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Executive Summary 
In 2011, the first members of the Baby Boom generation turned 65, the age typically associated 
with retirement. Over the next 17 years, more than 70 million more Baby Boomers are expected to 
reach retirement age. However, will they be ready to retire at 65, or does the nation’s largest 
generation have other plans in mind for their “retirement” years? In the 2011 Wells Fargo 
Retirement Survey, three-fourths of respondents planned on working past age 65.1 Even if many 
of these individuals plan to work only because they “want” to work, will enough employment 
opportunities exist for the 40 percent of the respondents who say they “need” to work in their 
retirement years? 2  

The good news is that a record number of people over age 64 are working at present, and the 
employment-to-population ratio for this cohort has trended higher over the past two decades. The 
bad news, however, is that the unemployment rate among seniors has shot up to a post-World 
War II high, and it may be difficult for an older worker to find a new job if he or she becomes 
unemployed.   

So what type of individual will likely be able to find employment in their retirement years? At 
present, workers age 65 and over tend to be more educated than their peers, are more likely to 
work part time, be self-employed and work in non-physically demanding jobs. This will benefit 
individuals wanting to work during retirement whose experience and lifestyle fit these 
characteristics, but for others, employment prospects past age 64 will become increasingly 
challenging. As severe gaps between retirement goals and retirement savings persist, many 
households may not be living as comfortably during retirement and will rely heavily on Social 
Security benefits.  

Carnage from the Great Recession on Household Finances 
The recession of 2008-2009, which was the deepest economic downturn that the United States 
has experienced in the post-World II era, took a severe toll on households. Between its peak in 
January 2008 and its trough in February 2010, nonfarm payrolls plunged by nearly 9 million jobs 
(Figure 1). In addition, household balance sheets were severely affected as the stock market 
swooned and house prices nose-dived. At the national level, household wealth plunged by 
$16 trillion, a 25 percent decline from its peak in mid-2007 (Figure 2). On an individual basis, the 
median household suffered a $21,500 drop in wealth between 2007 and 2009, which represented 
nearly a 10 percent decline. 

Relative to the depths of 2009, the financial positions of households has improved. Nonfarm 
employment has risen by 3.7 million positions since February 2010, and overall household wealth 

                                                             
1 Wells Fargo Retirement Fitness Mass Market Report, November 2011. Harris Interactive, Inc., a leading 
custom market research firm., conducted 1,500 interviews of middle class Americans on behalf of Wells 
Fargo between August 9 and September 23, 2011. View the news release for more survey details. 
2 In this report, we define retirement years as age 65 and over, regardless of whether a person considers 
themselves retired or not. 
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has retraced about one-half of its swoon. However, financial and psychological scars still remain 
from the Great Recession. The number of employed persons currently stands about 5 million 
short of its 2008 peak, and household net worth is still $8 trillion below its peak five years ago. In 
the Wells Fargo Retirement Survey, an eye-popping 74 percent of respondents said that they will 
work in their retirement years. Will there be jobs available for three-fourths of these individuals 
as they age into what is usually considered to be their “retirement” years?  

Figure 1 
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Figure 2 

Household Wealth
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Will There Be Enough Jobs for Older Workers? 
The 74 percent figure cited above is pushed up by individuals who do not necessarily need to work 
in their retirement years, but desire to do so. Specifically, 35 percent of the respondents said that 
they will work in their retirement years “because I want to, not for financial need.” Even if none of 
these individuals end up working in their “golden years,” will the 39 percent of the respondents 
who replied that they “will need to work to afford things I want and maintain lifestyle” or that 
they “need to work to make ends meet” be able to find employment?3 

Although the employment-to-population ratio for individuals who are 65 to 69 years old is 
currently 30 percent, it falls significantly as individuals age further (Figure 3). For the cohort that 
is older than 74 years, the ratio is only 7 percent. Among all senior citizens, the employment-to-
population ratio is currently 17 percent, significantly below the 75 percent ratio for workers who 
are 25 to 54 years old, so-called “prime-age” workers (Figure 4). With nearly 40 percent of future 
retirees saying that they “need” to work in retirement, the current employment-to-population 
ratio of 17 percent for senior citizens suggests that many individuals who say they “need” to work 
in retirement will not be able to do so.  

That said, recent trends give some ground for optimism. The absolute number of employed senior 
citizens is at an all-time high due to strong job growth in this cohort. Since January 2002, when 
household employment bottomed at the end of the 2001 recession, overall employment has risen 
only 5 percent on balance. Over that period, employment among seniors has grown from 
4.2 million workers to 7.2 million workers, a 70 percent increase. Whereas the employment-to-
population ratio for prime-age workers is lower today than it was 20 years ago, the ratio for 
individuals who are older than 64 years has trended up to 17 percent today from about 11 percent 
in the early 1990s.  

 

                                                             
3 The survey reported that 21 percent of respondents “will need to work to afford things I want and 
maintain lifestyle” while 18 percent said they “will need to work to make ends meet.” 
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Figure 3 

Employment-to-Population Ratio by Age
12-Month Moving Average
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Figure 4 

Employment-to-Population Ratio
12-Month Moving Average
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Source: U.S. Department of Labor and Wells Fargo Securities, LLC  

Why Are More Seniors Choosing to Work Today?  
The carnage discussed previously that the Great Recession exacted on individual balance sheets 
probably convinced some seniors that they could no longer afford to retire, at least not as early as 
they had originally planned. The median value of financial assets for households headed by a 
person age 65-74 fell 22 percent between 2007 and 2009. Although the partial retracement of 
overall household wealth over the past two years suggests that the median value for seniors has 
recovered somewhat, most households are probably still less wealthy today than they were five 
years ago, thereby inducing some seniors to remain in the labor force.4 That said, the 
employment-to-population ratio for seniors started to trend higher well before the Great 
Recession began, suggesting that some longer-term factors must be at play as well.  

One of the drivers leading to higher labor market participation for the population over 64 may be 
the shift to defined contribution retirement plans that has occurred over the past two decades 
from defined benefit plans. From 1990 to 2011, the percentage of full-time employees in the 
private sector participating in a defined benefit plan fell to 22 percent from 42 percent, while 
workers participating in defined contribution plans rose to 50 percent from 40 percent.5 This 
shift to defined contribution plans has altered the incentives for working past age 65, as workers 
can continue to increase their retirement savings while not forfeiting any benefits. In contrast, the 
monthly pension for many workers with a defined benefit plan is often high enough to convince 
these individuals to choose more leisure rather than marginally higher income from continued 
employment.6 Some estimates have shown that workers with defined contribution plans tend to 
retire almost two years later than workers with defined benefit plans.7  

Changes to Social Security benefits have also altered the incentives to working later in life. The 
age at which individuals can begin to collect full retirement benefits was moved incrementally 
higher through the Social Security Act amendments of 1983 to 67 for those born after 1959 from 
age 65 for those born before 1938. While all individuals are still eligible to collect benefits at age 
62, payment reductions for retiring before full retirement age (FRA) have increased, and credits 
to waiting until after FRA to collect benefits have increased, making it more attractive for 
individuals to delay claiming benefits and to continue earning income.  
                                                             
4 Data on median household wealth comes from the tri-annual Survey of Consumer Finances, which is 
compiled by the Federal Reserve. Data for 2010 have not yet been publicly released. 
5 Wiatrowski, William J. (2011). “Changing Landscape of Employment-based Retirement Benefits”, 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, Sept. 29, 2011. 
6 Johnson, Richard W., Butrica, Barbara A., and Mommaerts, Corina. (2010). “Work and Retirement 
Patters for the G.I. Generation, Silent Generation, and Early Baby Boomers: Thirty Years of Change.” The 
Urban Institute Discussion Paper Series, July 2010. 
7 Friedberg, Leora and Webb, Anthony. (2005). “Retirement and the Evolution of Pension Structure.” 
Journal of Human Resources. 40(2), p. 281-308. 
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Furthermore, the elimination of the retirement earnings test for workers above FRA has also 
provided additional incentive for those who have already claimed benefits to continue working. 
The retirement earnings test reduces the amount of benefits to current claimants if earnings are 
over a defined threshold. By not drawing down savings in defined contribution plans and 
increasing the value of Social Security payments by delaying claims, estimates have shown an 
additional year of work can increase annual retirement income by 5 percent for workers over 50.8 

Advancements in medical care have also pushed retirement back for many individuals, as life 
expectancy has increased. The number of years a 65 year old should expect to live rose 3.4 years 
to 18.6 years from 1970 to 2007.9 Savings will, on average, need to last longer for today’s retirees 
than it did for prior generations.  

In addition, improving technology and a shift toward a more service-oriented economy has led to 
a decline in the share of workers employed in physically demanding jobs. The percentage of 
workers age 50 and over in jobs with any general physical demands, such as strength, crouching 
and repetitive motions, fell by about 18 percentage points between 1971 and 2006.10 This shift 
toward a service-oriented economy has allowed more workers to continue their careers past age 
65, because workers in physically demanding jobs are more likely to claim Social Security before 
full retirement age.11  

Characteristics of Employed Seniors 
What kind of individual is more likely to hold a job or find employment in his or her retirement 
years? First, gender plays a role in employment prospects. Similar to the general population, men 
are more likely than women to work during their retirement years as the employment-to-
population ratio for the former exceeds the latter by about eight percentage points for seniors 
(Figure 5). However, the difference for seniors is not as large as the overall population, where the 
male ratio currently exceeds the female ratio by 11 percentage points. Clearly, child rearing tends 
to keep many younger women out of the workforce. 

Figure 5 
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Figure 6 

Full-Time vs. Part-Time Workers
Percent of Employed Workers Age 65+ by Work Schedule
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Source: U.S. Department of Labor and Wells Fargo Securities, LLC  

Second, workers over the age of 64 are much more likely to work part-time than their younger 
counterparts. In 2011, 42 percent of employed persons age 64 or older worked part-time 
compared to 13 percent of prime-age workers. Not surprisingly, part-time work increases with age 

                                                             
8 Butrica, Barbara A., Smith, Karen E. and Steuerle, C. Eugene. (2006) “Working for a Good Retirement” 
The Urban Institute Discussion Paper Series, May 2006.  
9 Center for Disease Control and Prevention (2010). “Health, United States, 2010” Table 22.  
10 Johnson, Richard W., Mermin, Gordon B.T., Resseger, Matthew. (2007). “Employment at Older Ages 
and the Changing Nature of Work.” AARP Public Policy Institute Report, 2007-20. 
11 Li, Xiaoyan, Hurd, Michael, and Loughran, David S. (2008). “The Characteristics of Social Security 
Beneficiaries Who Claim Benefits at the Early Entitlement Age.” AARP Public Policy Institute Report, 
2008-1. 

Advancements in 
medical care have 
also pushed 
retirement back for 
many individuals, 
as life expectancy 
has increased. 



Work or Retirement? The Employment Outlook for Seniors WELLS FARGO SECURITIES, LLC 
May 16, 2012 ECONOMICS GROUP 

 
 

 

 5 

even within the retirement-age cohort, as workers cut back on hours for health reasons or the 
desire for more leisure time. That said, the percentage of retirement-age individuals working full-
time has increased sharply over the past two decades, which likely reflects the factors discussed 
previously that have caused the overall employment-to-population ratio for seniors to rise in 
recent decades (Figure 6). Today, nearly 60 percent of employed seniors are working on a full-
time basis.  

Those with higher educational attainment are more likely to work in retirement (Figure 7). 
Whereas the employment-to-population ratio for seniors without a high school diploma is less 
than 10 percent at present, about 40 percent of their counterparts with either a professional 
degree or a Ph.D. are still working. As earnings tend to rise with educational attainment, the 
potential income from continuing to work is highest among more educated individuals. In 
economic jargon, the opportunity cost of leisure is higher for well-educated seniors, which may 
induce them to forego leisure in favor of work. In addition, many jobs in which college degrees are 
commonplace tend to be less physically demanding, allowing individuals to continue working into 
their retirement years. The employment-to-population ratio for all college graduates who are 
more than 64 years old is currently 27 percent, compared to 17 percent among all retirement-age 
workers.   

Figure 7 
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Figure 8 

Self-Employment By Age
Percent of Total Employed, 2011 Annual Average
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Retirement-age workers are also more likely to be self-employed than their younger counterparts. 
In 2011, 14 percent of employed persons over age 64 were self-employed, compared to 6 percent 
for prime-age workers (Figure 8). Individuals who are self-employed during their prime working 
years tend to stay in the labor force longer than non-self-employed workers.12 In addition, many 
older workers use self-employment as a bridge to retirement as they can be more selective with 
their work. Retirement savings may also allow more seniors to transition to self employment, as 
capital is crucial to starting a business.13  

Average weekly earnings for working seniors have historically lagged behind earnings for 
individuals in their peak earning years (i.e., ages 55-64). In the 1990s, median weekly earnings for 
full-time workers aged 65 years or more were 20 to 30 percent below the comparable figure for 
both the prime-age cohort (25-54 years old) and the peak-earnings cohort (55-64 years old). 
However, the earnings gap has closed over the past decade as the employment-to-population ratio 
for more highly-educated—and therefore higher earning—seniors has increased more rapidly than 
for seniors with less than a college degree (Figure 7). Over the past decade, the earnings gap for 

                                                             
12 Giandrea, Michael D., Cahill, Kevin E. and Quinn, Joseph F. (2008). “Self Employment as a Step in the 
Retirement Process.” The Center on Aging& Work at Boston College, Issue Brief 15, Sept. 2008. 
13 Evans, David S. and Jovanovic, Boyan. (1989). “An Estimated Model of Entrepreneurial Choice Under 
Liquidity Constraints.” The Journal of Political Economy, 97(4), 808-827.  
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seniors has narrowed to 15 percent of peak earnings, and even further when compared to prime-
age workers at 4 percent (Figure 9).  

Figure 9 
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Figure 10 

Unemployment Rate
12-Month Moving Average
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In sum, not only is the employment-to-population ratio for individuals who are older than 
64 years at a 40-year high, but the absolute number of employed seniors currently stands at an 
all-time record. Because the percentage of seniors who are highly educated is also rising, the 
average weekly earnings gap between seniors and prime-age workers has narrowed significantly 
over the past decade. In some respects, there has never been a better time for senior citizens to 
seek employment. Demographic characteristics show that seniors who are male, self-employed, 
highly educated, and willing to work part-time appear to have the highest prospects of 
employment in their retirement years.  

Just Don’t Lose That Job! 
Although a record number of seniors hold a job today and the employment-to-population ratio for 
this cohort is at a 40-year high, labor market trends for retirement-age individuals are not all 
positive at present. For starters, the unemployment rate among seniors has shot up over the past 
few years (Figure 10). Although the rate for seniors is below the rate for prime-age workers at 
present, unemployment among individuals who are older than 64 years has risen to the highest 
rate in the post-World War II era.  

Moreover, finding a new job may be difficult once an older worker becomes unemployed. Workers 
over the age of 61 are 50 percent less likely to find a job each month than workers age 25-34 when 
holding other characteristics constant.14 From 1994 to 2007, the median duration of 
unemployment averaged 9.0 weeks for seniors, which was slightly below the 9.3 week spell for the 
prime-age cohort (Figure 11). Since 2008, however, the median duration has risen sharply for 
senior citizens. Currently, the median spell for the 65 years and older cohort is 34.2 weeks, 
10 weeks above the comparable figure prime-age workers. In addition, 42 percent of unemployed 
seniors have been out for work for more than a year, which is the highest rate since records began 
in 1994. Workers become less likely to gain employment as the spell of unemployment increases. 
Not only do these workers lack recent experience, but their skills begin to atrophy. For older 
workers who become employed again, it often comes with a significant pay cut. Estimates show 
that once reemployed, displaced workers in their early 60s earn about 30 percent less than in 
their previous positions.15  

                                                             
14 Johnson, Richard W. and Mommaerts, Corina. (2011). “Age Differences in Job Loss, Job Search, and 
Reemployment.” The Urban Institute Discussion Paper Series, January 2011. 
15 Johnson et al. 2011; Munnell, Alicia H., Sass, Steven A., Soto, Mauricio and Zhivan, Natalia. (2006). 
“Has the Displacement of Older Workers Increased?” Center for Retirement Research at Boston College, 
CRP Working Paper No. 2006-17. 

For older workers 
who become 
employed again, it 
often comes with a 
significant pay cut. 



Work or Retirement? The Employment Outlook for Seniors WELLS FARGO SECURITIES, LLC 
May 16, 2012 ECONOMICS GROUP 

 
 

 

 7 

Figure 11 

Duration of Unemployment by Age
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Figure 12 

Discouraged Workers by Age
Percent of Workers Not in the Labor Force but Want a Job
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Source: U.S. Department of Labor and Wells Fargo Securities, LLC  

With lengthy bouts of unemployment, some retirement-age workers have dropped out of the 
labor force all together, even though they would take a job if one were available. Evidence 
suggests that the weak labor market caused by the past recession reduced the labor force 
participation rate for men over the age of 55, although it had little effect on participation for 
women over the age of 55.16 At present, about 12 percent of seniors who are no longer in the labor 
force have stopped looking for a job because they are “discouraged” (i.e., they believe no jobs are 
available for them). Although this percentage is lower for seniors than for most other age groups, 
it is more than twice as high today than it was in 2007 (Figure 12). 

Deteriorating health surely will force some workers into retirement, leaving them less able to reap 
the benefits of delaying Social Security claims and waiting to dip into retirement savings. In 
addition, roughly 40 percent of workers over age 50 are still employed in jobs with at least some 
physically demanding characteristics, despite this rate having fallen sharply over the past 
40 years.17 For these workers, the physical toll of their jobs may not allow them to work during 
their retirement years. Physically demanding occupations also tend to be held by the lowest wage 
earners, which makes saving for retirement especially difficult.18 Evidence suggests that these 
workers often have low levels of financial assets. According to the Federal Reserve’s Survey of 
Consumer Finances, workers in managerial and professional occupations had more than seven-
times the amount of financial assets of “other occupations.”  

The less educated will also face tougher employment prospects in retirement. A growing share of 
jobs requires a high degree of cognitive thinking, which may limit opportunities to change careers 
for those without a college degree.19 Unemployment for seniors without a high school diploma in 
2011 stood at 8.2 percent compared to 5.4 percent for college graduates of the same cohort. 
Median income is also lowest among the least educated, which will hamper retirement savings. 
Indeed, the likelihood of a household owning any financial asset declines as educational 
attainment falls, as does the median value of those assets.  

Conclusion 
Over the past two decades changes to retirement benefits, increases in longevity, and a shift to 
less physically demanding service-sector jobs have led to a secular rise in the percentage of senior 
citizens who are employed. More recently, carnage that the global financial crisis exacted on 

                                                             
16 Bosworth, Barry P. and Burtless, Gary. (2011). “Recessions, Wealth Destruction, and the Timing of 
Retirement.” Center for Retirement Research at Boston College, CRR WP 2010-22. 
17 Johnson et al., 2007. 
18 Rho, Hye Jin. (2010). “Hard Work? Patterns in Physically Demanding Labor Among Older Workers.” 
Center for Economic and Policy Research, August 2010. 
19 Johnson et al., 2007. 

Deteriorating 
health surely will 
force some workers 
into retirement, 
leaving them less 
able to reap the 
benefits of delaying 
Social Security 
claims and waiting 
to dip into 
retirement savings. 

 



Work or Retirement? The Employment Outlook for Seniors WELLS FARGO SECURITIES, LLC 
May 16, 2012 ECONOMICS GROUP 

 

 

 8 

household balance sheets probably convinced some seniors to remain in the labor force for longer 
than they originally had planned. Indeed, a recent survey found that 74 percent of respondents 
plan to work in their traditional retirement years, with 39 percent of those respondents saying 
that they will “need” to work. 

The good news is that employment among individuals aged 65 years or more is currently at an all-
time high, and that the employment-to-population ratio in this cohort is the highest it has been in 
40 years. The bad news is that only 17 percent of seniors are employed today, significantly lower 
than the 39 percent who say they “need” to work in retirement. Moreover, job prospects are the 
brightest for those individuals who are well educated, willing (or financially able) to work part 
time, and able to be self-employed. Individuals who are less educated, constrained to physically 
demanding jobs, or for whom self-employment is not an option may find it difficult to maintain 
employment or to find a new job later in life. Unfortunately, these individuals may be the most 
needful of employment in their “golden years.” 
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