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is an aging society; both the number and

proportion of people age 65 and over are
increasing. This national aging is due to two factors. First,
the current birthrate in the United States is at
replacement level, meaning that couples have an average
of only two children. Second, baby boomers (those born
from 1946-1965 following World War II when
Americans averaged more than three children per family)
are aging. After 1965 the birthrate subsided, so as baby
boomers age, American society ages.

By now most people are aware that the United States
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financial, social, cultural, and political impacts in the
West than elsewhere. And because rural counties
everywhere tend to be “older” than urban counties
because of young adult out-migration, the impact of a
burgeoning senior population may be greatest in the
small towns and open spaces.

Understanding the Change P

It is clear thar the West is aging in terms of the rapidly

increasing overall percentage of persons 65 and older.

However, the numbers and proportions of elderly vary
dramatically among western

region has experienced the
highest rate of growth in 2//
age groups (Figure 1). This
report describes changes in
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the elderly population from
1990 to 2000 as docu-
mented by the U.S. Census,
and discusses impacts of the
changing age structure on
the rural West.
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Mexico, Oregon, Utah,
Washington and Wyoming)
have traditionally had a younger age structure than the
Unired States as a whole. The proportion of the West's
population that is age 65 and over (11%) is lower than
the national proportion (12.4%). However, between
1990 and 2000 the western population aged 65 and over
increased by 21% overall—the most rapidly growing age
group in the West. This will likely result in greater

U.S. Bureau of Census, 2000.

Figure 1. Papulation change by region and age group, 1990-2000. Source:

the fastest growth in the
nation in this age group
(72%), and Arizona and
New Mexico increased by 39% and 30% respectively
(Figure 2).

Although the proportion that is elderly has not changed
much since 1990 in most western states, the sheer
number of people in that age group has increased substan-
tially. This is particularly true in the Pacific Coast states of-

Western Rural Development Center, Logan, UT



The Changing Face of the Rural West

. WRDC hiformation Brief

April 2004

California and Washington. In
Nevada, the fastest growing state,

Change in Western Population

) 1990 - 2000
the older population grew even "
faster than the population of - P Fercent Age 65 &
70 Over, 1990
Nevada as a whole. N
. W PFercentAge 65 &
In every region of the country the L 5 Over, 2000
: 8
numbers of eldetly are greater in 2 40
b 1 b h ; i f z O Percent Change
urban places, but the proportions o a0 | iy
elderly are greater in rural counties. - Over, 18902000
This is because young people in 10 | | B Percert Crengo -
.. 1 T pulation,
rural communities often must move . I l l—l 1990-2000
away in order to atrend school or AZ CA o D MW MM OR . UT WA wy

find jobs. Their parents, on the

Western State

other hand, are less likely to move
away because they have established
social and economic networks in the community. Thus
rural places “age” more quickly because young people
leave them behind, while older people “age in place.”

The West has a smaller percentage of people over age 65
and a younger overall population than other regions.
Aging has a unique influence in the West, not only
because of aging in place but also because in-migration at
retirement age fuels an increase in the older adult popula-
tion. This phenomenon has been magnified by the size of
the baby boom age group now reaching retirement age.
The USDA Economic Research Service has identified 191
U.S. counties as primary destinations of older migrants.
Of these retirement migration counties, neatly one third
(59) are found in 10 western states.

As we examine the growth rate of the older population we
will consider several facets of population compeosition: the
ratio of males to females; the ratio of persons in the oldest
age group (85 and above) relative to the younger group
(65 to 74); and, finally, the proportion of older adults in
the various racial and ethnic groups that are increasing in
the West. We will also compare western retirement
counties with other county types.

Composition
Gender

Life expectancy is greater among women than among
men. Life expectancy is the average number of years a

Figure 2, Change in western population, 1990-2000. Source: U.S. Bureau of Census, 2000,

person can expect to live, usually calculated from birth.
In 1937, when people who are now 65 were born, men
could expect to live to age 58 and women. to age 61. Boys
born in 2003 can expect to live 16 years longer, to about
age 74, while girls born in 2003 can expect to live 19
years longer, to almost age 80.

Given the increase in life expectancy, it is likely that
increasing numbers of men and women will live to reach
the oldest ages. However, the difference in life expectancy
for men and women means that the oldest age group will
be predominantly female. In 2000 there were 75 males
for every 100 females at age 65 in the Western region
(Figure 3). By age 85 there were only 32 males alive for
every 100 females. The proportion of women was
somewhat greater in the 65-74 age group than in the
younger group. By age 85 there were at least twice as
many women as men in all western states. Thus, in the
older age groups the population is increasingly female.

Women who are now 85 or over were born prior to 1919.
As they reached adulthood, social norms pushed them to
marry men who were olde—and to be full-time mothers
and housewives. When their husbands die, many have
limited incomes. It is important to develop programs that
help limited income elderly remain as independent as
possible. These programs are especially important in rural
areas, which may lack the infrastructure most needed by

this population (see page 5 for further discussion).
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their smaller numbers. Because
seniors are more than twice as
likely to vote than the parents
of young children (Washington
Post, 10-20-02, p. A08), the
political clout of the older
population has resulted in a

i Males age 85 and over per disproportionate amount of

100 Females age B5 and .

over resources being spent on them,
often at the expense of the
younger population. Given
population trends, this will
almost ¢ertainly continue.

o Males age 85-74 per 100
Females age 65-74

M Males age 75-84 per 100
Ferrales age 75-84

Figure 3. Number of Males per 100 females. Source: U.S. Bureau of Census, 2000,

Retivement and the School-Age Population

Also of interest is variation in the proportion of older
adults relative to the proportion of school-age children
(under 18 years). Figure 4 shows that Arizona, Montana
and Oregon have the largest proportions of older adults.
Colorado and Utah have both the lowest proportion of
older adults and the highest proportion of school-age
children (32%). In fact, Utah has the youngest overall
population in the United States, with a median age of
just 27 years compared to the national average of 35.

Clearly, rural areas must provide
assistance for older adults withour neglecting the needs of
the school-age population. Innovative programs such as
combining pre- and after-school programs with recreation
programs for older adults may benefit both groups.

Race and Ethnicity

oo

Finally, and possibly most importantly, the percentages of

western elderly in each racial and ethnic group differ

from national percentages. Figure 5 illustrates that in the

West, as in the United States as a whole, the senior
population is predominately non-Hispanic

Age Groups Expressed as Percentages at
Total Western State Population

Percent

Western State

ELUnder 18 years

656 years and aver

White. However, in the West this group is
much smaller than in the country as a whole.
Further, Figure 6 shows that the western non-
White senior population has grown faster
than the White population. Thus, the elderly
population is more diverse in the West than
in other regions.

Impacts of Aging on the Rural West

Retivement Counties

In 1989 the USDA defined a retirement
destination as a non-metro county in which

Figure 4. Age groups expressed as percentage of total western state population. Scurce: U.S.

Bureau of Census, 2000,

The implications of age distribution are subtle. In most
states there are roughly twice as many people under age
18 as there are people 65 and over. Studies show that
there are three times more children in poverty than there
are older adults. Yet as a group, persons 65 and over use
far more healthcare resources than do children, in spite of

“the population aged 60 years and over in
1990 increased by 15 percent or more from
1980-90 through inmovement of people”
(http://www.ers.usda.gov/Briefing/Rurality/ Typology/
Data/). This definition was used to examine results from
the 1990 Census, and we can now apply it to 2000
Census data.
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both small non-retirement and retirement counties.
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Population Growth by Age Category and County Type,
1990-2000
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Figure 9. Populaiion growth by age category and county type, 1990-2000. Source: U.S.

Census Bureau, 2000.
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Figure 10. U.S. poverty rates by age, 1959-2000. Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2000.
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families have fewer members available to house the

Conclusions

Only a few of the issues related to aging have been
discussed here (retirement, poverty, health, and
caretaking). There are many other issues that could
be examined, including the political effects of aging,
the social and cultural changes that can accompany
aging, differences in women’s and men’s experiences
of aging, and so forth. All of these issues can and
should be addressed by policy-makers soon. These
issues are critical because in the year 2008 the first
of the baby boomers will reach age 62, and given
current trends in life expectancy, baby boomers can
anticipate living longer than their parents. To
appreciate the significance of this trend, examine the
two population pyramids shown in Figure 12.

In 2003 the number of persons in the retirement

will continue to increase for sometime thereafter.

The impact of a rapidly growing elderly population
in the western states is multifaceted. The elderly
population in the West is more ethnically diverse
than in other regions. Yet it is still much less diverse
in comparison to the increasingly ethnically diverse
younger population. This difference in ethnic and
racial background between age groups may result in
misunderstandings and tension between
generations—a generational as well as a cultural gap.
As noted earlier, older populations have
disproportionate political clout because of their high
voting rates, which may shift political priorities from
hot lunch programs and schools to healthcare and
retirement facilities. The fact that the elderly
population is growing more rapidly in rural places
means that counties and facilities trying to
accommodate these seniors may already be cash-
poor—and need additional resources in order to
provide quality healthcare and housing. The

U.S. Population by Age, 2003
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Figure 12. Population pyramids for 2003 and 2011. Scurce: U.S. Census Bureau, 2000.
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secking entry-level jobs and retired individuals
seeking similar jobs to supplement retirement
income.

In summary, while the current elderly
population may be better off economically
than previous groups, the increasing
proportion of seniors may result in heavy
pressure on the healthcare system and the
western economy—with a resultant impact on
community life and political systems. The
greatest impact may well be on the western
social fabric. Many states that previously had
small proportions of seniors (such as Montana,
Idaho, Nevada, and Utah) are now
experiencing an increase in the elderly
population. At the same time, they are

, ) experiencing increasing racial and ethnic
35 | !\ : uncer age group is less than the number of persons about diversity in the younger age groups. The West
: 8 ysars . .

22 ~ L 1nse to reaCh_mummm_t age. By 2011 the nu.mber of is fortunate to have advance notice of these
5 \\ - iy _— persons in the retired or about-to-be-retired age trends. Policy makers and instirutional
5 162 i ' ) . -
& 18 S P Tl \1;2 — — 65years group will be larger than in any other age group. representatives would be wise to plan now for

10 _— _— i and aver T!ns.means that the. chall?ngcs of an aging society demographic changes in the next 10 years.

; will increase dramatically in the next 10 years, and N P
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elderly. This can also be an effect of divorce, which itself
impacts the relationship of children to parents and/or
diminishes the number of children available to help with
the elderly.

increased longevity of the population also means there
will be increased pressure for job creation for this age
group. This could result in tension between young people
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