
The Younger Workforce – 

Their “Vital Sign” and Its Impact on Future 

Workers' Compensation Cost 

It’s been said that 65 is the new 50. I have a news flash – 55 is now 65. That’s because 

the muscle mass of a 55-year-old person today is the same as today’s 65-year-old. The 

reason: acceleration of muscle loss during the aging process. The question is – why is this 

happening? 

Having been on this earth now for almost seven decades, I’ve seen a significant change in 

the physical activity level of this country’s children and their parents. When taking a 

walk through my neighborhood one beautiful  fall Saturday afternoon it struck me – there 

are no sounds of children playing – only birds and an occasional dog barking. I know 

they live here – 10 of them get on a school bus in front of my house. But, where do the 

children go when they return home?  

It’s a mystery to me! I’m from a time when children played outside from sun up to sun 

down. We as kids wore out the wheels on our roller skates, wore holes in the bottom of 

our tennis shoes (no running shoes then), and rode the tires bald on our bicycles – it’s the 

truth. There were exceptions – Church, school, homework and major hurricanes kept us 

inside.  The lack of outdoor physical activity may partly explain the statistics stated 

above. 

What does this mean for the future of the younger workforce (workers in their 20s and 

30s) in terms of their fitness as they age? At 65, will they be the new 40 or will they be 

the old 80? Time will tell, but the trend paints a bleak picture. I plan to cover the “new 

vital sign”—strength-to-body weight ratio—and how this weakening “vital sign” might 

influence workers’ compensation costs. 

It was Dr. Paul Terpeluk, Chief Medical Officer for Occupational Medicine for the 

Cleveland Clinic, who coined the term: “Muscular Strength – the New Vital Sign of 

Workplace Health.”  

Why is it so important to maintain a high strength-to-body weight ratio as we age? 

According to Tom Gilliam, Ph. D., “Maintaining a healthy and strong muscle mass is 

critical to preventing injury, protecting the joints, helping to achieve a healthy body 

weight and preventing osteoporosis.” Failure to do so puts us at high risk for injury.  

When their strength-to-body weight ratio falls below normal, workers face the danger of 

the cycle of inactivity. They are at risk of becoming less active, and with reduced activity, 

the muscles become weaker. Does the silence outside start the cycle? Add a workers 

compensation injury to the formula and an employer has an expensive claim on its loss 

run.  



A recent analysis of the Industrial Physical Capability Services, Inc. (IPCS™) database 

shows a 4% and 5% decrease in the strength-to-body weight ratio in the workforce over 

the past five years for males and females, respectively. According to Dr. Gilliam, “This 

does not bode well for industry, because it means workers are becoming unhealthier, 

which will only increase healthcare and related costs.” 

Dr. Gilliam further states, “A number of research studies have investigated aging, 

sedentary lifestyles, and the impact physical inactivity has on medical costs and disability 

costs... Many industrial jobs involve sitting and this is negatively impacting the level of 

physical activity of the worker.” So, if we add a physically inactive job to a physically 

inactive childhood there is a good chance the person’s “vital sign” will suffer. 

So, what does the future hold for the younger part of the nation’s workforce in terms of 

their strength-to-body weight ratio and its potential impact on workers compensation 

costs? 

To begin to answer this question, I’ll start with some basic points on which we can all 

agree: 

 If the physical demands of the job exceed the physical capabilities of the

employee, then the chance of an injury increases.

 Muscle mass (strength) is lost as one ages—from age 30 to 65 there is a 30% loss,

according to most experts on the topic.

 The 21st-century person is far less physically active than the person of the 20th

century.

So, if we assume a 30% muscle loss from age 30 to 65, and then we use the acceleration 

rate of 5% over five years derived from Dr. Gilliam’s data, we can estimate that a 30-

year-old today will have the muscle mass of a 65-year-old today when they reach the age 

of 46. Of course, this calculation is not statistically sound for numerous reasons; I’m 

making a point.  Because of the overall sedentary lifestyle of the general population, we 

are going to see more injuries and extended recovery times for the middle-aged person, 

mirroring today’s elderly accident rate and recovery times.  

The reality is, until there is a change in this trend, workers compensation losses will 

increase as our young workforce ages faster than the generation before them.  

But wait—there is good news. Strength training and physical activity maintained can 

increase muscle mass. The acceleration of the aging process, as identified in Dr. 

Gilliam’s data, can be slowed and even reversed. Hopefully, the younger workforce can 

put these principles into action so that when they do reach 65, their “vital sign” will be 

strong and they will really be the new 40.  But there is one certainty – the health of the 

younger workforce will have a significant impact on workers compensation costs today 

and for many years to come. Will it be a positive impact or a negative impact – that

remains to be seen. 




