
A Note on the Concept of the Equivalent

Length of Life

Magdalena Muszy«ska-Spielauer *, Jacques Silber �

The goal of this note is to draw the attention of the demographic commu-
nity to the fact that the measure proposed by Gisbert Goerlich in the paper
entitled �Distributionally adjusted life expectancy as a life table function�,
published in Demographic Research (2020, 43-14), is not a new concept in
demography and this fact has not been acknowledged by the author.
The idea of applying economic measures of income inequality to study dis-
tributions of deaths by age beyond a single moment of the distribution (i.e.
life-expectancy, modal age at death or any of the many measures of the life-
span inequality) has been already proposed in 1982 by Silber and further
developed by the author via the concept of the Equivalent Length of Life

(ELL) in a series of articles (Silber, 1983, 1988, 1992). The concept of the
ELL is also not new to demographers as two of the papers have been pub-
lished in a demographic journal, Genus, and so the application of the method
to study distributions of age at death in the Human Mortality Database coun-
tries presented in Muszy«ska and Janssen (2016).
While we strongly agree with Gisbert Goerlich that comparisons of mortal-
ity between countries would bene�t from an inclusion of more than a single
moment of the distribution and the index of the �equal equivalent length
of life� (the author even uses the original Silber´s term on p.378 and does
not quote any of the Silbers´s papers) is perfectly suited for this exercise as
based on already well-developed methods to study income distributions, we
want to point out that such an index has been not only already developed
by Silber but also extended beyond the proposal of Gisbert Goerlich: while
in his 1982 article, Silber derived the ELL index also applying Atkinson´s
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index of income inequality, in the 1983 paper the sensitivity of the ELL to
the speci�cations of the Atkinson´s index was studied. In his 1988 article,
Silber extended the index to the adjustment of life-expectancy to dispersion
and asymmetry of the distribution. The ELL was given an elegant interpre-
tation that points out to its origins from economic studies �. . . the length of
life which, if being identical for all individuals, would give the same social
welfare as the actual distribution of deaths by age.� (Silber, 1983, p.21).
Similar to Gisbert Goerlich, Muszy«ska and Janssen (2016) applied the con-
cept of the ELL to the Human Mortality Database and demonstrated that
it makes an important contribution to our understanding of di�erences in
mortality between HMD countries and their dynamics, which also reaches
signi�cantly beyond the contribution of the Gisbert Goerlich paper.
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