
Want to know why women live longer 
than men? 

Women's immune systems may hold the key to understanding why 
they live longer than men, according to new research. 

By Robin Yapp 
Published on: 15/05/2013 

  
 

 
A Japanese study has found that the reason women outlive men could be 
because their immune systems stay stronger for longer. 
The research showed that levels of key types of white blood cell fall more rapidly 
in men than in women as people age. 
White blood cells are essential to defending the body against infections and the 
lower levels leave men at increased susceptibility to disease. 
The findings will be of interest to all scientists involved in trying to unravel the 
secrets of longer life. 
The life expectancy gender divide 
Men in the UK have an average life expectancy of 79 years at birth compared 
with 82 for women, according to the World Health Organisation. 
The age gap is even more marked in some countries, including Japan, where the 
figure for women is 86 compared to 79 for men. 
According to the researchers who conducted the new study, the question of 
whether age-related changes in the immune system could be responsible for the 
difference remains controversial. 
Last year research led by Monash University in Australia suggested that faults in 
mitochondria – the ‘engine room’ of cells – could be to blame as they have a 
greater effect on men than women. 
Key differences in white blood cell levels 
In the latest study a team led by Professor Katsuiku Hirokawa of Tokyo Medical & 
Dental University examined the blood of 356 healthy men and women aged 
between 20 and 90. 
They tested for levels of white blood cells and molecules called cytokines, which 
interact with immune system cells to regulate how the body responds to disease. 
White blood cell counts declined in both sexes with age as has been shown in 
previous studies. 
But the researchers found important differences between men and women in two 
types of white blood cell – T-cells, which protect the body from infection, and B-
cells, which secrete antibodies. 



Levels of most T-cell and B-cell lymphocytes fell quicker in men than in women. 
Men also lost two kinds of cytokines that help to prevent inflammation from 
damaging surrounding tissue more rapidly with age. 
Furthermore, the scientists found levels of two types of immune system cells 
actually increased with age – but they increased at a greater rate in women than 
in men. 
The results throw new light on the scientific quest to understand why women 
around the world enjoy longer life expectancy than their male counterparts. 
An indication of true ‘biological age’ 
The scientists, whose findings are published in the online journal Immunity & 
Ageing, concluded: “Our findings indicate that the slower rate of decline in these 
immunological parameters in women than that in men is consistent with the fact 
that women live longer than do men.” 
They said their findings mean testing the strength of a person’s immune system 
could give an indication of their true ‘biological age’. 
“The process of ageing is different for men and women for many reasons,” 
Professor Hirokawa said. “Women have more oestrogen than men, which seems 
to protect them from cardiovascular disease until menopause. Sex hormones 
also affect the immune system, especially certain types of lymphocytes. 
“Because people age at different rates a person’s immunological parameters 
could be used to provide an indication of their true biological age.” 
	  


