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THE STATISTICALLY INVISIBLE MINORITY AGED 

"The e l d e r l y "  i s  a  phrase commonly used t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e  29 mi 11 i o n  peop le  aged 

6 5  and over .  There  has l o n g  been a  tendency t o  use s t a t i s t i c a l  averages f o r  

t h e  t o t a l  p o p u l a t i o n  65 and o v e r  as i f  t h e y  were a  homogeneous group. I n  

r e c e n t  y e a r s ,  however, d a t a  p roduce rs  have begun t o  d i s a g g r e g a t e  t h e  d a t a  t o  

shod more age d e t a i  1  and, n o t  s u r p r i  s i n g l y ,  t h e r e  a r e  s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e s  

i n  a  group t h a t  cove rs  a  40-year age span. C i rcumstances can be ve ry  d i f f e r e n t  

f o r  a  65 -yea r -o ld  m a r r i e d  c o u p l e  t h a n  t h e y  a r e  f o r  an 85-year-old-widow. 

Even when age and gender d i f f e r e n c e s  a r e  shown i n  t a b u l a t i o n s ,  d a t a  f r o m  su rveys  

t e n d  t o  be ana lyzed f o r  t h e  t o t a l  p o p u l a t i o n ,  and n o t  f o r  t h e  r a c e  o r  e t h n i c i t y  

g roups w i t h i n  t h e  o l d e r  p o p u l a t i o n .  Because t h e  Wh i te  p o p u l a t i o n  i s  such a  

1  a rge  p a r t  of t h e  o l d e r  p o p u l a t i o n  (90 p e r c e n t  i n  1980), averages f o r  t h e  ' t o t a l  

p o p u l a t i o n "  a r e  r e a l l y  d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  t h e  Whi te  p o p u l a t i o n  and thus ,  do n o t  

p r o v i d e  a comp le te  v iew o f  t h e  d i v e r s i t y  w i t h i n  t h e  o l d e r  p o p u l a t i o n  f o r  t h o s e  

w ? 3  p o l i r y .  Fo r  exan? l? ,  t h e  1980 census r e p o r t e d  t h a t  1 5  p e r c e n t  of " t h e  

e l d e r l y "  were p o o r ;  t h e  p o v e r t y  r a t e  f o r  Whi te  e l d e r l y  was 1 3  p e r c e n t  b u t  35 p e r -  

c e n t  f o r  t h e  B l a c k  e l d e r l y .  And, f r o m  more d e t a i l e d  t a b u l a t i o n s ,  we found t h a t  

p o v e r t y  r a t e s  v a r i e d  f r o m  7 p e r c e n t  f o r  Whi te  males aged 65 t o  7 4  who l i v e d  i n  

f a m i l i e s  t o  7 3  p e r c e n t  f o r  B lack  females  85  and o v e r  who l i v e d  a lone.  L/ 

T h i s  paper  w i l l  use t h e  Survey o f  Income and Program P a r t i c i p a t i o n  (SIPP) t o  

show some i 1  l u s t r a t i  ve d i f f e r e n t i a l s  w i t h i n  t h e  o l d e r  p o p u l a t i o n  f o r  t h e  v a r i o u s  

age, sex, and r a c e  groups. We argue h e r e  t h a t  o v e r a l l  averages used t o  d e s c r i b e  

t h e  o l d e r  p o p u l a t i o n  a r e  m i s l e a d i n g  and t h a t  d a t a  p r o d u c e r s  s h o u l d  show age, 

sex, and r a c e  d i f f e r e n t i a l s  i n  t h e  d a t a  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  p o s s i b l e .  Because of  

sample s i z e s  i n  surveys ,  such d e t a i l  has n o t  u s u a l l y  been f e a s i b l e  and so  we 

suggest  s e v e r a l  s t a t i s t i c a l  approaches t o  t h e  problem. 



Tne d a t a  a re  s u b j e c t  t o  v a r i o u s  nonsarnpl ing e r r o r s ,  such as undercoverage of 

t h e  p o p u l a t i o n ,  p r o c e s s i n g  e r r o r s ,  and respondent  r e p o r t i n g .  C e r t a i n  measures, 

suc0 as q u a l i t y  c o n t r o l  programs, a r e  implemented t o  reduce  t h e s e  e r r o r s .  I n  

a d d i t i o n ,  i f  t h i s  survey  were repea ted  w i t h  d i f f e r e n t  samples of respondents ,  

t 9 e  r e s u l t s  would va ry  f r o m  sample-to-sample. S tandard  e r r o r s  i n d i c a t e  t h e  

magn i tude o f  t h i s  samp l i ng  e r r o r  and p a r t i a l l y  measure t h e  e f f e c t  of some 

n o ? s a ~ ? l  i ng e r r o r s .  Con f i dence  i n t e r v a l s  a r e  c o n s t r u c t e d  f r o m  t h e  sample 

e s t i m a t e  and i t s  s t a n d a r d  e r r o r .  I f  an e s t i m a t e  and i t s  s t a n d a r d  e r r o r  were 

c a l c u l a t e d  f r o m  311 p o s s i b l e  samples, about  90 p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  i n t e r v a l s  f r o m  

1.6 s t a n d a r d  e r r o r s  below t h e  e s t i m a t e  t o  1.6 s t a n d a r d  e r r o r s  above t h e  e s t i m a t e  

w9u ld  i n c l u d e  t h e  average r e s u l t  o f  a l l  p o s s i b l e  s a ~ p l e s .  F o r  a  p a r t i c u l a r  

s a ~ p l  e, one can say w i t h  a s p e c i f i e d  c o n f i d e n c e  t h a t  t h e  average d e r i v e d  f rom 

a1 1  p o s s i b l e  saqp les  i s  i n c l u d e d  i n  t h e  c o n f i d e n c e  i n t e r v a l .  

D A T A  SOURCES 

Decenni a1 censuses have t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been t h o u g h t  o f  as t h e  o n l y  reasonab le  

sou rce  o f  d e t a i l e d  t a b u l a t i o n s  f o r  t h e  s tudy  o f  r e l a t i v e l y  sma l l  p o p u l a t i o n  

groups.  Fo r  i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  1980 d e c e n n i a l  census p r o v i d e d  d a t a  by age, sex, 

and o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  f o r  t h e  r a c e / H i s p a n i c  o r i g i n  groups, The 1990 census 

w i ;  p r o v i d e  more age d e t a i l  c r o s s - c l a s s i f i e d  by sex and o t h e r  demographic, 

S O C ~  a1 , and economic c h a r a c t e r i  s t i  cs  f o r  t h e  r a c e  - 21 and Hi span i  c - o r i  g i  n  groups, 

The census has many advantages o v e r  any o t h e r  d a t a  source  as i t  p r o v i d e s  reason -  

a b l y  r e 1  i a b l  e, d e t a i  1  ed t abu l  a t  i ons be1 ow t h e  n a t i o n a l  1  eve1 . But  t h e  census 

i s  t a k e n  o n l y  once e v e r y  10 y e a r s  and t h e  q u e s t i o n s  a r e  g e n e r a l  purpose. 

Censuses f o c u s  on demographic, s o c i a l ,  and genera l  economic c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  

o f  t h e  o v e r a l l  p o p u l a t i o n .  I n  t h e  pas t ,  h e a l t h  q u e s t i o n s  r e l e v a n t  t o  t h e  

o l d e r  p o p u l a t i o n  have n o t  been asked. I n  1990, i t  i s  p lanned  t o  ask q u e s t i o n s  



about  whether  a  person has d i f f i c u l t y  w i t h  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  d a i l y  1  i v i n g  i n s i d e  

t h e  house and o u t s i d e  t h e  house. There i s  no space on a  d e c e n n i a l  census t o  

ask a  s e r i e s  o f  d e t a i l e d  q u e s t i o n s  on a  p a r t i c u l a r  t o p i c .  That  i s  t h e  j o b  o f  

t h e  n a t i o n a l  surveys .  

N a t i o n a l  r e c u r r i n g  su rveys  such as, f o r  example, t h e  C u r r e n t  P o p u l a t i o n  Survey 

(CPS), t h e  H e a l t h  I n t e r v i e w  Survey (HIS) ,  and t h e  Survey o f  Income and Program 

P a r t i c i p a t i o n  (SIPP) ,  ask d e t a i l e d  q u e s t i o n s  on v a r i o u s  t o p i c s  o f  i n t e r e s t  i n  

t h e  s tudy  o f  t h e  o l d e r  p o p u l a t i o n .  B u t  t h e y  p r o v i d e  d a t a  o n l y  a t  t h e  n a t i o n a l  

l e v e l  f o r  t h e  most p a r t .  F u r t h e r ,  f o r  t h e  s t u d y  o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  

t h e  o l d e r  p o p u l a t i o n  buy age, sex, and r a c e / H i s p a n i c  o r i g i n ,  sample s i z e s  

p r e s e n t  a  s i  g ~ i  f i c a n t  b a r r i e r  because i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  o b t a i n  s t a t i s t i c a l  l y  

r e l i a b l e  p o i n t  e s t i m a t e s  f o r  sma l l  groups. I n  t h i s  paper we w i l l  demons t ra te  

t w o  approaches f o r  mee t i ng  t h e  sample s i z e  problem. 

Answeri ng p o l  i cy q u e s t i o n s  about " t h e  e l d e r l y "  and t h e i  r r o l e  i n  American 

so: i? tJc has a l s o  been har;l?ered by t h e  s p e c i a l i z e d  n a t u r e  o f  e x i s t i n g  d a t a  

se ts .  G e n e r a l l y ,  t h e  d a t a  s e t s  a r e  n o t  des igned  t o  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  measure a  

v a r i e t y  o f  s o c i a l ,  economic, and h e a l t h  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  and changes i n  t h e s e  

c h a r a c t e r i  s t i c j  o v e r  t ime .  The Survey o f  Income and Program P a r t i c i p a t i o n  

(SIPP) i s  a  sou rce  o f  v e r y  d e t a i l e d  d a t a  on t h e  s o c i a l ,  economic, and h e a l t h  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  t h e  popul  a t i o n ,  i n c l u d i n g  i n f o r m a t i o n  on e l i g i b i l i t y  and 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  government t r a n s f e r  programs, and thus ,  i s  p o t e n t i a l l y  a  

r i c h  sou rce  f o r  r e s e a r c h  on t h e  o l d e r  p o p u l a t i o n .  

SIPP, f i r s t  admin i  s t e r e d  i n  Oc tobe r  1983, i s  a n a t i o n a l l y - r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  house- 

h o l d  su rvey  t h a t  p r o v i d e s  d e t a i l e d ,  l o n g i t u d i n a l  i n f o r m a t i o n  on income, 1  i v i n g  

arrangements,  d i s a b i l i t y ,  a s s e t s  and l i a b i l i t i e s ,  government t r a n s f e r  program 



e l i g i b i l i t y  and p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  pension coverage, taxes, and many o the r  char-  

a c t e r i  s t i  cs o f  i n d i v i d u a l  s. The survey was designed t o  i nc rease  t h e  accuracy 

of  economic da ta  c o l l e c t e d  by ask ing  d e t a i l e d  ques t ions  (e.g., 56 income sources) 

f r equen t l y  and t o  p rov i de  da ta  on changes i n  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  over  about 2 112 

years .  Respondents a re  i n t e r v i ewed  8-9 t imes ,  o r  once every 4 months when 

they  update i n f o r m a t i o n  on t h e i r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  New panels  (samples) a r e  

i n t r oduced  each year. There were about 19,200 i n t e r v i e w e d  households i n  Wave 3 

and 18,900 i n  Wave 4 o f  t h e  1984 Panel, t h e  samples f o r  which da ta  a re  shown i n  

t h i s  paper. The l o n g i t u d i n a l  des ign  o f  t h e  survey a l l ows  f o r  t h e  s tudy of 

changes i n  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  such as m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  o r  l i v i n g  arrangements and 

t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of such changes t o  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  f o r  example, income 

o r  porgram p a r t i c i p a t i o n .  Survey da ta  can be used t o  assess f u t u r e  program 

coverage and cos ts  and t o  determine t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  proposed changes i n  program 

3 / e l  i g i  b i  1 i t y  r u l e s  and b e n e f i t  1 eve1 s.- 

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  f i l e s  c o n t a i n i n g  SIPP core  ques t ions  t h a t  a re  asked a t  each 

i n t e r v i e w ,  and l o n g i t u d i n a l  f i l e s  o f  t h e  co re  data,  f i l e s  a r e  a l s o  a v a i l a b l e  

from t o p i c a l  modules (ques t ions  c e n t e r i n g  on p a r t i c u l a r  s u b j e c t s )  which a r e  

admin is te red  p e r i o d i c a l l y  d u r i n g  t h e  survey. I n  Wave 3 o f  t h e  1984 Panel, a 

t o p i c a l  module on "Heal th  and D i s a b i l  i t y Y  was conducted and i n  Wave 4, a module 

on "Asset Hold ingsu was conducted. Wi th  f und ing  f rom t h e  Na t i ona l  I n s t i t u t e  on 

Aging, t h e  two t o p i c a l  modules were merged i n t o  one f i l e ,  t h e  "S IPP  Heal th-  

Wealth" f i l e . /  Th i s  f i l e  con ta i ns  da ta  on t h e  a b i l i t y  o f  persons t o  per fo rm a 

s e t  of sensory and phys i ca l  a c t i v i t i e s ,  d i s a b i l i t i e s  t h a t  l i m i t  o r  prevent  

work, t h e  need f o r  personal  ass is tance,  h e a l t h  insurance  coverage s ta tus ,  and 

t h e  income, wea l th  and asse ts  o f  persons. 



Whi l e  t h e  "Heal th-Wealth" f i l e  p resen ts  a  un ique o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  develop d e t a i l e d  

cross- tabu1 a t i  ons o f  t h e  h e a l t h  and economic s t a t u s  o f  persons, t h e  sample s i z e  

f o r  t h e  o l d e r  popu la t i on  i s  a  l i m i t a t i o n .  There were over  11,000 sample cases 

of persons aged 55 years  and over  bu t  o f  t h a t  group, 3,500 were aged 65 t o  7 4  

and on l y  about 1,900 cases were persons aged 75  t o  84 and 400 were 85 and over. 

Of t h e  2,300 cases who were 75 o r  o l de r ,  n e a r l y  2,100 were White and n e a r l y  

200 were Black;  1 was American Ind ian ,  and about 20 were Asian o r  P a c i f i c  

I s landers .  Less than  60 cases were persons o f  H ispanic  o r i g i n .  

PROBLEMS OF WHAT AVERAGES REFLECT 

Averages can be l i k e  t h e  man w i t h  h i s  head i n  t h e  f r e e z e r  and h i s  f e e t  i n  t h e  

oven who, on average, f e e l s  f ine.  As d iscussed above, researchers  came t o  

r e a l i z e  t h a t  " t n e  e l d e r l y "  as a  s t a t i s t i c a l  average was m is l ead ing  t o  those  

making p o l i c y .  We argue here t h a t  age d e t a i l  a lone can s t i l l  p rov i de  a  m is -  

1  eadi  ng p i c t u r e ,  and t h a t  gender and race  d i f f e r e n c e s  a re  impo r tan t  v a r i a b l e s  

t o  cons ider  f o r  e v a l u a t i n g  programs and develop ing p o l i c i e s .  

The White popu la t i on  comprises about 90 percen t  o f  t h e  e l d e r l y  popu la t ion ,  and 

thus,  averages f o r  t h e  " t o t a l  " p o p u l a t i o n  r e f l e c t  p r i m a r i l y  t h e  c h a r a c t e r i  S ~ ~ C S  

o f  t h e  White popu la t ion .  SIPP i s  t h e  example used here  b u t  t h e  problem ho lds  

f o r  any census o r  survey. 

STATISTICAL APPROACHES TO SMALL SAMPLE SIZES 

I n  t h e  1980 census, o f  t h e  25.5 m i l l i o n  persons aged 65 and over,  23 m i l l i o n  

were White (90 percen t ) ,  2.1 mi 1  l i o n  were B lack ( 8  percent ) ,  and t h e  remainder 

were o t h e r  races o f  whom about 200,000 were Asian o r  P a c i f i c  I s l ande rs  and 

75,000 were American Ind ian ,  Eskimo, o r  A leut .  There were a l s o  about 700,000 

persons o f  H ispan ic  o r i g i n  ( cou ld  be o f  any race).  



As mentioned above, t h e  decennia l  census i s  t h e  most impor tan t  source f o r  s tudy-  

i n g  t h e  d e t a i l s  o f  age, sex, and race  d i f f e r e n t i a l s  w i t h i n  t h e  o l d e r  popu la t ion .  

I n  f a c t ,  f o r  t h e  e l d e r l y  Asian and P a c i f i c  I s l ande r ,  and American I n d i a n  and 

Alaska Na t i ve  popu la t ions ,  t h e  census i s  t h e  o n l y  p r a c t i c a l  source f o r  such 

d e t a i l e d  study and we have no r e a l i s t i c  suggest ions f o r  t h e  use of t h e  sample 

surveys t h a t  c u r r e n t l y  e x i s t  t o  s tudy t h e  e l d e r l y  among these  popu la t ions .  

The most commonly suggested s o l u t i o n  t o  t h e  problem o f  s t udy ing  sma l l - s i zed  

popu la t i on  groups i s  t o  i nc rease  t h e  sample s i z e  o f  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  p o p u l a t i o n  

i n  quest ion.  The e l d e r l y  p o p u l a t i o n  i s  t e c h n i c a l l y  an easy group f o r  federa l  

da ta  developers t o  oversample because Medicare records  can be used as a sampl- 

i n g  frame. But i n  Medicare f i l e s ,  race  i s  s p e c i f i e d  o n l y  f o r  t h e  White and 

Bl ack popul a t i  on. For t h e  Hi spani  c - o r i  g i  n popu la t ion ,  cod ing  o f  H ispan ic  

surnames i s  a p o s s i b i l i t y .  Undercoverage o f  B lack males i s ,  however, a 

problem i n  Medicare f i l e s  j u s t  as i t  i s  i n  s u r v e y s . l  For  f u t u r e  surveys, 

we urge cons ide ra t i on  o f  oversampl ing t h e  t o t a l  p o p u l a t i o n  7 5  and over  b u t  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  B l  ack and H i s p a n i c - o r i g i n  p o p u l a t i o n  aged 7 5  y e a r s  and 

over. For o t h e r  m i n o r i t y  e l d e r l y ,  t h e r e  i s  no easy s o l u t i o n  and t h e  c o s t  i s  

p robab ly  p r o h i b i t i v e  un less  t h e i r  s i z e  inc reases  s u b s t a n t i a l l y .  

Even if sample s i zes  a re  inc reased  i n  f u t u r e  surveys, a g rea t  deal  o f  e x i s t i n g  

survey da ta  remains u n d e r u t i l i  zed f o r  t h e  s tudy  o f  White-Black d i f f e r e n t i a l s  

wi  t h i  n t h e  o l d e r  popu la t ion ,  and f o r  more recen t  surveys, H ispani  c - o r i g i  n 

d i f f e r e n t i a l s .  Large sampl ing e r r o r s  have always seemed t o  be a roadblock. 

One s o l u t i o n  i s  f o r  da ta  producers t o  combine da ta  f rom severa l  yea rs  o f  

survey da ta  t o  i nc rease  t h e  sample s i z e  used t o  produce averages ( t h i s  would 

p robab ly  be t h e  most u s e f u l  approach f o r  t h e  s tudy o f  H i s p a n i c - o r i g i n  d i f f e r -  

e n t i a l s ) .  A second s o l u t i o n  i s  t o  show da ta  i n  con f idence  i n t e r v a l s  r a t h e r  



t h a r  qi p o i n t  es t imates,  thus  p r o v i d i n g  a c l e a r e r  sense o f  t h e  v a r i a b i l i t y  

among groups even i f  conf idence i n t e r v a l s  a re  l a r g e  f o r  a p a r t i c u l a r  smal l  

popul a t  i on group.6/ Showi ng conf idence i n t e r v a l s  does no t  overcome t h e  problem 

of  smal l  sample s i z e  bu t  does b r i n g  i t  t o  our  a t t e n t i o n  i n  a s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  

way. 

The f i r s t  o p t i o n  t o  use c u r r e n t l y  a v a i l a b l e  survey da ta  by combining da ta  from 

severa l  years  o f  a survey, has been cons idered f o r  use w i t h  t h e  annual demographic 

March Supplement Current  Popul a t i o n  Survey, f o r  exampl e. We cou ld  average 3 

t o  5 years  of da ta  t oge the r  t o  produce more r e l i a b l e  da ta  f o r  sma l l e r  groups 

w i t h i n  t h e  t o t a l  o l d e r  popu la t ion .  Funds c u r r e n t l y  a re  n o t  a v a i l a b l e  t o  t r y  

t h i s  approach bu t  i t  seems t o  be a t e c h n i c a l l y  f e a s i b l e  and reasonably c o s t -  

e f f e c t i v e  approach t o  b u i l d i n g  h i s t o r i c a l  da ta  f i l e s  f o r  3 t o  5 yea rs  of age, 

sex, and White, Black,  and H i s p a n i c - o r i g i n  d i f f e r e n t i a l s  f o r  t h e  o l d e r  popu la t ion .  

The approach cou ld  work w i t h  o the r  r e c u r r i n g  surveys. 

The second op t i on ,  t h e  use of conf idence i n t e r v a l s  t o  show r e l a t i v e  d i f f e r e n c e s  

among groups, i s  shown below w i t h  da ta  f rom SIPP. 

CONFIDENCE INTERVALS WITH SIPP HEALTH-WEALTH FILE 

The f o l l o w i n g  da ta  a re  examples o f  t h e  f a l l a c y  o f  t a l k i n g  about " t h e  e l d e r l y "  

as if they  were a homogeneous group. They show s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r n c e s  i n  h e a l t h  

and economic c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  among t h e  age, sex, race  groups. I n  general ,  o l d e r  

B lack women have h i g h e r  r a t e s  o f  h e a l t h  problems and lower  incomes t h a n  do Whi te  

men and women and Black men. Where t h e  number i n  a p o p u l a t i o n  group i s  smal l ,  

t h e  da ta  a re  shown i n  90-percent con f idence  i n t e r v a l s  r a t h e r  t h a n  as p o i n t  

est imates.  Est imates a re  s t a t i s t i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  i f  t h e i r  con f idence  i n t e r v a l s  

do no t  over lap.  A popu la t i on  subgroup ( "base")  had t o  be a t  l e a s t  200,000 f o r  



data  t o  be shown because t h e  number of cases i n  t h e  sample would have been 

l e s s  t han  50. Because o f  t h i s  r equ i  rement, da ta  cou ld  no t  be shown f o r  some 

d e t a i l e d  t a b u l a t i o n s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  B lack males. A1 so, throughout  f o r  S I P P  

data,  where t h e  te rm "White" i s  used, t h e  da ta  a re  a c t u a l l y  f o r  " a l l  races 

o t h e r  than  Black." 

Func t i ona l  L i m i t a t i o n s  

D i f f i c u l t y  i n  per fo rming  personal  ca re  and home management tasks,  t h a t  i s ,  

f u n c t i o n a l  l i m i t a t i o n s ,  a re  i n d i c a t o r s  of t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  an i n d i v i d u a l ' s  l i f e  

and t h e  need f o r  h e a l t h  and s o c i a l  serv ices.  Regardless of race  o r  sex, 

f u n c t i o n a l  l i m i t a t i o n s  i nc rease  w i t h  age, b u t  a t  a d i f f e r e n t  r a t e  among groups. 

Questions were asked i n  SIPP about t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  per fo rm a s e t  of sensory and 

Phys ica l  a c t i v i t i e s  i n c l u d i n g  seeing, hear ing,  speaking, l i f t i n g  o r  ca r r y i ng ,  

wa lk ing ,  us i ng  s t a i r s ,  g e t t i n g  around i n s i d e  t h e  house, g e t t i n g  around o u t s i d e  

t h e  house, and g e t t i n g  i n t o  and ou t  o f  bed. Except f o r  speaking, persons w i t h  

a d i f f i c u l t y  per fo rming  a c t i v i t y  were asked i f  t hey  c o u l d  do i t  a t  a l l .  I n  

genera l ,  persons aged 65 and 01 de r  were more 1 i k e l y  t h a n  younger persons t o  

have one o r  more o f  these  f u n c t i o n a l  l i m i t a t i o n s  and t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  were more 

l i k e l y  t o  be servere,  t h a t  i s ,  t hey  were unable  t o  do t h e  a c t i v i t y  a t  a l l .  

The r a t e  of 1 i m i t a t i o n  was h i g h e r  among e l d e r l y  B l  acks, especi  a1 l y  B l  ack women, 

t h a n  among Whites. Among t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  65 y e a r s  and over, 8 o u t  of 10 B lack  

women had one o r  more l i m i t a t i o n s  compared w i t h  7 o u t  o f  10 B lack men, 6 o u t  

o f  10 White women, and 5 o u t  o f  10 White men. The l i m i t a t i o n s  were more l i k e l y  

t o  be severe among e l d e r l y  B lack women as about h a l f  had l i m i t a t i o n s  t h a t  were 

severe compared w i t h  about 30 percen t  o f  B lack  men and White women and one- 

f i f t h  o f  White men.L/ 



For  t h e  t o t a l  popu la t i on  aged 65-74, t h e r e  was an i n v e r s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between 

t h e  l e v e l  o f  household income and f unc t i ona l  l i m i t a t i o n  s t a t u s  as shown i n  

Table  1. Among Black women aged 65 t o  74, from 65 t o  80 percen t  of those  w i t h  

a  1 i m i t a t i o n  had monthly household incomes below $900 compared w i t h  33 t o  62 

percen t  o f  those  w i t h  no l i m i t a t i o n s .  For  those  w i t h  month ly  incomes of $2,000 

o r  more t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  was no t  s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  as 0  t o  8 percent  had 

f u n c t i o n a l  l i m i t a t i o n s  and 4 t o  24 percen t  had no l i m i t a t i o n s .  Tab le  1 a l s o  

i s  i l l u s t r a t i v e  o f  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  between Whites and Blacks w i t h i n  t h e  same 

age and income ca tegor ies .  Only 22 t o  29 percen t  o f  White men and 39 t o  45 

percent  of White women w i t h  one o r  more l i m i t a t i o n s  had month ly  incomes below 

$900 compared w i t h  t h e  65 t o  80 percen t  f o r  B lack women and 36 t o  60 percen t  

f o r  Black men ( d i f f e r e n c e  i s  no t  s t a t i s t i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  f rom White women). 

T G F L E  1. Funct ional  L ~ m i t s t r o n s  Status of N o n i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  
F'ersonc, hoed 65 t o  74, b y  Mortttll y Hous~t to l  d Incofrte, A g e ,  Sex, and 
Race: 1984 (Waves 7 and 4 of SIF'P) 
(Nitmbet- 5 i n thocrsartds . Per certt s I n 9i)-percerct conf i dence 
i n t e r v a l s .  ) 
---------------_----------------------------------------------- 
Fr.tnctlona1 L i rn l ta-  T o t a l ,  w l t h  Less than $9Ur:) t o  $2 , c:~:)o ot- 
t l  urts S ta tus  1 nconte $9(:)(:) 91,999 more 

------------------_--------------.-----.-~----.-------------------- 
' lots1 --- --- 16, 30e) 2&.(:)-31.2 41.4-45.0 25.6-28.8 

E l  acb Ma1 e~ C L 7  &.A4 -CL  3 ~ .  7-S(Ib.9 34.9-53.3 7.7-2C1.5 
White Males 6,519 16. (:)-2C). 4 45. 2-50. 8 30. 6-35. p 
F l  ac 1.: Fernal es 828 C ~8.2-72.6 20.9-34.5 3.1-1(3.7 
White Females 8,405 31.4-36.0 38.4-43.2 23.5-27.7 

No_A-i-mi t a t i  ons 8,176 18.8-22.8 43.0-48.0 31.2-36.0 
E l  ac I:: Ma1 es 2 (1) 7 17.5-45.5 - re=  ,.J. 1 -45.3 ' 6.6-3(:). 0 

White Males 5,564 10.4-15.4 44.3-51.9 35.2-42.6 
B l  ac I:: Fema 1 es m-- 

.-\ -\ 33.1-61.5 24.7-52.3 4.3-24.3 
White Females 4,172 22.4-28.6 40.0-47.0 27.7-34.1 

Or~e or More L i m i t .  8,150 36. 0-40. 8 38.5-43.3 18.8-22.8 
Blacl.: Males 347 36.4-59.6 29.0-51.8 4.2-19.2 
Whi t e Ma1 es 2,955 21.9-29.1 43.9-52.3 22.6-30. C.) 
Pl  act.: Fernal es 595 64.6-80.4 16.0-31.0 0.5- 7.5 
White Ferr~ales 4,277: 38.5-45.3 34.8-41.6 17.2-22.8 



Work D i s a b i l i t i e s  

As r e t i  rement age i s  r a i s e d  t o  keep t h e  Soc ia l  S e c u r i t y  system and pens ion 

p lans  so lven t ,  we should know t h a t  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  m i n o r i t y  of a l l  persons aged 

65 t o  7 2  have d i s a b i l i t i e s  t h a t  prevent  them from work ing  (Table  2) and t h e  

p r o p o r t i o n  o f  B lacks w i t h  work d i s a b i l i t y  i s  h i ghe r  than  f o r  Whites ( i n t e r e s t -  

i n g l y ,  t h e r e  a re  no gender d i f f e r e n c e s  w i t h i n  a  race  group). Among Blacks 

aged 65  t o  72 ,  rough ly  h a l f  t o  t w o - t h i r d s  had a  work d i s a b i l i t y ;  a d d i t i o n a l l y ,  

3 5  t o  55  percent  o f  Black men and 43 t o  6 1  percent  o f  Black women were p re -  

vented from work ing ( t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  between Black men and Black women i s  no t  

s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t ) .  From 25  t o  30 percent  o f  White men and White 

women were prevented f rom working. 8 

TABLE 2 .  Wort. D i s a b i l i t y  S t a t u s  o f  Persons Aged 65 t o  72, by 
Se:: and R a c e :  1984 (SIPP, Wave 3 )  
(Numbers I n  thousands. P e r c e n t s  90-percent  con f idence  i n t e r v a l s . )  

S e x ,  R a c e  T o t a l  Percent  w i t h  a P e r c e n t  prevented 
work disability from worlring 

E l a c l  Males 448 47.7-67.9 94.7-55.1 
White  Males 5,415 36.7-42.5 24.8-30. C) 
E 1 ac I: Fema 1 es 653 49.2-66.8 43.2-61.0 
White  Females 6,707 33.1-38.5 25.3-90.3 

R e t i  rement and Func t i ona l  L i m i t a t i o n s  

"Ret i rement"  i s  a  cont inuum o f  those  who r e c e i v e  r e t i r e m e n t  income (Soc ia l  

S e c u r i t y ,  pub1 i c  and p r i v a t e  pens ions)  and who were never  i n  t h e  l a b o r  fo rce ,  

those  who have l e f t  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  e n t i r e l y ,  and those  who remain i n  t h e  

l a b o r  f o r ce ,  p a r t  t i m e  ( l e s s  t h a n  35 hours  pe r  week) o r  f u l l  t ime,  p a r t  y e a r  

( l e s s  t h a n  50 weeks) o r  f u l l  year. 

O f  t hose  persons aged 65 and over  who rece i ved  r e t i r e m e n t  income and worked, 

most worked a l l  18 weeks o f  t h e  survey-quest ion p e r i o d  ( f u l l  y e a r  da ta  a re  no t  



ava i  1 ab le ) .  The d i f fe rence  between work ing 1-17 weeks and work ing  18 weeks 

was s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  regard less  of race o r  gender except f o r  Black 

males w i t h  no l i m i t a t i o n s  and Black females w i t h  one o r  more l i m i t a t i o n s .  

Not enough Black men aged 55 t o  64  and Black women aged 55 t o  59 rece ived  

r e t i r e m e n t  income t o  i n c l u d e  i n  t h e  s tudy ( l e s s  t han  175,000). There were, 

however, over  3 m i l l i o n  White males and 3 m i l l i o n  White women aged 55 t o  64 

who rece ived  re t i r emen t  income. 

Among those aged 65 t o  69 who rece ived  re t i r emen t  income, t h e r e  was no s t a t i s -  

t i c a l  d i f f e rence  between t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  Whites and Blacks who worked and 

had a  f u n c t i o n a l  l i m i t a t i o n  (4-6 percen t  f o r  Whites, 1-8 percen t  f o r  ~ l a c k s ) .  

For bo th  groups, t h e  percen t  work ing w i t h  f u n c t i o n a l  1  i m i t a t i o n s  was r e l a t i v e l y  

low (Tab le  3) .  O f  persons w i t h  r e t i r emen t  income i n  t h e  65-to-69 y e a r  age 

group, 52  t o  69 percent  o f  B lacks d i d  no t  work and had one o r  more f u n c t i o n a l  

1  i m i t a t i o n s  compared w i t h  37 t o  43  percen t  o f  Whites. Less than  2 percent  

o f  Whites worked if they  had pension income and a  severe l i m i t a t i o n ;  t h e r e  

were no sample cases o f  B lacks who rece ived  pension income and had a severe 

l i m i t a t i o n ,  

TAEL-E 3. Functional Limitations Status of Persons Aged 65 to 69 
with Retirement Income, by Employment Status and 

Race:  I994 (SIPP Wave 3 and 4) 
(Percent in 90-percent confidence intervals. Percent of age/race 
group based on 603,000 blacks and 7,404,000 Whiter.) 

Functional Limitations Did not work Worked 
Status 

EiriCr. 
No limitations 19.1-34.7 3.6-13.4 
One or more limitations 31.8-69.0 0.7- 7.7 
One or more severe limitations 24.0-40.6 - 

WHITE 
No limitations 41.5-46.7 7.0-10.0 
One or more limitations 37.4-42.6 3.7- 5.9 

One or more severe limitations $5.3-19.3 0.6- 1.6 

- Indicates zero sample cases. 



Some research has i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  o l d e r  B lack women a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  work 

than  a re  o the rs  when they  have f unc t i ona l  l i m i t a t i o n s  because of t h e i r  l i m i t e d  

economic resources.9/ SIPP would be i d e a l  f o r  s t udy ing  t h i s  ques t i on  if t h e  

sample s i z e  were l a rge r .  There were on l y  253,000 B lack  males and 350,000 

Black females aged 65 t o  69 who rece ived  re t i r emen t  income. I n  t h i s  Case, 

t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  by race and gender among those  aged 65  t o  69 who rece i ved  

r e t i r e m e n t  income and who worked w i t h  one o r  more f u n c t i o n a l  l i m i t a t i o n s  Was 

n o t  s t a t i s t i c a l  l y  s i  gn i  f i c a n t  ( f o r  B l  ack males, 1-16 percen t ;  B l  ack females, 

0-5 percen t ;  White males, 4-7 percen t ;  and White females, 3-6 percen t ) .  

F u t u r e  work w i t h  t h e  SIPP Health-Wealth f i l e  w i l l  l ook  a t  t h e  work s t a t u s  

and f u n c t i o n a l  l i m i t a t i o n s  s t a t u s  o f  t h e  o l d e r  popu la t i on  who do no t  have 

r e t i r e m e n t  income. I n f o r m a t i o n  about h e a l t h  as i t  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  assets  w i l l  

a1 so r ece i ve  a t t e n t i o n .  

CONCLUSIONS 

From t h e  i l l u s t r a t i v e  decennia l  census and SIPP da ta  shown above, i t  i s  obv ious 

t h a t  t h e r e  a re  s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e s  w i t h i n  t h e  o l d e r  p o p u l a t i o n  and w i t h i n  

d e t a i l e d  age groups among t h e  race  groups. To t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  p o l i c y  makers 

must r e l y  on s t a t i s t i c a l  averages, p o l i c y  cannot r e f l e c t  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  among 

t h e  e l d e r l y  groups. The near  s t a t i s t i c a l  i n v i s i b i l i t y  o f  t h e  m i n o r i t y  aged 

may make i t  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  these  groups t o  b r i n g  t h e i r  concerns t o  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  

o f  pol icymakers.  I n  some cases, more d e t a i l e d  i n f o r m a t i o n  can be shown by 

s t a t i s t i c a l  techniques so t h a t  a t  l e a s t  r e l a t i v e  l e v e l s  can be determined. 

Bu t  a t  t imes,  even t hese  techn iques  a r e  n o t  s u f f i c i e n t  and inc reased  sample 

s i z e s  f o r  t h e  m i n o r i t y  aged i n  upcoming surveys a r e  needed t o  address c e r t a i n  

p o l  i c y  quest ions.  



The p r e l i m i n a r y  da ta  f rom t h e  SIPP ~ e a l t h - U e a l t h  f i l e  shown here a re  i n d i c a t i v e  

of t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  t h a t  can be gained when t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  between h e a l t h  and 

and economic f a c t o r s  a re  considered. We urge c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  a d d i t i o n a l  ways 

t o  use t h e  SIPP l o n g i t u d i n a l  f i l e s  i n  t h e  s tudy o f  t h e  o l d e r  popula t ion.  We 

a l s o  urge t h a t  o t h e r  surveys on t h e  o l d e r  popu la t i on  c o l l e c t  bo th  h e a l t h  and 

S O C ~  0-economi c  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  



FOOTNOTES 

~ u . s .  Bureau o f  t h e  Census, 1980 Census of Popu la t ion ,  Spec ia l  Tabu la t ions  
Prepared f o r  t h e  Na t iona l  I n s t i t u t e  on Aging, These "Spec ia l  NIA Tabula- 
t i o n s "  by d e t a i l e d  age, sex, and race/Hispanic  o r i g i n ,  a r e  ava i  l a b l e  from 
t h e  Na t i ona l  A rch ive  o f  Computerized Data on Agin , Survey Research Center, 
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  Michigan ( te lephone:  313 - 764-25703. Also a v a i l a b l e  i s  a  da ta  
f i l e  of se l ec ted  t a b u l a t i o n s  f rom t h e  1980 census Summary Tape F i l e  5, a l s o  
by d e t a i l e d  age, sex, and race/Hispanic  o r i g i n .  

/wh i t e ;  B lack;  American Ind ian ,  Eskimo, o r  A leu t ;  Asian o r  P a c i f i c  I s l a n d e r ;  
Other  races. 

~ / u . s .  Bureau of t h e  Census, "Using t h e  Survey o f  Income and Program P a r t i c i p -  
a t i o n  f o r  Research on t h e  O lder  Populat ion,"  Working Paper Ser ies  No. 8503, 
September 1985, pp. 1-2. A d d i t i o n a l  i n f o rma t i on  on SIPP i s  i n  Ser ies  P-70 
r e p o r t s  and i n  "An Overview of t h e  Survey of Income and Program P a r t i c i p a t i o n :  
Update 1," by Dawn Nelson, David B. McMil len,  and Danie l  Kasprzyk, SIPP 
Working Paper Ser ies  No. 8401, December 1985. 

4 / ~  machine-readable f i l e  i s  pub1 i c l y  a v a i l a b l e  f rom t h e  I n t e r - U n i v e r s i t y  
Consort ium f o r  P o l i t i c a l  and Soc ia l  Research, Box 1248, Ann Arbor, M I  
48106 (Phone: 313 - 764-2570). 

~ / u . s .  Bureau o f  t h e  Census, "Methodology f o r  Develop ing Est imates of Coverage 
i n  t h e  1980 Census Based on Demographic Ana lys is :  Popu la t i on  Aged 65 and 
Over i n  1980," by J. Gregory Robinson, P re l im ina ry  Eva lua t i on  Resu l t s  Memo- 
randa, No. 116, 1987. 

 his approach was a l s o  used i n  a  s tudy o f  t h e  cen tenar ian  popu la t i on  from 
t h e  decenni a1 census. See "America's Centenar ians: Data f rom t h e  1980 
Census," by Gregory Spencer, A rno ld  A. Goldste in ,  and Cyn th ia  M. Taeuber 
(U.S. Bureau o f  t h e  Census), Cur ren t  Popu la t i on  Reports,  Se r i es  P-23, No. 158, 
U.S. Government P r i n t i n g  O f f i ce ,  Washington, D.C. 

~ / u . s .  Bureau of t h e  Census, Cur ren t  Popu la t i on  Reports,  Ser ies  P-70, No. 8, 
"Di sab i  1  i t y ,  Func t i ona l  L i m i t a t i o n ,  and Hea l t h  Insurance Coverage: 1984/85, 
Table B, U.S. Government P r i n t i n g  O f f i ce ,  Washington, D.C., 1986, 

B/1bld., Table  D  p rov ides  p o i n t  es t imates.  

/ ~ i n d a  L. Be lg rave  and Mar ie  R. Haug, " I n t e r a c t i o n  o f  H e a l t h  and Pension: The 
E f f ec t s  of Women's E a r l y  R e t i  rement ," paper presented a t  1987 P u b l i c  H e a l t h  
Conference on Records and S t a t i s t i c s ,  Washington, D.C. Research suppor ted 
by t h e  Na t i ona l  I n s t i t u t e  on Aging. 




