Demographic Data on the Elderly

The article by Constance Holden ‘‘Na-
tional Institute on Aging: New focus on
growing old”’ (News and Comment, 11
June, p. 1081) contains several errors.
Noting the ‘‘explosive’’ growth of the
elderly population in the United States,
Holden says, ‘‘People over 65, now num-
bering 10 million, will number 30 million
by the year 2000, and will constitute an
unprecedented 25 percent of the popu-
lation.”” According to a recent Bureau of
the Census report (1), the 1975 estimated
number of persons over 65 years of age is
22.4 million, not 10 million as reported.
While the projected figure of 30 million
for the year 2000 is appropriate, it is
estimated that the elderly will represent
somewhere between 10.7 and 12.5 per-
cent of the population, only half the pro-
portion reported in the article.

These errors are particularly regrettable
because they give the impression of some
massive influx of older people, represent-
ing a major segment of the population,
who are politically tuned-in and ready to
exert their collective will to improve their
conditions of life. Therefore, it is implied
that the National Institute on Aging (NIA)
has been set up to deal with this ‘‘crunch’
before it occurs. There are many cogent
reasons why NIA was needed and why it
has been established (many of them cited
elsewhere in the article), but by empha-
sizing an exaggerated growing number
of the elderly, these other factors are
given less importance.

Even in the year 2030, when it is esti-
mated that the elderly might number 50
million in a population nearing stability,
the elderly would probably represent
about 17 percent of the population. More-
over, the projections actually show the
proportions declining slightly in follow-
ing decades. Of course, these figures
could be altered by changes in the
survival probabilities for older persons
that could result from medical break-
throughs in the treatment of major
causes of death (cardiovascular disease,
cancer, and so forth).

The demographic factors of the elderly -

‘population warrant continuing close at-
tention, especially future changes in its
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composition (sex, age, race, marital stat-
us, and so forth) and geographic distribu-
tion. Used precisely and interpreted judi-
ciously, demographic data can provide a
needed framework for many of the other
research activities on aging and the aged
that will be a function of the newly estab-
lished institute. It is hoped that NIA will
support such efforts.
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Freedom of Information and NSF

I share the concern for freedom of
information expressed by Nicholas
Wade in his article of 28 May (News and
Comment, p. 872). However, in Wade’s
summary of the uses made of the Free-
dom of Information Act by Arthur Kran-
ish in reporting the work of the National
Science Foundation (NSF) in Science
Trends, at least two statements con-
tradict my own personal experience as a
member of the NSF advisory committee
on research.

Wade refers to ‘“‘stories for Science
Trends on topics such as . . . criticisms
by members of the NSF’s advisory com-
mittee for research which led to the com-
mittee’s abolition.”” No such event oc-
curred. 1 served as a member of the
advisory committee task group con-
cerned with its reorganization. We in-
vited comments from past and present
members. We received frank criticisms
and constructive suggestions, which
were incorporated in the task group’s
recommendations and accepted by NSF,
as appropriate.

At this stage, however, the division of
the former research directorate of NSF
into three directorates made the old advi-
sory structure inappropriate, and a new
“advisory council”’ that would advise
NSF as a whole was proposed. The pre-
cise form that advisory structure will

take is, as I understand it, currently a
matter of congressional deliberation,
with varying formulations in House and
Senate legislation. The members of the
advisory committee on research have
been promised, however, a fall meeting
of an advisory group, and I assume that
promise will be fulfilled.

Wade cites also ‘‘a scheme under con-
sideration in the NSF to cut administra-
tive costs by awarding fewer but larger
grants.”” Possibly considerations of ad-
ministrative costs have affected the
thoughts of some NSF staff members
concerning ‘‘fewer but larger grants.”
The task group of the advisory com-
mittee for research that addressed this
question was concerned rather with the
possibility that ‘‘fewer but larger’’ grants
might provide a more appropriate way to
use limited funds to advance science. I
share that view.

An examination of NSF grants
through time presents a disturbing pic-
ture. In absolute dollar terms the average
grant has remained almost constant; in
purchasing power it has declined. At the
same time, the share of the grant as-
signed to support of the principal investi-
gator has increased at the cost of shares
for research staff and equipment. Put
succinctly, NSF grant policy is drifting
toward sabbatical support for individual
investigators. 1 find that regrettable.
Ideally we would like to have ‘‘larger
and more’’ grants. Between available al-
ternafives, however, 1 prefer ‘‘larger but
fewer’’ grants.

Perhaps I am wrong. That is why I
should like to see open debate on such
issues. One of the recommendations of
the task group on restructuring of the
advisory committee on research was, in
fact, development of new mechanisms to
publicize policy questions and to en-
courage debate. Discussion of the task
group recommendations on ‘‘fewer but
larger’’ ‘grants—a public document (1 )}—
would provide a forum for such open
discussion of controversial issues.
Where an effort is made to suppress im-
portant information, the Freedom of In-
formation Act may also contribute to
free debate. Little purpose is served,
however, by accusations of suppression
in cases where it has not occurred.
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