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1 Introduction

Studies of longevity are often concerned with change — change over time [41, 36, 18], differences
among countries [14] , regions [18, 34], or ethnic groups, or changes in response to changing health
[33] or economic conditions. Perturbation analysis is an approach to the study of the change in a
dependent variable to changes in one or more variables on which it depends.

In this paper, I present a new approach to the perturbation analysis of longevity, based on the
application of matrix calculus to Markov chain models. My focus is on the analytical methods, but
as an example I will show results for two contrasting populations: Japanese females in 2006 (life
expectancy at birth 85 years) and Indian females in 1961 (life expectancy 45 years).1 Mortality
rates in India are up to two orders of magnitude higher than in Japan, but aging proceeds more
rapidly in Japan than in India (Figure 1). Life expectancy declines almost linearly with age in both
countries (Figure 1). Infant mortality in India is high enough that life expectancy increases with
age for the first few years of life.

Other applications of some of the results I present here will appear in a talk by Sara Zureik in
Session 149, Saturday, April 17, 8:30–10:20 AM.

1.1 Measures of longevity

Longevity is the length of an individual’s life. A population is characterized by the distribution of
longevity. Here, I present perturbation theory for several indices:

1. Life expectancy at age.

2. Variance of longevity at age.

3. Standard deviation of longevity at age. This includes the popular standard deviation of
longevity at age 10 (SD10) as a special case.

4. Life lost: the average number of years of life lost due to mortality.

5. The entropy H of the distribution of age at death.

6. The dependency ratio R of the distribution of age at death.

Indices 2 – 5 are measures of the disparity or inequality implied by a distribution of age at death
[16, 46, 52]. Item 6 is an example of another type of calculaton form the distribution that might
be of interest.

I will present the sensitivity and elasticity of these indices with respect to changes in age-specific
mortality rates.

1.2 Perturbation analysis

Perturbation analysis refers to a set of mathematical tools whose goal is to describe the change
in one quantity resulting from a change in some other quantity. Because longevity depends on
mortality, asking how longevity will respond to a change in mortality (e.g., [28, 29]) is an example
of a perturbation analysis. Perturbation analysis is of interest precisely because change (over time

1Mortality data were obtained from the Human Lifetable Database.
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or among populations) is of interest (see Section 3 for more discussion). The results of perturbation
of a parameter θ on some dependent variable y can be described by the sensitivity dy

dθ or the elasticity
θ
y
dy
dθ of y. The former gives the response to a small additive perturbation, the latter the proportional

response to a small proportional perturbation [4].

2 Preliminaries

2.1 Markov chain formulation of the longevity problem

Perturbation analysis of longevity has been pursued mostly within the framework of age-classified
life cycles [2, 28, 40, 48, 49]. This framework, however is limited in its ability to incorporate life cycle
complexity. An alternative is provided by formulating the problem in terms of an absorbing Markov
chain. This approach was pioneered in demography by [19, 20] and has been greatly extended in
recent years [4, 5, 9, 23, 47]. A good source for the basic theory of absorbing Markov chains is [25].

Individuals move through a set of transient states in their life cycle and eventually die. Transient
states may represent age classes, developmental stages, or states defined by health, employment,
economic, or other kinds of status. Absorbing states may represent death, death at a particular
stage, death from a specified cause, or other ways of leaving the life cycle (e.g., graduation in a
model of educational states) [6, 9].

Number the stages in the life cycle so that the transient states are 1, . . . , s and the absorbing
states are s+ 1, . . . , s+ a. Then the transition matrix of the Markov chain is

P =
(

U 0
M I

)
(1)

Here, U is the s× s matrix of transition probabilities among the transient states. The a× s matrix
M gives the probabilities of absorbtion in each of the absorbing states. The columns of P sum to
one.

I assume that the spectral radius of U is strictly less than one; a sufficient condition for this is
that there is a non-zero probability of ultimate death for every stage.

Age-classified models are a special case, in which

U =


0 · · · · · · 0
p1

. . .
ps−1 ps

 (2)

Where the age-specific survival probability is pi = exp(−µi), with µi a mortality rate. The (s, s)
entry of U is an age-independent survival probability for the last age class; if it is set to zero, no
one survives beyond age class s.

My results can be extended to time-varying models, but I will not do so here.

2.1.1 Longevity

Eventual absorbtion is certain. Longevity is analyzed in terms of how long it takes for absorbtion.
Let νij be the number of visits to transient state i by an individual in transient state j, prior to
absorbtion. Its expectation is given by the fundamental matrix

N =
(
E(νij)

)
(3)

= (I−U)−1 (4)
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Let ηj be the number of visits to all transient states by an individual in state j, prior to
absorbtion. The life expectancy of an individual in stage j is the expectation of ηj . The expectations
are obtained as the column sums of N

E(η)T = 1TN (5)

where 1 is a column vector of ones.2

The variance in longevity is [25]

V (η)T = 1TN (2N− I)− E (ηT) ◦ E (ηT) (6)

The standard deviation of longevity is

SD(η) =
√
V (η) (7)

where the square root is taken element-wise. Both V (η) and SD(η) are zero when everyone dies
at the same age; they have no clear upper limit.

Note that V (η) and SD(η) are vectors; the elements give the variance or standard deviation
of longevity for individuals in each stage, making it easy to examine the disparity in remaining
longevity as a function of age.

Suppose that the the absorbing stages are defined as the stage (or age) at death. Then

M =

 1− p1

. . .
1− ps

 (8)

In this case, the distribution of stage at death is given by

B = MN (9)

where bij is the probability of eventual death in stage i for an individual currently in stage j. The
distribution of stage at death for an individual in stage 1 is given by the vector

f = Be1 (10)

where e1 is the first unit vector (i.e., column 1 of I).
The expected life lost [49] is given by

η† = fTE(η)T (11)

In addition to being of interest in itself, η† is a measure of disparity in lifespan; if everyone dies at
the same age, η† = 0.

The entropy of the distribution of stage at death is

H = −fT log(f) (12)

where log(f)is calculated element-wise. The entropy is maximized when the distribution of age at
death is uniform; it is zero when everyone dies at the same age.

The dependency ratio of deaths is an example of a ratio of linear combinations of the elements
of f ,

R =
aTf
bTf

(13)

where a, for example, might contain ones for ages 15–65 and zeros elsewhere, and b would be the
one-complement of a.

2I am avoiding the customary symbol e for life expectancy. For one thing, e serves to many other functions to be
a good choice. For another, I want to consider not only the expectation but also the higher moments of longevity.
For that, I need a symbol for longevity itself, not only its expectation. I cringe at writing E(e).
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2.2 Perturbation analysis

Our goal is to obtain expressions for the derivatives of E(η), V (η), SD(η), η†, H, and R with
respect to changes in age specific-mortality rates. This requires differentiating matrix- and vector-
valued functions with respect to vector-valued arguments. To do so, we use matrix calculus.

2.3 Matrix calculus

Matrix calculus permits the consistent differentiation of scalar-, vector-, and matrix-valued func-
tions of scalar, vector, or matrix arguments. This method has recently been introduced in ecology
[5, 6, 7, 50, 8, 9], but has not seen much use in demography.3 I give a brief summary here; more
detail can be found in [6]. There exist several conventions for matrix calculus, differing in their
arrangements of the matrix and vector entries. The best is that of Magnus and Neudecker [31, 32];
a useful introductory treatment is in [1].

If x and y are scalars, the derivative of y with respect to x is the familiar derivative dy/dx. If
y is a n× 1 vector and x a scalar, the derivative of y with respect to x is the n× 1 vector

dy
dx

=


dy1

dx
...
dyn
dx

 . (14)

If y is a scalar and x is a m× 1 vector, the derivative of y with respect to x is the 1×m gradient
vector

dy

dxT
=
(

∂y

∂x1
· · · ∂y

∂xm

)
(15)

Note the orientation of dy/dx as a column vector and dy/dxT as a row vector.
If y is a n× 1 vector and x a m× 1 vector, the derivative of y with respect to x is the n×m

Jacobian matrix
dy
dxT

=
(

dyi
dxj

)
. (16)

Derivatives involving matrices are written by transforming the matrices into vectors using the
vec operator (which stacks the columns of the matrix into a column vector), and then applying
the rules for vector differentiation. Thus, the derivative of the m× n matrix Y with respect to the
p× q matrix X is the mn× pq matrix

dvec Y

dvec TX
. (17)

For notational convenience, I will write vec TX for (vec X)T.
These definitions (unlike some alternatives; see [31]) lead to the familiar chain rule. If Y is a

function of X and X is a function of Z, then

dvec Y
dvec TZ

=
dvec Y
dvec TX

dvec X
dvec TZ

. (18)

Derivatives are constructed by forming the differentials of the expressions involving the matrices.
The differential of a matrix (or vector) is the matrix (or vector) of differentials of the elements; i.e.,

dX =
(
dxij

)
. (19)

3A remarkable early paper by Willekens [51] is an exception. It used a slightly different, but related, formulation
of matrix calculus, but it seems to have been cited only 8 times since its publication, and only once in regard to its
perturbation analytical content. See also [17].

5



If, for vectors x and y and some matrix Q, it can be shown that

dy = Qdx (20)

then
dy
dxT

= Q. (21)

(the “first identification theorem” of [31]).
The combination of the chain rule and the identification theorem permits more complicated

expressions involving differentials to be turned into derivatives with respect to an arbitrary vector,
say u. If

dy = Qdx + Rdz (22)

then
dy
duT

= Q
dx
duT

+ R
dz
duT

(23)

for any u.
We will make extensive use the Kronecker product, defined as

A⊗B =

 a11B a12B · · ·
a21B a22B · · ·

...
...

. . .

 . (24)

The vec operator and the Kronecker product are related [45]; if

Y = ABC (25)

then
vec Y = (CT ⊗A) vec B. (26)

2.4 Elasticity

It is sometimes useful to consider the effect of a proportional, rather than an absolute change in a
variable. The elasticity, or proportional sensitivity, of y to x is

εy

εx
=
x

y

dy

dx
(27)

It gives the proportional change in y caused by a small proportional change in x. In matrix calculus,
it is easily calculated as

εy
εxT

= diag (y)−1 dy
dxT

diag (x) (28)

where diag (y) is a matrix with y on the diagonal and zeros elsewhere.

3 Applications and results

In the following sections, I will give the perturbation results and the results for the life tables
of Japan and India. Full details of derivations will appear elsewhere; see also [10]. Results are
presented in terms of an arbitrary vector θ of parameters on which U and M depend. In the
examples, θ will be the vector µ of age-specific mortality rates.
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3.1 The fundamental matrix

The fundamental matrix N appears in many of these formulas. Its sensitivity was first obtained
by [5] as

dvec N
dθT

= (NT ⊗N)
dvec U
dθT

(29)

3.2 Life expectancy

The sensitivity of the vector of life expectancy as a function of age is obtained by differentiating
(5),

dE(η)T = 1T(dN) (30)

Applying the vec operator and Roth’s theorem (26) gives

dE(η) = (I⊗ 1T) dvec N (31)
= (I⊗ 1T) (NT ⊗N) dvec U (32)

Applying the chain rule and the first identification theorem gives the final result

dE(η)
dθT

= (I⊗ 1T) (NT ⊗N)
dvec U
dθT

(33)

The elasticity of E(η) is obtained using (28);

εE(η)
εθT

= diag (E(η))−1 (I⊗ 1T) (NT ⊗N)
(
dvec U
dθT

)
diag (θ) (34)

Life expectancy is more sensitive to changes in mortality in Japan than in India; the sensitivity
decreases almost linearly with age in Japan, and slightly less linearly in India (Figure 3). On the
other hand, life expectancy is more elastic to changes in mortality in India, and less so in Japan.

3.3 Variance and standard deviation of longevity

The variance in longevity is contained in the vector V (η) in (6). Its sensitivity is

dV (η)
dθT

=
[
2 (NT ⊗ 1T) + 2 (I⊗ 1TN)− (I⊗ 1T)− 2

(
diag (E(η))⊗ 1T

)]
(NT ⊗N)

dvec U
dθT

(35)

The sensitivity of the standard deviation (7) is

dSD(η)
dθT

=
1
2

diag (SD(η))−1 dV (η)
dθT

(36)

The elasticities are calculated from (28)

εV (η)
εθT

= diag (V (η))−1 dV (η)
dθT

diag (θ) (37)

εSD (η)
εθT

= diag (SD(η))−1 dSD (η)
dθT

diag (θ) (38)

Figures 4 and 5 show the sensitivity and elasticity of variance and standard deviation of
longevity, at birth and at age 10. Not surprisingly, the qualitative patterns are similar. Both
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measures of disparity are more sensitive to mortality changes in Japan than in India, and the sensi-
tivities are highest at young ages. Both life tables have the property that sensitivities are negative
over a range of ages (≈ 20−−80 for India, ≈ 80−−105 for Japan). In this age range, reductions
in mortality will increase disparity. Outside this age range, reductions in mortality will reduce
disparity.

The sensitivity and elasticity patterns for SD(eta1) and SD(η10) are qualitatively similar, but
conditioning on survival to age 10 does remove a large impact of changes in mortality below that
age.

3.4 Distribution of age at death

The sensitivity of the distribution of age at death is given by the matrix df/dθT, whose (i, j) element
is the derivative dfi/dθj . This sensitivity is given by

df
dθT

= (eT
1N

T ⊗ I)
dvec M
dθT

+ (eT
1 ⊗M) (NT ⊗N)

dvec U
dθT

(39)

If, as is the case here, the absorbing states are defined in terms of stage at death, then M =
I− diag (p), and

dvec M
dθT

= −diag (vec I) (1T ⊗ I)
dp
dθT

(40)

where p is the vector of survival probabilities. The resulting expression for the sensitivity of the
distribution of stage at death is

df
dθT

= − (eT
1N

T ⊗ I) diag (vec I) (1T ⊗ I)
dp
dθT

+ (eT
1 ⊗M) (NT ⊗N)

dvec U
dθT

(41)

3.5 Life lost due to mortality

The life lost due to the death of an individual at age class i is the life expectancy at age class i,
ηi; the probability that death occurs at that age is fi; hence the life lost due to mortality over the
whole life cycle is η† = E(η)Tf . The values are η† = 10.1 years for Japan and η† = 23.9 years for
India. The sensitivity of η†

dη†

dθT
=
[

(fT ⊗ 1T) + (eT
1 ⊗ E(η)TM)

] dvec N
dθT

+ (eT
1N

T ⊗ E(η)T)
dvec M
dθT

(42)

Substituting the result for dN and simplifying gives

dη†

dθT
=
[

(fTNT ⊗E(η)T) + (eT
1N

T ⊗ E(η)TB)
] dvec U

dθT
+ (eT

1N
T ⊗ E(η)T)

dvec M
dθT

(43)

The sensitivity and elasticity of η† show very similar patterns to those of V (η) and SD(η)
(Figure 7), confirming that these indices are measuring similar aspects of disparity in longevity.

3.6 Dependency ratio of deaths

Consider any ratio of linear combinations of the elements of f ,

R =
aTf
bTf

(44)
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where a and b are weight vectors. In the case of the dependency ratio, b would contain the weights
associated with the productive stages (e.g., ages 15–65) and a the weights associated with the
dependent stages (e.g., younger than 15 and older than 65).

The values are R = 14.8 for Japan and R = 1.35 for India, emphasizing that deaths in the
Japanese life table are overwhelmingly from dependent age classes, while most deaths in India
occur in the productive age classes. It would be valuable to examine old-age dependency and
young age dependency separately, but I have not done so here.

The sensitivity of such a ratio is

dR

dθT
=
(

bTfaT − aTfbT

(btrf)2

)
df
dθT

(45)

R is by far more sensitive in Japan than in India (Figure 9), but when expressed in terms of
proportional changes, the patterns are very similar.

4 Conclusion

1. Formulating the life cycle as an absorbing Markov chain makes it easy to calculate a variety
of measures of longevity, including life expectancy, measures of disparity, and ratios.

2. Applying matrix calculus to these results yields formulae for the sensitivity and elasticity of
these measures. The formulae are not particularly revealing, but are easily computable in
software (Matlab, R) oriented toward matrix manipulations.

3. Results are presented for the sensitivity and elasticity of

(a) the fundamental matrix N

(b) the expectation of longevity E(η)

(c) the variance and standard deviation of longevity, and the standard deviation of longevity
above any specified age

(d) the distribution of the age at death

(e) the entropy of the distribution of age at death

(f) the expected number of years of life lost due to mortality η†

(g) the dependency ratio of deaths

4. When applied to the life tables for Japan 2006 (low mortality, low disparity) and India 1961
(high mortality and high disparity), several patterns are apparent. The qualitative patterns of
sensitivity of measures of disparity are all very similar, suggesting that they are all responding
in the similar ways to changes in mortality.
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Figure 1: Mortality rate µ(x) and life expectancy E(η) as a function of age, for Japan 2006 and
India 1961 (females).
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Figure 2: Variance and standard deviation of longevity as a function of age. in longevity at
age.Vertical line indicates SD10, sometimes used as a measure of lifespan disparity.
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Figure 3: Sensitivity and elasticity of life expectancy at birth to changes in mortality rate at each
age.
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Figure 4: Sensitivity and elasticity of variance in longevity at birth to changes in mortality rate at
age.
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Figure 5: Sensitivity and elasticity of standard deviation at age 10, SD10, to changes in mortality
at age.
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Figure 6: Life lost, η†.
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Figure 7: Sensitivity and elasticity of life lost at birth, η†, to mortality at specified age.
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Figure 8: Sensitivity and elasticity of the entropy H of the distribution of longevity to mortality
at age
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Figure 9: Sensitivity and elasicity of the dependency ratio of deaths to changes in mortality at age.
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