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aging today: working longer, retiring later

Labor force participation among older Americans has increased compared to earlier times.  The average 

retirement age among men, for example, has increased in recent years, reversing a near century-long 

trend toward earlier and earlier retirement that ended in the mid-1980s.  Labor force participation among 

older women has increased even more, due to both the end of the trend towards earlier retirements and 

large increases in labor force participation, generally.  Because of increases in labor force participation and 

increasing retirement age of older workers, many employers are implementing age diversity initiatives, but 

there is uncertainty about which strategies are effective.
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1
Q: Is there a greater proportion of older workers in the labor force now, compared to the past 10-20 years? 

A:  Yes. Among workers age 55+ overall, the labor force participation rate is up about 10% compared to about 20 
years ago; currently, roughly about 40% of Americans age 55+ are now in the labor force, compared to about 35% 
in 1975 and 30% in 1993.  Among those aged 65+, the labor force participation rate has also increased—to 17% 
compared to 12% in 1990.  However, the increases come mainly from older men (those aged 66+) and from the 
fact that many more women are in the labor force compared with prior cohorts.

ππ “Theπpercentageπofπcivilianπnon-institutionalizedπAmericansπ
nearπorπatπretirementπageπ(ageπ55πorπolder)πwhoπwereπinπtheπ
laborπforceπdeclinedπfromπ34.6%π1975πtoπ29.4%πinπ1993.π
However,πsinceπ1993,πtheπoverallπlabor-forceπparticipationπ
rateπsteadilyπincreased,πreachingπ40.2%πinπ2010—theπ
highestπlevelπoverπtheπ1975-2010πperiod,”πaccordingπtoπaπ
2011πanalysisπofπCensusπBureauπdata.π1π

ππ Amongπadultsπ“atπorπoverπageπ55,πaπhigherπpercentageπofπ
menπareπinπtheπlaborπforceπ(46.4%)πthanπwomenπ(36.4%).π
Whileπthisπisπaπslightπreductionπforπmenπsinceπ1975π(whenπ
almost—49.4%—wereπinπtheπworkπforce),πitπisπaπrecordπ
highπforπwomen,”πaccordingπtoπaπ2011πanalysisπofπCensusπ
data.π2

ππ “Theπlaborπforceπparticipationπrateπ(LFPR)πofπwomenπagedπ
60-64,πwhichπwasπalmostπunchangedπoverπ2πdecades,πroseπ
byπnearlyπ50%π(fromπ33πtoπ50%)πbetweenπ1985πandπ2009.”π
Forπmenπagedπ60-64,π“aπLFPRπthatπdroppedπbyπ23%πageπ
pointsπ(nearlyπ30%)πfromπ1964πtoπ1985πroseπbyπ5πpointsπ
byπ2009π(aπ10%πincrease),”πaccordingπtoπaπ2011πreportπ
onπretirementπtrends.π3π

ππ “Theπproportionπofπadultsπ55-64πworkingπorπseekingπworkπ
increasedπfromπ56%πtoπ65%πbetweenπ1990πandπ2010.π
Theπproportionπofπadultsπ65πandπolderπworkingπorπseekingπ
workπincreasedπfromπ12%πtoπ17%πoverπtheπsameπperiod,”π
accordingπtoπaπ2011πGAOπanalysisπofπdataπfromπtheπBLSπ
andπCensusπBureau.π4

2
Q:  Has the age of retirement increased, compared to previous time periods?  

A:  Yes, but “retirement” has many definitions.  The average age at retirement for men has risen to a high of 65 
in 2010, from a low of 62 in 1993; the previous high was also 65, in 1976. The median age at retirement declined 
slightly over the 1995-2005 time period, but it now rising and projected to increase in the future, particularly for 
women.  The average age at retirement is now rising and projected to increase in the future, particularly for 
women.  Retirement rates, defined as transitions out of the labor force, are declining as well, and are lower now 
than in 1970. The average age of people who are receiving Social Security retirement benefits, however, has 
remained at 72 years, unchanged since 1960.

ππ Theπaverageπageπofπretirementπinπ1976πwasπ65πforπmen.π
Itπdeclinedπtoπ63πinπ1980,πreachingπaπlowπofπ62πinπ1993.πTheπ
averageπretirementπageπthenπroseπtoπ63πtoπ64,πand,πinπ2009,π
returnedπtoπageπ65,πaccordingπtoπaπ2011πanalysisπofπBLSπ
data.π[Retirementπdefinedπasπtheπearliestπageπatπwhichπfewerπ
thanπhalfπofπtheπpeopleπthatπageπareπinπstillπtheπlaborπforce.]π3π

ππ “Inπtheπ2000-05πperiod,πtheπmedianπageπatπexitπ[retirement]π
wasπ61.6πforπmenπandπ60.5πforπwomen,πaπdeclineπfromπtheπ
mediansπinπtheπ1995-2000πperiodπofπ0.4πandπ0.9πforπmenπ

andπwomen,πrespectively.ππTheπmedianπageπatπexitπestimatedπ
forπtheπ2005-10πperiod,πbasedπonπtheπlaborπforceπdataπforπ
2010πprojectedπbyπtheπBureauπofπLaborπStatisticsπ(BLS)π
inπ2007,πindicatesπnoπchangeπforπmen,πbutπaπlargeπreversalπ
forπwomenπ(fromπageπ60.5πtoπageπ62.0),”ππaccordingπtoπ
2008πreportπbasedπonπCurrentπPopulationπSurveyπdata.ππ
[RetirementπdefinedπasπMedianπageπatπexitπfromπtheπlaborπ
forceπcalculatedπfromπannualπaveragesπofπtheπnumberπinπ
theπlaborπforceπandπofπtheπlaborπforceπparticipationπrate.]π7π
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3 Q: Are employers responding to these changes in employment and retirement patterns?

A:  To some extent.  Employers are recognizing that changing patterns of work and retirement will have implications 
for their businesses, but many report that they need to be making more progress on age diversity initiatives. 
There also is uncertainty about what initiatives would be most effective in mitigating potential problems.

ππ Accordingπtoπaπ2011πglobalπsurveyπofπbusinessπexecutives,π
“71%πseeπincreasedπlongevityπasπanπopportunity,πcomparedπ
withπ43%πwhoπconsiderπitπaπrisk.πNearlyπfourπtimesπasπmanyπ
seeπitπasπwhollyπanπopportunityπ(39%)πthanπwhollyπaπriskπ
(11%),πwithπoneπinπthreeπ(32%)πseeingπitπasπdeliveringπbothπ
risksπandπopportunitiesπinπequalπmeasure.πRelativelyπfewπ
firmsπ(13%)πclaimπtoπhaveπnotπconsideredπtheπimplicationsπ
ofπrisingπlongevity.”π8π

ππ Aπglobalπsurveyπofπexecutivesπofπ321πlargeπcorporationsπ
foundπthatπ72%πreportπhavingπdiversityπandπinclusionπ
programsπfocusedπonπage,πcomparedπtoπ81%πonπgenderπ
andπ77%πonπethnicity.πWhileπ32%πofπcompaniesπfeelπthatπ
theyπhaveπmadeπmoreπprogressπinπpromotingπageπdiversityπ
thanπinπotherπdiversity/inclusionπefforts,πanotherπ28%π
feelπthatπthisπisπtheπareaπinπwhichπtheyπneedπtheπmostπ
improvement,πaccordingπtoπaπ2011πreportπfromπForbes.π9

ππ Amongπstepsπthatπemployersπplanπtoπtakeπtoπmitigateπtheπ
potentialπlossπofπknowledgeπasπolderπworkersπretire,πmoreπ
thanπhalfπsayπthatπtheyπwillπtryπtoπkeepπolderπworkersπonπ
asπpart-timeπworkersπorπconsultantsπ(69%).πOtherπstepsπ
includeπuseπofπaπknowledgeπtransferπprogramπtoπallowπ
workersπwhoπareπapproachingπretirementπageπtoπmentorπ
orπtransferπknowledgeπtoπyoungerπworkersπ(53%),πandπ
successionπplansπforπcriticalπpositionsπ(51%).πAlmostπhalfπ
(46%)πwillπtryπtoπenticeπolderπworkersπtoπremainπasπfull-
timeπemployees,πaccordingπtoπaπ2011πAARPπsurveyπofπoverπ
1000πHRπdirectors.π10π

ππ Amongπrespondentsπtoπaπ2011πglobalπsurveyπofππbusinessπ
executives,π“nearlyπoneπinπthreeπ(29%)πsaysπtheirπfirmsπ
areπnotπatπallπeffectiveπatπadaptingπhumanπresourcesπ
(HR)πstrategiesπtoπolderπworkers.πOneπinπfourπ(26%)πsayπ
theπsameπaboutπtheirπabilityπtoπtransferπknowledgeπfromπ
retiringπstaffπtoπyoungerπstaff.”π8
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ππ “Theπaverageπageπofπretiredπworkersπhasπchangedπlittleπoverπ
time,πrisingπfromπ72.4πinπ1960πtoπ73.7πinπ2010,”ππaccordingπ
toπaπ2011πreportπfromπtheπSocialπSecurityπAdministration.π
[RetirementπdefinedπasπcollectingπSocialπSecurityπretirementπ
benefits.]π5π

ππ “Retirementπrates,πwhichπincreasedπnotablyπfromπ1970-1980π
andπremainedπnearπthoseπlevelsπforπseveralπdecades,πhaveπ
recentlyπdeclined.πForπolderπageπgroups,πretirementπratesπ
areπnowπlowerπthanπtheyπwereπevenπinπ1970,”πaccordingπ
toπaπ2011πanalysisπofπlaborπforceπprojections.ππ[Retirementπ
definedπasπnotπactivelyπparticipatingπinπtheπlaborπforce.]π6π


