Labor-Force Status of Nonmarried Women on the
Threshold of Retirement
by SALLY R. SHERMAN*

Studying the retirement process could begin bu
looking at the situation of people in the years
before retirement. The Social Security AdminiastraCon’8 Retirement History Study usea this approach
and, unlike much of the research related to retirement, includes women in the study population. Thi8
article describes the labor-force participation
of
nonmarried
women aged 58-65 in 1969. Among
these women, health appears to have both a direct
and indirect effect on their participalion.
Wtxmen
in good health are more likely than other women
to be in the labor force. Differences in participation by race and age may be largely a function
of health differences b2( race and age. The relationship between labor-foroe participation
and retirement slatug is the empected one: Among those
dn the labor force, 90 percent did not consider
them&elves to be retired; among those lzot in the
labor force, 90 percent said that they were completely or partly retired.
i.

RETIREMENT
has for a long time been associated predominantly
with men. In the past,
studies of retirement usually have been studies
of men who retire or of retired couples-that is,
with the husband retired. But women have been
entering the work force in increasing numbers.
Since 1940 the major share of growth in the labor
force has been because of the participation of
w0men.l In 1969, women made up almost twofifths of the civilian labor force.2 These working
women constitute a relatively new and growing
segment of American society that will very shortly
become a major segment of the retired population.
In this era of the liberated woman, the right to
work is necessarily accompanied by the expectation to retire. As an aid in anticipating and meeting the needs of the growing numbers of retired
women, one can study the situation and experi*Division
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ences of women who are on the threshold of retirement. That is the intent of this report.
Despite the mostly semantic but genuinely difficult task of defining “retirement,”
the term
almost implicitly suggests some kind of relationship to “work.” One way to approach a study of
retirement, therefore, is to begin by examining
this antecedent to retirement, especially in the
years immediately before the traditional retirement age of 65. Ideally, one can then follow a
group of older workers as they undergo the process of retirement and see what problems arise and
how their life situation is altered, not only by the
usual withdrawal from the labor force but also
by changes in such areas as health, financial circumstances, and living arrangements. The Social
Security Administration’s
Retirement History
Study (RHS) was designed for this purpose.s
A panel of more than 11,000 men and women
was interviewed in 1969, when the respondents
were aged 58-63. (For a description of the sample,
see the Technical Note at the end of the article.)
They were asked questions concerning their work
experience, retirement intentions, family and living arrangements, health, and financial characteristics. Biennial reinterviews are collecting data in
these areas for a total sample period of 10 years.
The first reports are concentrating on what the
panel was like in 1969,’ and subsequent reports
will be concerned Kth the changes that occur
in the retirement years.
The concept of retirement has usually been
associated with men, and in the RHS pretest of
the questionnaire it yas found that married
women-at
least those married women in the
‘Lola M. Irelan, “Retirement
History Study: Introduction,” Social Security Bullebin, November 1972.
‘See Dena K. Motley, “Health in the Years before
Retirement,”
Social Security Bulletin, December 1972 ;
Sally R. Sherman, “Assets on the Threshold of Retirement,” Soctal Security Bullelin,
August 1973; Janet
Murray, “Family Structure in the Preretirement
Years,”
Social Security
Bulletin,
October 1973 ; and Karen
Schwab, “Early Labor-Force Withdrawal
of Men: Participants and Nonparticipants,”
Social Security Bulletin,
August 1974.
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RHS age .group-often
thought of retirement
only in relation to their husbands’ retirement,
even when the woman had her own job. Retirement was an especially difficult concept for the
many married women who did not work. Thus, in
order to maximize the number of sample members
who would be working and who would have an
egocentric concept of retirement, the women
sampled were only those who did not have a
husband present. They could be married but
with their spouse absent, widowed, divorced,
separated, or never married. All are classified
as nonmarried women.
Using data from the 1969 RHS interviews, this
article describes the labor-force participation of
nonmarried women on the threshold of retirement. First, some general characteristics of the
women are reported, along with an indication of
how these characteristics relate to labor-force
status. Then, for those who were working in
1969, detailed information
about that work is
reported. For some of the tables, the sample is
subdivided into 2-year age categories because
crucial life changes can occur within this narrow
age span. Many people retire “early”-that
is,
before age 65. Under the social security program,
a retired worker may be eligible for reduced
benefits at age 62, and a widow may be eligible
(also for reduced benefits) at age 60.
GENERAL

DEMOGRAbHlC

CHARACTERISTICS

Almost 2 million nonmarried women are represented by the RHS sample and, in terms of
several basic demographic characteristics, they
resemble almost exactly the characteristics of
nonmarried women aged 58-63 represented in the
Current Population Survey (CPS) of March
1969.5 Table 1 contains the comparative figures.
The women were almost equally distributed
among the three e-year age categories. Though all
the women were living in homes without husbands
in 1969, more than 8 out of 10 were married or had
been married at some time, with the majority of
them widows. About 6 in 10 had less than a high
school education, and nearly 9 in 10 were white.
“For a description of the source and reliability
of the
CPS figures, see Bureau of the Census, “Marital
Status
and Family Status: March 1969,” Current Population
Reports: Population Characterietks,
Series P-20, No. 198,
March 25, 1970.
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TABLE l.-General

demographic characteristics
of nonmarried women aged 58-63: Percentage distribution
for
the Current Population Survey and the Retirement History Study, by characteristic,
and for the Retirement
History Study, by labor-force status
‘

Retirement History
Study, 1969

Total number (In thousands).-.-..
Total percent ___._____
_____________
I-

1,981
loo

Detailed marital status
Married, spouse absent _______-____-_
Widowed ______
_________
._________.__
Divorced ____________________________
Eeparsted-..--...--.---------------Never married _______________________
Education (years completed)
None.-.............----------------l-8-.----..-.--.-..-----------------Q-11.--..............................
:“3.i5:.-‘--------.‘-----------------161..-::_r::::I::::::::::::::::::::::
17 or more...........................
Race
87
White...............---------------Black and other races________________ 13
Labor-force status
In labor force________________________
ii:
Notfnlaborforce ______________
_.____

+

Total

$&

-1,954

1,153

800

100

100

100 I

fr%!b:
force

g

g

(964

“kQ

13

15

1:

1:

4;

3:

;i
:
3

ii
10
5
4

87
13

Y’:

59 __- - - -41 _--__--

1 Less than 0.5 percent.

The slight difference between the RHS and the
CPS in the estimated percentage of women in the
labor force may have occurred because of the
differences between the two surveys in the time
period of interviewing. The CPS data were collected during 1 week in March, and the RHS
data were collected from March through the midyear. Some of the difference could be due to
response error, which may have resulted in a
lower estimate of labor-force participation
in
the CPS because proxy respondents are permitted.
Such respondents may not know the extent of
work or jobseeking activity carried on by some
other person in the household.
Table 1 also compares the demographic characteristics of RHS women in the labor force in
1969 with those not in the labor force. These
two groups are described later in the article.

DEMOGRAPHIC
CHARACTERISTICS
AND LABOR-FORCE STATUS

Age, marital status, education, and race all
affect the likelihood of a woman’s being in the
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labor force. Among the women in the RHS, the
percentage who were in the labor force in 1969
shows a steady decline by age category.

women who completed 8 years of schooling or less,
fewer than 50 percent were members of the labor
force in 1969 ; of those who completed 12 years
of school, about ‘70percent were in the labor force;
and among those with 17 or more years of school,
more than 80 percent were in the labor force.
Race has also been cited as a prime determinant of women’s participation
in the labor
forceeT According to the Department of Labor’s
1969 Handbook% on Women Workws,
the proportion of white women in the labor force has
usually been much lower than that for women
of other races. Though this pattern holds true in
overall racial comparisons, it does not hold for
older, nonmarried women. The RHS data show
that 60 percent of the white women and 53 percent of the women in the black and other races
are in the labor force. This higher participation
among white women is also found in the special
CPS tabulations. Such similarity of data suggests
that the RHS finding is probably an accurate
reflection of the particular age and marital-status
group under study..

Peroent
In labor
force
58-59 ---__--____--___-_____________________
67
60-61 ______________________________________
61
62-63 ______________________________________
50
Age

The presence or absence of a husband greatly
affects the probability that a woman will be in
the labor force. All the women in the RHS sample
were without husbands present in 1969. Nevertheless, on the basis of detailed marital-status classification, they show differences in labor-force
participation rates. Table 2 indicates that widows
were the least likely to be in the labor force, and
women who were divorced or separated or had
never married were the most likely to be in the
labor force. The combined effect of both age and
marital status is also illustrated in table 2. Within
every marital-status category, the woman in the
RHS sample who had reached age 62 was less
likely to be in the labor force than was a younger
sample member. And within each age category
the widow was less likely to be in the labor force
than was the divorced, separated, or never-married
woman.
The more education a woman has, the more
likely she is to be in the labor force. This
association between education and labor-force
behavior has often been observed6 and is illustrated for nonmarried women in chart 1. Of those

OTHER CHARACTERISTICS
STATUS

participation

7 Janice iYeipert Hedges, op. cit., page 21.

of nonmarried women, by marital status and age, 1969
Total

Marital status 1

LABOR-FORCE

There are other characteristics that can influence the individual’s labor-force behavior. Perhaps most important is one’s state of health.
Because subjective evaluations can be a useful
measure of health status, RHS respondents were
asked to give a self-assessment. Among the
women, slightly more than a third said their
health was better than that’of other people their
age; nearly 40 percent thought that their health
was about the same; and only 20 percent felt
that their health was worse. Five percent said

’ Elizabeth Waldman, “Women at Work : Changes in the
Labor-Force Activity of Women,” dlonthly Labor Review,
June 1970, page 16; Department
of Labor, Women’s
Bureau, Trends in Educational
Attainment
of Women,
October 1969, pages Q-11; Department of Labor, Bureau
of Labor Statistics, The Employment Problems of Older
Worker8 (Bulletin 1721)) 1971, pages 23-24 ; Economic
Report of the President, 1973, page 93; and Department
of Labor, 1969 HaMbook . . . , op cit., pages 204-209.
TABLE 2.-Labor-force

AND

Number
“,“8;y

Aged 68-59
Percent
in labor
force

Never married __________________________ 323
1,257
Widowed.....--..-.-.-----------------368
Divorced or separated __________________

g%E
sands)
tr:
66

Aged 60-61

Percent

Number
(isn,kFs$-

‘“f2t?

Aged 62-63

Percent

Number
(ifa;tg-

*:A2?

74

101

74

iif

t!i

fil

116
469
113

1 Excludes small number of those “married, spouseabsent ”
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CHART I-Labor-force

participation

of nonmarried

women, by number of years of education

completed,

1989

NUMBER OF WOMEN
ib thousands
800

-

600 -

Not in labor force

In labor force

0

17 or more

8 or less
YEARS

OF EDUCATION

they did not know how their health compared
with that of their peers.
These self-assessments are related to laborforce status in a way that would be expected.
As pictured in chart 2, the attitude of the respondents toward their health condition is reflected in their labor-force behavior. The women
who felt that they were in better health than
their contemporaries had a very high rate of
participation
(7’7 percent). Many of those who
felt their health to be worse may have been
unable to work, and a relatively small proportion
(30 percent) actually were in the labor force.
Among those who evaluated their health as about
the same as others, 60 percent were members
of the labor force.
The question of whether or not health does
6

in fact impose a work or mobility limitation was
asked directly of each respondent. Sixty-five percent of the women said they had no health conditions that limited their ability to work, including 4 percent who said they were limited in
mobility but were able to work. Some work
limitation was reported by 35 percent. Chart 3
shows that, of those women who said they had
no work-limiting
health condition, nearly threefourths were in the labor force. On the other
hand, of those women who said they were limited
in some way, only a third were in the labor force.
Almost half of those with limitations had reported that their health condition prevented them
from doing any work.
Poor health, by whatever definition, clearly
reduces participation
in the labor force. The
SOCIAL
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2 -Labor-force
women, by self-reported

CHART

participation
health status:

of nonmarried
1969

SAME AS OTHERS

(765,000)

BETTER THAN OTHERS

(676,000)

WORSE TEN

lBased on response to the question: “1s your health better,
worse, or the same as that of other people your age?”
1974

health factor may account for the apparent racial
differences in labor-force participation
noted
earlier. Only about a third of the white women
reported a health limitation;
about half the
women of black and other races had such limitations. When health limitations are controlled,
the racial differences in participation virtually
disappear, as seen in table 3.
Health is very likely a factor in the differences
in participation shown earlier that are related
to age category. Since age and health are often
associated, it is important to try to separate their
effects. The figures in table 4 can be used to show
both the age effect that occurs when health is
held constant and the health effects when it is
age that is held constant. Within every healthstatus classification, the oldest age group has a
lower labor-force participation
rate than the
younger groups. Even greater differences by
health effect occur in every age group. In the
youngest group, for example, 85 percent of those
in “better” health but only about a third of those
in “worse” health are in the labor force. Evidently, though age does make a substantial difference in participation, health makes an even
greater difference.*
Earnings are usually the primary source of
income for most -people. If income is available
from a source other than earnings, it becomes

OTHERS

(402,000)
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3.-Labor-force
participation
of nonmarried
women, by presence or absence of work-limiting
health
conditions, 1969

CHART

OThe importance of the health factor on labor-force
participation
of men aged 58-63 in 1969 is explored in
Karen Schwab, Social Securzty Bulletin, op. cit.
7

TABLE 3.-Labor-force
participation of nonmarried
aged 58-63, by race and health condltlon, 1969

I
Health condition

White

Per“b”B
cent(in
thou- d?s%sands) bution

Total -.__________._ 1,695
-----No work-limiting
health condition.-...
With work-limiting
health conditkm......

women

Percent
lakr
force

Percent“iz
tl%d% sands) bution

Percent

Health

60

246

loo

63

1,142

67

73

121

40

71

663

33

34

125

61

34

Percent
in labor
force

of nonmarried women,
Aged 60-81

Aged 62-83

“&Y
%%Isands)

k&r
force

100

Total
number (in
thousands)
Received benefits’ _________c__
593
Did not receive benefits ____-- 1,401
St&US

Aged 68-59

Black and other races

possible. to decide not to work. Social security
benefits are designed as partial earnings-replacement income. Those who receive benefits
may do so for any of a variety of reasons. Some
may prefer not to work; some may have a health
problem and be unable to work ; some may be
willing to work but, because of the social security
retirement test, would have to forgo some or all
of their benefits if their earnings went above
the retirement-test levels. In any case, among
those who receive social security benefits, one
expects to find fewer in the labor force than
among those who do not have such benefits. This
relationship between receipt of social security
benefits and 1aborLforce participation
is shown
below :
.
Beneficiary

TABLE 4.-Labor-force
participation
by age and health, 1969

’ 8885
32

2Y
134

i!
32

239
271
144

2
28

427

80

403

75

432

63

194

38

224

37

240

23

Better :“--‘-___________-.____
219
267
$soyle
___*_--_ _. _
-~*~~.__.~~~-~~~. 124
No work-limiting
health condition....S.
With work-limiting
health condition......

find work. Nearly 70 percent of the nonmarried
women aged 58-63 had some living children in
1969. Only 10 percent of these women with children were contributing to the support of any
of their children, but 20 percent were receiving
support from their children. Chart 4 shows the
4.-Labor-force
participation
women, by child support pattern, 1969

CHART

of

nonmarried

NUMBER
OF WOMEN
In thousands
lOOO-

750 -

Not in labor force

28

71

lReceipt was determined by reported source of income
during 1968; labor-force status was as of the time of the
interview ln 1969.

Among those women who did not ,receive any
social security benefits in 1968, the majority were
members of the labor force. Participation
was
comparatively low among those who did receive
benefits.
Having children can also affect labor-force
behavior-not
in only one direction but rather in
a variety of ways. When, for example, children
are being raised, their necessary care-especially
at very young ages-may prevent a mother from
working full time or from working at all. But if
there is no husband present, a woman may need
to work in order to support her children. In some
cases, older children support their parents, either
because the parents are unable to work or cannot
8

500 In labor force

250-

oSUPPORTING
CHILDREN

R;W&.TG
FROM
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extent of labor-force participation, according to
these support patterns. Only a fourth of those
women receiving support but more than half of
those who were supporting children or just supporting themselves were members of the labor
force.
WOMEN

IN THE LABOR

FORCE

The focus of this report turns now to those
women who were in the labor force in 1969. Many
of these women may share some general characteristics (younger, healthier, better-educated than
those who were not in the labor force), but they
vary in terms of several job-related factors. The
kinds of jobs they do, how long they have worked,
what they earn, whether they work full or part
time-all
are of interest in learning more about
the labor-force participation of women on the
threshold of retirement.
The women in the RHS were classified under
the standard CPS definition of labor-force status
as being in the labor force if they either had
done any work (other than unpaid work in their
homes) in the week before the interview or had
looked for work. Those who actively looked for
work are considered unemployed. Only 3 percent
of the RHS women in the labor force Jvere unemployed. Almost half of them said they started
looking for work because they had lost a job. A
$-percent unemployment rate is relatively low
and therefore, presumably, not a major issue
among older, nonmarried women.
What is not known is the number or percentage
of wonien who are without jobs and are hot acTABLE 5 -Occupation

on present job: Percentage dlstributlon

tively seeking \T-ork yet are willing and able to
work. They are classified as being out of the labor
force. In one study concerned with nonparticipation in the labor force, it was found that 10 percent of all people not in the current labor force
were reported as wanting a regular full-time or
part-time job at the time of the interview. Such
people are considered involuntary
nonparticipants, and nearly ‘70percent of them were w0men.O
It is possible, as economist Barbara Bergmann has ,
noted, that statistics on unemployment among
women understate the problem.lO
Another concern in the area of women’s work
is that of underemployment. A woman may be
considered underemployed if she is not able to
reali,ze her full potential because of limited occupational opportunities. Historically,
the great
majority of working women have been concentrated in a few occupations. Considerable stereotyping of occupations still exists. Women and men
do not freely choose an occupation. There are institutional barriers that keep women from particular occupations. l1 These barriers may be especially
serious for older women. Of the women in the
study who actually had jobs in 1969, nearly 25
percent, were doing some kind of clerical work,
anot,her 25 percent were operatives or private
household workers, and 18 percent were service
Fvorkers. Only 15 percent were employed in the
‘Robert 1,. Stein, “Reasons for Nonparticipation
in
the Labor Force,” Nonthly Labor Review, July 1967.
lo See Barbara Bergmann in Economic Problems of
Women (Hearings Before Joint Economic Committee),
Part I, July 10-12, 1973, pages 54-58.
U See Herbert Stein and Marina Whitman in Economic
P?*oblems of Women, op cit., pages 38-48.
of nonmarried women aged 58-63 with a job, by education, 1969

Occupation on present Job
Total
Number (in thousands)
Total with Job.__.______________
________________-__________________
‘1,115
Reporting on occupation ________________________________________-11,114
Totalpercent.............--------------------------------------100
Professional, technical ________________________________________------- 1; Farmers, farm managers____________:
________________________________
Managers, officials, proprietors ______________________________________
Clerical-.-.-.......----------------~--------------------------------2:
Sales. ________________________------.--------------------------.--.-.
7
Craftsmen,foremen.-...........---------------------------------.-Oqeratives..-,-.,,-.------------------------------------------------1:
_~rlvatonousehola..........----------------------------------------Service (except household) __________
_____
_________
________________-__
Farm laborers, foremen.................................--Laborers (except farm and mine) _______________
____.________________
* Includes a few casesnot reporting on education
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8 or less

Education (years completed)
I
9-l 1
13.-15
12
~
209
2oB

2:
1M)l
2
;
:
2^^

i:i

--~ 100

100

---

3
1
2:
13
(‘) 15
__

(3

10
Q
11

-

’

103

112
112
f

I

16

ii

17 or Ul0re

:z
100

13
.a-

f Less than 0 5 percent.
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TABLE 6 -Annual
earnings on resent job: Percentage distribution of nonmarried women, L y age, 1969
Annnalearnlngs on present job

I

Total

Number (in thousands)
Total with Job._____._________
_
1.115
Reporting on earnings _________ 1,074
Total percent _______
_-_____

100

--

403
392

374
361

338
321

100

190

100

No,ne____________________________
(1)
51-499___________________________
500-999._----_ ___--_--------- ---s
l,OOo-1,499
_________________-_____
1,500-1,999--.--.--.-------------i
z,cKIO-2,499
-_-_------------------:
2,5cQ-2,999
__________-____---_---3,0003,4QQ
____________-____-_---3,5@&3,999
_______________-___-___ 1:
4,00%4,49Q
______________-__-----4,500-5,99Q
_________________-_____ 1:
12
6,000-7,499
-_____-__--_-_--------7,5ock9,w _________________-__--:
10,000-14,999
_________________--_1
15,000-24,999
---_-_-_------------25,000or more ___________________
(‘)
First quartile ____________________
%3”&54
Median.- ______________
_______
__
Third quartile ___________
_.______ a:651
1 Less than 0 6 percent

professional and technical field. To some extent,
occupational restrictions reflect a lack of the
necessary training required for particular occupations. Table 5 shows that the higher the education, the more likely a woman is to be in a professional rather than a clerical or blue-collar
occupation. Beyond the scope of this article is
the related but complicated issue of why women
. do not have more education or special training
or experience so that more can qualify for jobs
of higher status.
Job requirements, working conditions, and discrimination all combine to limit the kinds of jobs
available to women. Regardless of the causal
factors, such limitations typically result in low
pay. Table 6 shows the distribution of women
by their annual earnings from their 1969 jobs.
Only about 5 percent of the working women did
not report on their earnings. Of those who did
report, more than half earned less than $4,000. By

age category, the earnings of the women do not
vary much, except for the oldest and the lowestearning workers. Of those women who were working in 1969, 1 in 4 aged 62-63 was earning less
than $2,000. Some among them, no doubt, have
always been very low-paid; others may have intentionally curtailed their earnings.
There is evidence suggesting that some social
security beneficiaries who work limit their earnings so that they will not forfeit those benefits.12
Table 7 illustrates that more than half the social
security beneficiaries (most of whom are aged
62-63) had earnings under the $1,680 annual
earnings limit in effect in 1968. For the nonbeneficiaries, the median amount of 1968 earnings
(about $4,000) was close to the level for median
earnings of all workers on jobs held in 1969.
Though $4,000 in earnings may be twice as good
as $2,000, it still seems very low. Undoubtedly,
these low earnings result in part from the fact
that most women are employed in occupations of
generally low status.
It might be assumed that annual earnings of
women are low because many work only part time;
full-time workers (35 hours or more a week) can
be expected to earn more than part-time workers.
Women are more likely than men to be working
only part time. There is some question as to
whether this greater preponderance of part-time
work among women is voluntary or involuntary.13
In either case, part-time employment and opportunities for part-time employment have been important to women workersI
I2 Wayne Vroman, Older Worker Earnings and the
lYf3.5 Social Sccrcrw’y Amendsments (Research Report No.
38), Social Security Administration,
Office of Research
and Statistics, 1971, pages 23-35.
13Carolyn Shaw Bell, “Age, Sex, Marriage, and Jobs,”
Public Interest, Winter 1973, pages 76-37.
*‘ Department of Labor, Women’s Bureau, Part-time
EmploZ/ment of Women, April 1963, page 1.

TABLE 7.-Amount of earnings mcome in 1968. h4edian amount for nonmarried women in labor force m 1969, by receipt of socral
security benefits and age
Receiving benefits in 1968

Not receiving beneflts in 1963

1968earnings
Total

Aged 38-59 Aged 60-61 Aged 62-63

Total

Aged 58-59 Aged 60-61 Aged 62-63
--

Number (in thousands)
Total ________________________________________--------Reporting on earnings-. ______________________________
Lower
95-percent confidence limit _______________________ybg
Median.--.--..----.-----------------------------------Upper 95-percent confidence limit .______________________ $06
1 Not computed, base is less than 32,000.
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L $1
(1)

$895
1,278
1,625

3:,;;;
1:541

$3,371
4,062
4,238

$;A;;
4:088

SG
4:362

sy&
4:725

.
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This tendency toward part-time work for
women is, however, especially concentrated among
teenagers and among mothers with a husband
present’ and with very young children. The absence of a husband makes it more likely that a
woman who works will be employed full time.
Among older nonmarried women who work, 1 in
5 does so part time. Their median earnings are
therefore less than half that earned by full-time
workers, as shown below:

First quartile _______________ $1,166
Median __-________--________
1,949
Third quartile ____-_________
3,137

$3,310
4,455
6,270

Part-time employment is also associated with
age. In some instances, older people may ease
away from work and into retirement by first
moving from full-time work to part-time work.
Age effects per se cannot be documented from this
first cross-sectional vie-- of the RHS data, but the
differences among age categories do suggest the
type of changes that might be expected to occur
with time. Table 8 shows, for those in the labor
force, a slight increase in the proportion of parttime workers in t’he oldest age category. Longitudinal analysis will document what is occurring
with age: Do full-time workers become part-time
workers? Do older women enter the labor force
as part-time workers? Or do women who have
been part-time workers continue to work part time
while the full-time workers retire so that parttime workers make up an increasingly greater
share of the total work force?
Another explanation of the low earnings of
women is that they may be working only partyear-that is, less than 50 weeks a year. The pervasiveness of part-year employment among the
TABLE S.-Hours

usually

Percentage distribution
by age, 1969

worked

Number (In thousands)
Total with aJob_______________ 1,115
Reporting on hours ____________ 1,050
----Total percent ______________ 100
l-34.. __--______----_--__-------- --iii---35-40-__-________--_----________01
41-43. ~~-~~-~~~~~~-~~~~~~~~~-~~~~
49ormore.......................
:
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per week on present

job:

of nonmarried women with a job,

403
373

374
366

100

100

ii

ii

1;

i

ifi
100
2
1;

TABLE S.-Annual
earnings on present job: Quartile values
for nonmarried women aged 58-63 with a job, by education,
1969
Education (years completed)
Annual earnings on
Present job
Number (in thousands):
Total with Job_____________ 361
324
Reporting on earnings.-..-.
309
::o”
350 %
ii
:i
--s---p
Firstquartile ________________
$l.sBo $2,375 33,125 $3,393 $5,208 $3.126
Third
Median.
__.__________________
quartile.-.
3,160
4,259 3,630 4,433 6,400 7.417 3,364
____________
4,734 6,357 7,011 9,375 12.600

women in the RHS is not known. But 4 out of 5
of those in the labor force were full-time workers
and there is evidence that the majority of fulltime workers tend also to be full-vear workers.15
The special March 1969 CPS tab&ions
provide
corroboration : Among the nonmarried women
aged 58-63, 72 percent of the full-time workers
were employed 50-52 weeks a year.
The relationship between amount of education
and type of occupation has already been illustrated.
Similarly, a relationship exists between amount
of education and earnings. As table 9 shows, the
greater the years of schooling, the higher the
earnings.
Another factor influencing the level of earnings
is the length of time on a job. More than a third
of the nonmarried women in the RHS who were
working in 1969 had 5 years or less of service on
that job; more than half the women had 10 years
or less of service. Only a fourth of the working
women had been on their 1969 job for more than
20 years (table 10). One reason more older women
do not have longer job tenure is that nearly all
have interrupted their employment at some time
for marriage and for bearing and raising children.la Since over 80 percent of the women in this
study have been married and nearly ‘70 percent
have living children, the proportion with very
lengthy job tenure is understandably small. It
would no doubt have been even smaller if all
working women, including those with a husband
present, had been included in the tabulation. The
consequences of relatively short job tenure conI6 Supporting data are from work in progress by Gayle
B. Thompson of the Division of Retirement and Survivor
Studies of the Office of Research and Statistics. The study
includes

information

on the work

experience

and extent

of employment in 1971 among the population aged 60 and
over.
I’ Department of Labor, 1969 Handbook, op. cit., page
127.
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TABLE lO.-Annual

earnings on present job: Quartile values for nonmarried women aged 58-63 with a job, by job tenure, 1969
Job tenure (in iears)

Annual earningson presentjob
Total
Number (in thousands)
Total ________.__________________________
:.
Number reporting on earnings.. _________ : :*;:e”
,
--First quartile ._____________._______________sy;
Median ____________________________________
Third quartile _____________L-______________a:871

Leas than1

1

:i
‘%i
4:256

2

ii;
‘i *ifi
4:031

3-5
64
65

3;g
4:47e

6-10

::t
3%i
4:703

11-15

181
173

---

2%
a:418

--

16-26
126
122

:z
y&y
6:112

21 or more
261
248

y4

yg
7:18@

6:KiS

* Includes a few casesnot reporting on Job tenure.

tribute to a disadvantage in the level of earnings.
Table 10 confirms that, with greater job tenure,
earnings are higher.

WOMEN

NOT

IN THE LABOR

FORCE

Although the intent of this report was to describe women’s labor-force participation in 1969,
there is also much interest in the situation of the
approximately 40 percent of the RHS women
who were not in the labor force. A few basic
characteristics of these women are presented here.
The demographic characteristics of the women
who were not members of the labor force in 1969
are shown in table 1. More of them are in the
group aged 62-63 than are in the younger age
groups; the majority are widows; very few have
more than a high school education; and most are
whit;, primarily because most of the RHS women
are white. (Whites predominate in the proportion
in and out of the labor force and at all ages.)
Only one-fifth said their health was better than
that of others their own age; nearly two-fifths
said their health was the same. More than a third
reported health worse than the health of their
peers. Just over 40 percent (compared with over
80 percent of those in the labor force) felt that
health posed no work limitations.
About 80 percent of the women not working in
1969 (including those who were in the labor force
but unemployed, as well as those not in the labor
force) had worked at some time. They were asked
why they had left their last job. The most frequent single reason cited was poor health. Table
11 shows that half the women who left their last
job because of their health had done so more than
5 years before. By contrast, of the women who
gave retirement or old age as a reason, 8 out of
10 had left within the previous 5 years. The much
12

1m

larger group that reported personal or family
reasons were likely to have left more than 5 years
ago ; nearly two-thirds left more than 10 years
ago.
Whatever the reason stated for leaving the last
job, three-fourths of the women not in the labor
force in 1969, but with some work experience
during the previous 20 years, described themselves
in 1969 as being completely retired. Approximately 15 percent said they were partly retired,
and just over 10 percent said they were not retired
at all. Conversely, nearly 90 percent of the women
who were in the labor force in 1969 said they
were not retired at all. Table 12 shows some
differences by age group.
Further exploration is needed of the characteristics and general situation of the women who
were not in the labor force in 1969. Many of them
apparently are no longer preretirees but are in
fact retired in both a subjective and objective
sense. They say they are retired, and they are no
longer in the labor force.
TABLE Il.-Interval
since leaving last job: Percentage distribution of nonmarrled women aged 58-63 not employed in
1969 but with previous job experience, by reason for leaving
last job
Reason for leaving last Job

Retire-

Interval since leaving last Job

Total
--m--p
Number (in thousands):
Total ____________________----.1682
Reporting on time since leavIng last job. ______________,I672
----Total percent ______________. 160
------__
Less than 6 months ____________.
a-11 months ___________________, i
12-17months __________________. 16
18 months-3 years ______________. 9
3-5 years ____________________---.
B-10years ____________________--, g
11-15years ____________________-,
16-20years ____________________-.
21 or moreyears_______________,1:

,:;;I

Health

ovoid
we

Other

182

257

56

182

l81

252

55

170

la0
2

100

in

;

i
13
8

:i
::
11

:i

i

loo
4
::
:t
‘:
0”

100
‘3”
“fi
ii
:

1Includea II few casesnot reporting on reason.
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TABLE lZ.-Self-defined

retirement status: Percentage distribution
by age and labor-force status, 1969

of nonmarried women who worked 8ome time since 1949,

In labor f&e in 1969

Not In labor forea in 1969

Retirement status

NuTftF (In thousands).
--_.-___..--.__._-______________________--------Reporting on retirement status _______________________ 1%
,
Total percent _______________________________________
199

419
418

isi

2

100

102

loo

--

2

:z

:z

1

100

100

1w

109

-----

Corn letely retired ______________________________________
Part Pp retired ________________________________________--.
Not retired ._.____.._______._______________________-----

SUMMARY

.

This article has reported on some characteristics of nonmarried women on the threshold of
retirement-that
is, between ages 58 and 63. About
60 percent of these women were in the labor force
in 1969. Eighty percent had been married at some
time, and most have become widows. The majority
of the women are white, and more than half had
less than a high school education. Age, marital
status, race, and education were all shown to have
an effect on the likelihood of being in the labor
force. Those women with a greater propensity to
participate are found among the younger ages
rather than the older; among the divorced, separated, or never-married rather than the widows;
among those with the most years of schooling;
and among the whites rather than among the
blacks and those of other races.
The racial differences in participation and part
of the age differences are related to a difference
in health status. Fewer whites than blacks or
those of other races (and fewer of the younger
rather than the older women) reported any health
problem, and health status had a pronounced
effect on labor-force participation. The woman
who reported relatively good health was more
likely to be in the labor force than a woman with
a health or mobility problem. In addition, social
security beneficiaries are less likely than nonbeneficiaries to be working, and women who receive support from their children are less likely
than other women to be in the labor force.
In describing the group of women who were in
the labor force in 1969, it was found that many
were in low-paying occupations. Both earnings
and type of occupation are shown to be directly
related to amount of education. Earnings are also
affected by the length of job tenure and the number of hours worked in a week.
BUllETIN,
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Many of the women who were not in the labor
force in 1969 said they had left their last job
because of health reasons, and some had left because of retirement or old age. By 1969, nearly
9 out of 10 considered themselves completely or
partly retired. Further study of these women
could provide insights into the state of retirement-its implications and effects on nonmarried
women.

Technical Note*
This report is based on first-year data, collected
in 1969 as the baseline for a lo-year longitudinal
study conducted by the Social Security Administration to study the retirement attitudes, plans,
resources, and activities of older Americans. The
study, composed of individuals in three initial
age cohorts, those aged 58-59, 60-61, and 62-63,
focuses on three groups for whom retirement is
meaningful: (1) married men, wife present, (2)
nonmarried men, and (3) nonmarried women.
Persons in institutions were excluded.
The sampling frame selected for the Retirement History Study (RHS) was that used by the
U.S. Bureau of the Census for the Current Population Survey (CPS) .I Sample members were
persons meeting the age-sex-marital status requirements described above and living in households that had last, participated in CPS before
February 1969. In any month the CPS panel consists of eight groups of households selected up to
18 months previously. The “oldest” of these rotation groups is dropped and replaced by a new
* Prepared by Bennie A. Clemmer and D. Bruce Bell,
Division of Retirement and Survivor Studies.
‘Bureau of the Census, The Current Population Burvey-A
Report 01c Methodology, Technical Paper NO. 7,
1903.
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one each month. In order to get a sample size
for RHS of approximately 13,000 persons, 19 of
those “discontinued” groups were used.
Information was gathered from sample members by interviewers of the Bureau of the Census.
The interview schedule contained six sections:
(1) labor-force history, (2) retirement and retirement plans, (3) health, (4) household, family,
and social activities, (5) income, assets, and debts,
and (6) spouse’s labor-force history.

To~;r

II.-Approximations

of standard errors of estimated
[In thousands]

’

I

Standard
error

Level of estimate

Noninterviews

A total of 12,549 persons from the CPS sampling frame met the RHS criteria of age, sex,
and marital status. Of these, 11,153 furnished
complete schedules, giving a response rate of
89 percent, The reasons for noninterviews are
given in table I.
TABLE I.-Number

of noninterviews, by reason
Reason

I Nlllllber

Total _____________.__________________________---------------- 1,396

After all weighting and adjustment the average weight for a sample member was 612.7. Thus
11,153 respondents represent 6,834,OOOpersons
in the population who in the spring of 1969 had
the age and sex-marital status characteristics outlined for RHS.2

gdhsL3i ___-________________
__-- _____
________--______-.__.____-_
_----_------.-__-_----------------------------.---------

717
255
237
Temporarily absent ________________________________________----Iustltutionalized ____________________________________
_____________
:i
Other l________________________________________-----------------Lost in mall ________________________________________------------- 2”;
Partial interviews a____________________----------------.---.----26
Duplicateoases.-----.----....-------------------------.--------6

Unabletocontact-..-.--....-.----------------------------.-----

1 Includes those who were mentally unable to answer the questions, those
out of the country for a long visit, etc
* Less than two-thirds of the interview schedule completed.

Estimation

Estimates of population numbers were made by
weighting the individual
sample members by
appropriate weights outlined by the Bureau of
the Census for the CPS. Since the weighting
procedures used for the estimation assume a response rate of 100 percent, an adjustment to the
weights was necessary to account for noninterviews. The sample members were divided into
categories of race, sex-marital status, age cohort,
and region of the country. Then by the application of a category-specific adjustment, the respondents were weighted to represent not only
themselves but also the nonrespondents in their
category.
14

Sampling

Variability

Since the population estimates given in this
report are based on the response of individuals
in a sample, they will differ from the values that
would have been obtained in a complete census.
A measure of this sampling variability of an estimate is given by the standard error of the estimate. Generally speaking, the chances are about
68 out of 100 that an estimate will differ from
the value given by a complete census by less than
one standard error. The chances are about 95
out of 100 that the difference will be less than
twice the standard error.
Table II gives approximate standard errors
for the total number of individuals estimated
from the sample to have certain characteristics.
Table III gives approximate standard errors for
estimated percentages. Linear interpolation may
*Forty-eight
women who were not married at the time
of their selection into the sample were married at the
time of their first interview. Their interviews were excluded from the 1960 tabulations, but their retention as
sample members brings the total to 11,153.
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TABLE III.-Approximations
Base of percentages
(in thousands)

of standard errors of estimated percentages

20orOBO

5 0 or 95.0 80or920

E
:*:
1:5
::;
.8
.f

*-

::i

2:

z-f
1:9

i*:
2.2

--

6.5

.E

3:;
2:s

2;
2:6

:*;
1:7

t:
I:8

:::

::i

2::

:*“4
1:3

:i

:2
110

2:
1:1

:*i
112

:lZ

:;
.6

:8”

::

:i

:i

be used to obtain values not specifically given.
. In order to derive standard errors that are applicable to a wide variety of items, a number of
assumptions and approximations were required.
As a result the tables of standard errors provide
an indication of the order of magnitude rather
than the precise standard error for any specific
item.
Suppose, for example, it is estimated that 52
percent of 400,000 men have a certain characteristic. Interpolation in table III gives an estimate
of the standard error to be 2.2 percent. Thus with
95 percent confidence the percentage of men in
the population with this characteristic lies between 47.6 and 56.4.
In order to make a rough determination of the
statistical significance of the difference between
two independent percentages, the following procedure may be used. Find estimates of the standard errors of the percents in question, using
table III. Square these standard errors to get
variances and add the variances. Take the square
root of this sum to get the standard error of the
difference. If the absolute difference between the
two percentages in question is greater than twice
the standard error of the difference, they are said
to be significantly different from one another at
.
the &percent level.
Confidence intermals for estimated percentiles.-The percentiles of a distribution are values
of the variable under discussion below which a
stated percentage of units of the population lies.
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.4

::“7
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In particular, the 50th percentile is known as the
median, and the 25th, 50th, and ‘75th percentiles
are known as quartiles of the distribution. Estimates of these population values are subject to
sampling variability
that may be estimated in
the following way and used to calculate confidence
intervals for the percentiles in question:
(1) Using the appropriate base, determine from table
III the standard error of the percent in questionfor example, the standard error of a 50-percent characteristic.
(2) For 95-percent confidence limits, add to and subtract from the desired percent twice the standard
‘error found in step 1.
(3) On the cumulated distribution
of the variable -.
in question, And by linear interpolation
the values
that correspond to the limits in step 2. These values
are the 95-percent confidence limits for the percentile
under discussion.

If the cumulative distribution of all units (including those with zero or negative amounts of
the variable in question) is given, and percentiles
and confidence limits of the distribution of units
with nonzero amounts are desired, the zero and
negative units must be excluded and the percentage distribution recalculated to include only
those with “some” of the characteristic involved.
For this study, sample estimates of percentiles
are calculated from grouped data and therefore
are not unique. The estimates obtained depend
on the size of interval used and on whether the
frequency or the percentage distribution
was
used.
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