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Life expectancy at birth remains one of the most frequently
quoted indicators of health status.

Gains in life expectancy in OECD countries in recent
decades, reflecting sharp reductions in mortality rates, can
be attributed to a number of factors, including rising living
standards, improved lifestyle and better education, as well
as greater access to quality health services. Other factors,
such as better nutrition, sanitation and housing also played
a role, particularly in countries with developing economies.

It is difficult to estimate the relative contribution of the
numerous non-medical and medical factors that might
affect variations in life expectancy over time and across
countries. Higher national income (as measured by GDP per
capita) is generally associated with higher life expectancy at
birth across OECD countries, although the relationship is
less pronounced at higher levels of income.

Definition
Life expectancy measures how long on average people
would live based on a given set of age-specific death rates.
However, the actual age-specific death rates of any
particular birth cohort cannot be known in advance. If age-
specific death rates are falling (as has been the case over the
past decades in OECD countries), actual life spans will be
higher than life expectancy calculated with current death
rates. 

Comparability
Each country calculates its life expectancy according to
methodologies that can vary somewhat. These differences
in methodology can affect the comparability of reported life
expectancy estimates, as different methods can change a
country’s estimates by a fraction of a year. 

Source
• OECD (2008), OECD Health Data 2008, OECD, Paris.

Further information
Analytical publications
• OECD (2002), Measuring Up: Improving Health System 

Performance in OECD Countries, OECD, Paris.

• OECD (2003), A Disease-based Comparison of Health Systems: 
What is Best and at what Cost?, OECD, Paris.

• OECD (2004), The OECD Health Project: Towards High-
Performing Health Systems, OECD, Paris.

• OECD (2006), Sickness, Disability and Work: Breaking the 
Barriers (Vol. 1): Norway, Poland and Switzerland, OECD, 
Paris.

Statistical publications
• OECD (2007), Health at a Glance 2007: OECD Indicators, 

OECD, Paris.
• OECD (2007), Society at a Glance: OECD Social Indicators – 

2006 Edition, OECD, Paris.

Online databases
• OECD Health Data.

Websites
• OECD Health Data, www.oecd.org/health/healthdata.

Long-term trends
On average across OECD countries, life expectancy at 
birth for the whole population reached 79 years in 2006, 
more than ten years greater than in 1960. In one-third of 
OECD countries, life expectancy at birth exceeded 
80 years in 2006. The country with the highest life 
expectancy was Japan, with a life expectancy for women 
and men combined of 82.4 years. At the other end of the 
scale, life expectancy in OECD countries was the lowest 
in Turkey, followed by Hungary. However, while life 
expectancy in Hungary has increased only modestly 
since 1960, it has increased sharply in Turkey, rapidly 
catching up with the OECD average.

The gender gap in life expectancy stood at 5.6 years on 
average across OECD countries in 2006, with life 
expectancy reaching 76.1 years among men and 
81.7 years among women. This gender gap increased by 
half-a-year on average across countries between 1960 
and 2006. But this result hides different trends between 
earlier and later decades. While the gender gap in life 
expectancy increased substantially in many countries 
during the 1960s and the 1970s, it narrowed during the 
past 25 years, reflecting higher gains in life expectancy 
among men than among women in most OECD 
countries. The narrowing of the gender gap in life 
expectancy over the past 25 years can been attributed at 
least partly to the narrowing of differences in risk-
increasing behaviours, such as smoking, between men 
and women, accompanied by sharp reductions in 
mortality rates from cardio-vascular diseases among 
men. 
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LIFE EXPECTANCY

Life expectancy at birth: total
Number of years
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Life expectancy at birth: total
Number of years

1960 1970 1980 1990 1995 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Australia 70.9 70.8 74.6 77.0 77.9 79.3 79.7 80.0 80.3 80.6 80.9 81.1

Austria 68.7 70.0 72.6 75.5 76.6 78.1 78.6 78.8 78.8 79.3 79.5 79.9

Belgium 70.6 71.0 73.3 76.1 77.0 77.8 78.1 78.2 78.2 78.9 79.1 79.5

Canada 71.3 72.9 75.3 77.6 78.1 79.3 79.6 79.7 79.9 80.2 80.4 ..

Czech Republic 70.7 69.6 70.5 71.6 73.3 75.1 75.4 75.4 75.3 75.9 76.1 76.7

Denmark 72.4 73.3 74.3 74.9 75.3 76.9 77.0 77.1 77.4 77.8 78.3 78.4

Finland 69.0 70.8 73.4 75.0 76.6 77.7 78.2 78.3 78.5 79.0 79.1 79.5

France 70.3 72.2 74.3 76.9 77.9 79.2 79.3 79.4 79.3 80.3 80.2 80.9

Germany 69.1 70.6 72.9 75.3 76.6 78.2 78.5 78.5 78.6 79.2 79.4 79.8

Greece 69.9 72.0 74.5 77.1 77.7 78.0 78.5 78.7 78.9 79.1 79.3 79.6

Hungary 68.0 69.2 69.1 69.4 69.9 71.7 72.3 72.6 72.6 72.8 72.8 73.2

Iceland 72.9 74.3 76.7 78.0 78.0 80.1 80.2 80.6 81.2 81.0 81.2 81.2

Ireland 70.0 71.2 72.9 74.9 75.6 76.6 77.2 77.9 78.4 78.9 79.5 79.7

Italy 69.8 72.0 74.0 77.2 78.4 80.0 80.2 80.3 80.0 80.9 80.9 ..

Japan 67.8 72.0 76.1 78.9 79.6 81.2 81.5 81.8 81.9 82.1 82.0 82.4

Korea 52.4 62.2 65.9 71.4 73.5 76.0 76.4 77.0 77.4 78.0 78.5 79.1

Luxembourg 69.4 70.3 72.5 75.6 76.8 78.0 77.9 78.1 77.8 79.1 79.5 79.4

Mexico 57.5 60.9 67.2 71.2 72.7 74.1 74.4 74.6 74.9 75.2 75.5 75.7

Netherlands 73.5 73.7 75.9 77.0 77.5 78.0 78.3 78.4 78.6 79.2 79.4 79.8

New Zealand 71.1 71.5 73.2 75.5 76.8 78.4 78.7 79.0 79.2 79.6 79.9 80.2

Norway 73.8 74.4 75.9 76.7 77.9 78.8 78.9 79.0 79.6 80.1 80.3 80.6

Poland 67.8 70.0 70.2 70.7 72.0 73.9 74.3 74.6 74.7 75.0 75.1 75.3

Portugal 63.8 66.6 71.4 74.1 75.4 76.7 77.0 77.2 77.4 78.3 78.1 78.9

Slovak Republic 70.6 69.8 70.6 71.0 72.4 73.3 73.6 73.8 73.9 74.1 74.0 74.3

Spain 69.8 72.0 75.4 77.0 78.1 79.4 79.7 79.8 79.7 80.3 80.4 81.1

Sweden 73.1 74.7 75.8 77.6 78.8 79.7 79.9 79.9 80.2 80.6 80.6 80.8

Switzerland 71.4 73.1 75.7 77.5 78.7 79.9 80.4 80.6 80.6 81.2 81.4 81.7

Turkey 48.3 54.2 58.1 66.1 67.9 70.5 70.6 70.8 71.0 71.2 71.4 71.6

United Kingdom 70.8 71.9 73.2 75.7 76.7 77.9 78.2 78.3 78.4 78.9 79.1 ..

United States 69.9 70.9 73.7 75.3 75.7 76.8 77.1 77.2 77.5 77.8 77.8 ..

OECD average 68.5 70.3 72.6 74.9 76.0 77.4 77.7 77.9 78.0 78.5 78.7 79.0

Brazil .. .. 62.7 66.6 68.6 70.5 70.8 71.1 71.4 71.7 72.0 72.3

China .. .. .. 68.6 .. 71.4 .. .. .. .. 73.0 ..

Russian Federation .. .. 67.5 69.2 64.5 65.3 65.2 65.0 64.9 65.3 65.3 66.6
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Life expectancy at birth: men
Number of years
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Life expectancy at birth: men
Number of years

1960 1970 1980 1990 1995 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Australia 67.9 67.4 71.0 73.9 75.0 76.6 77.0 77.4 77.8 78.1 78.5 78.7

Austria 65.4 66.5 69.0 72.2 73.3 75.1 75.6 75.8 75.9 76.4 76.7 77.1

Belgium 67.7 67.8 69.9 72.7 73.5 74.6 75.0 75.1 75.3 76.0 76.2 76.6

Canada 68.4 69.3 71.7 74.4 75.1 76.7 77.0 77.2 77.4 77.8 78.0 ..

Czech Republic 67.8 66.1 66.9 67.6 69.7 71.7 72.1 72.1 72.0 72.6 72.9 73.5

Denmark 70.4 70.7 71.2 72.0 72.7 74.5 74.7 74.8 75.0 75.4 76.0 76.1

Finland 65.5 66.5 69.2 71.0 72.8 74.2 74.6 74.9 75.1 75.4 75.6 75.9

France 67.0 68.4 70.2 72.8 73.9 75.3 75.5 75.7 75.8 76.7 76.7 77.3

Germany 66.5 67.5 69.6 72.0 73.3 75.1 75.6 75.7 75.8 76.5 76.7 77.2

Greece 67.3 70.1 72.2 74.6 75.0 75.5 75.9 76.2 76.5 76.6 76.8 77.1

Hungary 65.9 66.3 65.5 65.1 65.3 67.4 68.1 68.4 68.4 68.6 68.6 69.0

Iceland 70.7 71.2 73.7 75.4 75.9 78.4 78.1 78.7 79.7 79.2 79.2 79.4

Ireland 68.1 68.8 70.1 72.1 72.8 74.0 74.5 75.2 75.9 76.4 77.3 77.3

Italy 67.2 69.0 70.6 73.9 75.1 77.0 77.2 77.4 77.1 77.9 78.1 ..

Japan 65.3 69.3 73.4 75.9 76.4 77.7 78.1 78.3 78.4 78.6 78.6 79.0

Korea 51.1 58.7 61.8 67.3 69.6 72.3 72.8 73.4 73.9 74.5 75.1 75.7

Luxembourg 66.5 67.1 69.1 72.4 73.0 74.6 75.1 74.6 74.8 75.9 76.7 76.8

Mexico 55.8 58.5 64.1 68.3 70.0 71.6 71.9 72.1 72.4 72.7 73.0 73.2

Netherlands 71.5 70.8 72.5 73.8 74.6 75.5 75.8 76.0 76.2 76.9 77.2 77.6

New Zealand 68.4 68.4 70.1 72.5 74.1 75.9 76.3 76.7 77.0 77.5 77.9 78.1

Norway 71.6 71.2 72.4 73.4 74.8 76.0 76.2 76.4 77.1 77.6 77.8 78.2

Poland 64.9 66.6 66.0 66.2 67.6 69.7 70.2 70.4 70.5 70.7 70.8 70.9

Portugal 61.0 63.6 67.9 70.6 71.7 73.2 73.5 73.8 74.2 75.0 74.9 75.5

Slovak Republic 68.4 66.7 66.8 66.6 68.4 69.1 69.5 69.8 69.9 70.3 70.1 70.4

Spain 67.4 69.2 72.3 73.4 74.4 75.8 76.2 76.3 76.3 76.9 77.0 77.7

Sweden 71.2 72.2 72.8 74.8 76.2 77.4 77.6 77.7 77.9 78.4 78.4 78.7

Switzerland 68.7 70.0 72.3 74.0 75.4 77.0 77.5 77.9 78.0 78.6 78.7 79.2

Turkey 46.3 52.0 55.8 63.8 65.6 68.1 68.2 68.4 68.6 68.8 68.9 69.1

United Kingdom 67.9 68.7 70.2 72.9 74.0 75.5 75.8 76.0 76.2 76.8 77.1 ..

United States 66.6 67.1 70.0 71.8 72.5 74.1 74.4 74.5 74.8 75.2 75.2 ..

OECD average 65.9 67.2 69.3 71.6 72.7 74.3 74.7 74.9 75.1 75.6 75.8 76.1

Brazil .. .. 59.6 62.8 64.8 66.7 67.0 67.3 67.6 67.9 68.1 68.4

Russian Federation .. .. 61.5 63.7 58.1 59.0 58.9 58.7 58.6 58.9 58.9 60.4

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/544240158677

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

2006 or latest available year 1960 or first available year

Rus
sia

n F
ed

er
ati

on
Bra

zil

Hun
ga

ry

Tu
rk

ey

Slov
ak

 R
ep

ub
lic

Po
lan

d

Mex
ico

Cze
ch

 R
ep

ub
lic

Unit
ed

 S
tat

es

Po
rtu

ga
l

Ko
re

a

Fin
lan

d

Den
m

ar
k

OEC
D av

er
ag

e

Belg
ium

Lu
xe

m
bo

ur
g

Aus
tri

a

Gre
ec

e

Unit
ed

 K
ing

do
m

Ger
m

an
y

Fr
an

ce

Ire
lan

d

Neth
er

lan
ds

Spa
in

Ita
ly

Can
ad

a

New
 Ze

ala
nd

Nor
way

Aus
tra

lia

Swed
en

Ja
pa

n

Switz
er

lan
d

Ice
lan

d



QUALITY OF LIFE • HEALTH

OECD FACTBOOK 2009 – ISBN 978-92-64-05604-6 – © OECD 2009 245

LIFE EXPECTANCY

Life expectancy at birth: women
Number of years
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Life expectancy at birth: women
Number of years

1960 1970 1980 1990 1995 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Australia 73.9 74.2 78.1 80.1 80.8 82.0 82.4 82.6 82.8 83.0 83.3 83.5

Austria 71.9 73.4 76.1 78.8 79.9 81.1 81.5 81.7 81.6 82.1 82.2 82.7

Belgium 73.5 74.2 76.7 79.5 80.4 81.0 81.2 81.2 81.1 81.8 81.9 82.3

Canada 74.2 76.4 78.9 80.8 81.1 81.9 82.1 82.1 82.4 82.6 82.7 ..

Czech Republic 73.5 73.1 74.0 75.5 76.8 78.5 78.6 78.7 78.6 79.2 79.2 79.9

Denmark 74.4 75.9 77.3 77.8 77.9 79.2 79.3 79.4 79.8 80.2 80.5 80.7

Finland 72.5 75.0 77.6 79.0 80.4 81.2 81.7 81.6 81.9 82.5 82.5 83.1

France 73.6 75.9 78.4 80.9 81.8 83.0 83.0 83.0 82.7 83.8 83.7 84.4

Germany 71.7 73.6 76.2 78.5 79.9 81.2 81.4 81.3 81.3 81.9 82.0 82.4

Greece 72.4 73.8 76.8 79.5 80.3 80.5 81.0 81.1 81.3 81.5 81.7 82.0

Hungary 70.1 72.1 72.7 73.7 74.5 75.9 76.4 76.7 76.7 76.9 76.9 77.4

Iceland 75.0 77.3 79.7 80.5 80.0 81.8 82.2 82.5 82.7 82.7 83.1 83.0

Ireland 71.9 73.5 75.6 77.7 78.3 79.2 79.9 80.5 80.8 81.4 81.7 82.1

Italy 72.3 74.9 77.4 80.4 81.6 82.9 83.2 83.2 82.8 83.8 83.7 ..

Japan 70.2 74.7 78.8 81.9 82.9 84.6 84.9 85.2 85.3 85.6 85.5 85.8

Korea 53.7 65.6 70.0 75.5 77.4 79.6 80.0 80.5 80.8 81.4 81.9 82.4

Luxembourg 72.2 73.4 75.9 78.7 80.6 81.3 80.7 81.5 80.8 82.3 82.3 81.9

Mexico 59.2 63.2 70.2 74.1 75.3 76.5 76.8 77.1 77.4 77.6 77.9 78.1

Netherlands 75.4 76.5 79.2 80.1 80.4 80.5 80.7 80.7 80.9 81.4 81.6 81.9

New Zealand 73.8 74.5 76.2 78.4 79.5 80.8 81.1 81.2 81.3 81.7 81.9 82.2

Norway 76.0 77.5 79.3 79.9 80.9 81.5 81.6 81.6 82.1 82.6 82.7 82.9

Poland 70.6 73.3 74.4 75.2 76.4 78.0 78.3 78.7 78.8 79.2 79.4 79.6

Portugal 66.6 69.6 74.9 77.5 79.0 80.2 80.5 80.6 80.6 81.5 81.3 82.3

Slovak Republic 72.7 72.9 74.3 75.4 76.3 77.4 77.7 77.7 77.8 77.8 77.9 78.2

Spain 72.2 74.8 78.4 80.6 81.8 82.9 83.2 83.2 83.0 83.7 83.7 84.4

Sweden 74.9 77.1 78.8 80.4 81.4 82.0 82.1 82.1 82.5 82.7 82.8 82.9

Switzerland 74.1 76.2 79.0 80.9 81.9 82.8 83.2 83.2 83.2 83.8 84.0 84.2

Turkey 50.3 56.3 60.3 68.3 70.2 72.8 73.0 73.2 73.4 73.6 73.8 74.0

United Kingdom 73.7 75.0 76.2 78.5 79.3 80.3 80.5 80.6 80.5 81.0 81.1 ..

United States 73.1 74.7 77.4 78.8 78.9 79.5 79.8 79.9 80.1 80.4 80.4 ..

OECD average 71.0 73.3 76.0 78.2 79.2 80.3 80.6 80.8 80.8 81.3 81.4 81.7

Brazil .. .. 65.7 70.4 72.3 74.3 74.6 74.9 75.2 75.5 75.8 76.1

Russian Federation .. .. 73.0 74.3 71.6 72.3 72.2 71.9 71.8 72.3 72.4 73.2
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