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WHAT IS THE AVERAGE RETIREMENT AGE? 
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Introduction 
Since working longer is the key to a secure retirement 
for the vast majority of older Americans, it is useful to 
take a look at labor force trends for those under and 
over age 65 for the last century.   

This brief proceeds in three steps.  The first section 
describes the long-run decline in labor force participa-
tion of men.  The second looks at the turnaround that 
began in the mid-1980s.  The third section discusses 
the trends for women, which combine their increas-
ing labor force activity, on the one hand, and incen-
tives to retire, on the other.  

The final section concludes that labor force activity 
of both men and women has increased significantly 
since the mid-1980s as many incentives now en-
courage work.  Several hurdles remain to continued 
increases, however, including the sluggish economic 
recovery, the move away from career employment, 
the availability of Social Security at 62, and employer 
resistance to part-time employment.   

The Long-term Decline in 
Employment Rates
The notion of retirement as a distinct and extended 
stage of life is a recent innovation.  Up to the end of 
the 19th century, people generally worked as long as 
they could.  In their prime, they put in 60 hours of 

work each week.  And, at the end of their lives, they 
had only about two years of ‘retirement,’ often due to 
ill health.1

Beginning around 1880, the percentage of the old-
er male population at work began to decline sharply 
(see Figure 1).  Experts attribute this decline to an 
unexpected and substantial stream of income that ap-
peared in the form of old-age pensions for Civil War 
veterans.  A comprehensive study found that veterans 
eligible for these pensions had significantly higher 
retirement rates than the population at large.2
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Figure 1. Workforce Participation Rates of Men 
Ages 55-64 and 65 and Over, 1880-2009

Note: Work rates during 1880-1930 are any reported gainful 
occupation.  In the period 1940-2009, work rates are labor 
force participation rates, defined as working or seeking work. 
Source: Ruggles et al. (2010). 
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•	 Education: People with more education work lon-
ger.  Over the last 30 years, education levels have 
increased significantly, and the movement of 
large numbers of men up the educational ladder 
helps explain the increase in participation rates of 
older men.9 

•	 Improved	health	and	longevity: Life expectancy for 
men at 65 has increased about 3.5 years since 
1980, and – despite the growth in the number of 
individuals receiving Disability Insurance ben-
efits – much of the evidence suggests that people 
are healthier as well.10  The correlation between 
health and labor force activity is very strong.   

•	 Less	physically	demanding	jobs: With the shift away 
from manufacturing, jobs now involve more 
knowledge-based activities, which put less strain 
on older bodies.11 

•	 Joint	decisionmaking: More women are working; 
wives on average are three years younger than 
their husbands; and husbands and wives like 
to coordinate their retirement.  If wives wait to 
retire until age 62 to qualify for Social Security, 
that pattern would push husbands’ retirement 
age toward 65.12 

•	 Decline	of	retiree	health	insurance: Combine the 
decline of employer-provided retiree health insur-
ance with the rapid rise in health care costs, and 
workers have a strong incentive to keep working 
and maintain their employer’s health coverage 
until they qualify for Medicare at 65.13 

•	 Non-pecuniary	factors: Older workers tend to be 
among the more educated, the healthiest, and the 
wealthiest.14  Their wages are lower than those 
earned by their younger counterparts and lower 
than their own past earnings.  This pattern sug-
gests that money may not be the only motivator.  

As a result of these various factors, the average 
retirement age for men has increased from 62 to 64 
over the last 20 years (see Figure 2 on the next page).  
The average retirement age is defined as the age (in 
years and months) at which the labor force participa-
tion rate drops below 50 percent.15
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As the veterans died off, work rates did not return 
to their previous levels.  Various analysts argue that 
this trend reflects the growth of workers’ incomes.3  
But employer attitudes were also becoming impor-
tant.  The U.S. workforce was rapidly shifting from 
self-employment, most notably in agriculture, to 
employees of large enterprises.  Employers increas-
ingly introduced mandatory retirement ages for their 
employees.  And they were reluctant to hire older 
workers, especially during the Great Depression.4

The next big decline in the work rates of older 
men occurred after World War II.  One obvious factor 
was the availability of Social Security benefits.  The 
legislation was enacted in 1935; Old Age welfare ben-
efits were paid almost immediately and Social Secu-
rity retirement benefits began in 1940.  The postwar 
period also saw the expansion of employer pensions, 
as union power grew and corporations increasingly 
saw pensions as a crucial component of their person-
nel systems.  

The introduction of Medicare in 1965 and the 
sharp increase in Social Security benefits in 1972 
probably led to the final leg of the decline in work-
force activity of older men.  And, because benefits 
were available at 62, Social Security may also explain 
part of the decline in workforce activity for men 55-64.   

The Recent Reversal
The downward trajectory stopped around the mid-
1980s, and since then the labor force participation 
of men both 55-64 and 65 and over has gradually in-
creased.  Many factors help explain this turnaround.5 

•	 Social	Security: Changes to Social Security made 
work more attractive relative to retirement.  The 
liberalization, and for some the elimination, of 
the earnings test removed what many saw as an 
impediment to continued work.6  The delayed re-
tirement credit, which increases benefits for each 
year that claiming is delayed between the Full 
Retirement Age and age 70, has also improved 
incentives to keep working.7 

•	 Pension	type: The shift from defined benefit to 
401(k) plans eliminated built-in incentives to re-
tire.  Studies show that workers covered by 401(k) 
plans retire a year or two later on average than 
similarly situated workers covered by a defined 
benefit plan.8 
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The Case of Women
Determining trends in the average retirement age for 
women is much more complicated, because women’s 
work patterns reflect the increasing participation of 
cohorts over time as well as the factors that affect 
retirement behavior.  The challenge is evident in 
Figure 3, which depicts the average retirement age 
for women.16  The figure suggests that the retirement 

age rose dramatically from 55 in the 1960s to 62 in 
2010.  Of course, the apparent low retirement ages in 
the early 1960s simply reflect the fact that few women 
had spent much time in the labor force.

The role of women changed enormously over the 
20th century, and these changes had a profound effect 
on their labor force participation (see Figure 4).  In 
turn, the transformation of women’s employment 
during their prime years (35-44) – particularly the 
increased labor force participation of married women 
– sharply affected their labor force activity when they 
were older.  Each cohort of women 55-64 had spent 
more time in the labor force than the previous cohort, 
increasing the likelihood that they would be working 
at older ages.  

Figure 2. Average Retirement Age of Men,  
1962-2010

Source: Author’s calculations from U.S. Census Bureau, 
Current	Population	Survey (CPS) (1962-2010).
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Figure 3. Average Retirement Age of Women, 
1962-2010

Source: Author’s calculations from CPS (1962-2010).
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At the same time, older women were subject to 
many of the incentives to retire early faced by men.  
They were eligible for Social Security benefits at 
age 62 beginning in 1956.  They faced a stiff Social 
Security earnings test and lost lifetime benefits if they 
worked beyond age 65.  They enjoyed the enactment 
of Medicare in 1965 and the sharp increase in Social 
Security benefits in 1972 to roughly a 40-percent re-
placement rate for the benchmark average earner.  In 
contrast to men, because fewer women were covered 
by traditional employer defined benefit plans, their 
labor-supply decisions were not significantly affected 
by the early-retirement subsidies such plans offered.  

Figure 4. Workforce Participation Rates of 
Women Ages 35-44, by Marital Status, 1900-2009

Source: Ruggles et al. (2010). 
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These conflicting forces – the changing role of 
women and the shifting incentives to retire early 
– may help explain the pattern in the labor force 
participation of women age 55-64 (see Figure 5).  
Until about 1950, less than 20 percent of women in 
this age group were in the labor force.  Between 1950 
and 1970, the percentage doubled to more than 40 
percent.  But then beginning in 1970, just as the male 
rate began to decline noticeably, older women’s labor 
force participation leveled out, possibly the result of 
offsetting cohort effects that increased participation 
and incentive effects of Social Security and pensions 
that encouraged retirement.  

In any event, the labor force participation of older 
women is now close to that for older men (see Figure 
7).  And the average retirement age of 62 shown in 
Figure 3 is probably an accurate portrayal of women’s 
retirement patterns.
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Figure 5. Workforce Participation Rates of Men 
and Women, by Age Group, 1880-2009 

Source: Ruggles et al. (2010). 
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Beginning in the mid-1980s, the labor force par-
ticipation of women 55-64 renewed its upward trend.  
By 2010, about 60 percent of these older women were 
in the labor force.  Part of this increase may reflect 
the shift in incentives in Social Security, such as the 
increase in the delayed retirement credit and the 
relaxation of the earnings test (and elimination for 
those over the Full Retirement Age), the declining 
importance of the early retirement incentives in de-
fined benefit plans, and the need to work until eligible 
for Medicare given the decline in employer-provided 
retiree health insurance and the rapidly rising costs of 
health care.  But large increases also occurred among 
women under 60, which suggest that the cohort ef-
fect – that is, the increasing participation of women at 
younger ages – may also be playing an important role 
(see Figure 6).  

Figure 6. Workforce Participation Rates of 
Women Ages 50-74, 1970, 1990, and 2010

Source: CPS (1970, 1990, 2010).
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Figure 7. Workforce Participation Rates of Men 
and Women Ages 50-74, 2010

Source: CPS (2010).
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Conclusion
The labor force activity of both men and women has 
increased.  In the case of men, this increase reflects 
the fact that many incentives now encourage work.  In 
the case of women, two forces have been at play – the 
changing role of women and its impact on labor force 
activity and the same incentive factors affecting men.  
At this point, the average retirement age for men is 64 
and for women 62.  

Will the retirement age continue to increase?  The 
fact that all the incentives associated with the recent 
reversal will remain in place argues for “yes.”  But 
there are risks – the move away from career employ-
ment, the availability of Social Security at 62, and 
employer resistance to part-time employment.     
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