
Completely Predictable People
David Foot can tell a lot of your life story from your birth date.  That’s interesting.  He can also 

foretell labour shortages, school surpluses and a whole lot more.  That’s demographics.

By Daniel Stoffman

The  greying  demographer has  lately switched  from  playing tennis  to  bird  watching.  But  then, even that  was  predictable.

You’ve Probably heard all about the greying of society, and you may even think that senior 

citizens are about to take over the world. •You know about the baby boom.  You assume that 

every developed country had one and that Canada’s was typical. • And you’ve seen the rapid 

growth  of Canada’s big cities over the last two decades, accompanied by housing shortages and 

traffic gridlock.  You figure things can only get worse because urbanisation is unstoppable. • 

But in each case you are wrong, because you haven’t paid enough attention to the demographic 

facts that are staring you in the face. • Demography, the statistical study of human populations, 

boils down to simple, numerical facts: how many teenagers we’ve got and how many senior 

citizens, how many people were born in a given year and how many died, how many immigrants 

arrived in Canada and how many people left.  This knowledge could give us great power if we 

cared to use it.  We could prepare for increases in school enrollments, shortages of young 

workers and bursts in demand for housing, all of which are predictable years in advance. • But, 

perversely hardly anyone pays attention - not government, not business and not even 

economists.  A rare exception is David Foot, an economist at the University of Toronto, who 

draws from one simple fact: “Every year you get one year older.”  He maintains that 

demographics explain about 75% of just about everything, including the future. • Foot, who is 

in his late 40’s (bizarrely for a demographer, he is coy about his exact age), grew up in 

Australia and earned his PhD at Harvard before arriving in Canada in 1971.  He is a futurist 

whose insights and conclusions about the next decade or two have profound implications for 

everybody, especially people in business.  You were planning to build a seniors’ condo?  Talk to 

Foot.  You’ve noticed how well the big toy stores are doing and want to get into that business for 

yourself?  Listen to Foot first.

In an age of uncertainty about the future, anyone with a credible claim to foretell it is in 

demand.  One week Foot might be making his predictions to the elite of Canadian bankers, the 

next to the municipal authorities of Sudbury, Ont.  While he enjoys spreading the word, he’s 

also exasperated by how difficult it is to get some people to acknowledge elementary demographic 
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facts.  How, he wonders, can anyone be surprised that, after many years of severe youth 

unemployment, there is now a shortage of young people to do low-wage jobs like washing dishes 

in restaurants?  “We knew  in 1971 that 20 years later there were going to be hardly any 

young people around,” he sighs.  We might have adjusted immigration policies to favour young 

people but we didn’t.  The result, in his favourite phrase, is “perfectly predictable.” 

Perfect predictability makes some people uneasy - which may explain why 

demographics gets overlooked.  We like to think of ourselves as individuals, not as members of 

some mindless pool of human minnows, all swimming in the same direction.  Yet each of us is a 

member of a demographic pool and the smaller the one we swim in, the better off we are.

Armed with this insight, Foot does a Sherlock Holmes number on visitors to his office, a 

cramped academic cubbyhole overflowing with books, scholarly journals and papers.  Just as 

Holmes could tell someone’s life story from the state of his left shoe, Foot blithely makes 

sweeping deductions based on the year a person was born.  “Born in 1945, were you?”  he asks 

me.  “ You preceded the baby boom by two years and that means you’ve had a relatively easy life.  

You went to uncrowded schools, jobs were plentiful when you entered the labour market, and 

you bought your house cheap.  You probably bought a country cottage in the last year or so and 

you were lucky again - cottage prices are going to go crazy in the next decade.”

All of this is more of less correct, which is a bit scary to me but elementary to Foot.  For 

him, people born before 1947 or after 1966 are like runners on steroids.  They’ve got an 

unfair advantage over everyone else in the foot race of life.  Everyone else is the baby boomers, 

one-third of the Canadian population, almost nine million people, the result of the most prolific 

burst of fertility ever seen in any developed country in this century.

The baby boomers are the central fact of the Canadian population and they will remain 

such until about the year 2040, when most of them will be dead, ending 20 years of fabulous 

prosperity for the burial business.  It’s because the baby boomers keep getting older that the 

future will be different.  In the very near future, bird watching will be more popular than 

tennis, saving will out pace spending and the urban growth that has today’s doomsayers in a 

frenzy will slow  down of its own accord.  Canada will also change from a country that had 

abundant labour and scarce capital to one with scarce labour and abundant capital.  For that 

reason, our output per person will increase, as has already  happened in Europe and Japan.  It 

won’t happen because we have decided to follow their example but because our demographics 

have caught up with theirs.

Let’s follow Foot’s steps as he explains some of the other facts of our lives:

WHY OUR SKI BUMS ARE AUSTRALIAN AND OUR TENNIS CLUBS ARE HEADED FOR 
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BANKRUPTCY  No one knows exactly why, but from 1947 to 1966, Canadians went on a baby-

making binge.  We produced roughly 400,000 new Canadians in each of those years, peaking to 

almost half a million in 1960.  These babies are the boomers and they have created a grotesque 

bulge in the Canadian population graph.  Their progress through the stages of life has been the 

central socioeconomic fact in Canada for the past four decades.  First they crowded the schools, 

spilling out into portable classrooms.  Then some of them sparked a construction boom on 

university campuses while the rest were sending the unemployment rate soaring.  They 

triggered rent controls in the ‘70s and sent housing prices out of sight in the ‘80s.  Most of the 

boomers have homes now, which is why real house prices will start to decline after the mid 

‘90’s.

It’s important to understand that our baby boom is unique.  The American one started 

earlier, in 1946, and petered out by 1964.  We peaked at four children per family while they 

stopped at 3.5, and that means the Canadian baby boom is more important to the Canadian 

population that the American boom is to theirs.  Meanwhile, the Europeans had no baby boom 

worth mentioning, while in Japan fertility plummeted after the war.  In fact, no other developed 

countries had a baby boom at all except Australia and New Zealand, and in Australia it peaked at 

only three children per family but kept at it 10 years longer than we did.  As a result, youth 

unemployment is still a big problem there.

That is why skiers at Whistler and Banff are greeted with “G’day, mate!”  when they 

board a chair lift.  There are lots of young Australians - and few young Canadians - happy to do 

low-wage, seasonal labour with free skiing thrown in.  But the Alpine ski industry is headed 

downhill anyway, says Foot, because the last boomers turn 25 next year and skiing is an under 

25 sport.

Similarly, Foot was not a bit surprised when he got a flyer in the mail recently warning 

that the local tennis club would fold unless it got more members.  “Of course the club will go 

bankrupt,”  he says.  “People over 25 don’t play  tennis.”

WHY THE BOOMERS ARE CANADA's MOST INFLUENTIAL TRENDSETTERS  Immigration 

doesn’t do much to alter Canada’s demographic trends.  In 1989, we let in 190,000, the most 

since the early ‘70’s.  The highest level anyone is advocating is 1% of the population or about 

260,000 people.  If anything, environmental concerns will lead to reduced rather than 

increased immigration levels.  Meanwhile, up to 70,000 people a year will leave Canada.  A net 

influx of 120,000 people is just not significant compared to the overwhelming presence of nine 

million baby boomers.  The boomers, not the immigrants, are the ones who will determine 

employment patterns, housing prices and the survival chances of tennis clubs.

WHY THE BOSS JUST MIGHT BE AN IDIOT  Birth rates started to dip in the late 20’s and 
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hardly anyone was born during the 30’s.  The lucky few who were born then are now running 

our corporations, universities, civil services and governments.  They get on Foot’s nerves 

because they seem to think their success is based entirely on their own merit.  But it’s a snap to 

be successful when you’re part of a small pool of minnows.  Talk about sailing through life.  

First, the Depression babies were too young to go to war so they watched from the side-lines 

while the group just ahead of them got decimated.  Then they entered the work force during the 

boom of the ‘50’s when anyone with a pulse and a grey flannel suit could soar up the corporate 

ladder.  They bought a big house in the suburbs for peanuts and traded in their big cars every 

year.  Now they sit on their lofty perches bemoaning the fact that their kids haven’t had the 

spunk to do as well as they have.

“That is the sort of senior management we have in Canada,” says Foot.  “They have no 

idea of what the poor 27- or 28-year-old has been going through.  They cannot relate to those 

people.  They don’t understand why all the older baby boomers are having a career crises.”

WHY THE MID-CAREER CRISES IS SO FASHIONABLE  There are far too many boomer 

middle managers.  “There are no promotional prospects for them,” says Foot.  “ You can’t 

promote a rectangular baby boom up a corporate pyramid because there are not enough jobs at 

the top of that pyramid.  Yet companies are getting leaner and meaner around the middle just 

when we’ve got more employees around the middle.  We should be getting fatter in the middle, 

not leaner.  We created jobs for our baby boom generation and we now have a responsibility to 

use these people productively in their 30’ and 40’s.  If we alienate them now, we have killed 

our potential for the next 20 to 30 years.”

Many fed-up boomers are leaving corporate life to start their own businesses, which 

explains why Canada, with its world-beating baby boom, has a high rate of business formation.  

But that route isn’t for everyone.  Foot doesn’t dispute the prevailing wisdom that corporate 

pyramids should be flattened and hierarchies reduced.  But he thinks the few levels that remain 

should be broad ones with lots of room for elderly boomers to take on new challenges by making 

lateral moves with increases in pay.

WHO REALLY TRIGGERED THE COLLAPSE OF EASTERN  EUROPE  During the ‘60’s and 

‘70’s, when Canada had the fastest-growing labour force in the entire developed world, we chose 

to be relatively unproductive, that is, to have a smaller output per person than countries with 

labour shortages.  “Declining productivity was the best thing that ever happened to Canada 

because it enabled us to create jobs for our baby boomers,” says Foot, “and if you don’t create 

jobs for your young people they either leave or they tear your society apart.  Rumania had one 

of the highest birth rates in Europe and so did East Germany.  But they didn’t generate enough 

jobs and the young people couldn’t leave.  So what did they do?  They tore their society apart 
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from within.”

HOW JAPANESE WOMEN CREATED AN INDUSTRIAL SUPERPOWER  “In Japan, the 

fertility rate started to plunge right after the Second World War, while it didn’t start down in 

North America until the mid-’60’s.  So Japan ran out of young people 25 years before North 

America ran out  of young people.  They had to use machines and their productivity rebounded 

because they gave each person more machines to work with.  It’s got nothing to do with Japanese 

management style.  People who say that are completely wrong.  It’s got to do with 

demographics,” says Foot.

“Productivity is now rebounding in North America because we are running out of young 

people and we are turning to machines to produce our output.”  We are able to do this because 

the front-end boomers have paid down their mortgages and are accumulating the savings that are 

going to fuel the investment boom of the ‘90’s.

WHY 1960 WAS SUCH AN UNLUCKY YEAR  The back end of the baby boom, the ones born 

in the first six years of the 1960s, are the biggest losers of all.  These are the people unfairly 

labeled the Me Generation, as if they had any choice but to look out for number one.  If you were 

so unlucky as to be born in the early ‘60’s, says Foot, “you’ve been nailed over your whole 

lifetime.  You went to school in a portable and you came on the job market at the worst possible 

time, the recession of 1981-82, only to find that the front end of the baby boom had taken all 

the jobs, all the apartments and all the houses.”

These late boomers are the people still living at home in their 20s, disappointing their 

parents and frowned upon even by their younger siblings who wonder what’s wrong with them.  

They are the ones dealing crack and causing an increase in serious crime.  Meanwhile, petty 

crime is down, not because of better policing, but, because most petty crime is committed by 

teenagers, who are scarce these days.

Society has failed the late boomers, in Foot’s view.  The unemployment rate for people 

aged 25 to 34 is now above the national average for the first time, yet government employment 

programs are aimed at younger people who need it less.  The attitude seems to be that if people in 

their 20s are unemployed, there’s something wrong with the economy.  If 30-year-olds are 

unemployed, there’s something wrong with them.  “But it has nothing to do with whether 

someone is lazy or not,” insists Foot.  “It depends on the environment in which that person has 

to operate.”

WHY GREY POWER IS OVERRATED  People hear that society is aging and leap to the 

conclusion that we are becoming a nation of senior citizens.  It’s just not true.  The first baby 

boomers don’t hit 65 until 2012 and it will be 40 years before a a third of the population is 

past retirement age.  “There are,” Foot observes, “a lot of things to worry about before we 
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start worrying about that.”  In fact, the rate of growth in the seniors population will slow down 

in the ‘90’s because the people turning 65 during the decade will be the small group born 

during the Depression.  That means that starting a new magazine for the “young old” (65 to 74) 

market or building retirement condos are good ways to go broke in the ‘90’s.

 WHY OUR NEW SCHOOLS WILL BE EMPTY IN THE YEAR 2000  In the ‘80’s, we had 

the baby boom echo, the offspring of the baby boomers.  It was a true echo in that it was much 

quieter than the boom itself.  In other words, the number of births rebounded after the barren 

‘70’s but not dramatically so.  The echo has, however, been loud enough to send elementary 

school enrollments up and to trigger a burst of school construction.

Were school boards prepared?  Of course not.  We knew the first wave of echo kids would 

start grade 1 in 1986.  But Ontario school boards, for example, continued closing elementary 

schools through the ‘80’s.  Now the Ontario government, which knows that it takes two voters to 

make one grade 1 pupil, has earmarked $1.2 billion to build new schools.  These new schools are 

made to last 50 years.  But most of them will be empty by the end of the ‘90’s because the echo 

is already dying out.  It wouldn’t be so bad if they were being built with alternative uses in 

mind, but they aren’t.  “I’ve got this horrible feeling we’re going to have more community 

centres than we know what to do with be the turn of the century, says Foot.  Another prediction:  

By 1995, the echo kids will be crowding into high schools, and in that year, we will see 

headlines about “high school teacher shortages.”  The schools will, once again, be caught by 

surprise.

WHY OUR CITIES WILL STOP GROWING  “In the ‘60’s and ‘70’s, urbanisation was the 

dominant force because when you are young, you head for the bright lights and that’s what the 

baby boomers did,” says Foot.  As the boomers aged they started to head for the suburbs, 

creating rapid development on the fringes of our big cities.  What happens after urbanisation?  

Foot looks to Europe where an older population is moving out of the cities.  He thinks the same 

thing will happen here; in fact, it’s  already starting to happen.  The result:  The growth of 

major cities, especially Metro Toronto, which has a relatively old population, will slow down 

dramatically by the end of the ‘90’s.  Unless there is a sharp reversal in the trend to declining 

fertility or a radical change in Canada’s immigration policy, that slow growth will be 

permanent.

HOW TO WIN IN REAL ESTATE  Foot has a suggestion for the late boomers.  The early 

boomers are now in their early 40’s which is when cottage buying starts.  They are going to 

flood into rural Canada, sending country property sky high during the ‘90’s.  So the late boomer 

who can’t afford a house should buy a cottage now.  He can then sell it late in the decade, taking a 

hefty profit from an early boomer.  Meanwhile, city real estate prices will go flat after 1994 
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when the peak of the baby boom turns 34.  With his profit from the cottage, the late boomer will 

finally be able to buy a house.

WHY DEPRESSION BABIES WILL HAVE THE LAST LAUGH  Some boomers think they well 

sell their house when they no longer need it and buy themselves a comfortable retirement on the 

proceeds.  They better forget that idea because their house won’t be their pension plan.  Not only 

that, they shouldn’t buy other houses as investments.  They’d be better off investing in 

something the baby boomers might want in their 50’s or 60’s - art and antiques, perhaps, but 

not houses.

So who do you think gets to cash in their houses for huge profits and become rich senior 

citizens?  The people who are now in their late 50’s and early 60’s of course.  “It’s happened 

for them because the baby boomers bumped up the prices.  But there are no baby boomers 

coming along now to keep the prices high.”  So the Depression babies win again.  It was of course 

perfectly predictable.

reprinted Aug. 1996 from a Nov. 1990 article in REPORT ON BUSINESS MAGAZINE
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