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Century Lives Overview 

A National Survey by Hart Research 

Longevity is about to profoundly change the face of America as much as any other 

major demographic shifts have changed America over the course of the last three 

centuries.  We often talk about the America that is, but this survey on Century 

Lives tells us the story of the America that will be. 21st-century America will be 

marked by two transformative changes, which will have as profound an influence on 

tomorrow’s America as the move from farms to cities had for the 19th century and 

the expansion from industrial America to the age of technology and globalization 

had for the 20th century.  Each century has its own unique fingerprints. The 20th 

century marked the expansion of rights for women and minorities, and in the 21st 

century, America will experience two things it has never experienced in its history—

an era in which the non-white population (Hispanics, African Americans, Asians, and 

others) will represent the majority population and the equally profound effect of 

longevity.  More Americans will live longer than any time in American history.  By 

the middle of this century, the “senior citizen” population (over the age of 65) will 

reach nearly 100 million people, representing about one in four Americans.  This 

survey provides a first extensive look at how Americans are approaching and 

thinking about the issue of longevity.  The principal finding is that fully 77% of 

Americans (definitely or probably) want to live to be 100 in good health. A century-

long life is no longer a rarity, but a new realistic expectation.  Being more realistic, 

most Americans think they will live to their mid-80s.  On the three dimensions 

critical to longevity—healthy living, financial security, and social engagement—

Americans are only where they need to be on one (social engagement).  But the 

second headline of this survey is that fewer than one in three Americans is making 

“serious efforts” to try to live longer.  Among those who definitely want to live to 

100, 42% say they are making a serious effort to achieve this goal.  Underscoring 

this gap between desire and reality is Americans’ admission to being overweight in 

their bodies and underweight in their finances as they think about a long life. 

 Here are four principal stories that emerge from this survey. 

1)  An optimistic public even during challenging times.  The optimism factor 

that seems to be at the heart of the American character is on full display in this 

survey.  Most Americans (77%) are happy with their lives overall and feel that 

the key pillars of family, career, and education make them happy.  Socially, 

Americans are a happy people, finding fulfillment in daily life in relationships 

with family, friends, and even pets. When it comes to Americans’ financial 

situation and their weight, only about a third feels happy and an equal 

proportion is unhappy.  At the heart of this is a hope and desire to live to reach 

the century mark.  
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2) Living long and living well. Americans want to live long, but there also is a 

realistic sense that a long life for them may be into their mid-80s.  African 

Americans are most optimistic about their chances to reach the century mark.  

And not surprisingly, Millennials are most likely to see a long life ahead of them.  

The underlying factor here is that the more challenging one’s life is today, the 

less optimistic they are about living a long life.  When the purse strings are 

tight, it is hard to see the glass as half full today or for the future.  However, 

equally important is the respondent’s psychological view of what life is like for 

people who are “old.”  For those who see the future as full of good things (74% 

of Americans)—“relaxing,” “stable,” “meaningful,” and “fulfilling”—they are 

taking important actions to live longer and see it as a good period rather than 

one they look on with trepidation.  Perhaps the nicest bouquet to the senior 

citizens is that by five to one, Americans feel that people in their 70s and 80s 

add more value in wisdom, financial resources, and caring than they detract 

from society.  

3) A failure to prepare for a long life.  Most Americans are doing only 

something or nothing to live longer.  With the exception of relationships with 

friends and family, when one plots what it will take to live longer, people admit 

that they are falling woefully short in undertaking the kinds of things that will be 

needed to prepare for tomorrow.  When it comes to eating, exercising, financial 

planning, and even developing a good career, Americans rate their own actions 

as on the lower third of this scale.  They understand each action is an important 

element to increase longevity, but they readily admit they just are not where 

they need to be.  In the category of unrealistic expectations is the fact that 

many Americans expect to retire early, yet there is little financial planning or 

realism about what it will take to retire young and live a long life.  Even those 

who take seriously the goal of achieving a long life are mostly concentrating on 

improving their physical health, while many are forgetting about their finances. 

4) The Baby Boomers are hardly revered.  Each generation leaves its own 

footprint and has its own DNA.  The Baby Boomer generation probably has 

received more attention and coverage than any other generation in the 20th 

century.  They were, and are, “the pig in the python,” and they rewrote many of 

the societal norms for the 20th century.  Yet as Americans look back and reflect 

upon this generation, the long view is harsh.  This Baby Boomer generation is 

perceived as leaving America worse off when it comes to a just and fair society, 

a good environment, a healthy economy or a safer nation.  Rather than defend 

their generation, these Baby Boomers plead guilty to these charges.  And the 

full result of these changes over time leaves all Americans saying that they do 

not feel confident that the life for their children’s generation will be better than it 

has been for them (by 62% to 38%).  Fewer than one in three Baby Boomers 

feels optimistic for the generations ahead.  Correspondingly, 79% of these 

Boomers feel there are more challenges than opportunities for people today.  

The Millennials and Generation X agree, but not by the same one-sided margins.   


