Size of lizcome and Personal Characteristics
of the Aged*
HE economic status of aged
persons has been a subject of
national concern since at least
1935, the year the Social Security Act
became law, but only recently have
comprehensive data become available
permitting meaningful description of
their income characteristics.
The
new information coniirms the general
impression that the aged are by and
large a low-income group. It goes
beyond this, however, in permitting
a more precise delineation than could
hitherto be made of differences between aged persons and other age
groups with respect to the relative
number with income, sources of income, and the size of income, and also
of the effect on receipt, size, and
sources of income of such characteristics as age, sex, marital status,
labor-force participation, and living
arrangements.
The present article deals with the
Personal characteristics influencing
the size of aged persons’ income.
Attention is focused on the income
of individuals as opposed to family
income, since income usually accrues
to individuals rather than to families,
It is sometimes argued that this approach ignores the fact that many
aged persons live in families whose
members, in theory at least, share
their income. This is an essential
consideration, to be sure, in the ,analysis of consumption patterns among
the aged. Knowledge of the income
of aged individuals is nevertheless
significant, particularly in view of
society’s increasing recognition of the
importance, in terms of morale and
status, that receipt of money income
has for aged persons.

T

Age Cycle and Income
Receipt of Income
In recent years between 8 and 12
men out of every 100 aged 65 and
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over in the noninstitutional
population have had no money income? All
but 4 or 5 percent of the men aged
55-64 have some money income, and
1 or 2 percent of those aged 25-54
(table 1). The shift reflects both the
drop with advancing age in the relative number of earners and the lack,
thus far, of an income substitute for
earnings for all persons forced out of
the labor force by age or disability.
There is some evidence that in recent years the relative number of
income recipients among the aged
has increased, largely as a result of
the old-age and survivors insurance
program. If this trend continues and
if protection against permanent disability becomes more widespread, it
‘All data in the first two sections of
this article refer to the noninstitutional
population,
unless otherwise stated. The
proportion
with no money income rises
to lo-14 percent if aged persons in institutions are taken into account.
Income for the purposes of this article
is money income as defined by the Bureau of the Census in its annual surveys
of consumer income.
It includes wages
or salary, net earnings from self-employment, interest,
dividends,
net income
from rents and royalties, receipts from
roomers
or boarders,
periodic
income
from estates and trust funds, benefit payments under social insurance and related
as&stance,
Armed
programs,
public
Forces allotments
for dependents, industrial
pensions and other benefit payments under private auspices, assistance
from voluntary
agencies, contributions
from friends or relatives, and periodic receipts from insurance policies or annuiare
ties. Excluded from the definition
money received from the sale of property,
withdrawals
of bank deposits, money borrowed, tax refunds, gifts, lump-sum
inheritances and insurance payments, and
income in kind-for
example,
homegrown or contributed
food, contributed
clothing, and “free” shelter.
The income estimates presented in this
article are based on sample surveys and
are therefore subject to sampling variability,
which may be large for small
groups.
They are subject also to errors
of response and nonreporting.
Since a
respondent tends to forget minor or irregular sources of income, such errors tend
to result in an underestimate
of income.
Measures of sampling
variability
have
been developed by the Bureau of the
Census, but not measures of error in
response due to faulty memory, misunderstanding, or misrepresentation.

is conceivable that there would no
longer be the decrease after age 54
in the proportion of men with income.

Median Income
While nearly all aged men have
some income, it is likely to be smaller
than it was in their more vigorous
Years. Men aged 65 and over comprised 11 Percent of all male income
recipients in 1952 but received only
7 percent of the aggregate income.
There is an age cycle in income,
determined largely by the age cycle
in earnings, and it appears that income is at its peak for most men
when they are in the age group 35-44
(table 21. Thereafter median income decreases, but only moderately,
holding up fairly well until the seventh decade of life. In this decade,
the data indicate, a rather marked
drop in average income takes place,
related to a parallel decline in the
labor-force participation rate.
Table l.--Percent of men aged 25 and
over with income, by age, 1947-52 1

I
I
I
I
1Excludes institutional population.
Source: Bureau of the Census, Current Pop&tim Reports, Consumer Income, SeriesP-60.

In recent years the average aged
man with income has had an income
approximately one-third that of the
average man in the age group with
the highest median-35-44 yearsand about 40 percent of the income
of the average man in the age group
55-64. Since family responsibilities
also tend to diminish after age 45, the
reduction in income does not necessarily involve a corresponding reduction in living standards. It has often
been said that the aged have less but
that they also need less. This statement is true, but whether and by how
much the decrease in income exceeds
the decline in family requirements
has yet to be fully explored.
3

2.-Median fncqme of men aged
f$4;n4, pver with mcome, by age,

Generally overlooked, however, are
the presence of aged persons in higher
income groups and their greaterthan-average representation among
Age/ 1947 1 1948 1 1949 1 1950 1 1951 1 1952
men with incomes of $25,000 or more.
~,
The distribution
of the relative
Amount
number of persons in each income
class who are aged 65 and over tends
65 and over.
$956 $998 $1,016 $986’81 008’81 247
55-64 _______ 2,344 2,412 2,366 2,494 2:840 3:009
to assume a reverse J shape-very
45-54 __-____ 2,681 2,828 2,751 3,091 3,280 3.486
35-44 _______ 2,845 3,046 2,951 3,254 3,617 3,709
high at the low end of the income
25-34 _______ 2,449 2,724 2,754 2,961 3,288 3,493
scale, low in the middle ranges, and
20-24...-..e
1,569 1,849 1,726 1,933 2,259 2,137
moderately high at the upper end
Median income of men aged 65 aud
(chart 1). Men aged 65 and over
over 8s percent of median income of
comprised 11 percent of all male inmen iu specified age group
come recipients in 1952 who were
aged 14 or over but 21 percent of
those with incomes under $500 and
39 percent of those with incomes of
1 Excludes institutional
population.
$500-$999. In the income groups
Source: Bureau of the Ceuq
Current PopzlZation
Reporta, Consumer Income, Sems P-60.
$l,OOO-$1,499 and $1,500-$1,999 the
aged were still in proportions in excess
Income Distribution
of their representation among income
recipients
as a whole, but thereafter
One of the most characteristic feathe percentage fell below this level,
tures of aged persons’ income
is its
declining to 3-4 percent in the group
highly uneven distribution. Inequalwith incomes from $3,500 to $6,999.
ity of income may be observed in all
At
$7,000 the percentage began to rise
age groups, but it is most pronounced
among
the aged. In 1952, one-fifth of again, reaching 10 percent in the class
$15,000-$24,999 and 18 percent in the
the men aged 65 and over at the lower
class $25,900 and over (table 4).
end of the income array accounted
for only 3 percent of the aggregate Data from Federal income-tax reincome
received by all aged men, turns for 1948 suggest that this proportion rose to about one-fourth for
whereas the one-fifth at the upper
persons with incomes in that year of
end of the array received 57 percent.
$100,600-$499,999 and to threeAmong men aged 25-34, by contrast,
eighths for persons with incomes of
these proportions were 8 percent and
$500,000or more?
35 percent (table 3)?
The factors underlying age differThese data seem to run counter to
the general impression that the aged ences in the relative concentration of
are rather homogeneous with respect income have not been fully explored.
to income-that all or nearly all have Income analysts are inclined to beeither no income or a small income. lieve that these differences reflect in
large measure changes in the homoIt is true that substantial numbers
geneity of the income-receiving group
are without money income and that
with age. The relatively large inthere is a fairly large concentration
of income recipients at the lower end equality to be observed in table 3
among boys aged 14-19, for example,
of the income scale. In 1952, for
example, 43 percent of the men aged is the result of the presence in this
65 and over with money income had age class of such unlike groups as fulltime workers and students with, occaincomes of less than $1,000; 58 percent had incomes of less than $1,500. sional earnings. Income dispersion is
much less evident among men aged
2 Age differences in the extent of in20-24, largely because of a marked inequality
of income are also reflected in
crease in the relative number of fullstandard measures of dispersion.
Comtime workers, and is lowest among
puted from data for 1952 (source cited
for table 3), the coefficient
of variation
men aged 2534, when the labor-force
in the inkerquartile
range was 27 for
participation
rate is at its peak.
men aged 25-34, 34 for men aged 45-54,
inequality
in income inThereafter
and 59 for men aged 65 and over: the

Table

coefacient of variation in the total distribution was 61, 110, and 186, respectively,
for the same three age groups.
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a Social Security
page 11. table 2.
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creases, partly because there is an
increase with age in the proportion of
men who rely on income other than
earnings and partly because the differential effects of such factors as
education and skill on size of earned
income become more pronounced with
age. The proportions of earners
among men aged 65 and over and of
full-time earners in this group both
drop appreciably. The relative number of persons with income from
sources other than employment is
greater in this age group than in
others, and the average amount of income provided by these sources varies
widely. Taken separately, each of the
groups
into
which the aged could be
divided on the basis of principal income source may exhibit a certain
uniformity
in income distribution.
In the aggregate, however, the aged
present the maximum in income
heterogeneity.

Characteristics of the Aged
Affecting Income
Of the factors that infiuence size
of income among the aged, perhaps
the most important is labor-force
status. Differences in income that
are associated with age, sex, marital
status, and living arrangements are
all associated to some extent with the
labor-force participation rate. In recent years about 4 in every 10 men
aged 65 and over have been members
of the labor force. These workers, as
a group, tend to have larger incomes
than those who have retired, for the
Table 3.-Percent of aggregate money
income received by male income
recipients aged 14 and over, ranked
by income, by age, 1952 1
Age

i-l-l-l-i-l-lLowestfIfth.
3.3 3.8 5.5
Secondflfth.
6.9 10.6 12.8
Middlefifth11.4 16.9 16.6
Fourth fifth. 21.1 21.6 21.5
Highest
6fth ______ 57.4, 47.2, 43.6

6.7 8.1 5.9 6.6
14.0 15.3 12.6 6.7
17.8 18.9 18.2 8.6
22.7 23.2 25.8 21.0
38.8 34.6 37.4 57.1

1 Based on aggregate income computed by method
described on page 8 of source release. Excludes
institutional population.
e Arrayed by size of income within each age group.
Source: Bureau of the Census, +rrent Popdation

~bpx$,

Consumer Income, Genes P-60, No. 14,

Social Security

Chart

l.-Men

PERCENT

aged 65 and over as percent of all men in each income class, 1952
-

40

aged 65-69, about $900 for men aged
70-74, and about $700 for men 75
years of age and over.

Sex

INCOME

simple reason that earnings yield in
general a higher income than do pensions, benefits, annuities, or assistance. In 1951,persons without money
income were relatively eight times as
numerous among men aged 65 and
over who were not in the labor force
as among aged men who were in the
labor force, while the median income
of the retired group was only a little
more than one-third that of the
working group.’
Age
The inverse association between
age and income holds true also in
the advanced ages. The progressive
decline in the labor-force participation rate for men past age 65, from
60 percent among men aged 65-69 to
less than 20 percent among those
aged 75 and over,6 and the replace&Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, Consumer Income, Series
P-60, No. 11, table 4. When the data are
adjusted for persons in institutions,
few
of whom are income recipients, the relative number without
money income was
nine times as large among persons not in
the labor force as among those in the
labor force. Median income relationships
remained unchanged.
‘Bureau of the Census, U. S. Census of
Popularton:
1950, vol. IV, part 1, chapter
A, EmpZoyment and Personal
Characteristics, table 1.
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ment of earnings by sources yielding,
on the whole, lower incomes are reflected both in higher ratios of aged
persons with no money income and
in a measurable diminution in the
average of those with income. Special tabulations based on the Bureau
of the Census Post-Enumeration Survey made in connection with the 1950
Census suggest that the men without
money income in 1949 represented
approximately 1 in 10 among those
aged 65-69 and about 1 in 3 among
those aged 80 and over: Median income among aged income recipients
in that year was about $1,700 for men
a These figures and the corresponding
medians are not directly comparable with
those for broader age groups from the
1950 Census shown in tables 5 and 6, owing both to sampling variations
and differences in enumeration
techniques.
In
general, it was found that the PostEnumeration
Survey yielded, in comparison with the Census data, (1) a smaller
proportion
of persons receiving
no income and (2) lower median incomes for
those with income.
For the population
as a whole the number of income recipients in every income group below $2,000
was larger in the Post-Enumeration
Survey, probably because the more Intensive
questioning
in the survey reduced the
proportion
of no-income
recipients.
(See A. Ross Eckler, “Extent
and Character of Errors in the 1960 Census,”
American
Statistician,
December
1953,
page 19.)

Measures of sex differences in income are difficult to develop because
of the special problem presented by
married women. In 1952 approximately 4 in every 10 women aged 65
and over had no money income.’
Data from &he 1959 Census suggest
that 45-46 Percent of such women
were married and living with a husband? Since all but 8 percent of the
aged men in 1952 had some income
and since married men tend to be a
little better off in this respect than
other men, it is probable that the relative number of aged women receiving income either directly or as the
wives of income recipients was higher
than 6 in 10 and that it may have
been as high as 7 or 8 in 10. Even
with this adjustment, it is evident
that lack of money income is much
more common among aged women
than among aged men.
This difference seems to be related
to the economic pattern of married
life. Despite the remarkable postwar
gain in the proportion of married
women at work, most wives-which
means most women, since 4 out of 5
women aged 25-44 are married-are
wholly dependent on the husband’s
earnings during the greater part of
their adult years. When account is
taken of income from this source,
relatively few women in the younger
and middle years of adult life can be
said to be without income. The Proportion lacking money income becomes significant only in late middle
age, when mortality takes an increasing toll of married men, and it is
highest among women past age 65,
more than half of whom are widows.
Although the relative number of
women with direct income is at its
peak in these ages, the proportion
with indirect income from a husband’s
employment is at a minimum. If
every widow qualified for a social insurance benefit or for a privately puri Bureau
lation

of the Census,

Reports,

Consumer

Current
Income,

PopuSeries

P-60, No. 14, table 3.
8 Bureau of the Census, U. S. Census of
Population:
1950, vol. IV, part 2, chapter D, Marital
Status, table 6.
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chased annuity on her husband’s
death, few changes would occur in the
relative number of women with money
income, direct or indirect. Because,
however, of past gaps in social insurance protection and of inadequacies
in individual and family provision for
income in widowhood, the economic
loss resulting from the death of the
family earner is not always made up,
even in part. The result is a considerable increase in the number of older
women with no incolme, exceeding by
far the comparable ratio among aged
men.
In addition, aged women have lower
incomes than do aged men. In 1952
the median income of aged women
with income was $650, or about half
that of aged men.0 If account were

taken of the husband’s income available to married women, this median
would, of course, be somewhat higher;
by how much is not known in the absence of data on age of wife in re&tion to size of husband’s income.

Marital

L-Receipt
of money income
and median income, 1949, for men
aned 65 and over. bv marital status.

Table

Marital status

Status

Married men past age 65 tend to
have higher incomes than aged nonmarried men; fewer married men
have no income. According to the
1950 Census, married aged men had
a median income in 1949 of $1,440,
while the median for single, widowed,
and divorced men aged 65 and over
was about $830. One in 7 married and
divorced men had no money income,
1 in 5 single men, and 1 in 4 widowers
(table 5).
Aged married men have higher incomes, in part because they are somewhat younger than other aged men.

Percent
with no
money
income,
1949

Total.. ________________

18

Married, wife present.----Other marital status-----Single...---..--.-------Married, wife absent ____
Widowed ___________ ____
Divorced .___ ___________

14
25
22
20

1,440
830
l,%
815
870

z

1 Excludes institutional population,
Source: Bureau of the Census, U. S. Census of
Population: 1950, vol. IV, part 2, chapter D, Martial
Status,table 6.

In 1950 the median age of married
men
aged 65 and over was 70.5 years:
g Bureau of the Census, Current
Populathe median for nonmarried men was
tion
Reports,
Consumer
Income,
Series
73.2 years.” When age is held conP-60, No. 14, table 3.
stant, the more advantageous economic
position of the married man is
Table 4.-Men aged 14 and over with income, by age and income class, 1952 1
reduced somewhat, but he is still considerably better off than the single
Age
man and the widower, and this finding
is as true for men under age 65 as for
Income class
Total / ““,;,:” / 55-64 / 45-54 / 35-44 / 25-34 / 20-24 / 14-19
those above it. At every age the married man has a higher labor-force
Percentage distribution by specified age
participation rate: 57 percent compared with 39 percent for others
Total ______________________________ 100.0
17.6
6.0
_.- 13.3
.- 21.5 _- 22.9 -- 7.2
among men aged 65-74 and 25 Percent
$1-499. ________________________________ 100.0
21.0
8.9
6.2
45.3
against 13 percent among those aged
500-999....---.~_~_~~~~~~--~-----~~-~-~
100.0
14.1
tt
k::
ET:
15.7
l,cKlO-1,499.---_____--_______ ___________ 100.0
2:
14.8
123
15:3
10: 8
16: 0
75 and over.1l Married men also have
1,500-1,999 .____________________________ 100.0
14.4
15.7
16.6
15.6
E
16.9
16: 3
2,000-2,499 .____________________________ 100.0
9.6
13.6
25.6
11.2
greater regularity of employment,
17.9
18.7
3.5
2,500-2,999 .________.___________________ 100.0
15.0
17.0
26.9
8.3
22.3
and-when
working-higher
earn3,ON-3,499 .____________________________ loo. 0
5.8
13.8
22.8
E
1:;
3,500-3,999 .____________________________ X6.0
12.6
2:
i?i
4:Q
24.8
ings.”
Whether
this
is
the
situation
4,cnX-4,4QQ ---_-------_____--__-----__ 106.0
2:
12.9
30.3
31: 6
18: 5
3.3 ____-_:1’
4,5CO-4,999______.___________.__________ 100.0
3.4
11.4
18.9
31.4
32.1
2.8
.l
because the better earner is the better
5,OOH,QQQ._____________-__ ____________ 100.0
11.5
23.2
27.8
3.3 _____-- _
catch in the marriage market or be6,OOC+6,999
_________________- ______ loo. 0
;:!I
23.2
ES
26.6
1.7 __-_---7,000-9,999 ..___________________________ 100.0
1:;
28.7
34.3
21.7
.2
.4
cause marriage is a spur to more
lO,OOO-14,999.______ _________________.. 100.0
Ei
21: 0
34.1
13.6 ________________
24.4
15,060-24,999 ._______.___________-----.
100.0
10: 2
18.9
31.6
8.4 ________ .______
strenuous economic effort is a nice
25,000 and over _._.________________-_ 100.0
17.9
2;
-.
29.5
39.1
problem, but the differences are
Iunmistakable.
Percentage distribution by amount of money income
I
-

I-

Total ._____________________________ 100.0
LOSS._.______._________________________
.6
$1-499. __-____.______________________.7.7
501t999...---.----..--_---------------8.2
l,oOO-1,499._________________ ______-___
7.2
1,500-1,999 .___________._______-.------6.7
2,000-2,499 .____________________________
8.3
2,500-2,999 .___________________---.----8.5
3,000-3,499 ---__-_----______.___________
13.2
3,500-3,QQQ.--. ______________.__________
9.7
4,ooc-4,499 .--__________________________
7.8
4,5CO4,999 _____________________________
5,00+5,999 .--_______-__________________
i:o’
6,OW-6,999 .____________________________
3.2
7,000-9,999 ..__________________-------..
3.2
1. o
10,009-14,999m__________________________
15,00+24,999 .__________________________
25,000 and over _.______________________
:3”
hfedian income ________________________ 8,105

.-

100.0

_-

1.3

14::
27.9
14.7
8.5
7.0
6.2

!:a
8:6
E
13: 7
9.2

Z
f::
3: 1
1.0
1.3
:Z
.5

-

100.0

3:;
2: 3
2. 5
1.6
:!

$1,247

-

9W, 009

.-

106.0

_-

100.0

100.0

2:;
2.7

3:;
2::

4.6

E

5:;

1:;
12:1
8.2
6.1

1::
11: 2
11.0
8.3
11.0
5.4
5.2
1.6

‘E
5: 3
1.4
1.0
.7
$3,486

-

:i

--

100.0

.3
1.8
6::
2.4
10.0
4.8
15.8
4.9
14.5
9.3
12.8
10.0
11.4
16.8
12.4
13.5
10.8
2:
2: 2
8.0
9.7
3.8
“2
3.1
.l
.6 _.._____. .2 ___________. _ _____- - . -

9D, 709 $3,493 1 $2,137

-

--

lc0.0
57::
21.3
E:“o
4.8
1.1
2.7
.6

-

1 Excludes institutional population.
Source: Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, Conszlmer Income, Series P-60, No. 14, table 3.
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1950, vol. II, part 1, U. S.
chapter
C, table 104.
vol. IV, part 1, chapter A, Emand Personal
Characteristics,

ployment
table 10.
n Unpublished
data, from a special survey of the economic
status of aged persons
made by the Bureau
of the Census In

April

1952 for the Institute

Relations,

that

there

University

of Industrial

of California,

are more married

show

aged men

than nonmarried
aged men among professional
and technical
workers,
and
among managers,
officials, and proprietors,
and fewer
among
service
workers,
farm
laborers
and foremen,
and laborers
(except on farms
and in mines).

Social Security

Available information
on aged
women suggests that for them also
there are economic advantages in
marriage. When allowance is made
for the husband’s income, married
women show the lowest percentage of
women without money income. Single and divorced women seem to be
in an intermediate position, while
widows are at the bottom of the economic scale. In 1949 about one-third
of all nonmarried women aged 65 and
over had no money income; of the
remaining two-thirds, single women
had a median income of about $1,100
and widows about $600.1* Part of the
explanation is, again, an age difference: aged widows tend to be older
than single aged women. Within the
same age bracket, however, an income spread persists, reflecting in
part a difference in the proportions
in the labor force.”

Living Arrangements
When health and income permit,
older persons generally prefer independent living arrangements, be it a
house they own or a rented house or
apartment. It is therefore not surprising that, among men aged 65 and
over, those who head their households are better off financially than
men living in the homes of relatives
or living with others as roomers or
boarders. The proportion of aged
men without money income is less
than half as large among household
heads as among those not in their
own households. For men with income, median income is half again as
high. In the best position with respect to income are married men in
their own households, and least well
off are men living in their children’s
homes; those living in the homes of
nonrelatives as roomers or boarders
position
OCCUPY
an intermediate
(table 6). The differences among
these groups are associated with differences in age, in labor-force status,
and probably in earnings as well.
Among men aged 65 and over in 1950
almost half the household heads were
in the labor force (56 percent of those
1s Bureau
of the Census, Post-Enumeration Survey,
unpublished
data.
I* Bureau
of the Census, 7.7. S. Census of
Population:
1950, vol. IV, part 1, chapter
A, Employment and Personal
Characteristics, table 10.
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Table

L-Receipt of money income and median income, 1949,for persons aged
65 and over, by age, sex, and living arrangements ,195O1
Percent with no money
income, 1949
Sex and living arrangements
Total

income of persons with income, 1949
-

,

--

-9il,

:;

440
1,540
1,640
1,680
1,290
860

2
34
29
17

iti
870
870
1,000

14
12
12
11

Men--.---....---..------------------------------------In own household ._.____..____________________________
Head of primary family z______. ____________________
Married, wife present _______. ____________________
other ___.. --- _____________ _______________________
Primary individual 3. .._____________________________
Not in own household- _______________________________
Living in home of relatives ..______..________________
Parent of hesd _.__ -__ ___- _________________________
Other .._____.. --- _________________-___ ..__________
Living with nonrelatives ._._______ __-__ _____________
Women 4._______________________________________-------In own household..----..
.____________________________
Head of primary family 2_____ _____________________
Primary individual a.__.______. ____________________
Not in own household __._____________________________
Living in home of relatives .___-- ____ _._.___________
Parent of head... _________________________________
Other . ..______ --.--- _________ ________.___________
Living with nonrelatives ._._________ _______________

Aged
6cr74

Aged
Sand
over

1Median

--

t:

41

23
ii

62
49
33

39
ii!
51
ii
2c

I
I
I

-

-

1 Excludes institutional
population.
2 One or more related persons present.
J Living alone, or with nonrelatives present.
4 Excludes married women living with husband.

Source: Bureau of the Census, U. 8’. Cens~ Of
Populatian: 1950, vol. IV, part 2, chapter D. Marital
Status, table 6.

aged 65-74 and 24 percent of the
older men), whereas only 1 in 5 of
those living in the home of a relative
was in the labor force (31 percent of
those aged 65-74 and 8 percent of
those aged 75 and over). The laborforce participation rate was somewhat higher for aged men living with
nonrelatives but still far lower than
among household heads6
For the aged women, receipt of income is least common among those
living with relatives, as among aged
men. The differences between those
living with nonrelatives and the relatively small number who are household heads, however, appears to be
insignificant.
(Married women living with their husbands are excluded
from the comparison since available
income statistics for this group are
not meaningful, in the absence of
data on income of husband.) Aged
with nonrelatives,
women living
moreover, appear to have a somewhat higher median income than
other women aged 65 and over.
Relatively more persons under age
75 live in their own households than
do persons past age 75, but that this
factor alone does not account for the
higher income of household heads is
clear from an inspection of table 6.

The differences are significant in both
age groups.

‘SIbid.,

table

6.

Aged Persons at Different
Income Levels
Examination of data on the income
of the aged in a recent year (1951)
shows how the characteristics just
discussed affect the number and
kinds of persons in each income class.
To eliminate the distortion caused by
the fact that most married women
are dependent on their husbands for
support, data will be used that combine the income of the husband aged
65 or over and his wife in the case of
married couples but are limited to
the income of the aged individual in
all other cases.
The 13.0 million persons aged 65
and over in April 1952may be grouped
into 10.5 million units, consisting Of
4.0 million aged couples,1’ 2.1 million
nonmarried men (widowers, by and
large), and 4.4 million nonmarried
women (most of them widows).
The special survey conducted by
the Bureau of the Census for the In=Both
partners
were aged 65 or over
in a little
more than
half the married
couples, while in perhaps
1.8 million
COUples the wife was under
age 65. About
0.2 million
couples in which the wife was
aged 65 or over but the husband
Was
under
age 65 are excluded.
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stitute of Industrial Relations, University of California, provided information on the distribution by income
in 1951 of couples with head aged 65
and over and all other aged persons
not in institutions.
The sample results were inflated to independent
estimates of the civilian noninstitutional population consistent with the
1950 Census. To these figures were
added the institutional population in
1950, to yield the distribution below.
Income class

Number of
units (in
millions)
2.4
2.1
2.4
1.7
.8
13’
.l

The tendency to forget minor or
irregular sources 09 income-a common error of survey response-probably resulted in some overestimate of
the number of aged units without income and in the lowest money income
groups. There is no basis, however,
for making the appropriate adjustments for understatement of income,
and the data are presented as derived
from the survey.
Married couples were in the best
position, in terms of money income,
and nonmarried women in the poorest, while nor-married men occupied
an intermediate Place. Only about 1
in every 14 couples had no money income, but this ratio among nonmarried men was more than 1 in 5 and
among nonmarried women more than
1 in 3. Thirty-five percent of the
couples had incomes of $2,000 or
more, but onIy 12 percent of the nonmarried men and 5 percent of the
nonmarried women had that much.
Estimates based upon the application of the survey findings of data on
age, sex, marital status, labor-force
participation,
and living arrangements Permit a more detailed examination of the probable composition
of the units in each income class
(table 7).

No Money Income
Seven out of every 10 units in the
group with no money income in 1951
8

7.-Married couples with head aged 65 and over and all other persons
aged 6.5and over, by money income in 1951 and by sex, age, marital status,
living arrangements, and labor-force status, April 1952

Table

Type of unit

Aged 1X-74 I- _________________
Aged 76 and over l____________’I
In own household I- ._________
Living in home of relatives.-..
Other a._________________.____ I
Inlaborforced
_.________. ____/
Not in labor force * . . ..________

ii
11

I

::
20 !
;(

,

I

E/

74
17
9
g

I

!

Percentage distribution,
Total _____________________
106
__Married couples _______________
:ii
Nonmarried men ._.________..
100
Nonmarried women .____.____
Aged 65-74 * __________________
Aged75andoverI
____________

100
loo

In own household 2-. ___- _____
Living in home of relatives..-.
Others _______________________
_

:z
100

In labor force 4..___________ ___
Not in labor force ’ _..__ ______
I

103
100

I

/
by amount of money income

23

26

30

2::
37

:?
40

22
35
39

2

1 Age of husbands, for married couples.
8 Household heads, whether or not relatives are
present.
8 Living as roomer or boarder in household of
nonrelative or in roominghow+ hotel, or institution.
4 Status of husband, for married couples.
1 Less than 0.5 percent.
Sources: Estimated from special tabulations made
by the Bureau of the Cemus for the Institute of
Industrial Relations, University of CaIifomis, and
based on special supplement to the schedule used in

were nonmarried women, and almost
20 percent were nonmarried men.
Married couples were relatively infrequent.
Nine of every 10 units had no member in the labor force. The presence
of workers in about 7 Percent of the
units with no income seems paradoxical but may be explained by the
fact that the labor-force data refer to
April 1952 while the money-income
data relate to the year 1951. Aged
labor-force members in April 1952 included some persons who were not
working in 1951 because of a temporary disability or who were unemployed throughout the year and
therefore had no earnings.
Persons with no money income in
1951 were older on the average than
those with income; half were aged 75

and over, compared with a little more
than one-third in the total aged POPulation. Fewer lived in their own
households-a little more than 1 in 3
as against 2 in 3 among the aged as a
whole. More than 40 percent lived in
the homes of relatives (almost twice
the ratio among all units) ; the other
20 percent lived as roomers or boarders in the home of nonrelatives or in
roominghouses, dormitories, or institutions, and more than half of them
were in institutions.
Without money income as defined
in this article, how did these men and
women manage? Some of them undoubtedly met their needs by depleting their assets. A few may have
borrowed. Many-particularly
those
on farms-raised part of their own
food. Contributed food, clothing, and
Social Security

Chart

2.-Living

arrangements of couples with head aged 65 and over and all
other aged persons, by money income, 1951

!CENl

NO INCOME

$500-999

“NOER $500
INCOME

1 Width

of income

class approximates

CLASS 1/

relative

shelter were important resources for
a considerable number. About a million lived in the homes of relatives,
usually their married children, and
were presumably supported in whole
or part by them. A considerable
number were in tax-supported institutions. Since none of the 2.4 million
received old-age assistance, it may be
presumed that their resources in most
instances rendered them ineligible for
assistance under standards prevailing
in the community in 1951.

Money Income
Less than $500.-No n m a r r i e d
women also comprised more than half
the 2.1 million economic units with
money incomes of less than $500. The
others were divided almost equally between married couples and nonmarried men. Perhaps 1 in 7 units had a
member in the labor force, or relatively twice as many as among the
units with no money income. The
proportion
aged 65-74 was also
higher-about
56 percent, compared
with 52 percent in the no-income
group. With money income of their
own, relatively more were able to
afford independent living arrange-

Bulletin,
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number

of aged economic

units.

menks (chart 2). Almost 6 in 10 lived
in their own households, while 3 in 10
lived in the homes of relatives. Approximately the same proportions of
the two groups lived in the homes of
nonrelatives, in hotels, and in roominghouses, but probably less than 2
percent of those with income of
$l-$499 lived in institutions.
There are few places in the country
where an annual income of $499 will
purchase even the barest essentials
for existence. It may therefore be
presumed that, as in the case of the
group with no income, the 2.1 million
units with money incomes of less than
$500 had access to other resources and
that many, if not most, supplemented
their meager money income by drawing on savings, by selling assets, by
borrowing, or by raising part of their
own food. Partia.1 dependence on
relatives may be assumed for most of
the 0.7 million units living in the
homes of married children and other
relatives and for those who were
living in their own household and had
adult children staying with them.
Such supplementary resources are
frequently encountered in studies of
the income and living arrangements

of old-age assistance recipients and
old-age and survivors insurance beneficiaries, who accounted for more
than half the units with incomes of
less than $500 in 1951.
$500-$999.-Nonmarried
w o m en
were, again, the largest group among
the 2.4 million units with incomes in
1951 of $500-$999, but they constituted less than half the total. Married couples accounted for almost
one-third, and nonmarried men for
almost one-fourth.
Membership in the labor force was
at approximately the same level as
among units with income of less than
$500, but the proportion aged 65-74
increased from 56 percent to 63 percent and persons living in their own
household from 58 percent to 73 percent. Persons living in the homes of
nonrelatives and in roominghouses or
hotels made up about the same proportion in both groups; the number
living with relatives, on the other
hand, dropped from about 1 in 3 to
1 in 6.
Studies conducted among old-age
and survivors insurance beneficiaries
and old-age assistance recipientswho made up most of the units with
incomes of $500-$999-suggest that
there were aged persons who somehow managed to meet their minimum
requirements on monthly money incomes varying from $42 to $83 in 1951.
These studies also indicate, however,
that contributions in hind and withdrawals from savings were frequently
necessary and that many were able
to make ends meet only by sharing
their expenditures with the relatives
in whose homes they live or who live
with them.
$1,000-$1,999.-Units with money
incomes of $l,OOO-$1,999differ significantly from those with smaller incolmes in the preponderance of married couples and in the higher proportions with members in the labor
force and living in their own households. Six in every 10 such units in
1951 consisted of married couples.
One-sixth were nonmarried men, and
somewhat less than one-fourth were
nonmarried women. More than 1 in
3 units had members in the labor
force, or relatively twice as many as
were present in units with incomes of
$500-$999. Three-fourths were in the
age group 65-74. Four out of 5 units
9

lived in households of their own, 1 in
10 lived with relatives, and 1 in 12
with nonrelatives.
This group may be considered
largely self-supporting on the basis
of its money income and without reference to other types of money receipts, to assets converted into cash,
or to shared living arrangements.
The dollar cost in large cities of an
elderly couple’s total budget sufEcient
to provide a modest but adequate level
of living has been estimated at $1,600$1,900 at October 1950 prices.lr Prices
in 1951 were somewhat higher, but in
either year the cost would have been
a little less, of course, for the 0.7
million units consisting of one person
and for the many couples and nonmarried individuals who lived in
small towns and rural areas, where
shelter costs are lower.
of
$2,000 and ooer.-Examination
the higher income classes shows
shifts in group composition that reflect an accelerated development of
the patterns already noted. The
higher the income the higher, with
some exceptions, the proportion of
married couples, the labor-force participation rate, and the relative numbers living in their own households.
In 1951, married couples accounted
for about three-fourths of the units
with incomes of $2,000 or more; all
but 6 percent of those with incomes
of $5,000 or more were living in their
own households; a mere 2 percent
lived in the home of relatives. The
“younger” aged (persons aged 65m Monthly

1951.

10
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74) were most frequently found
among units
with
incomes of
$2,000-$4,999.

Summary
In recent years between 8 and 12
men per 100 aged 65 and over had no
money income, compared with l-2
percent among men aged 25-54 and
4-5 percent among men aged 55-64.
The increase with age in the proportion of men without money income reflects the decline in the relative number of earners and the incomplete
provision for a money substitute for
earnings in disability and old age.
Average income is smaller among
older persons. In 1952, men aged 65
and over comprised 11 percent of all
male income recipients 14 years of
age and over but received only 7 percent of the aggregate income of the
group. The median income of men
aged 65 and over was one-third that
of men in the age group with the
h i g h e s t median income-35-44
years-and about 40 percent of the
median income of men aged 55-64.
Income distribution is more unequal among the aged than in other
age groups. Aged persons represent
larger proportions of the groups at
the lower and upper ends of the income scale and a smaller proportion
of the middle-income group than
they do of the total adult population.
This difference may be due to the
heterogeneity
of income sources
among the aged.
Individual characteristics influencing size of income among the aged
relate to labor-force status, age, sex,
marital status, and living arrange-

ments. Persons in the labor force, in
general, have higher incomes than
persons not in the labor force. Persons under age 75 tend to be better
off than older persons, and aged men,
by and large, have higher incomes
than aged women. Married men are
at an economic advantage in comparison with single, widowed, and
divorced men, as are men living in
their own homes in comparison with
those living with relatives or as roomers or boarders. These are interrelated factors, since among men past
age 65 the married men tend to be
younger than single, widowed, and
divorced men; the younger men are
more likely to be in the labor force;
and earners are more likely than nonearners to be able to afford independent living arrangements. Possibly the
least well-off group among the aged,
in terms of money income, are
widowed women living with relatives.
The 13 million persons aged 65 and
over in the population in April 1952
may be grouped into 10.5 million
units, consisting of 4 million couples,
2.1 million nonmarried men, and 4.4
million nonmarried women. Of the
total, two-thirds had no money income or less than $1,000 in 1951, and
one-sixth had $2,000 and over. Nonmarried women were concentrated at
the lower end of this distribution and
marrlea couples at the upper end,
while nonmarried men occupied an
intermediate p o s i t i o n. Generally
speaking, the proportions of those
with membership in the labor force,
of those living in their own households, and of those under age 75 increased with income.
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