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Ninety Is the  
New Seventy
BY BILL SPITZ

HOW LONGER LIVES ARE RESHAPING WEALTH PLANNING AND FIVE WAYS 
FAMILIES CAN PREPARE
How long do you think you will live? I hope you hope to live to age 100 (50% of today’s five-year-olds 
can actually expect to reach that age!). Before researching the topic of life expectancy, my intuition was 
that basic human optimism, a tendency to overstate the status of one’s health, and anxiety regarding 
mortality would lead most people to overestimate their longevity. Surprisingly, studies consistently find 
that people underestimate their life span, often to a material degree. The Stanford Center on Longevity 
reported that two-thirds of pre-retirement men and 50% of women underestimated their expected 
longevity. What is the impact of this? Since life expectancy is a critical component of planning, 
underestimation can lead to a flawed plan, and even a catastrophe. For families planning for 
retirement, that underestimation could lead to a serious financial shortfall. For affluent and high-net-
worth families, the risks are generally less about running out of money and more about governance, 
flexibility, and the preservation of family capital. In either situation, underestimating longevity is a 
serious, and generally underdiscussed, issue.
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HOW LONG WILL I LIVE?
Many organizations conduct surveys in which they ask respondents how 
long they expect to live. The results are then compared to actuarial tables 
used by the Social Security Administration and life insurance companies. 
These studies consistently find that people underestimate their life span. 
As mentioned in the introduction, the Stanford Center on Longevity 
reported that two-thirds of pre-retirement men underestimated the life 
expectancy of an average 65-year-old man, and 43% were off the mark by 
five years or more. Similarly, it found that 50% of women underestimated 
their expected longevity. In another study, the Society of Actuaries found 
that 54% of retirees thought they would not live as long as the average 
person of their age and gender; only 31% expected to outlive their peers. 
Jackson National Life indicates that just 12% of participants in its survey 
had expectations consistent with actuarial tables.

Studies 
consistently 
find that people 
underestimate 
their life span. 
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WHY DO PEOPLE UNDERESTIMATE THEIR LIFE SPAN?
Most people are understandably not familiar with actuarial data. Even if 
they are aware of the life expectancy for a person of their age and gender, 
this estimate is an average. Being that the data is an average, one-half 
will live longer, and the difference may be significant. For example, while 
the life expectancy of a 65-year-old male is 83, more than one-third will 
live past age 90. Life expectancy has generally been improving over time, 
which also means actuarial tables will periodically be revised upward.

The more interesting causes of underestimation are behavioral.  
Most people naturally revert to biases and personal experience.  
For example:

•	 Surveys indicate that 40% of people form their expectations based on 
the age at which their parents died.

•	 People often internalize well-publicized early deaths even though they 
may be low-probability events. Unexpected mortality is very visible 
whereas unexpected longevity falls under the radar.

•	 Some people may unconsciously lower their expectations about 
longevity because it feels less intimidating. If retirement seems 
shorter, concerns about outliving assets or enduring years of declining 
health may feel less daunting.

•	 People with current health issues may discount the possibility of a full 
recovery and normal life span.

•	 It is well-documented that higher income and well-educated people 
enjoy above average longevity. Those lucky enough to fall into those 
categories may fail to take that benefit into account in their planning.

This life expectancy stuff is pretty arcane, so one might reasonably ask  
the following question: Who cares if people underestimate their life span?  
So what? In fact, the potential repercussions are numerous and significant!

Life expectancy 
has generally been 
improving over 
time, which also 
means actuarial 
tables will 
periodically be 
revised upward.
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THE IMPACT OF UNDERESTIMATING LIFE EXPECTANCY
For high-net-worth families, the primary vulnerability associated with 
underestimating life expectancy is seldom insolvency. Instead, it lies in 
making decisions based on a future that is far shorter than the one that 
ultimately unfolds.

Many individuals continue to anchor their expectations around the life 
spans of previous generations. Yet advances in medicine, nutrition, public 
health, and living standards have steadily increased the likelihood that 
members of affluent households will live well into their eighties, nineties, 
and beyond. When these longer lives are not properly incorporated into 
planning assumptions, families may develop governance structures, 
succession plans, investment strategies, and wealth-transfer mechanisms 
that are poorly suited for the realities they eventually encounter.

The consequences can be subtle at first. Unlike inadequate retirement 
savings, which often reveal themselves through immediate financial 
constraints, longevity misperception within wealthy families may take 
years or even decades to become evident.

Many individuals 
continue to 
anchor their 
expectations 
around the life 
spans of previous 
generations. 
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THE DELAYED TRANSFER OF WEALTH
One of the most significant effects of increased longevity is that wealth 
often reaches heirs much later than previous generations anticipated. 
Traditional estate planning models largely evolved during periods when 
life expectancy was substantially lower. As a result, many wealth transfers 
are still structured around death rather than need, opportunity, or family 
development.

When family patriarchs and matriarchs live into their nineties, their 
children may be in their sixties or seventies before they receive substantial 
inheritances. In many cases, these heirs have already completed their 
careers, funded their children’s education, purchased homes, and 
accumulated their own wealth. The inheritance arrives not during a period 
of maximum impact, but rather after many of the financial challenges it 
might have addressed have long passed.

This dynamic raises an important question:  
When is wealth most useful?

Capital received at age thirty-five may help launch a business, purchase a 
first home, support educational opportunities, or provide flexibility during 
child-rearing years. The same capital received at age seventy may add to 
an already adequate balance sheet while having a far smaller effect on 
lifetime opportunity and well-being.

Families that underestimate longevity often fail to recognize this shift. 
As life spans continue to increase, there is a growing need to reconsider 
traditional assumptions regarding the timing and purpose of wealth 
transfers. The question becomes not simply how much wealth should be 
transferred, but when.

Many wealth 
transfers are 
still structured 
around death 
rather than need, 
opportunity, 
or family 
development.
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SUCCESSION IN SLOW MOTION
Longer lives have profound implications for leadership succession within 
families. Whether the family asset is a closely held business, family office, 
foundation, or substantial investment portfolio, increasing longevity often 
prolongs leadership tenure far beyond what earlier generations experienced.

Founders who remain active into their eighties and nineties may continue 
to exercise control over family resources for decades longer than what 
is practical or effective. While this continuity can provide stability 
and preserve institutional knowledge, it can also delay opportunities 
for younger generations to develop leadership skills and decision-
making capabilities. Adult children may spend decades preparing for 
responsibilities that continually remain just beyond reach.

Over time, this can create frustration and uncertainty. Younger family 
members may struggle to define their roles within the family enterprise. 
Some may disengage entirely. Others may postpone their own initiatives in 
anticipation of responsibilities that never fully materialize.

The challenge is not that older generations remain involved. The challenge 
is that many families fail to develop governance systems capable of 
accommodating multiple generations of active participation simultaneously.

Longer lives 
have profound 
implications 
for leadership 
succession 
within families.
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THE RISE OF THE MULTIGENERATIONAL FAMILY SYSTEM
Historically, many wealthy families were shaped by interactions among 
two living generations. Today, it is increasingly common to encounter 
families in which four or even five generations are alive at the same 
time. Each generation has distinct priorities, perspectives, and financial 
needs. This development fundamentally alters the complexity of family 
decision-making.

Questions surrounding distributions, philanthropy, investment strategy, 
governance, family values, and leadership become more challenging 
as the number of stakeholders grows. The family is no longer simply 
managing wealth. It is managing relationships across an expanding web of 
interconnected individuals.

Longevity therefore transforms wealth from a financial challenge into a 
systems challenge. The longer families live, the longer they must sustain 
cooperation, communication, and trust across generations.

The family is no 
longer simply 
managing wealth. 
It is managing 
relationships 
across an 
expanding web of 
interconnected 
individuals.
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INVESTMENT HORIZONS BECOME LONGER  
THAN EXPECTED
Longevity misperception also influences investment behavior. When 
families underestimate how long assets must support family members, 
they often underestimate how long assets need to grow.

Many affluent households maintain investment policies that are implicitly 
linked to planning horizons materially shorter than the realities they are 
likely to face. Yet a seventy-year-old individual may still have a twenty-
five-year or thirty-year life expectancy. Family capital intended to support 
multiple generations may need a time horizon that approaches that of a 
perpetual fund such as an endowment or foundation.

The result is an interesting paradox. Families frequently view 
conservatism as prudent, but portfolios designed for short horizons 
can inadvertently create long-term risks. Excessive emphasis on capital 
preservation may reduce growth sufficiently to undermine purchasing 
power over extended periods.

Viewing family wealth through a multigenerational lens often changes the 
investment conversation. Families must begin asking how assets should be 
invested to support a family that may exist in its current form for another 
century or longer.

This shift from individual time horizons to family time horizons is one 
of the most important implications of increasing longevity.

ESTATE PLANS FACE A LONGER REALITY
Longevity also increases the likelihood that family circumstances will 
change repeatedly during the life of an estate plan.

Children marry and divorce. Grandchildren are born. Family members 
relocate. Businesses are created and sold. Tax laws evolve. Health 
conditions emerge unexpectedly. Philanthropic priorities shift.

Viewing family 
wealth through a 
multigenerational 
lens often changes 
the investment 
conversation. 
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A trust structure established at age sixty-five may still be operating thirty 
years later. Yet many estate plans are reviewed infrequently despite the 
growing probability that circumstances will change significantly over such 
an extended period.

The longer people live, the more opportunities exist for an originally 
sound plan to become disconnected from current realities. Families that 
underestimate longevity may therefore underestimate the importance 
of regular adaptation and review. Equally important, plans should be 
designed with sufficient flexibility to accommodate outcomes that 
cannot yet be anticipated. A strategy that is highly effective under one 
set of circumstances may become restrictive under another. As planning 
horizons stretch across several decades, preserving the ability to adapt 
can be just as valuable as optimizing for today’s objectives.

THE GREATEST CHALLENGE IS OFTEN HUMAN
Perhaps the most overlooked consequence of longevity is that it extends 
the period during which families must operate together.

A family that once expected stewardship responsibilities to last a few decades 
may now find itself maintaining shared ownership, governance systems, and 
collective decision-making for half a century or more. Technical solutions 
alone rarely solve these challenges. The most significant risks often 
involve family culture rather than financial capital.

•	 Can family members communicate effectively across generations?

•	 Can a shared sense of purpose survive over decades?

•	 Can future leaders be identified and developed?

•	 Can stewardship be cultivated among heirs who may spend fifty years 
waiting to receive meaningful responsibility?

A family’s ability to sustain trust, adaptability, and a sense of shared 
mission may ultimately determine long-term outcomes more than 
investment returns or tax efficiency.

As planning 
horizons stretch 
across several 
decades, preserving 
the ability to 
adapt can be just 
as valuable as 
optimizing for 
today’s objectives.



10

THE DIVERSIFIED VIEWPOINT 
DiversifiedTrust.com

THINKING LIKE A 100-YEAR FAMILY
Traditional financial planning often asks whether assets will last for the 
remainder of an individual’s life. A stewardship framework asks whether family 
structures, values, governance practices, and capital allocation decisions will 
remain effective for generations.

Under this framework, longevity is no longer merely a personal planning issue. 
It becomes a generational planning issue.

The central question shifts from “Will the money last?” to “Can our family steward 
this wealth effectively across a much longer and less predictable future?”

For many high-net-worth families, that may be the most profound 
consequence of longevity misperception. The greatest risk is not that wealth 
disappears. It is that families continue to organize themselves around 
assumptions that belong to a shorter-lived world. As life spans increase, 
enduring success will depend not only on preserving capital, but on building 
the governance, adaptability, and stewardship capabilities necessary to thrive 
across a century of family life.

The greatest risk  
is that families 
continue to 
organize themselves 
around assumptions 
that belong to a 
shorter-lived world.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR THE BROADER POPULATION
For individuals of more modest means, the risks are often direct and 
potentially severe. They may save too little, retire too early, claim Social 
Security benefits prematurely, overspend in the early years of retirement, 
underestimate healthcare costs, or maintain investment strategies that are 
inconsistent with a retirement that could last thirty years or more. In the 
worst cases, these errors create a significant risk of exhausting financial 
resources late in life.

Irrespective of where one falls on the wealth spectrum, the underlying 
mistake is the same: planning for a shorter future than the one that 
ultimately arrives. For some families, that mistake results in financial 
insecurity. For others, it results in reduced flexibility, inefficient wealth 
transfer, and avoidable family tension. The form of the problem changes, 
but the need for realistic longevity assumptions does not.

HOW DO WE CURE THIS PROBLEM?
It is natural for all of us to bring a bit of bias when we are evaluating our  
own lives, and planning around life expectancy can feel uncomfortable. 
Working with an objective advisor can take some of that pressure off and 
help ground your plan in a more balanced perspective. Ideally, planning 
should be bespoke, both qualitative and quantitative, and highly iterative.  
It begins with education, progresses to agreed-upon assumptions, considers 
alternative scenarios, and ultimately results in a customized plan that 
reflects goals, values, and objectives. 

Your life may well be longer than you think, and your plan must be 
built to match it. 

Irrespective of 
where one falls 
on the wealth 
spectrum, the 
underlying 
mistake is the 
same: planning for 
a shorter future 
than the one that 
ultimately arrives.
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FIVE WAYS TO PREPARE FOR A LONGER FAMILY FUTURE
Recognizing that we may live longer than we expect, the considerations 
stretch beyond financial implications. There is also an opportunity to 
strengthen the family relationships that will matter most in those extra 
years. Here are basic action steps to take as you consider your longevity:

1.	 Model your plan through age 100.

2.	 Test investment and estate strategies against several  
longevity scenarios.

3.	 Revisit when wealth should transfer, not just how much.

4.	 Create meaningful roles for multiple generations now.

5.	 Establish a recurring cadence for reviewing the family’s plan, 
governance, and leadership development.

Living longer isn’t just a 
financial consideration—it’s an 
opportunity to strengthen the 
family relationships that will 
matter most in those extra years.



IMPORTANT NOTES AND DISCLOSURES
This White Paper is being made available for educational purposes only and should not be 
used for any other purpose. Certain information contained herein concerning economic 
trends and performance is based on or derived from information provided by independent 
third-party sources. Diversified Trust Company, Inc. believes that the sources from which 
such information has been obtained are reliable; however, it cannot guarantee the accuracy 
of such information and has not independently verified the accuracy or completeness of such 
information or the assumptions on which such information is based.

Opinions expressed in these materials are current only as of the date appearing herein and 
are subject to change without notice. The information herein is presented for illustration 
and discussion purposes only and is not intended to be, nor should it be construed as, 
investment advice or an offer to sell, or a solicitation of an offer to buy securities of any type 
of description. Nothing in these materials is intended to be tax or legal advice, and clients are 
urged to consult with their own legal advisors in this regard.

ATLANTA
877.955.8266

CHARLESTON
866.619.1003

GREENSBORO
855.821.4999

MEMPHIS
800.264.7498

NASHVILLE
877.386.7332
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