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Demographic Thinking

In his commentary “The future of human
longevity (Science’s Compass, 17 Apr., p.
395), John R. Wilmoth aptly captures the
spirit of demographic thinking as well as the
current demographic consensus. For nearly
all demographers, a U.S. life expectancy of

85 in the year 2050 is well within the
bounds of uncertainty. Life expectancy is
heavily influenced by mortality early in life.
Furthermore, life expectancy is a synthetic
measure of current mortality conditions in a
particular year: It is calculated by fixing age-
specific death rates at prevailing levels.
Hence, it is useful to examine other mea-
sures of longevity. Half of the babies born in
the United States and other developed
countries this year may survive to age 91.
Half of the white female babies may live to
celebrate their 95th or 100th birthday (de-
pending on whether extrapolations are
based on data from the past eight or the past
three decades) (1). Although these are sim-
ply alternative ways of expressing the data
summarized by Wilmoth, this perspective may
be more illuminating. Demographers argue
about details, but most agree that improve-
ments in mortality at older ages will probably
lead to very rapid growth in the number of oc-
togenarians, nonagenarians, and centenarians,
considerably more rapid than the official fore-
casts of the Social Security Administration
(J. W. Vaupel et dl., 8 May, p. 855)(2).
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Bird, Dinosaur Link

Ann Gibbons’s Research News article “Miss-
ing link ties birds, dinosaurs” about the dis-
covery of the unusual Cretaceous bird Ra-
honavis (née Rahona) (20 Mar., p. 1851) in-
cludes commentary from two scientists who
doubt that the forelimbs and hindlimbs be-
long to a single animal. One of the authors
of the original report (20 Mar., p. 1915),
Catherine A. Forster, is quoted in response
that a source from two different animals can-
not be ruled out, although “she contends that
the hind limbs are clearly bird legs.”

In fact, the study itself shows a stronger
test of this hypothesis (Forster et al.’s note 22,
p. 1919) that was not reflected in the News
article. Phylogenetic analyses were run twice,
once including the questioned forelimb ma-
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