recipients of the larg-

est intergenerational transfer of wealth in the history of this country, if

not the world. Trillions of dollars will be transferred from the boomers’

aging parents. While this transfer bodes well for the finances of a large
number of boomers, a significant minority of less well-oft boomers will

be unaffected and the wealth differentials that exist today will follow the

baby boomer generation. These “wealth dispari-

ties” will determine the life style options for many .
aging boomers and will limit the choices of mil- AS they ag €, W’II
lions of Americans (especially minorities) in qual-

ity of health care, housing, and numerous other th € boomer S

areas.'®

continue the trend

Policy Questions: Familiar and Unfamiliar

As can be seen from the foregoing, extensive demo- to vote at a highel’
graphic changes will take place with the aging of

America’s baby boomers. Our socictal response will [ ale and ther eby
be critical. It must include creative interdisciplinary

research and systems policy development and imple- set the pUinC
mentation, not only on the known issues but also on

a multitude of unknown challenges the nation will POIiCy agenda (4

be facing in the next 30 years. The following high-

lights some of the more pressing aging policy issues

and the questions linked to them:

Politics

Questions abound about how the boomers will affect the nation’s political
landscape and, by extension, public policy development and implementa-
tion. As they age, will the boomers continue the trend to vote at a higher
rate and thereby set the public policy agenda? In Iowa, which has the first
2004 presidential caucuses, presidential aspirants must pay attention to
entitlement issues affecting the elderly not only because they are the fast-
est growing age cohort in the state but also because they represent a sig-

nificant voting block. Issues like Medicare, Social Security, and prescription
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drug benefits are paramount on the Iowa political agenda, and any pres-
idential aspirant who ignores them does so at her,/his peril.!¢ Is the Iowa
experience a harbinger for the rest of the country as the boomers age?

Will the boomers dominate the legislatures and executive branches
on the local, state, and federal levels? Will their lobbies claim more of
the public budgets? If this happens, will the younger generations remain
quiet and compliant? Will they pay higher taxes to support the boomers’
entitlement programs? Will boomers, in turn, vote for local bond issues/
programs targeted to the younger generations’ needs, programs such as
school construction? Will there be an intergenerational battle? Or will we
be able to develop strategies that encourage constructive policy develop-
ment between and among the diverse and divergent generations?

Most importantly, will a substantial portion of boomers become
more conservative and resistant to change as they age? This has already
happened in Japan where the conservative concerns of its elderly popu-
lation have been one of the contributing factors in slowing Japan’s eco-
nomic recovery. While baby boomers’ parents tended to become more
politically conservative and resistant to change as they aged, given the
great wealth and good health that the baby boomers will enjoy, will they
follow this model or will a significant portion of them return to the social

activism they espoused in their youth?

Retirement and Work Force Trends

Many questions arise about the baby boomers’ retirement and work force
plans and the effects they will have on our society and its economic well-
being in the coming years. Will the baby boomers have retirement plans
similar to those of current retirees? Will they change current notions of
retirement? Will boomers become “bored” with traditional retirement?
Will they work longer or will retirement be viewed as a gradual process
where, over a period of time, the employed boomer cuts back on the time
she /he spends at work? To sustain economic growth, government pol-
icies will need to provide incentives to encourage boomers to remain at
work into their elder years, do more retirement planning, and increase
individual savings. But how can we formulate realistic policies if we do

not know the boomers’ intentions?

HARVARD GENERATIONS POLICY JOURNAL



Baby Boomer Public Policy: A New Vision

Some boomers will have more than one career and take a new career
for a challenge or pleasure. Others, especially single women and minor-
ities, will not retire because they cannot afford to do so. Twenty years
from now, it is projected that women and minority men will constitute
about two-thirds of the work force.!” If there are no significant policy
changes and many baby boomers, especially women and minorities, keep
working in their older years just to survive, what will be the effects on
our culture? While women constitute a majority of the elder retiree pop-
ulation and boomer women play a major role in our work force and in
the care of children and elders, our pension and
retirement policies are generally gender-biased TO Sustain EConomiC
towards men. Will our policies have to be refo-
cused to reflect the unique retirement needs of gl‘ OWth, govel‘ nment
women? How can we develop effective policies
if age and gender discrimination are rampant in pOIiCieS will need to
the work place?

Economics influence the retirement and pl‘ OVide inCen ti ves
health care options for individuals, which, in
turn, impact their quality of life and life expec- to encour ag e
tancy. A number of boomers will be more
affluent than today’s retirees. The older baby boomel’ stor emain
boomers may be better off financially then the
younger boomers because the older boomers at wor k in to theil‘
may have experienced a healthier economy as
adults and inherited greater wealth. Many agree el d er yeal‘ S.
that, at current trends, there will be a growing
gap between the rich and poor boomers. How

will policies address this growing gap?

* Aging Baby Boomer Financial Security
One of the great societal challenges facing our country will be the pro-
tection of the financial futures and well-being of vulnerable elder Amer-
icans and increasingly vulnerable aging baby boomers. On the rise, and
fast becoming the most prevalent type of crime committed against the
elderly, are cases involving financial exploitation by perpetrators who are

relatives, business professionals/institutions, con artists, and caregiv-
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ers. Far more ominous, in recent years, we have witnessed tens of thou-
sands of boomers’ private pensions,/401(k)’s being wiped out or severely
depleted because of corporate accounting shenanigans, greed, corrup-
tion, and “old-fashioned” criminal behavior.

These financial crimes are particularly abhorrent and heinous
because the victims are increasingly defenseless as they age. The conse-
quences of these crimes have a far greater impact and more lasting effect
on an aging victim’s life than on a younger adult’s. Being swindled out
of your life savings and supplemental retirement income by a stock/
accounting fraud scam may be an extremely negative experience for a 30-
year-old, but it is absolutely devastating and, indeed, life-threatening to a
76-year-old trying to make ends meet with just Social Security payments
and no prospect of earning the stolen money back. The same applies to
the boomers. Having their 401(k) plans become worthless or severely
diminished because of corporate and accounting fraud/abuse can have
a permanent negative impact on their personal and their family’s future
financial security and quality of life.

Given the foregoing, the following critical questions arise: can we
afford to endure the marginal successes our regulators and law enforce-
ment officials are achieving in their efforts to protect the financial
resources of our elder citizens and aging boomers? If current trends per-
sist and there are no radical sustained regulatory reforms coupled with
increased law enforcement efforts to prevent, prosecute, and punish cor-
porate crooks and disreputable people who prey on our at-risk citizens,
will many of our elder citizens and aging baby boomers lose their retire-
ment savings “safety nets”? Will a great number of elders and aging
boomers fall below the poverty line and become more dependent on

government entitlements which, sadly, may not be available?

Societal Impediments to Boomer Policy Development

Considering the many questions linked to the pressing policy issues just dis-
cussed, it is clear that the challenges for policy research, development, and
implementation are substantial. Still, almost eight years have passed since the
last White House Conference on Aging issued its warning, and no comprehen-
sive policies dealing with the aging of the nation’s baby boomers have been for-

mulated to address the coming demographic and societal challenges.
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We should not be surprised by this outcome since it is the result of the

following complex interrelated societal factors:

*  Our nation’s centers of power and influence are decentralized, and there
is no national unifying force empowered to initiate, prioritize, direct,
and coordinate a “systems approach” to national baby boomer aging
policy research, development, and implementation. Historically, aging
policy functions have involved many independent functioning players
from differing disciplines and sectors of society. With the exception of
the WHCoA and the US Administration on Aging, no national efforts
have been mounted to forge a national baby boomer aging policy for the
twenty-first century. Indeed, because aging policy cuts across many pol-
icy areas, it is unique to our society. Developing interrelated policy sys-
tems that take into consideration the relationships among diverse and
convergent scientific, cultural, and public policy areas poses difficult chal-

lenges for our country.

*  Because of inaccurate information, a lack of political will /courage, out-
right denial, procrastination, or a combination thereof, policy leaders in
this country tend to severely underestimate the lead times they need to cre-
ate policies to address the aging of America’s baby boomers. Many policy
leaders say that we have about ten to 20 years to prepare and implement
such policies. The more realistic view is that, depending on the policy area
one is addressing, lead times for effective policy development and imple-
mentation vary and can be significantly shorter than originally contem-
plated. With the tragic deaths of thousands of elderly French citizens in
the summer of 2003 due to an intense (unplanned-for) heat wave, it has
been clearly demonstrated that aged-based infrastructure policy develop-
ment lead times can evaporate “overnight,” leaving elder populations in
grave danger.

Another example of lead-time miscalculation hits closer to home. At
current reimbursement levels, it is very difficult, if not impossible, for an
older person to live on Social Security as a sole income source. In the
future, it is projected that, unlike any other time in our nation’s history, a
great number of single boomer women and minorities will fall below the
poverty line in their later years. To address this potential national calam-

ity, we need to be developing and instituting national fiscal/monetary,
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economic, and work place policies right now to facilitate capital accu-
mulation, retention, and growth by baby boomer women and minorities.

We do not have ten or 20 years’ lead time to address this problem.

The sheer scope and magnitude of the aging baby boomer generation,
unlike any previous cohort in American history, will have unique, com-
plex, and diverse implications for our society. Yet, due to a dearth of solid
data to support reliable systems aging policy development, we are limited
in our ability to make informed projections about the future differences
among the generations and within the boomer generation itself. What
are the societal ramifications of these differences/similarities and the fact
that we may be using tenuous or unreliable research to support socially

misguided policies?

Added to the complexity of this cohort and lack of reliable data about it
is the uncertainty that many of the critical trends we need to understand
in order to determine sound policies depend on preferences about which
baby boomers have not yet made up their minds. For example, regard-
ing work and financial security, it is still unclear what retirement means
to baby boomers, even after extensive research. Will they forego retire-
ment because they cannot afford it, or will they be bored by it? Will they
be working longer simply because they will be living longer? Boomer
choices will also not occur in a vacuum. They will be constantly influ-
enced and reshaped by externalities such as general economic, family, and

personal conditions.

To date, government policy focus and funding for baby boomer aging
research has been targeted mainly at Social Security, pensions, and
medical /health care. Institutional foundation funding has basically
tracked the government’s efforts, with some variation. Little or no policy
development and funding have been available to support broad-gauged,
interdisciplinary systems analysis of baby boomer and intergenerational

public policy research, development, and implementation.

National aging policy research and development faces stiff resistance
because of numerous societal biases. Key are those that value youth over
age; view aging as something “bad”; place little value on the contribu-

tions of senior citizens; promote societal /structural inertia and incre-
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mental policy steps where aging issues are involved, as opposed to bold
new systems-oriented initiatives; choose decentralization over mistrusted
centralized control; favor reactive instead of proactive approaches to pol-

icy development; and, finally, do not embrace government planning.

*  Conflicting societal objectives work against the development of national
aging policy. An example of this is our country’s policies dealing with
how much of our wealth will be available for the public good and how
much will be retained for private use. As American baby boomers age,
enormous financial strains will be placed on gov-
ernment to provide goods, services, and infra- ..
structure improvements to accommodate the Con f I I Ct'ng
needs of this aging cohort. While the role of .
government in taking care of our older citizens SOCi etal
has long been a cornerstone of US domestic pol- . .
icy, this traditional philosophy will be challenged Ob] ectives
and may not be sustainable given the sheer size

and scope of the social and economic needs of WOr. k aga’nSt

the aging boomers.

the development

*  Competing societal tensions influence our abil-

ity to derive comprehensive, interdisciplinary Of n ation a I

national aging policies. These tensions reflect

our national chare.lcter. They include t.he tens’lon a gi n g p 7o) I"Cy'
between economic growth and quality of life/

social good, long-term versus short-term plan-

ning, the general interests of our society and the particular interests of
an age cohort, and the aging population’s desire for security and stabil-

ity versus the societal need for dynamism and change.'®

Recommendations

In spite of the previous impediments to formulating a comprehensive national
aging policy, it is clear from the White House Conference on Aging and the
relentless advance of aging baby boomers that there is a critical need in our
country to move forward in planning. While this will be a major undertak-
ing, especially given the societal impediments, I suggest the following pre-

liminary steps:
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Redefining National Policy
The aging of America’s baby boomers is the most pressing national issue
of this century. Our country is perilously unprepared for this unique
demographic event. It is imperative that we build and nurture a soci-
etal consensus among the generations to address this challenge and cre-
ate comprehensive, intergenerational, interdisciplinary systems-focused
national aging policies based on a radically new vision and paradigm.
Recognizing that this issue needs national leadership, the President
should elevate the US Administration on Aging to a cabinet level Depart-
ment of Aging (DOA), integrate related agencies and departments into
the DOA, and create a Council of Advisors on Generations Policy. The
DOA and Council would advise the President, the Executive Branch,
the Congress, and other key stakeholders as to the critical challenges the
country will be facing with the aging of its boomers. In addition, they
would prioritize these challenges in order of importance and lead times
and identify and implement policies that promote intergenerational, cre-
ative solutions. In conjunction with the DOA and Council, to encourage
timely grass-roots input, the White House Conference on Aging should
be held every four years instead of every ten. Lastly, recognizing the com-
plexity involved, I recommend that the DOA, together with the pub-
lic and private sectors, establish Generations Policy Innovation Nodes
within existing national policy institutions and the aging network to facil-
itate the creation of “out-of-the-box” interdisciplinary, systems-focused,

aged-based policies, models, and research.

National Longevity Assessment Findings

Sound policy can be achieved only if the underlying research and data sup-
porting said policies are accurate. There is a clear indication that, with
continuing advances in the social and physical sciences, significant seg-
ments of the baby boomer and other generations will be living a lot longer
than currently projected. Given this fact, many age-related public poli-
cies involving diverse areas may be inadequate to address future needs
because of the unreliable data about longevity. To address this challenge,
it is critical that we institute a program that will bring together, on a peri-
odic basis, experts from multidisciplinary and varying social and physical

sciences, demographers, accomplished innovators, independent thinkers,

HARVARD GENERATIONS POLICY JOURNAL



Baby Boomer Public Policy: A New Vision

private /social entrepreneurs, and policy leaders to make National Longev-
ity Assessment Findings. In arriving at their findings, the participants will
evaluate the existing medical, scientific, and social landscape affecting lon-
gevity; estimate the effect of new or anticipated scientific and other break-
throughs; identify the interrelated aspects of these breakthroughs which
are all too often overlooked; and establish creative, uniform standards and
procedures for determining longevity and mortality data. The findings will

be made available to the public and will be used

to develop credible and relevant public policies in Itis 1 mpera tive

preparation for the aging of the boomers.
that we build

*  Generations Policy Impact Statements
To focus the attention of public policy leaders
| PUble oty and nurture a
and the public on the unique and interrelated
financial needs of our vulnerable elder citizens, .
, societal consensus
the aging baby boomers, and the younger gener-
ations, I recommend that the US Congress and t
’ o creale
the Executive Branch create a Generations Pol- [ ]
icy Impact Program. The program’s enacting : °
national agin
legislation would mandate the Congress, Exec- g g
utive Branch, regulatory agencies, and govern- o e
olicies based
mental officials to assess the probable impact of p
proposed legislation, regulatory, fiscal, and mon- °
on a radicall
etary policies on the short- and long-term finan- y
cial well-being of our elder citizens, aging baby new vision and
boomers, and younger generations. The assess-
ments would be published in the form of'a Gen- :
aradigm.
erations Policy Impact Statement, which would p g
be put on the public record. Not only would
this program serve to highlight the need for increased aged-based policy
development, it would also serve to inform our elder citizens, aging baby
boomers, and other generations as to how their finances will be impacted

by governmental policies.

* National Law Enforcement Elder Protection Program
To protect our elder citizens and the retirement expectations of our

baby boomers, it is essential that the nation commit to making the finan-
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cial security of our elder citizens and aging baby boomers a #1 national

domestic priority. To that end, we must “get tough” on those who pre
p > g g prey

on our elder citizens and the future financial wellness of our aging boom-

ers. To accomplish this, we must establish a National Elder Financial and

Retirement Security Center to provide interdisciplinary leadership and

act as a critically needed national “think tank” for elder-related financial

regulatory and law enforcement matters. In addition, we should create

a permanent national task force of local as well as federal law enforce-

History will judge

our society’s
humanity and
compassion by
how we treat our

vulnerable elder

citizens and aging

20

baby boomers.

ment and regulatory agencies to prevent, prosecute,
and punish those who commit heinous financial,
corporate, accounting, securities, and related crimes
against our elder citizens’ and aging baby boom-
ers’ pension and retirement programs. Lastly, we
must redefine and broaden the statutory and regu-
latory protections against corporate governance and
accounting violations with a particular emphasis on
increasing the penalties and mandating jail time. If
we accomplish these minimal steps, we will go a long
way toward protecting the retirement plans of our
endangered elder citizens and our increasingly at-risk

aging baby boomers.

As is evident from the foregoing discussion,
unparalleled changes with far-reaching known and
unanticipated implications will take place with the

aging of America’s baby boomers. These will reshape

our social, cultural, economic, and political agendas and require a fundamen-

tally altered approach to policy research, development, and implementation.

Creating a bold, new paradigm will not be easy, but it is not impossible. In the

coming millennium, history will judge our society’s humanity and compassion

by how we treat our vulnerable elder citizens and aging baby boomers. If our

nation enthusiastically commits to this challenge, then we will be judged well.
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