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Abstract. This report describes the first stage of the age validation process of
Italian supercentenarians. The process is still in progress and to date has only
concerned supercentenarians deceased in the period 1969-2000. Of 35 poten-
tial supercentenarians included in the Italian National Institute of Statistics
(Istituto nazionale di statistica, or Istat) database, 21 cases (three males and
18 females) are fully validated, seven cases refer to false supercentenarians—
the error often being a misreported date of birth—and seven cases still remain
unverified. The maximum age reached by the validated supercentenarians is
111, and the first case is recorded in 1973. In Italy supercentenarians have
become a significant phenomenon only in the last few years.

1 Introduction

The decline in mortality at advanced ages plays a major role in de-
termining future numbers of the elderly, and especially of the very old
population. James Vaupel (1997) has noted that the remaining life ex-
pectancy of 80-year-old women in England and Wales is about 50%
higher today than in 1950. This trend is also to be observed in Italy
where, since the 1970s, life expectancy for those in their eighties (espe-
cially men) has increased much more quickly than for other ages (see
Figure 1).

The growing number of 80-year-olds in the population, along with
their increased life expectancy, has generated a progressively larger
number of centenarians. In Italy, as in many other developed countries,
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Fig. 1. Relative increases in life expectancy at birth, at age 65 and age 80,
from 1900 to 2000, Italy

220
e0

76.6

7.4

9.2

16.5

20.5
82.6

e65

e80

P
er

ce
nt

P
er

ce
nt

Males

Females

200

180

160

140

41.7

41.9

4.5

4.8

10.3

10.3

120

100

80

60

220

200

180

160

140

120

100

80

60

1890 1910 1930 1950

Years

1970 1990 2010

1890 1910 1930 1950

Years

1970 1990 2010

e0
e65

e80



Italian supercentenarians 139

since the 1970s the number of centenarians, particularly women, has
doubled every six to 10 years (Robine and Caselli, 2005). On January
1, 2005, 9,091 centenarians were recorded, compared with 6,300 in the
2001 census (October 21). Moreover, among this population group, the
number of people reaching age 105 has also grown, as has the number
of people topping 110 years—i.e., the supercentenarians.

Since 2002, statistics regarding centenarians from the Anagrafe
(population register of the municipalities) have been modified in keep-
ing with data from the 2001 census. Their total was reduced by 30%,
compared with figures dating to January 1 of the same year. This ad-
justment does not, however, exclude other possible errors that crop up
fairly frequently in surveys of the population over the age of 90. Hence,
when considering extreme ages, it would be advisable to validate all
those who claim these ages. Naturally, no cross-checking is possible if
certain generalities are not known. Close cooperation is called for be-
tween civil status and population registry offices (Anagrafe), though
privacy laws must be fully respected.

Identifying and validating deceased centenarians is a simpler pro-
cedure, as each death certificate contains information regarding the
deceased’s birth (date and place of birth) and death. In 2001, vari-
ous countries, Italy included, established the International Database
on Longevity (IDL), which gathers complete lists of validated super-
centenarians (i.e., persons aged 110 and above). For each supercente-
narian, the database will include information on sex, nationality, date
of birth, and, eventually, date of death; as well as on the methods used
to validate the person’s age.

This report describes the first stage of the age validation process of
Italian supercentenarians. The process is still in progress, and, to date,
has only concerned supercentenarians deceased in the period 1969-2000,
for which an electronic database is available. The number of living su-
percentenarians has been recorded in the national 2001 census (Istat).
Table 1 shows figures for all those aged 100 and over. Although Istat
used a special procedure for centenarians, the number of supercente-
narians cannot be considered fully validated, as these cases were not
processed according to the IDL protocol.

2 Data sources

The data sources used to build and to update the Italian Database on
Supercentenarians are the Civil Status Office and the Istat Causes of
Death Register.
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Table 1. Living centenarians and supercentenarians, Italy, 2001 Census

Age
100 101 102 103 104 105 106 107 108 109 110 111 112 100+

Male 519 306 111 55 37 21 9 10 2 4 2 1 3 1080
Female 2401 1405 658 381 172 105 48 30 12 10 5 3 3 5233
Total 2920 1711 769 436 209 126 57 40 14 14 7 4 6 6313

Source: Istat - 14th national population census (21/10/2001)

The Civil Status Office of each municipality collects birth, marriage,
and death records of the present population in the municipality. It is
different from the Anagrafe, the population registry office that main-
tains records on the resident population in each municipality. When an
event does not occur in the place of residence, the Civil Status Office
sends the information about the event to the Anagrafe of the munici-
pality of residence. In Italy, there are no central offices at the regional
or provincial levels that keep these records.

The Istat Causes of Death Register is an important instrument for
the evaluation of the health status of the population, for the assessment
of health programs and resource allocation, and for collecting informa-
tion about individual demographic and social characteristics. It is a sort
of ‘death census’ based on administrative data routinely collected by
the Civil Status Office of the municipality on death, and on the diagno-
sis of causes of death provided by a physician (hospital, family, or post
mortem physician). Moreover, it includes other social and economic in-
formation about the deceased, such as educational level, professional
status, and occupational sector. Data on mortality by cause are annu-
ally collected, processed, and published by Istat.

The collection of data included in the Causes of Death Register is
done by means of the death certificate (Istat forms D.4 for males and
D.5 for females over one year old, and D.4 bis and D.5 bis for infant
deaths; see Appendix). This document is the only acceptable official
form in Italy, and is to be completed by a physician after the death,
and by a Civil Status Officer. Under Italian law, each death must be
reported within 24 hours to the local registrar of the municipality of
death.

The death certificate is composed of two parts: Part A, to be com-
pleted by the physician; and Part B, to be filled out by the Civil Status
Officer. Part A contains medical details and the name and age of the
deceased. The medical section of the death certificate encompasses all
the different pathologies (whether fatal or non-fatal), and, in case of
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violent death, the traumatic circumstances that occurred before death.
Nevertheless, the data published refer to the underlying cause of death,
i.e., the one that has mainly contributed to death. Part B contains in-
formation on the places and dates of birth and residence, marital status,
education, profession, economic activity, citizenship, and an individual
code of the deceased. Since 1997, Part B contains the deceased’s tax
identification number (codice fiscale) as well. This number consists of
a code of 16 letters that comprises letters from the person’s name, and
place and date of birth. The tax identification number was very useful
in checking the accuracy of the details recorded in Part B of the death
form. Recently, Istat has implemented a new procedure for checking the
correctness of the age reported on the death form by comparing the age
declared by physicians in Part A to the dates of birth and death, and
the tax identification number, reported by the Civil Status Officer in
Part B.

Every year, Istat sends the new forms (D4, D5, D4 bis, D5 bis) of
the death certificate to its regional offices and to all Italian municipal-
ities, which, in turn, send the forms to the local health units, hospitals
and family doctors (Istat 2004). The Civil Status Office of each Italian
municipality of death, after receiving the forms completed in Part A
by the physicians, must complete the demographic part of the death
certificate (Part B). Subsequently, the form follows two different paths.
One copy is sent to the local health unit of the place where the event
occurred. Meanwhile, a second copy is first sent to the provincial gov-
ernment offices; then to the regional offices of Istat, where a preliminary
quantitative check of forms is done; and, finally, to the central office of
Istat (Figure 2).

3 The validation procedure and its results

For all deceased supercentenarians found in the Istat Causes of Death
Registrar, Istat first contacted the Civil Status Office of the municipal-
ity where the death occurred, explaining the IDL project and stressing
its importance. The offices were asked to check the data regarding the
dates and places of birth and death of the deceased supercentenarian
and, as a proof of validation in accordance with the IDL protocol, to
provide a copy of the death certificate. In addition, when the places of
birth and death coincided, a copy of the certificate of birth was also
requested.

Demographic data were available for each deceased supercentenar-
ian, thus facilitating the work of the Civil Status Officers. At times, the
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Source: La Nuova Indagine sulle Cause di Morte. La codifica automatica, il
bridge coding e altri elementi innovativi - Istat - Metodi e Norme - n.8 -2001

Fig. 2. The Causes of Death Registrar: the data flow

number of the birth registration act transcript over the death certificate
was also available, thus facilitating the search for the birth certificate.
For deaths recorded in 1969-1997, the names of the supercentenarians
were not available, thus it was not always possible to validate the dates
and place of birth and death.

Subsequently, for the deceased supercentenarians with different
places of birth and death, Istat contacted the Civil Status Offices of
the municipality of birth, asking for a copy of the birth certificate.

Results from the validation procedure are shown in Table 2. The
Istat Causes of Death Registrar includes 35 possible supercentenarians
deceased during the period 1969-2000, with the first case recorded in
1973.
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For 27 out of 35 cases, Istat received a copy of the death certificate
from the municipalities where the deaths occurred. Of these, 22 were
confirmed, whereas for the remaining five cases, the validation revealed
false supercentenarians. One municipality replied only by phone, re-
vealing a further case of a false supercentenarian. For four out of 35
cases, the Civil Status Office replied that it was not able to proceed
due to lack of information. Three municipalities failed to reply despite
several solicitations.

For 21 of the 22 cases verified by the municipalities of death, a copy
of the birth certificate was obtained from the municipalities of birth. In
the remaining case, confirmed by the municipality of birth and death,
which coincided, the whole historical archive had been destroyed during
the war. In addition to these 22 records, another case was recorded as
a false supercentenarian where a birth certificate was available, but
the Civil Status Office of the death municipality did not answer our
request.

To summarize, of 35 potential supercentenarians included in the
Istat database for the period 1969-2000, 21 cases (three males and 18
females) are fully validated; seven cases refer to false supercentenarians,
with the error often being a misreported date of birth; and seven cases
still remain unchecked.

The maximum age reached by the validated supercentenarians dur-
ing the time period studied was 111, and was recorded for men in
Calabria and Veneto, and for women in Liguria. This extreme age has
already been surpassed in Sardinia by Antonio Todde, who died at age
112 on January 3, 2002, and thus was not included in this study. Table
3 and Figure 3 depict the distribution by sex and region of the validated
supercentenarians. Table 4 shows that the number of the oldest old has
increased rapidly over the study period. In particular, supercentenari-
ans in Italy have become a significant phenomenon only in the last few
years.

4 Some conclusions

This analysis only concerned deceased supercentenarians, but some of
these cases have now been entered in the International Database on
Longevity as a result of this study. As we pointed out, a stringent pro-
cedure is followed prior to entering a name the database. The results
obtained here corroborate this approach: of the 35 possible supercente-
narians included in the Istat database for the period 1969-2000, only
21 (three men and 18 women) are fully validated. This alone entailed
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more than 18 months of work. It follows naturally that a greater ef-
fort is called for on the part of Italy regarding the “Supercentenarians”
international research project, not only to validate the deceased aged
110 and above, but also to validate supercentenarians still living.

It is vital to persuade Istat of the importance of this study so that, as
is the case elsewhere, supercentenarians could be identified when they
are still living, and not on the basis of their death certificates. In Italy,
the ages of individuals can be validated using civil status registries,
birth and marriage certificates, as well as population data registries
(Anagrafe) containing information on current place of residence. Ref-
erence to these sources, together the active collaboration of the civil
status authorities, would make possible the validation of Italian super-
centenarians.

Fig. 3. Distribution of supercentenarians by region of death. Period 1968-2000
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Table 3. Distribution of semi-supercentenarians and supercentenarians by
sex, age group, and region of death. Period 1969-2000

Number of deaths
Regions of Over 105 Over 108 Over 110

death Males Females F/M Males Females Males Females

Piedmont 20 86 4.30 0 6 0 0
Valle D’Aosta 0 3 .. 0 1 0 0
Lombardy 26 137 5.27 2 9 0 1
Trentino A.A. 1 12 12.00 1 1 0 0
Veneto 19 95 5.00 2 8 2 0
Friuli 4 46 11.50 0 4 0 0
Liguria 16 68 4.25 1 16 0 3
Emilia 14 109 7.79 2 11 0 2
Toscana 18 114 6.33 1 9 0 2
Umbria 10 21 2.10 1 2 0 0
Marche 6 43 7.17 0 4 0 1
Lazio 29 132 4.55 4 9 0 2
Abruzzo 10 34 3.40 0 2 0 0
Molise 4 10 2.50 1 1 0 0
Campania 27 79 2.93 3 6 0 1
Puglia 14 75 5.36 0 14 0 2
Basilicata 8 9 1.13 1 1 0 0
Calabria 14 42 3.00 2 5 1 1
Sicilia 16 89 5.56 1 9 0 1
Sardegna 28 46 1.64 3 10 0 2

Italy 284 1250 4.40 25 128 3 18

Table 4. Semi-supercentenarian and Supercentenarian rates (per 1,000,000)
in four periods

Age at death 1969-71 1979-81 1989-91 1998-00
105 and over 0.22 0.32 0.95 2.49
110 and over 0 0 0.02 0.05

Note: The supercentenarians rate is calculated by means of the ratio
between the deaths over 105 or 110 years, and the mean population of the
periods 1969-1971, 1979-1981, 1989-1991, 1998-2000.
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