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Job Demands Among Older Work

Trends in job demands
among older workers, 1992-2002

Employment increases among older adults could relieve some of the
demographic pressures created by population aging, but only if older
workers are physically able to performtheir job responsibilities;

the share of workers ages 55 to 60 in jobs that never require much
physical effort increased 18 percent between 1992 and 2002

-I-he aging of the popul ation raises concerns
about the Nation’s ability to support fu-
ture retirees, whose numbers will soar
once members of the“baby-boom™ cohort begin
reaching old agein coming years. If current em-
ployment patterns persist, there will be fewer
workersin thefuture availableto produce goods
and services, threatening standards of living for
Americans of al ages. Aslong asjob demands
do not force many older workersinto retirement,
increasing employment among ol der adultscould
relieve these demographic pressures. This ar-
ticle explores the ability of thelabor forceto ac-
commodate older adults by examining recent
trendsin job demands among older workers.

Oncethe oldest baby-boomersreach age 65
in 2011, the population will begin to age rap-
idly. The U.S. Census Bureau predicts that
between 2000 and 2040, the number of Ameri-
cans ages 65 and older will more than double,
to 77 million, while the number of prime work-
ing-age adults, between the ages of 25 and 54,
will increase by only 12 percent.! Asaresult,
the number of prime working-age adults per
elderly American will fall over the next 40 years
from 3.5t0 1.8. The number of dependent chil-
drenwill also grow relatively rapidly over the
next 40 years, compounding the pressures on
working adults. 1n 2040, the number of Ameri-
cans under 18 and ages 65 and older, who have
been lesslikely to work, will exceed the num-
ber of primeworking-age adultsby 21 percent.
In 2000, by contrast, prime working-age adults
outnumbered dependent children and elderly
adults by 14 percent.
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The growing imbal ance between working age
adults and elderly persons is reducing the num-
ber of workers who can finance retirement ben-
efits for older Americans. Both Social Security
and Medicare are funded primarily on a pay-as-
you-go basis, with payroll taxes on workers fi-
nancing benefitsreceived by retirees. According
to the latest official projections, outlays will be-
ginto exceed revenuesfor Medicarein 2011 and
for Social Security in 2018.2 Morefundamentally,
the aging of the population reduces the number
of workers available to produce the goods and
services that the economy needs. Without dra-
matic increases in productivity or changes in
employment patterns, the looming worker short-
agewill reduce per-capitaoutput and lower living
standards.®

Higher employment rates among older adults
could relieve these pressures, by increasing the
labor force and reducing claims on retirement
benefits. The average retirement age has been
falling over most of the past century—despite
improvementsin health and life expectancy that
could allow individuals to work until older
ages*—although the trend seemsto have leveled
off and even reversed in recent years.® Congress
hasincreased the age at which retirees qualify for
full Socia Security benefits, which could encour-
age older workers to remain in the labor force.
The legislation slowly raises the normal retire-
ment age from 65 to 67 (for workers born after
1959, who will reach age 67 after 2026). Some
experts have proposed that Congress increase
thennormal retirement ageto 67 more quickly,®in-
crease it to age 70,7 or tie the retirement age to



changesin life expectancy.® Othershave advocated removing
some of the legal impediments to work at older ages.® For
example, many older workers prefer to reduce their work hours
gradually, but Federal law prohibits employers from paying
retirement benefits to active employees, even if they work
only part time.

Job demands also encourage early retirement. Studieshave
found that workers in blue collar jobs tend to retire before
workersin white collar jobs,® and that workersin physically
demanding jobsarelesslikely toremaininthelabor force after
theinitial receipt of Social Security benefits.* Other studies
have found that physical job demands and stress are impor-
tant predictors of early retirement.’2

The decline of the manufacturing sector over the past half
century and the growing computerization of the workplace
havelikely reduced physical job demands, potentially enabling
more older adultsto remain at work. Between 1950 and 2000,
the share of jobs in the goods-producing sector—which in-
cludesthe construction and mining industriesaswell as manu-
facturing—fell from 41 percent to 20 percent; virtualy all em-
ployment growth between 2000 and 2010 i s expected to come
from the services-producing sector.®® |n addition, the share of
workers using computersincreased from 24 percent in 1984 to
54 percentin 2001.%

Infact, fewer jobs appear to require physical strength now
thanthey didinthepast. Between 1950 and 1996, the share of
workersin jobsthat required them to lift more than 50 pounds
occasionally and 25 pounds frequently fell from 20 percent to
lessthan 8 percent.™> These estimates, based on job datafrom
the 1977 edition of the Dictionary of Occupational Titles
matched with worker data from the Current Population Sur-
vey, understate the true decline in the number of demanding
jobs. They do not account for the possibility that jobs classi-
fied as physically demanding based on 1977 job ratings be-
camelessstrenuousin later years. Animportant limitation of
this research, however, is that it provides no direct evidence
on how job demands faced by older workers have changed
over time.

Although the physical demands of work appear to be de-
clining, there is some evidence that jobs are now more time-
consuming and stressful than they used to be.’* These non-
physical demands may push some older workers into retire-
ment, even when their jobs do not require physical strength or
stamina.

Methods

This study measures recent trends in job demands at older
ages by comparing self-reported job characteristics among
older workers in 1992 and 2002. The data come from the
Health and Retirement Study (HRS), anationally representa-
tive survey of older Americans conducted by the University

of Michigan for the National Institute on Aging. The survey
began in 1992 with interviews of 9,761 Americans born be-
tween 1931 and 1941, and was expanded in 1998 to include
1,967 respondents in the 1942 to 1947 birth cohort. Every
other year, the survey collectsdetailed information on awide
range of subjects, including basic demographic information,
detailed health status, and employment characteristics. The
survey oversamples African Americans, Hispanics, and
Florida residents, but includes sample weights used to ad-
just the estimates so that they represent the underlying na-
tional population.

At each wave, the survey asks employed respondents
about their job requirements. Respondents report how often
(al or dmost dl of thetime, most of thetime, someof thetime,
or none or almost none of thetime) their jobsrequire“lots’ of
physical effort; lifting heavy loads; stooping, kneeling, or
crouching; good eyesight; intense concentration or atten-
tion; skill in dealing with other people; and work with comput-
ers. In addition, the survey asks workers whether they agree
(strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly disagree) that
their job requires them “to do more difficult things than it
used to” and that it “involvesalot of stress.” Thewording of
the questions about job requirements was identical in 1992
and 2002.

This study uses the HRS to compute the share of workers
ages 55 t0 60 in 1992 and 2002 who report particular job de-
mandsall or amost all of thetime and none or almost none of
thetime, aswell asthe share who strongly agree and strongly
disagree that their jobs have become more difficult or that
they are stressful. It computes the percentage point differ-
ences between the 1992 and 2002 shares and uses t-tests to
determine whether these differences are statistically signifi-
cant. Therelative percent changein the observed differences
is also computed. The analysis compares changes in job
demands by gender and educational attainment brought on
by economic structural shifts over the past 10 years.

In addition, the study examines the demographics, health,
and industry of older workersin jobsthat require substantial
physical effort all or almost al of the time and those in jobs
that never require much physical effort. Workers in physi-
cally demanding jobs may face special difficulty delaying re-
tirement if they have health problems. Measures of health
include self-rated overall health status (excellent or very good,
good, and fair or poor); whether a doctor has diagnosed the
respondent with arthritis or rheumatism; whether the respon-
dent reports being troubled often by pain; and the presence
of serious medical conditions (defined as a history of heart
problems, diabetes, chronic lung disease, cancer, and stroke).
Becausetheaim isto measure serious medical conditionsthat
could force workersto drop out of the labor force, the analy-
sis only includes cases of chronic lung disease that limit ev-
eryday activities such as employment or household chores;
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cases of cancer for which the respondent receives at |east
periodic medical checkups (suggesting that the cancer is not
completely cured); and cases of stroke that continue to cause
health problemsfor respondents, such as muscle weakness or
difficulty speaking. The analysis also identifies respondents
whose arthritislimitstheir activitiesin 2002. (The survey did
not collect information on the severity of arthritisin 1992.)
Table 1 compares the characteristics of HRS respondents
ages 55to 60 in 1992 and 2002. Members of the later cohort
completed significantly more schooling than those from the
earlier cohort. Between 1992 and 2002, the share of adultsin
their late 50swho did not graduate from high school fell by 11
percentage points, while the share who completed 4 or more
years of college increased by 11 percentage points—to 29
percent of the population. The prevalence of serious medical
conditions increased over the past decade among adults in
their late 50s, because more adults had diabetesin 2002 thanin
1992. Significantly more older adultsreported being troubled

often by pain and suffering from arthritisin 2002 thanin 1992,
although fewer than half of the arthritis cases were serious
enough to limit everyday activities. Overall health status did
not change significantly during the period.

The sample for the analyses consists of 3,125 workersin
1992 and 1,124 workersin 2002. Consistent with other evi-
dence that many workers are now delaying retirement,*” the
share of employed adults ages 55 to 60 in the HRS increased
from 67 percent in 1992 to 70 percent in 2002.

Results

Table 2 describesjob characteristicsfor all workersages55to
60. 1n 2002, 18 percent of older workersreported that their jobs
requirelotsof physical effort all or almost all of thetime, while
about twice as many older workers (38 percent) reported that
their jobs never or almost never require much physical effort.
About 6 out of 10 workers said they never lift heavy loads on

IELICHM Characteristics of adults ages 55 to 60, 1992 and 2002
1992 2002 Percentage Percent
Characteristic (percent) (percent) _point change
difference
Education:

Did not complete high sChool ............ccccooiiiiiiiiiicii 235 121 -114 —48.5

High school graduate ...........ccccoceiiiiiiiiiiieieceeee e 39.6 34.0 1-5.6 -14.1

Some college, but less than 4 years ..........cccccocvvvveninnenne. 18.8 24.5 5.7 30.5

Completed 4 years of COllege .........covvveriiiiieniiicicieee 18.1 29.3 111.3 62.6

Race:

HISPANIC ... . 7.0 1.0 17.5

Non-Hispanic black ...........cccceviiiiiiiiiiiecee 104 104 .0 0.4

Non-Hispanic white and other ............cccccoiiieiiiiiniens 83.7 82.6 -1.1 -1.3

Self-reported health status:

Excellent or very good .........cccooviiiiiiieiieiieeeeee e 50.9 51.3 0.4 .8

Good 27.4 28.1 .8 2.8

FalT OF POOT ..ot 21.7 20.6 -12 -54

Medical conditions:

Any serious medical conditions®...........cccooeieiereieiiiene, 27.2 29.8 22.6 9.6
Heart problems 14.3 13.8 -4 -3.1
Diabetes ....... 11.0 14.7 3.6 33.1
Chronic lung al es ... . 3.4 -1 -2.9
History of cancer, continues to see doctor ............. . 4.1 -1 24
History of stroke that continues to cause problems . 17 .3 21.4

Arthritis ..o 41.2 45.1 3.9 9.4

Arthritis that limits activiti 19.5 - -

Often troubled by Pain ........ccoiiiiiii e 24.6 30.3 5.8 235
EMPIOYE ..o 66.6 70.1 235 5.2
Number of observations...........ccccoceeiiiiiiiiiici e, 4,886 1,634

1Significant at the 1-percent level. Note: Estimates are weighted to account for the sampling design of the

Health and Retirement Study. Dash indicates data not available.

2 Significant at the 5-percent level.

3 Serious medical conditions include heart problems, chronic lung Source: Author’s estimates from the Health and Retirement Study (HRS).
disease, cancer, stroke, and diabetes.
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LW Self-reported job characteristics of workers ages 55 to 60, 1992 and 2002
Percentage
Characteristic 1992 (percent) 2002 (percent) point Percent change
difference
Job requirements apply
all or almost all of the time
Lots of physical effort..........cccoceiiiiiiiiiiiciiiiens 20.3 18.3 -2.0 -9.9
Lifting heavy loads .................. 8.1 9.1 1.0 12.3
Stooping, kneeling, or crouching 13.0 15.7 2.7 20.8
Good eyesight.........cccceevenenn. 52.3 66.5 114.2 27.2
Intense concentration .............. 46.8 54.5 7.7 16.5
Skill in dealing with other people . . 62.1 71.8 9.7 15.6
Work with COMPULETS .......c.cciiiiiiiiicicieeece 18.6 40.7 122.1 118.8
Job requirements apply
none or almost none of the time
Lots of physical effort .........ccooiiiiieiciiieiceee 32.0 37.7 5.7 17.8
Lifting heavy loads .................. 56.1 60.1 24.0 7.1
Stooping, kneeling, or crouching .... 37.1 40.8 3.7 10.0
Good eyesight.........cccceevnennnen. 35 4.5 1.0 28.6
Intense concentration............... 3.1 3.1 .0 .0
Skill in dealing with other people . . 35 2.1 2-14 -40.0
WOrk With COMPULETS ....ooouviiiiiiiieiiie e 54.2 26.9 127.3 -50.4
Strongly agree with descriptions
of current job
More difficult now than it was in the past 116 155 3.9 33.6
Involves a ot Of Stress ..........ccocveiiiciciicce, 175 20.6 3.1 17.7
Strongly disagree with descriptions
of current job

More difficult now than it was in the past............... 7.4 5.8 3-1.6 -21.6
Involves a 1ot Of Stress ........ccccvciveiciiciciiiece 5.3 3.4 -1.9 -35.8
Number of observations ...........cccccevvvvieieeeeeeeeeeee, 3,125 1,124

! Significant at the 1-percent level. Note: Estimates are weighted to account for the sampling design of

2 Significant at the 5-percent level. the Health and Retirement Study (HRS).

3 Significant at the 10-percent level. Source: Author’s estimates from the Health and Retirement Study

(HRS).

thejob, and about 4 out of 10 said their jobs never requirethem
to stoop, kneel, or crouch. Only 9 percent reported that their
jobs aways require them to lift heavy loads, and 16 percent
said their jobs alwaysinvolve stooping, kneeling, or crouching.

Although only aminority of older adultswork in physically
demanding jobs, most older workers face intense non-physi-
cal demands on the job. About 55 percent reported in 2002
that their jobs always require intense concentration; 72 per-
cent reported that their jobs awaysrequire skill in dealing with
other people; 41 percent reported that they always work with
computers; and 67 percent reported that their jobs always re-
quire good eyesight. In addition, about 1 out of 5 older work-
ers strongly agreed that their jobs involve alot of stress, and
about 1 out of 6 strongly agreed that their jobs have become
more difficult than they were in the past.

In general, the share of older workers reporting that their
jobs entail physical demands all or ailmost all of the time did
not change much over the past 10 years, while the share re-
porting virtually no physical demands on the job increased
significantly. For example, the share with jobs that never re-
quire substantial amounts of physical effort jumped 6 percent-
age points between 1992 and 2002, anincrease of 18 percentin
relative terms. The share with jobs that never require heavy
lifting and the share with jobs that never involve stooping,
kneeling, or crouching both increased by 4 percentage points.
But the share of older workers with jobs that require heavy
lifting al or amost al of the time and that involve regular
stooping, kneeling, or crouching also increased over the pe-
riod—although the differenceis significant only for jobswith
stooping, kneeling, and crouching requirements. The propor-
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tion reporting that their jobs always require substantial
amounts of physical effort declined by 2 percentage points,
but the difference is not significant.

Non-physical job demands appear to have increased be-
tween 1992 and 2002. The proportion of older workersclaim-
ing that their jobs require intense concentration all or almost
all of thetimeincreased 8 percentage points (or 17 percent in
relative terms), and the share claiming that their jobs always
requireskill in dealing with other peopleincreased 10 percent-
age points (or 16 percent in relative terms). In addition, the
share who strongly agree that their jobs have become more
difficult than they werein the past rose by 4 percentage points
(or about one-third), while those that involve a lot of stress
increased by 3 percentage points (or more than one-sixth).
Computer use more than doubled over the period, perhaps
accounting for the 14-percentage-point jump between 1992
and 2002 in the share of older workers whose jobs always
require good eyesight.

Table 3 shows self-reported job demands for older work-
ers by gender. Women are significantly more likely than
men to report that their jobs never involve lifting heavy

loads, but there are no significant differences between men
and women in the share reporting substantial amounts of
physical effort. Non-physical job demands appear to be
more intense for women than for men. Larger shares of
women than men report that their jobs require good eye-
sight, intense concentration, and work with computers.
Women also report more job stress than men, but the dif-
ferencesare significant only in 1992.

Between 1992 and 2002, the share of ol der workersreport-
ing that they never exert substantial amounts of physical ef-
fort onthejob or never lift heavy loadsincreased significantly
for men, but not for women. Older men, however, generally
experienced sharper gains in non-physical job demands than
women. The share of older men in jobs that require good
vision increased by 17 percentage points; the share in jobs
that require intense concentration increased by 8 percentage
points; the sharein jobs that have become more difficult over
timeincreased by 5 percentage points; and the sharein stress-
ful jobsincreased by 3 percentage points. Asaresult, thejob
demandsfaced by men and women were more similar in 2002
thanthey were 10 yearsearlier.

IELICICIN  Self-reported job characteristics of workers ages 55 to 60 by gender, 1992 and 2002
Percentage
Characteristic 1992 (percent) 2002 (percent) __point Percent change
difference
Men
Lots of physical effort all or almost all of the time ..................... 20.0 19.2 -0.8 -4.0
Lots of physical effort none or almost none of the time ... 30.7 38.7 8.0 26.1
Lift heavy loads all or almost all of the time .............. 9.1 9.8 0.7 7.7
Lift heavy loads none or almost none of the time .. 52.3 56.8 %4.5 8.6
Stoop, kneel, or crouch all or almost all of the time ..... 14.6 15.2 .6 4.1
Stoop, kneel, or crouch none or almost none of the time 35.2 42.1 6.9 19.6
Good eyesight all or almost all of the time .................. 44.8 62.2 117.4 38.8
Intense concentration all or almost all of the time 44.9 52.9 8.0 17.8
Work with computers all or almost all of the time ...................... 13.6 35.3 217 159.3
Strongly agree that job is more difficult now than in the past.... 10.7 15.6 4.9 45.8
Strongly agree that job involves a lot of stress .............c..cc...... 155 18.3 2.8 18.1
Number of 0bsServations ............cccccoiviiiiiiiiiiic e, 1,632 606
Women
Lots of physical effort all or almost all of the time .................... 20.6 17.3 -3.3 -16.0
Lots of physical effort none or almost none of the time ... 33.6 36.5 2.9 8.6
Lift heavy loads all or almost all of the time ............. 47.0 8.2 12 17.1
Lift heavy loads none or almost none of the time .. “60.4 “64.0 3.6 6.0
Stoop, kneel, or crouch all or almost all of the time ..... 411.3 16.2 24.9 43.4
Stoop, kneel, or crouch none or almost none of the time 439.2 39.2 .0 .0
Good eyesight all or almost all of the time ................... “60.6 471.3 110.7 17.7
Intense concentration all or almost all of the time 448.9 56.3 7.4 15.1
Work with computers all or almost all of the time ....................... 424.2 446.9 122.7 93.8
Strongly agree that job is more difficult now than in the past.... 12.6 155 2.9 23.0
Strongly agree that job involves a lot of stress. 419.7 23.2 35 17.8
Number of 0bServations ...........ccoccccevviiiiiiiiiiiii e 1,493 518
* Significant at the 1-percent level. Norte: Estimates are weighted to account for the sampling design of the
2 Significant at the 5-percent level. Health and Retirement Survey.
3 Significant at the 10-percent level. (HR;OURCE: Author’s estimates from the Health and Retirement Survey
4 Significantly differs (at the 5-percent level) from male workers.
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Table 4 compares self-reported job demandsfor older work-
ersby education. Not surprisingly, physical job demandsfall
significantly with educational attainment. For example, in 2002,
28 percent of older workers who did not attend college re-
ported that their jobs require lots of physical effort all or al-
most all of the time, compared with only 8 percent of college
graduates. Older workers who completed 4 or more years of
college are morelikely than those who never attended college
to report that their jobs are stressful, require intense concen-
tration, involve work with computers, and have become more
difficult than they werein the past. However, the differences
in terms of job stress and concentration demands are signifi-
cantonly in 1992.

Thedeclinein physical job demandsthat occurred over the
past decade was confined to college graduates. The share of
older workerswho never need to exert much physical effort on
the job increased by 8 percentage points among those who
completed 4 or moreyearsof college, whilefalling (insignifi-
cantly) among those who did not graduate from college. Non-

physical job demands increased for all educational groups,
however. For example, between 1992 and 2002, the share of
older workers with jobs that require intense concentration al-
most all of the time increased by 7 percentage pointsfor each
educational group. Within educational groups, the share of
older workersin jobsthat involve alot of stressdid not change
significantly over theperiod. Theoverall increaseinthe share
of older workersin stressful jobsresulted from therisein edu-
cational attainment among older workers (college-educated
workers are more likely to face stress on the job than workers
with less education).

Table 5 compares the characteristics of older workersin
jobsthat require substantial amounts of physical effort all or
amost all of the time and those in jobs that never require
much physical effort, for 1992 and 2002. Workersin physi-
cally demanding jobs have significantly less education than
workersin non-physically demanding jobs. For example, the
share of older workers who did not complete high school is
more than four times as high in jobs that always require sub-

IR Self-reported job characteristics of workers ages 55 to 60 by education, 1992 and 2002
o Percentage
Characteristic 1992 (percent) 2002 (percent) point Percent change
difference
No college

Lots of physical effort all or almost all of the time .................... 26.6 28.1 15 5.6
Lots of physical effort none or almost none of the time . 233 21.6 -1.7 -7.3
Good eyesight all or almost all of the time ............... 52.6 68.4 115.8 30.0
Intense concentration all or almost all of the time ... 45.7 53.1 7.4 16.2
Work with computers all or almost all of the time 15.2 28.6 113.4 88.2
Strongly agree that job is more difficult now than in the past ... 10.1 11.3 1.2 11.9
Strongly agree that job involves a lot of stress 15.1 17.8 2.7 17.9

Number of 0bServations ...........ccccvieviiiiiiiiii s 1,893 459

Some college, but less than 4 years

Lots of physical effort all or almost all of the time .................... 414.3 417.1 2.8 19.6
Lots of physical effort none or almost none of the time . 439.7 438.9 -8 -2.0
Good eyesight all or almost all of the time ................. 51.1 66.3 115.2 29.7
Intense concentration all or almost all of the time 44.5 51.0 6.5 14.6
Work with computers all or almost all of the time 425.5 443.8 118.3 718
Strongly agree that job is more difficult now than in the past ... 12.9 417.9 5.0 38.8
Strongly agree that job involves a lot of stress 419.4 22.7 3.3 17.0

Number of 0bservations .............cccccoioiiiiiiiciicc e 622 291

4 or more years of college

Lots of physical effort all or almost all of the time ..................... “9.0 47.6 -14 -15.6
Lots of physical effort none or almost none of the time . 448.4 456.1 7.7 15.9
Good eyesight all or almost all of the time ...........ccccooeiiiiines 52.6 64.2 111.6 221
Intense concentration all or almost all of the time .................... 452.0 58.9 26.9 13.3
Work with computers all or almost all of the time 421.4 452.6 131.2 145.8
Strongly agree that job is more difficult now than in the past ... 414.5 418.8 34.3 29.7
Strongly agree that job involves a lot of stress 422.3 22.3 .0 .0

Number of 0bservations .............cccccvoiiiiiiiciicc e 610 374
* Significant at the 1- percent level. Note: Estimates are weighted to account for the sampling design of the
2 Significant at the 5-percent level. Health and Retirement Study (HRS).
s Significant at the 10-percent level. (HRS)OURCEI Author’s estimates from the Health and Retirement Study
4 Significantly differs (at the 5-percent level) from workers who did not '

attend college.

Monthly Labor Review July 2004 53



Job Demands among Older Workers

stantial amounts of physical effort than in jobs that never
require much physical effort. Blacks and Hispanics also ac-
count for adisproportionate share of older workersin physi-
cally demanding jobs.

In 2002, almost two-thirds of older workersin jobsthat al-
ways require lots of physical effort are in the manufacturing,
mining, construction, agriculture, transportation, and trade
industries, which account for only one-third of older workers
in jobsthat never require much physical effort.

Relatively few older workersinjobswith virtually no physi-
cal demandsreported health problemsthat could forcethem to
retire early. Only 17 percent of workers in jobs that impose
virtually no physical demandsare troubled frequently by pain,
and only 8 percent describetheir overall health asfair or poor.
They are also significantly morelikely to describe their health
asexcellent or very good than workersin physically demand-
ingjobs. But differencesacrossjob typesin the share of older
workersin fair or poor health were small and insignificant in

IELICRSM Characteristics of workers ages 55 to 60, by physical demands of jobs, 1992 and 2002.
1992 2002
Amount of time job Amount of_ time job
Characteristic requires physical effort Perce_ntage Percent requires physical effort Perce_ntage Percent
(percent) . point difference (percent) point difference
difference difference
Never Always Never Always
Gender
Male ..o 50.3 51.8 1.5 3.0 55.1 56.3 1.2 2.2
Female .......cccoeevveiieiiienn, 49.7 48.2 -15 -3.0 44.9 43.7 -1.2 2.7
Education:
Did not complete
high school ..........cccccoes 8.3 36.1 127.8 334.9 3.2 14.5 111.3 353.1
High school graduate ......... 34.0 40.0 %6.0* 17.6 19.8 47.0 127.2 137.4
Some college, but less
than 4 years .......ccccceeneee. 25.3 14.4 1-10.9 —-43.1 27.2 24.6 2.6 -9.6
Completed 4 years
of college .......cccoevinnnne. 325 9.6 -22.9 —-70.5 49.8 13.9 '-35.9 -72.1
Race:
Hispanic .............. 3.0 7.0 4.0 133.3 5.8 8.3 125 43.1
Non-Hispanic blacl 6.7 135 6.8 101.5 59 12.3 6.4 108.5
Non-Hispanic white
and other ........ccccoovevens 90.3 79.5 1-10.8 -12.0 88.3 79.4 1-8.9 -10.1
Self-reported health status:
Excellent or very good....... 65.6 49.4 1-16.2 -24.7 68.6 53.4 1-15.2 -22.2
Good 25.2 334 8.2 325 234 35.7 112.3 52.6
Fair or poor ........cccceeveennnen. 9.2 17.2 8.0 87.0 8.0 10.9 29 36.3
Any serious medical
conditions .........cceeeiueeinenns 22.2 21.8 -4 -1.8 22.8 19.6 -3.2 -14.0
Arthritis ..o 34.6 41.1 %6.5 18.8 34.6 46.3 111.7 33.8
Arthritis that limits
activities ............. — - — - 10.8 14.4 3.6 33.3
Often troubled by p 13.6 21.3 7.7 56.6 17.4 28.5 1111 63.8
Industry:
Manufacturing ... 17.0 21.0 24.0 235 15.8 21.4 5.6 35.4
Mining, construction,
agriculture 3.5 16.3 112.8 365.7 3.3 13.7 110.4 315.2
Services ...... 37.0 36.7 -3 -8 49.0 34.8 -14.2 -29.0
Transportation 75 5.2 3-2.3 -30.7 5.3 10.2 34.9 925
Trade ............ 12.1 15.0 29 24.0 7.8 16.8 9.0 115.4
Fire, insurance,
and real estate ................. 143 35 1-10.8 -75.5 12.0 1.0 -11.0 -91.7
Public administration .......... 8.6 2.3 1-6.3 -73.3 6.9 2.0 1-4.9 -70.0
Number of observations......... 946 686 417 213
1 Significant at the 1-percent level. Note: Serious medical conditions include heart problems, chronic lung
disease, cancer, stroke, and diabetes. Estimates are weighted to account
2 Significant at the 5-percent level. for the HRs sampling design.
3 Significant at the 10-percent level. Source: Author’s estimates from the Health and Retirement Study (Hrs).
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2002. These differences have narrowed substantially since
1992, when workersin physically demanding jobswere almost
twice aslikely to report being in fair or poor health than those
inlessphysically demanding jobs. 1n 2002, only 11 percent of
workersages 55 to 60 in physically demanding jobs described
their health asfair or poor, down from 17 percent in 1992, sug-
gesting that more older workers in physically rigorous jobs
may now be ableto remain at work and delay retirement. How-
ever, more workers in physically demanding jobs are now
troubled by pain and suffer from arthritis, which could lead to
early retirement. In 2002, 29 percent of workersin physically
demanding jobsreported chronic pain, and 46 percent reported
arthritis—although only 14 percent reported that their arthritis
was serious enough to limit everyday activities.

Conclusions

Thefindings show that the share of older workersfacing virtu-
aly no physical demands on thejob increased significantly in
the 1990s. Nearly 2 out of 5workersages55to 60 reportedin
2002 that their jobsalmost never required much physical effort.
In combination with health statusimprovementsin middle age
and beyond,*® reductions in physical job demands suggest
that more workers are now able to delay retirement and work
until older agesthaninthe past. Higher levels of employment
among older adults would help restore balance to the Medi-
care and Socia Security systems and ease the demographic
pressures that threaten to slow economic growth and lower
standards of living in the coming decades.

Notes

The study also found evidence, however, that the level of
non-physical job demands faced by older workers has in-
creased significantly over the past decade. Jobsheld by older
workers increasingly require intense concentration, skill in
dealing with other people, and good eyesight, and thus are
becoming more difficult and stressful. Although older work-
ers are now better educated than they were only afew years
ago, these cognitivejob demands may lead sometoretire early.

Despite recent overall declinesin the physical demands of
work and potential improvements in the capacity to work at
older ages, therigors of employment remain daunting for many
older adults. Nearly 1in 5 workers ages 55 to 60 report that
their jobs almost always require substantial physical effort.
Thereductionin physical job demands between 1992 and 2002
was limited to jobs that require physical effort only some of
thetime. The share of older workerswho report that their jobs
awaysimpose physical demandsdid not fall significantly over
the past decade. Moreover, many workers in physically de-
manding jobs—who are disproportionately people of color
and low educated adults—suffer from health problems that
further complicate their ability to remain in the labor force.
More than 1 in 4 reports being troubled by pain often; 1in 5
has serious medical conditions; and 1 in 7 has arthritis severe
enough to limit everyday activities. Consequently, many of
these workers will be unable to remain at work through their
late 60s. When devising ways to encourage older adults to
delay retirement and remain at work, policymakers should pro-
vide an adequate safety net for those adults whose demand-
ing jobsand health problemsforcethemtoretireearly. [ ]
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