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Abstract 

Changing patterns of life expectancy (LE) and disability-free life expectancy (DFLE) among 

older adults have been extensively studied in the past. These analyses have been done both at 

the population level and among demographic subgroups (e.g., race/ethnicity and educational 

groups). However, these previous analyses do not consider how changes in the overall 

population composition may impact LE and DFLE. This issue is particularly pertinent for a 

characteristic like education, where successive cohorts have experienced substantial changes 

in the accessibility of higher education. In this study, we decompose the contribution of 

changes in the educational composition of the US population to the population-level changes 

in DFLE. Based on US Health and Retirement Study data from 2000 to 2020, we examine four 

ten-year US birth cohorts, born from 1916 to 1925 to 1946 to 1955. We see a significant 

increase in DFLE for females in all age groups over cohorts, but not for males. No significant 

decrease is seen in disabled life expectancy. The decomposition results indicate that substantial 

heterogeneity by educational groups underlies these population-level changes. Although the 

share of individuals without a high school diploma has shrunk over cohorts, these individuals 

are experiencing more time with disability across cohorts. Conversely, the group of individuals 

with a bachelor’s degree or more has grown and is living longer with less disability. We then 

decompose these differences into the portions due to changes in initial health structure and 

changes in transition rates. Broadly we find that deteriorations in initial health structure of those 

without a high school diploma contribute to worsening DFLE in this group, while 
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improvements in transition rates between health states are leading to increasing DFLE among 

those with higher schooling attainment. This study offers insight into how heterogeneity in 

education results in changing disparities in health, driving cohort patterns in the population-

level life and health expectancies. 
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