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‘‘Search for Predictors of Exceptional Human Longevity: Using
Computerized Genealogies and Internet Resources for Human
Longevity Studies,’’ Natalia S. Gavrilova and Leonid A. Gavrilov,
January 2007*
BERT KESTENBAUM†
The achievement of extreme old age seems to hold a great fascination for many of us (probably disproportionate to its actual importance for actuarial practice in terms of life table construction and the
like). In their paper on attainments of age 100 in the United States, the authors lead those of us who
are attracted to the subject through what no doubt are new territories for most: historical records over
100 years old, record linkage, conclusions based on relatively small numbers of observations, and the
new frontier of genealogies on the World Wide Web.
The authors’ main substantive conclusions are that (a) first-borns are almost twice as likely to achieve
age 100 than persons of all other birth orders combined, a conclusion for which the authors offer an
explanation, and that (b) persons born in the West are almost three times as likely to achieve centenarianship as people born in the Northeast, a surprising finding that they cannot explain. The main
methodological contribution of the paper is the achievement of a 91% success rate in linkage to old
census records, much higher than the runner-up figure of 69% achieved by Hill and his coauthors (Hill,
Preston, and Rosenwaike 2000a).
The authors invited me to comment on their paper, presumably because I coauthored two papers in
the subject area based on Social Security Administration (SSA) files that were published in this journal
(Kestenbaum and Ferguson 2002, 2006).

RESEARCH THESIS
The authors’ research thesis is that valid inferences about the achievement of extreme old age in the
United States can be drawn from some small subset of Internet genealogies. They recognize the need
to demonstrate the accuracy of the extreme ages recorded in these records, and endeavor to do so by
checking the recorded dates of death against the SSA death file and the recorded months/years of
birth against the 1900 Census of Population and later decennial censuses. They make a strong case
that the records that they retain are now verified by independent sources; however, I find it difficult
to set aside the suspicion that those responsible for creating the genealogical data may have used these
very same sources in their creation.
My chief concern about the research thesis is with the representativeness of the cases obtained. For
example, not a single black centenarian was found. Also, the age distribution is odd: more persons age
101 at death than age 100, and almost as many at age 102 as at age 100—even though q(x) is about
0.4 at those ages. What assurances do we have that the authors’ allegation that ‘‘There is no reason
to believe that household characteristics are different for families covered by genealogies and the
Caucasian population in general’’ is more than wishful thinking?
Another matter of uneasiness for the actuary typically used to large-scale experience studies is that
the results here are based on a few hundred observations, and the results for males are based on fewer
than that. While the study begins with 991 centenarians born in the United States since 1875, the
study window is immediately narrowed to those born in the period 1890–99, and the number of records
* Opinions expressed in this discussion are those of the author, and no official endorsement by the Social Security Administration should be
inferred.
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for persons born in that period who are successfully matched to both the SSA Death Master File and
the early censuses is 485. Other results are based on the 358 cases found in the 1900 census and on
just 198 families of centenarians born in the narrower window 1890–93.
While it is true that sampling error is the means to judge statistical significance and the authors are
conscientious about presenting p-values and confidence intervals in the tables, the narrative uses the
point estimates. For example, they note that the odds of achieving age 100 for persons born in the
West are three times the odds for persons born in the Northeast, but, in fact, the 95% confidence
interval begins at 1.04.

MEASUREMENT
The demonstrated region-of-birth differential in the probability of achieving centenarianship for persons
born 1890–99 is one of several differentials measured relative to a control group consisting of all
Caucasian households enumerated in the 1900 census with a child born 1890–99 present. What appears
to be lacking, however, is a control for family size: clearly the chance that a family will have an ultimate
centenarian increases with the number of children in the family. Thus, for example, the finding that
families owning farms are the most likely to produce a centenarian may be attributable to larger-size
families, rather than to the farm environment per se.
The authors used a different analysis to demonstrate a higher likelihood of reaching age 100 among
first-born children, relative to children of higher birth orders. Selecting a sample of 198 families with
a centenarian and a total of 950 children, they computed that among these families ‘‘the odds of
becoming a centenarian are indeed 1.7 times higher for first-born children compared to their laterborn siblings from exactly the same family.’’
There is a measurement issue here, and it is unclear to me whether it was accounted for. Because
the 198 families are not the same size, the odds for first-borns will be greater than the odds for not
first-borns even if in the absence of a true relationship, as demonstrated now.
We don’t know the distribution by family size of the 198 families with 950 children in the study, but
for illustration purposes let’s assume a uniform distribution from one to nine. That is, 22 families have
one child, 22 families have two, . . . , and 22 families have nine (for a total of 990 children—not far
from 950). The value of the statistic of interest under the null hypothesis is computed as follows:

•
•
•

The probability of centenarianship for the 198 first-born, given that there is a centenarian in their
family, equals the average of {1, –12 , –13 , –14 , –15 , –16 , –17 , –18 , and –19 }, or 0.314.
The probability of centenarianship for the 792 not first-born, given that there is a centenarian in
their family, equals the quotient by (1 ⫹ 2 ⫹ 3 ⫹ 4 ⫹ 5 ⫹ 6 ⫹ 7 ⫹ 8) of {1 ⫻ –12 ⫹ 2 ⫻ –13 ⫹ 3 ⫻
–14 ⫹ 4 ⫻ –15 ⫹ 5 ⫻ –16 ⫹ 6 ⫻ –17 ⫹ 7 ⫻ –18 ⫹ 8 ⫻ –19 ), which computes to 0.174.
The ratio of the two probabilities is 0.314 to 0.174, or 1.80.

OTHER DATA
The authors point out the general consistency of their results with the literature, with the notable
exception of their finding of a survival-to-100 advantage for those born in the West, which seems in
conflict with the finding by Hill and his colleagues (2000b) of a survival-to-85 advantage for persons
born in the Northeast and Midwest.
Survival advantages are measured differently by Doblhammer in her intriguing work on month-ofbirth differentials, namely, by comparisons of the average age at death among persons who die after
age 50. For the United States, for example, using a national file of death certificates for deaths occurring between 1989 and 1997, she calculated an advantage in the average lifetime of persons born in
September of 0.45 years, relative to persons born in June (Doblhammer 2004).
To inform the discussion of regional differentials in survival, I have applied the Doblhammer method
to a file of death certificates for U.S. deaths occurring between 1989 and 2003. I find that the average
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age at death for white persons surviving to age 50 is 78.5 for persons born in the Midwest, 77.9 for
persons born in the Northeast, 77.0 for persons born in the South, and 76.0 for persons born in the
West.
(Incidentally, the month-of-birth differential that Doblhammer uncovered seems to be lessening with
the passage of time. If the 15-year period 1989–2003 is divided into three five-year periods, the range
in average age at death (conditional on survival to age 50) by month of birth is 0.52 years in 1989–
93, 0.40 in 1994–98, and 0.29 in 1999–2003.)
The authors were eminently successful in locating records in early censuses for persons in their study.
Their success rate of 91% is far better than the next-best 69% figure achieved in the aforementioned
study by Hill and his colleagues. The authors attribute their success to a characteristic of genealogical
data, namely, that the availability of places of birth for siblings of the study subjects allows for ‘‘locating’’ a mobile family at the time of a later census. It should be pointed out, however, that in the
current study only records for which date of death information agreed with date-of-death information
in Social Security records were linked to the early censuses, while in the study by Hill only records for
which the date of death information did not agree with date-of-death information in Social Security
records were linked to early censuses. One would expect that records of more dubious quality would
be more difficult to link to census records.
The possibility that census records were used in the construction of the genealogies was mentioned
earlier. If true, the linkage success rates are inflated.

SSA FILES
Three SSA files are mentioned in the paper: (1) the file of applications for a Social Security card, (2)
the file of deaths recorded in SSA records that can be shared with the public, and (3) the Master
Beneficiary Record of entitlements to Social Security benefits and/or enrollments in the Medicare
program. Below are brief descriptions of the files.
1. In the first file, a record exists for each application for a Social Security card. Date of birth and
place of birth information are collected on the application, as well as names of parents. The file was
computerized during the 1970s; in the process, place of birth information and parental names were
lost for persons who had previously filed a claim for benefits, which would include many of the
persons born in the study window of 1890–99.
2. Attached to this file of applications for a Social Security card is a file of deaths that were reported
to SSA from various sources. In order that a death report be placed on this death file, the name
and date of birth of the decedent on the report must match within tolerances the name and date
of birth on the applications file. Some death reports for women are accordingly rejected because of
discrepancies in surname attributable to marriage and divorce. Furthermore, the public-use version,
called the Death Master File, is missing certain deaths that may not be shared with the public. The
article about the Death Master File written by Hill and Rosenwaike (2001) and referenced in the
paper is a good one.
3. The Master Beneficiary Record file contains a record for each person who is or was entitled to Social
Security benefits or enrolled in the Medicare program. The record contains the date of birth as
ascertained at the time of entitlement or enrollment and the date of death for those deceased.
Information about the dates of birth and death of the spouse may or may not be available, depending
on certain circumstances.
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AUTHORS’ REPLY
We would like to thank Mr. Kestenbaum for his time and interest given to our research and for his
useful comments that provide us with additional suggestions for improvements of our future studies
of centenarians. We agree with many of his comments, and we appreciate other comments that we do
not agree with, and for which we provide here our response and clarifications.
It is true that our studies are not based on thousands of cases with extreme longevity (we worked
with several hundred cases). Achievement of centenarianship is still a rare event, and most studies of
centenarians use fewer than 300 individuals aged 100 years and more (Lee et al. 2004; Martin, da
Rosa, and Siegler 2006). Using case-control design and within-family design in particular allowed us to
achieve a good statistical power even with relatively small sample size. It is also true that the sample
of centenarians found in computerized genealogies may not be representative for all American centenarians. We discussed this limitation in our article; again this is a problem with many other centenarian
studies as well, which often are based on voluntary recruitment (Perls 2001; Martin, da Rosa, and
Siegler 2006). These problems demonstrate that studies of extreme longevity, although fascinating,
face many methodological challenges. It is well known that the lack of representativeness is not crucial
for testing specific hypotheses (Woodward 2005) such as the birth-order effects, etc. In this case the
problem can be resolved by selecting a proper control group of shorter-lived individuals drawn from
the same genealogies. When we confirmed the validity and usefulness of genealogical data it is possible
to conduct a large-scale study with automated search of computerized genealogies for thousands of
centenarian cases.
Another very important comment of Mr. Kestenbaum’s is a suggestion that the comparison of households with a future centenarian to a control group of all Caucasian households enumerated in the 1900
census requires a control for family size. Given that the chances of finding centenarians in a family
increase with the number of children in the family, centenarian families may be larger than the families
of individuals with average lifespan. In this case findings based on comparing centenarian households
to a population-based sample may be attributed to the fact of being born in a larger family rather than
to achievement of extreme longevity. This is an important comment, which can be applied to other
studies using a similar design (Preston, Hill, and Drevenstedt 1998; Hill et al. 2000b; Stone 2003).
Census data do not allow researchers to provide an adequate control for family size and provide only
information about the number of children in a household at the time of enumeration. Number of
children at the time of enumeration is a poor indicator of family size because this number would depend
on the birth order of a centenarian. Fortunately, genealogical data provide information about family
size, which can be verified using data from 1900 and 1910 censuses. Using a control group taken from
the same population universe (genealogies) would give us an opportunity to rectify the study design
and to resolve this methodological problem in future studies.
We also greatly appreciate the very useful description of three SSA files. This information would
definitely be interesting to NAAJ readers. In our study we used the publicly available SSA Death Master
File.
Below we provide clarifications for other questions raised by Mr. Kestenbaum, which probably resulted
from a lack of detailed explanations in our article due to limited space.
Mr. Kestenbaum believes that we achieved a good linkage success rate to early censuses because
‘‘those responsible for creating the genealogical data may have used these very same sources in their
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creation.’’ In our study we used only those genealogies in which the centenarian and his or her parents
had information about complete (day, month, year) birth and death dates. Our 15-year experience
working with genealogies convinced us that this requirement is essential for selecting genealogies of
good accuracy and ensures that genealogy compilers used written sources (parish records, family Bible,
birth certificates, etc.) in their work. Taking into account that census data do not have this detailed
information, it is absolutely impossible that genealogies used in our study were compiled on the basis
of early censuses alone. Genealogies that we used in our study were collected before 2002. At this time
online censuses were not available to the public, and family researchers had to visit the National Archives for census data, so very few genealogies in our study referred to census data as an additional
source of information.
Mr. Kestenbaum questions whether the odds of first-borns in our within-family study of centenarians
and their siblings would always be greater than the odds for not first-borns even in the absence of true
relationship. The method of conditional logistic regression used in our study accounts only for effects
within each stratum (family in our case). Calculation of likelihood function using this method is conducted in such a way that the contribution of all terms constant within the stratum (including family
size) are canceled out, leaving for analysis only effects of variables that vary within the stratum (Hosmer
and Lemeshow 1989). To be certain of our results, we conducted a computer simulation using the
design suggested by Mr. Kestenbaum: 176 families with 968 children assuming a uniform distribution
from two to nine siblings in a family (as in our previous studies, we did not use noninformative cases
with only one child in a family). There were 22 families for each sibship size (number of siblings).
Assuming only one centenarian per family, we randomly assigned a birth order of the centenarian for
each of 176 families. Running conditional logistic regression (clogit procedure in Stata; StataCorp
2005) on this simulated sample produced an odds ratio of centenarianship for the first-born child equal
to 0.9 (0.6–1.3 95% C.I.) with p ⫽ 0.543, which is not significantly different from one and which should
be expected if the method of conditional logistic regression produced correct results for within-family
analysis.
Mr. Kestenbaum suggested using an approach based on cross-sectional comparisons of the average
age at death, an approach that was initially proposed in the studies of month-of-birth differentials
(Doblhammer 2002, 2004). However, the validity of this methodology is questioned in the scientific
literature (Gavrilov and Gavrilova 2003; Gavrilova et al. 2003). Specifically, the following argument was
published regarding this particular approach:
This methodology is flawed and can produce both false positive and false negative findings. For example, if
the seasonality of births and infant mortality were more expressed in the past, then the month-of-birth
distribution of people would differ in different age groups of the population, thus producing a spurious
month-of-birth effect on lifespan (if erroneously estimated through mean age at death). This mistake happens
because the mean age at death depends on the age distribution of living people, which may differ depending
on month of birth. Thus, even if the month of birth does not affect adult lifespan, nevertheless a false positive
finding may occur, simply because the effects of population age structure are not taken into account. On
the other hand, month-of-birth effects could be overlooked by [the] cross-sectional method if the seasonal
effects on age-specific mortality are proportional. This false negative finding happens because proportional
changes in death rates produce proportional changes in the numbers of deaths in all age groups, and such
proportional changes in numbers have no effect on the mean age at death. Thus, a false negative finding
may occur, because cross-sectional analysis of death records is blind to proportional changes in age-specific
death rates. (Gavrilov and Gavrilova 2003, pp. 35–36)

These methodological problems of comparing the average age at death are not limited to the study
of month-of-birth effects only. The same criticism is applicable to the studies of any other covariates,
including educational differentials, as well as regional differentials, discussed by Mr. Kestenbaum. For
example, ‘‘life expectancy’’ of individuals with basic education in the United States measured through
mean age at death turned out to be higher than ‘‘life expectancy’’ of individuals with a high educational
level (Doblhammer 2002). This result contradicts both the existing knowledge and common sense,
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which was acknowledged by the author (Doblhammer 2002). It is well known that older people tend
to have less education compared to younger generations, which explains this paradox. So the average
ages at death for persons born in the Midwest, Northeast, South and West, presented by Mr. Kestenbaum, may reflect compositional age differences in the sizes of particular region-of-birth cohorts rather
than real differences in life expectancy. If birth rates in the Midwest and the Northeast were high in
the past but then rapidly declined while the decline of birth rates in the West was slow, then the
population of persons born in the West would be relatively younger, producing a low mean age at death.
This suggestion is confirmed by the data on population aging in different regions of the United States.
For example, in 1990 the percentage of persons aged 85 and over was 1.4 in the Midwest and the
Northeast, 1.2 in the South, and only 1.0 in the West (Bean et al. 1994). Higher proportions of the
oldest-old in the Midwest and the Northeast increase mean age at death in these regions. Assuming
that many persons stay in the region of their birth, lower mean age at death for persons born in the
West is most likely due to a relatively younger population in this region. It is most likely that the low
age at death of Westerners is caused by compositional effects in the living population and is not related
to longevity. According to the Bureau of Census data, the majority of Western states (North and South
Dakota in particular) occupy top ranks according to their life expectancy, whereas many Southern
states are among the worst according to this indicator.
Similar arguments can be applied to the month-of-birth findings by Doblhammer’s method. A correct
approach to the studies of month-of-birth effects on life expectancy should include either studies of
cohort mortality by month of birth or accounting for exposure (living population with information on
month of birth). We applied a cohort approach to the month-of-birth study using the method of extinct
generations with data from the Social Security Administration Death Master File (DMF) (Gavrilova and
Gavrilov 2005). Availability of a large set of individual death records in the DMF allowed us to arrange
data by single-year birth cohorts and to calculate life expectancy for each month of birth within each
year of birth. We found that life expectancy at age 80 indeed depends on the month of birth, and this
is replicated seasonally in successive birth cohorts (Gavrilova and Gavrilov 2005).
Mr. Kestenbaum also notes that in the study by Hill (with 69% linkage success rate) only records for
which the date of death information did not agree with date of death information in Social Security
records were linked to early censuses, suggesting that Hill’s data were of more dubious quality than
our genealogical data (Hill, Preston, and Rosenwaike 2000a). In our study we initially had no official
records, but only genealogical records. For this reason we had first to conduct a linkage of genealogies
to the Social Security records in order to verify death dates in genealogies. This was an absolutely
necessary step because genealogical records (even in genealogies of good quality) are prone to error.
On the other hand, Hill and colleagues started their study with a set of official death certificates that
obviously have more reliable information about death dates than computerized genealogies, even if
these dates do not agree with SSA information. So we believe that the quality of records in Hill’s and
our studies is about the same (in both cases death dates relied on one official data source).
Finally, we agree with Mr. Kestenbaum that achievement of extreme old age is fascinating to both
researchers and a general public. We believe that this attention to centenarians is probably not a matter
of pure curiosity because studies of extreme cases (cases of extreme lifespan in our case) may be
important for understanding mechanisms of aging and longevity.
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‘‘A Risk Model with Multilayer Dividend Strategy,’’ Hansjörg
Albrecher and Jürgen Hartinger, April 2007
RAMIN OKHRATI*
In this paper Hansjörg Albrecher and Jürgen Hartinger consider a risk model with multilayer dividend
strategy. In the first example of the paper in particular, they derive a closed form for the ruin probability
in the multilayer case when the dynamic of the dividend payments at time t is given by dD(t)⫽ ai dt
whenever U(t) is in layer i, that is, bi⫺1 ⱕ U(t) ⬍ bi. In this discussion we will derive the ruin probability
of that example in the continuous dividend strategy, that is, dD(t) ⫽ h(U(t)) dt, where h satisfies some
appropriate conditions that will be stated later. As in Example 1 of the paper, we consider exponential
claim sizes.

EXTENSION

OF

EXAMPLE 1

We change the dynamic of the surplus process to
dU(t) ⫽ cdt ⫺ h(U(t)) dt ⫺ dS(t),
where h is a differentiable function (except for a point ␣), and for u ⬎ ␣, h is constant; we suppose
h(0) ⫽ 0 and c ⫺ h(x) is bigger than . The latter assumption is a reasonable assumption so that in
the discrete case the net profit condition is fulfilled in each layer, that is, (c ⫺ ai) ⬎ . In fact, h
may not be differentiable, and it even may have some possible jumps, but here, for simplicity, we
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