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A b s t r a c t  

T h i s  paper  r e p o r t s  some impor tan t  t r e n d s  i n  the  demographic charac-  

t e r i s t i c s ,  behav ior ,  and l i v i n g  c o n d i t i o n s  of aged i n d i v i d u a l s  i n  the 

Uni ted  S t a t e s  from 1940 t o  1985. (The aged a r e  d e f i n e d  a s  those  55 y e a r s  

o l d  and o l d e r . )  I n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  t h e  paper  c o v e r s  f o u r  main a r e a s  p e r t a i n i n g  

t o  t h e  aged: demographics,  l i v i n g  arrangements ,  employment s t a t u s ,  and 

economic wel l -being.  The d a t a  r e v e a l  a  number of major changes over  t h i s  

p e r i o d  i n  t h e  aged popula t ion ,  which has become much more numerous and a  

c o n s i d e r a b l y  l a r g e r  f r a c t i o n  of the  t o t a l  U.S. popu la t ion .  A marked gender 

imbalance among t h e  e l d e r l y  (namely, a n  i n c r e a s e  i n  the  r a t i o  of women t o  

men) h a s  become i n c r e a s i n g l y  e v i d e n t  and a t  i n c r e a s i n g l y  younger a g e s ,  due 

mainly t o  g r e a t e r  d e c l i n e s  i n  m o r t a l i t y  r a t e s  of women than o f  men. A s  a  

r e s u l t ,  t h e  p e r c e n t a g e  of t h e  very o ld  who a r e  mar r ied  is s u r p r i s i n g l y  high 

f o r  men b u t  ve ry  low f o r  women. The f r a c t i o n  of the  aged l i v i n g  i n  i n s t i -  

t u t i o n s  has  r i s e n  d r a m a t i c a l l y ,  e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  whi te  women age 85+; t o  a  

c o n s i d e r a b l e  e x t e n t ,  t h i s  a p p e a r s  t o  be due t o  t h e i r  smal l  chance of being 

mar r ied .  Among t h e  aged n o t  l i v i n g  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  those  marr ied a lmos t  

a lways l i v e  w i t h  t h e i r  spouses ,  b u t  those  n o t  mar r ied  have been 

i n c r e a s i n g l y  l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  a l o n e  r a t h e r  than w i t h  family  members o r  o t h e r  

u n r e l a t e d  i n d i v i d u a l s .  The f r a c t i o n  of t h e  aged who a r e  employed has 

d e c l i n e d  f o r  men b u t  has r i s e n  f o r  women, d e c l i n i n g  only  s l i g h t l y  among t h e  

o l d e s t  groups  of women s i n c e  1970. Family income of those  i n  a  g iven age  

group has  improved c o n s i d e r a b l y  s i n c e  1960; however, f o r  a  s y n t h e t i c  

c o h o r t ,  f ami ly  income h a s  d e c l i n e d  somewhat f o r  w h i t e s  b u t  been f a i r l y  

s t a b l e  f o r  nonwhites.  Home ownership has  inc reased  over  t h i s  pe r iod  f o r  

a l l  groups ,  b u t  the  white-nonwhite gap has n o t  c losed .  S t i l l ,  t h e  economic 

wel l -be ing  of t h e  aged has  improved cons iderab ly  s i n c e  1940, wi th  g a i n s  

between 1950 and  1970 t h a t  a r e  e s p e c i a l l y  impress ive .  



S o c i a l  and. Economic Trends 

among t h e  Aged i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  1940-1985 

I n  r e c e n t  y e a r s  t h e r e  has been c o n s i d e r a b l e  r e s e a r c h  on t h e  s o c i a l  and 

economic c i r cums tances  o f  e l d e r l y  o r  r e t i r e d  Americans i n  s e l e c t e d  y e a r s ,  b u t  

much l e s s  r e s e a r c h  on how these  c o n d i t i o n s  have changed o v e r  t i m e .  I n  t h i s  

paper  we d e s c r i b e  b a s i c  t r e n d s  i n v o l v i n g  aged i n - d i v i d u a l s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  

f o r  t h e  p e r i o d  1940 t o  1985. We f o c u s  on aged i n d i v i d u a l s  ( t h o s e  o v e r  54 

y e a r s  o l d )  r a t h e r  t h a n  on t h e  r e t i r e d ,  because i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  d e f i n e  

r e t i r e m e n t ,  e s p e c i a l l y  when a n a l y z i n g  d a t a  f rom w i d e l y  d i f f e r i n g  t i m e  p o i n t s .  
1 

We i n c l u d e  t h e  "young" aged, those  55-64 y e a r s  o l d ,  because i m p o r t a n t  

b e h a v i o r s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  a g i n g  ( e s p e c i a l  l y  w i t h d r a w a l  f rom t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e )  

a r e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  o c c u r r i n g  i n  t h i s  age group.  We b e g i n  w i t h  1940 p r i m a r i l y  

because t h e  i n i t i a l  f e d e r a l  s o c i a l  l e g i s l a t i o n  d i r e c t e d  toward  t h e  e l d e r l y  was 

f o r m u l a t e d  and enacted i n  t h e  1930s; hence, 1940 serves as a  good p o i n t  t o  

b e g i n  a  s t u d y  o f  s o c i a l  and economic changes p e r t a i n i n g  t o  aged Americans. 

We c o n c e n t r a t e  on f o u r  t y p e s  o f  t r e n d s .  F i r s t ,  we c o n s i d e r  changes i n  

t h e  ageti p o p u l a t i o n  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  t o t a l  U.S. p o p u l a t i o n  as w e l l  as t r e n d s  

i n  t h e  c o m p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  aged i n  te rms o f  b a s i c  demographic c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  

( e . g . ,  age group,  race ,  sex, and m a r i t a l  s t a t u s ) .  Second, we examine changes 

i n  t h e  l i v i n g  arrangements o f  t h e  e l d e r l y .  More s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  we d i s c u s s  t h e  

p r o p o r t i o n  o f  t h e  aged l i v i n g  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s  o r ,  i f  n o t  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  t h e  

p r o p o r t i o n  l i v i n g  w i t h  a  spouse, w i t h  o t h e r  f a m i l y  members, w i t h  u n r e l a t e d  

i n d i v i d u a l s ,  o r  a l o n e .  T h i r d ,  we c o n s i d e r  employment and e a r n i n g s  p a t t e r n s  o f  

t h e  aged1. F i n a l l y ,  we d i s c u s s  t h e  economic w e l l - b e i n g  o f  e l d e r l y  Americans 

and t h e  s o c i a l  programs t h a t  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  i t. 



SOURCES OF INFORMATION ON THE AGED 

I n i t i a l l y  we had expected t o  f i n d  t h a t  o t h e r s  had a l r e a d y  rev iewed  b a s i c  

t r e n d s  p e r t a i n i n g  t o  t h e  U.S. aged p o p u l a t i o n  f o r  t h e  p e r i o d  o f  i n t e r e s t  t o  

us.  B u t  we found  t h a t  most p r e v i o u s  r e s e a r c h  on t h e  e l d e r l y  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  

S t a t e s  e i t h e r  has been c r o s s - s e c t i o n a l  o r  has c o n c e n t r a t e d  on a  s i n g l e  decade, 

u s u a l l y  1970-1980. We dec ided,  t h e r e f o r e ,  p r i m a r i l y  t o  ana lyze  o r i g i n a l  

sources o f  d a t a  and o n l y  s e c o n d a r i l y  t o  r e v i e w  t h e  p r e v i o u s  l i t e r a t u r e .  

We ana lyze  two main sources o f  d a t a .  One i s  t h e  P u b l i c  Use M i c r o d a t a  

Samples (PUMS) f o r  1940, 1950, 1960, 1970, and 1980, wh ich  a r e  based on t h e  

U.S. Censuses o f  P o p u l a t i o n  f o r  t h o s e  y e a r s .  S ince  1980 i s  t h e  most r e c e n t  

y e a r  f o r  wh ich  PUMS d a t a  e x i s t ,  we a l s o  use a  second source o f  d a t a ,  t h e  March 

1985 C u r r e n t  P o p u l a t i o n  Survey (CPS). I n c l u d i n g  t h e  1985 CPS d a t a  l e t s  us 

r e p o r t  more r e c e n t  t r e n d s .  U n l i k e  t h e  PUMS da ta ,  however, t h e  CPS samples 

o n l y  t h e  n o n i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  p o p u l a t i o n ;  consequent ly ,  i t  i s  necessary  e i t h e r  

t o  a d j u s t  f i g u r e s  f o r  1985 t o  compensate f o r  t h e  CPS sampl ing  d e s i g n  o r  t o  

a n a l y z e  o n l y  d a t a  on those  n o t  l i v i n g  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  Sometimes we do one 

and sometimes t h e  o t h e r ,  depending on which  seems more i n f o r m a t i v e .  

As one m i g h t  imagine,  seve ra l  o t h e r  t e c h n i c a l  i s s u e s  a r i s e  when compar ing 

d a t a  c o l l e c t e d  a t  s i x  d i f f e r e n t  t i m e  p o i n t s .  One i s s u e  i s  v a r i a b i l i t y  i n  t h e  

q u e s t i o n s  asked; o f  p a r t i c u l a r  r e l e v a n c e  t o  o u r  s tudy  i s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  income 

d a t a  i n  t h e  1940 U.S. Census a r e  based o n l y  on e a r n i n g s  and t h a t  t h e  1950 U.S. 

Census o b t a i n e d  income d a t a  o n l y  f o r  a  s e l e c t e d  i n d i v i d u a l  i n  each househo ld  

and n o t  f a m i l i e s  (as  d i d  t h e  o t h e r  censuses). Another  i s  v a r i a b i l i t y  i n  U.S. 

Census d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  v a r i o u s  p o p u l a t i o n  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  S t i l l  a n o t h e r  i s s u e  

i s  v a r i a t i o n  i n  t h e  f r a c t i o n  o f  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  sampled f o r  each o f  t hese  d a t a  

s e t s .  I n  t h e  PUMS, t h e  f r a c t i o n  v a r i e s  f rom 1/330 i n  1950 t o  1/100 f o r  1960, 



1970, and 1980; i t  i s  .98/100 i n  1940. I n  c o n t r a s t ,  t h e  March 1985 CPS d a t a  

g i v e  e s t i m a t e s  o f  t h e  t o t a l  coun ts  f o r  t h e  n o n i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  U.S. 

p o p u l a t i o n ,  based on d a t a  f rom 161,362 i n d i v i d u a l s  who a r e  upward ly  we igh ted  

t o  a  p o p u l a t i o n  o f  234,066,000. Hence, t h e  March 1985 CPS sampl ing f r a c t i o n  

i s  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  .07/100. As a  consequence o f  t h e  s m a l l e r  sample, r e s u l t s  f o r  

1985 r e p o r t e d  be low a r e  c o n s i d e r a b l y  l e s s  p r e c i s e  t h a n  t h o s e  f o r  t h e  o t h e r  

years ;  t h i s  f a c t  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  i m p o r t a n t  t o  keep i n  mind when examin ing 

r e s u l t s  f o r  r e l a t i v e l y  smal l  groups, such as v e r y  o l d  nonwhi tes .  W h i l e  t h e s e  

i s s u e s  a r e  n o t  un impor tan t ,  d e t a i l e d  comments on them a r e  g i v e n  i n  t e c h n i c a l  

appendices so t h a t  o u r  d i s c u s s i o n  can focus  on t h e  main p o i n t  o f  o u r  

paper - - - t rends i n  t h e  U.S. aged p o p u l a t i o n  between 1940 and 1985. 

DEMOGRAPHIC COMPOSITION OF THE AGED POPULATION 

P r e s t o n  (1984) p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t  t h e  number o f  peop le  aged 65 and o l d e r  

i n c r e a s e d  b y  54 p e r c e n t  between 1960 and 1980. Indeed,  between 1971 and 1981, 

t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  o f  Americans aged 65 and o l d e r  grew f a s t e r  t han  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  

of  I n d i a  (P res ton ,  1984). A l though  p a r t  o f  t h i s  i n c r e a s e  r e s u l t e d  f rom 

i n c r e a s e s  i n  t h e  number o f  b i r t h s  around t h e  t u r n  o f  t h e  c e n t u r y ,  much o f  i t  

i s  due t o  a  v e r y  r a p i d  d e c l i n e  i n  m o r t a l i t y  a t  o l d e r  ages (U.S. Bureau o f  t h e  

Census, 1986). S ince  t h e  e l d e r l y  p o p u l a t i o n  has been growing f a s t e r  t h a n  t h e  

n o n e l d e r l y  p o p u l a t i o n ,  t h e  f r a c t i o n  o f  t h e  t o t a l  U.S. p o p u l a t i o n  t h a t  i s  

e l d e r l y  has n a t u r a l l y  been i n c r e a s i n g .  

T a b l e  1, wh ich  i s  based l a r g e l y  on f i g u r e s  i n  t h e  1980 U.S. Census o f  

P o p u l a t i o n  (supplemented b y  d a t a  f rom t h e  1940, 1950, and 1980 PUMS and t h e  

March 1985 CPS), d e s c r i b e s  t h e  age compos i t i on  o f  t h e  U.S. p o p u l a t i o n  f o r  a  

l o n g e r  p e r i o d  t h a n  Pres ton  cons idered,  1910 t o  1985. Panel A  g i v e s  t h e  



Tab le  1 
Age Compos i t ion  o f  t h e  U.S. P o p u l a t i o n ,  1910-1985 

A. Percentages 

A l l  Ages 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 - 

B. Counts ( i n  m i l l i o n s )  

A l l  Ages 92.2 106.0 123.2 132.2 151.3 179.3 203.2 226.5 - 

Note:  Counts i n  t h i s  t a b l e  a r e  based on t h r e e  main sources:  (1) T a b l e  45 i n  
t h e  1980 U.S. Census o f  P o p u l a t i o n ,  U.S. Summary, C h a r a c t e r i s t i c - s  o f  t h e  
P o p u l a t i o n  (U.S. Bureau o f  t h e  Census, 1983), ( 2 )  t h e  March 1985 C u r r e n t  
P o p u l a t i o n  Survey,  and ( 3 )  t h e  1940, 1950, and 1980 Pub1 i c  Use M i c r o d a t a  
Samples. The 1940 and 1950 PUMS were used t o  a l l o c a t e  coun ts  i n  aggregated 
age c a t e g o r i e s  g i v e n  i n  source (1) i n t o  f i v e - y e a r  age c a t e g o r i e s .  The 
aggregated c o u n t s  f o r  ages 75+ g i v e n  i n  source (1) f o r  1930 were t h e n  b roken  
i n t o  f i v e - y e a r  age groups by  i n t e r p o l a t i n g  between 1920 and 1940. Counts f o r  
1985 a r e  based on t h e  1985 March CPS b u t  a r e  we igh ted  upward ly  u s i n g  1980 PUMS 
f i g u r e s  on t h e  f r a c t i o n  of i n d i v i d u a l s  i n  a d e t a i l e d  c a t e g o r y  who l i v e  i n  an 
i n s t i t u t i o n  t o  a d j u s t  f o r  e x c l u s i o n  o f  t hose  l i v i n g  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s  f rom t h e  
CPS sample. Counts i n  t h e  March 1985 CPS were i m p l a u s i b l y  low f o r  c e r t a i n  
groups ( e s p e c i a l l y  young b l a c k  males); consequen t l y ,  we d i d  n o t  a t t e m p t  t o  
e s t i m a t e  c o u n t s  f o r  a l l  age groups i n  1985, as  i n d i c a t e d  by  a dash. 



percentage age composi t ion;  panel B g i v e s  coun ts  i n  v a r i o u s  age groups. We 

focus  m a i n l y  on panel  A; panel B i s  i n c l u d e d  because t r e n d s  i n  a c t u a l  coun ts  

may be o f  i n t e r e s t  t o  those  who p r o v i d e  s e r v i c e s  t o  t h e  aged. 

The f i r s t  t h r e e  rows o f  panel A  g i v e  t h e  percentages f o r  t h r e e  e x h a u s t i v e  

and m u t u a l l y  e x c l u s i v e  age c a t e g o r i e s ,  under 20, 20-54, and o v e r  54. Reading 

ac ross  t h e  y e a r l y  columns, one sees t h a t  t h e  percentage o f  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  t h a t  

i s  0-19 y e a r s  o l d  f e l l  f rom 41.9 p e r c e n t  i n  1910 t o  33.9 p e r c e n t  i n  1950, then  

r o s e  t o  38.5 p e r c e n t  i n  1960, and then  aga in  d e c l i n e d  t o  32.0  p e r c e n t  i n  1980; 

t h e s e  changes a r e  l a r g e l y  due t o  v a r i a t i o n s  i n  f e r t i l i t y  r a t e s  d u r i n g  t h i s  

p e r i o d .  I n  c o n t r a s t ,  t h e  percentage o f  t h e  t o t a l  U.S. p o p u l a t i o n  over  54 

y e a r s  o f  age has i n c r e a s e d  s t e a d i l y  f rom 10.0 p e r c e n t  i n  1910 t o  14.9 p e r c e n t  

i n  1940 t o  20.9 p e r c e n t  i n  1980. Another way t o  t h i n k  o f  these  f i g u r e s  i s  i n  

terms o f  t h e  r a t i o  o f  aged i n d i v i d u a l s  t o  youths;  t h i s  r a t i o  was about  1 t o  4  

i n  1910, about 1 t o  2 i n  1940, and about 2  t o  3 i n  1980. The percentage of 

t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  t h a t  i s  20-54 years  o l d ,  which i s  u s u a l l y  regarded as t h e  b u l k  

o f  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  work fo rce ,  has v a r i e d  much l e s s ,  r a n g i n g  f rom a  low o f  43.1  

p e r c e n t  i n  1970 t o  a  h i g h  o f  50.7 p e r c e n t  i n  1940. T h i s  percentage c o n t i n u e s  

t o  r i s e  i n  t h e  1980s as t h e  Baby Boomers e n t e r  adu l thood.  

The rema in ing  rows o f  panel  A  o f  Tab le  1 p r o v i d e  a  more d e t a i l e d  

breakdown of  t h e  age compos i t i on  o f  o l d e r  Americans. The percentage o f  t h e  

t o t a l  U.S. p o p u l a t i o n  i n  each f i ve -year  age group of t h e  aged has inc reased  

s t e a d l l y  o v e r  t h i s  p e r i o d .  The inc rease  i s  more pronounced f o r  o l d e r  age 

groups. For example, t h e  percentage o f  t h e  t o t a l  U.S. p o p u l a t i o n  85 and o l d e r  

grew from 0 . 2  p e r c e n t  i n  1910 t o  0.3 pe rcen t  i n  1940 t o  1.0 p e r c e n t  i n  1980: 

a  f i v e f o l d  i n c r e a s e  i n  70 years ,  and over  a  t h r e e f o l d  inc rease  i n  t h e  l a s t  .40 

years .  A l though  1.0 p e r c e n t  may seem t i n y ,  i t  i s  n o t  n e g l i g i b l e .  For  

comparat ive  purposes, i n  1980 American I n d i a n s  c o n s t i t u t e d  0.6 p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  



U.S. p o p u l a t i o n ;  hence, i n  t h a t  y e a r  t h e  number o f  Americans 85 and o l d e r  

exceeded t h e  number who a r e  American I n d i a n s  b y  n e a r l y  50 p e r c e n t .  

The p o p u l a t i o n  coun ts  f o r  t h e  v a r i o u s  age groups,  g i v e n  i n  Panel B o f  

Tab le  1, p r o v i d e  ano the r  i n d i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  r a p i d  g rowth  i n  t h e  aged p o p u l a t i o n  

t h a t  has taken  p lace .  For  example, between 1940 and 1980, t h e  t o t a l  U.S. 

p o p u l a t i o n  i n c r e a s e d  by  7 1  p e r c e n t ,  b u t  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  aged 55 and o l d e r  grew 

b y  141 p e r c e n t  and t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  aged 85 and o l 'der  i n c r e a s e d  b y  450 p e r c e n t .  

L i c h t e r  e t  a l .  (1981) p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t  p o p u l a t i o n s  o f  some geograph ica l  

a reas  have aged more r a p i d l y  than  o t h e r s .  T h e i r  a n a l y s i s ,  wh ich  focused on 

me t ropo l  i t a n  and nonmetropol  i t a n  areas,  foundd t h a t  "ag ing  i n  p l a c e "  was t h e  

dominant  component o f  t h e  changes i n  t h e  percentage o f  e l d e r l y  r e s i d e n t s ,  b u t  

t h a t  m i g r a t i o n  has been an i n c r e a s i n g l y  i m p o r t a n t  component o f  t h e  a b s o l u t e  

g rowth  o f  t h e  e l d e r l y  p o p u l a t i o n  i n  n o n m e t r o p o l i t a n  areas and a b s o l u t e  d e c l i n e  

i n  m e t r o p o l i t a n  areas d u r i n g  t h e  1970s. Heaton e t  a l .  (1980) conc luded t h a t  

t h e  m i g r a t i o n  o f  t h e  e l d e r l y  i n c r e a s e d  o v e r  t h e  p e r i o d  1955-1975, perhaps 

because t h e  aged a r e  t e n d i n g  t o  r e t i r e  a t  younger ages t h a n  f o r m e r l y .  

The b a s i c  demographic compos i t i on  o f  t h e  aged (e .g . ,  i n  te rms o f  r a c e  and 

gender)  d i f f e r s  f rom t h a t  o f  t h e  t o t a l  U.S. p o p u l a t i o n .  Tab le  2 g i v e s  t h e  

pe rcen tage  o f  nonwhi tes  i n  v a r i o u s  age groups o f  t h e  U.S. p o p u l a t i o n  f o r  t h e  

p e r i o d  1910-1985. I n  1910, a p p r o x i m a t e l y  8 . 4  p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  aged p o p u l a t i o n  

was nonwhi te ,  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  11.3 p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  t o t a l  p o p u l a t i o n .  Bo th  

pe rcen tages  f e l l  f o r  t h e  n e x t  few decades, so t h a t  b y  1930, 6 . 7  p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  

aged were nonwhi te ,  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  10.4  p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  t o t a l  p o p u l a t i o n .  By 

1980, 10.8  p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  aged p o p u l a t i o n  was nonwhi te ,  w h i l e  16.9  p e r c e n t  o f  

t h e  t o t a l  p o p u l a t i o n  was nonwhi te .  For  any g i v e n  y e a r ,  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h e  

pe rcen tage  o f  nonwhi tes  among t h e  aged and i n  t h e  t o t a l  p o p u l a t i o n  i s  due b o t h  

t o  t h e  h i g h e r  f e r t i l i t y  o f  t h e  most numerous nonwhi te  groups ( b l a c k s  and 



Tab le  2 
Percentage o f  Nonwhi tes i n  t h e  U.S. P o p u l a t i o n ,  

b y  Year and Age Group, 1940-1985 

A l l  Ages 

Note:  See n o t e  t o  Tab le  1 f o r  sources o f  i n f o r m a t i o n .  



H i s p a n i c s )  and a l s o  t o  t h e  h i g h e r  m o r t a l i t y  o f  t h e i r  aged ( U . S .  Bureau o f  t h e  

Census, 1986). V a r i a t i o n s  i n  f e r t i l i t y  and m o r t a l i t y  r a t e s  ac ross  r a c i a l  and 

e t h n i c  groups mean t h a t  t h e  percentage o f  aged i n d i v i d u a l s  i n  a  g i v e n  

r a c i a l / e t h n i c  group v a r i e s  c o n s i d e r a b l y .  I n  1982, 12 p e r c e n t  o f  w h i t e s ,  8  

p e r c e n t  o f  b l a c k s ,  6  p e r c e n t  o f  As ians,  5  p e r c e n t  o f  H i s p a n i c s ,  and 5  p e r c e n t  

o f  American I n d i a n s  were 65 and o l d e r  (Fami l y  P l a n n i n g  P e r s p e c t i v e s ,  1984). 

Note t h a t  t h e  percentage o f  nonwhi tes  i n  t h e  group aged 85+ i s  h i g h e s t  i n  

1910 (14.2  p e r c e n t ) ,  f a l l s  u n t i l  1960 when i t  i s  o n l y  7 .7  p e r c e n t ,  and t h e n  

aga in  r i s e s  t o  9 . 1  p e r c e n t  i n  1985. The v e r y  h i g h  percentages o f  nonwhi tes  i n  

t h e  85+ group i n  t h e  e a r l y  decades o f  t h i s  c e n t u r y  a r e  p r o b a b l y  due t o  a  

tendency o f  v e r y  o l d  nonwhi tes  t o  exaggera te  t h e i r  age, perhaps because t h e y  

d i d  n o t  know t h e i r  e x a c t  b i r t h d a t e s .  

The f r a c t i o n  o f  t h e  aged p o p u l a t i o n  who a r e  female  has a l s o  changed o v e r  

t h e  p e r i o d  f rom 1910 t o  1985. Panel A  o f  Tab le  3 t e l l s  t h e  pe rcen tage  o f  

v a r i o u s  age groups i n  t h e  t o t a l  p o p u l a t i o n  who a r e  female.  Not  s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  

t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  females i n  t h e  t o t a l  p o p u l a t i o n  has changed v e r y  l i t t l e  o v e r  

t h e  p e r i o d  i n  q u e s t i o n ,  r a n g i n g  f rom 48.5 p e r c e n t  i n  1910 t o  51.4 p e r c e n t  i n  

1980. However, t h e  f r a c t i o n  o f  females i n  t h e  aged p o p u l a t i o n  has r i s e n  

markedly: '  f r om 47.9 p e r c e n t  i n  1910 t o  49.9 p e r c e n t  i n  1940 t o  56.8 p e r c e n t  

i n  1985. Changes i n  t h e  gender compos i t i on  o f  t h e  aged have o c c u r r e d  among 

b o t h  w h i t e s  and nonwhi tes .  

The predominance o f  women has r i s e n  f a s t e s t  f o r  o l d e r  age groups,  owing 

l a r g e l y  t o  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  m o r t a l i t y  r a t e s  o f  men and women a t  

o l d e r  ages (U .S .  Bureau o f  t h e  Census, 1986). Among t h e  o l d e s t  o f  t h e  aged, 

t h o s e  85 and o l d e r ,  t h e  percentage who a r e  female r o s e  f rom 54.9 p e r c e n t  i n  

1910 t o  69.1  p e r c e n t  i n  1985. Moreover, t h e  gender Imbalance i s  becoming 

n o t i c e a b l e  a t  i n c r e a s i n g l y  younger ages. The excess o f  females i n  t h e  75-79 



Tab le  3 
Percentage o f  Females i n  t h e  U.S .  P o p u l a t i o n ,  

b y  Year, Age Group, and Race, 1910-1985 

A. T o t a l  P o p u l a t i o n  

A l l  Ages 48.5 

B. Wh i te  P o p u l a t i o n  

A l l  Ages 48.4 

C.  Nonwhi te  P o p u l a t i o n  

A l l  Ages 49.4 

Note:  See n o t e  t o  T a b l e  1 f o r  sources o f  i n f o r m a t i o n .  



age group was s l i g h t  as r e c e n t l y  as 1950 (53.0  p e r c e n t ) ,  b u t  q u i t e  marked by  

1980 (61 .5  p e r c e n t ) .  Indeed,  t h e  percentage o f  women i n  t h e  group aged 85+ i n  

1940 i s  about  t h e  same as t h e  percentage o f  women i n  t h e  group aged 65-69 i n  

1980. So i t  seems l i k e l y  t h a t  t h e  percentages o f  females  i n  t h e  o l d e s t  age 

groups w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t o  r i s e ,  a t  l e a s t  f o r  t h e  n e x t  few decades. The gender 

imbalance o f  t h e  aged has consequences f o r  seve ra l  i m p o r t a n t  aspec ts  o f  s o c i a l  

and economic c o n d i t i o n s  o f  t h e  aged, b u t  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e i r  m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  and 

l i v i n g  arrangements.  

T a b l e  4  shows t h e  percentage of  aged Americans who a r e  m a r r i e d  f o r  t h e  

p e r i o d  1940-1980. For  each age c a t e g o r y  o f  t h e  f o u r  race-sex groups,  t h e  

pe rcen tage  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  who a r e  m a r r i e d  has tended t o  i n c r e a s e  o v e r  t h i s  

h i s t o r i c a l  p e r i o d .  N a t u r a l l y ,  f o r  any g i v e n  y e a r ,  t h e  percentage who a r e  

m a r r i e d  d e c l i n e s  as age inc reases ,  p r i m a r i l y  because t h e  l i k e l i h o o d  o f  b e i n g  

widowed i n c r e a s e s  w i t h  age. The d i f f e r e n c e  between men and women i n  t h e  

percentage who a r e  m a r r i e d  i s  s t r i k i n g ,  e s p e c i a l l y  a t  t h e  o l d e s t  ages. Of 

t h o s e  85+, t h e  percentage who a r e  m a r r i e d  i s  49.2  f o r  w h i t e  men i n  1980, b u t  

o n l y  8 . 6  f o r  w h i t e  women i n  t h e  same year ;  i n  c o n t r a s t ,  i n  1940 t h i s  

percentage i s  33.0 f o r  w h i t e  men and 7 . 8  f o r  w h i t e  women. Thus, v e r y  o l d  

w h i t e  men a r e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  l i k e l y  t o  be m a r r i e d  (owing presumably t o  d e c l i n e s  

i n  m o r t a l i t y  r a t e s  o f  e l d e r l y  w h i t e  women), b u t  v e r y  o l d  w h i t e  women a r e  o n l y  

s l i g h t l y  more l i k e l y  t o  be m a r r i e d  i n  1980 t h a n  i n  1940. P a t t e r n s  f o r  

nonwhi tes  a r e  somewhat d i f f e r e n t .  L i k e  w h i t e s ,  e l d e r l y  nonwhi te  men i n  a  

g i v e n  age group a r e  much more l i k e l y  t o  be m a r r i e d  t h a n  e l d e r l y  nonwh i te  

women. Bu t ,  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  w h i t e  men, nonwhi te  men i n  a  g i v e n  age group a r e  

n o t  much more l i k e l y  t o  be m a r r i e d  i n  1980 than  i n  1940. The percentage o f  

nonwh i te  women who a r e  m a r r i e d  i s  a l s o  r e l a t i v e l y  c o n s t a n t  o v e r  t h i s  p e r i o d ,  

a l t h o u g h  i t  has i n c r e a s e d  s l i g h t l y  f o r  age groups under 75. 



Tab le  4 
Percentage o f  M a r r i e d  Persons i n  t h e  U.S .  Aged P o p u l a t i o n ,  

by Year ,  Age Group, Race, and Sex, 1940-1980 

1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 

A. Whi te  Men 

0.  White  Women 

C .  Nonwhite Men 

D .  Nonwhite Women 



Tab le  4, c o n t i n u e d  

E. T o t a l  P o p u l a t i o n  

Sources:  Computat ions w i t h  t h e  1940, 1950, 1960, 1970, 
and 1980 P u b l i c  Use M i c r o d a t a  Samples. 



LIVING ARRANGEMENTS AMONG THE AGED 

Tab les  5  t h r o u g h  9  l e t  us  examine l i v i n g  arrangements o f  t h e  e l d e r l y  i n  

some d e t a i  1  . 3  L i v i n g  arrangements a r e  d i v i d e d  i n t o  f i v e  m u t u a l l y  e x c l u s i v e  

c a t e g o r i e s :  I n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  (wh ich  i n c l u d e s  L i v i n g  i n  Group Q u a r t e r s ) ,  

L i v i n g  A lone,  L i v i n g  w i t h  a  Spouse, L i v i n g  w i t h  O t h e r  Fami l y  Members ( b u t  n o t  

t h e  Spouse), and L i v i n g  w i t h  U n r e l a t e d  I n d i v i d u a l s .  S ince t h e  CPS samples 

o n l y  t h e  n o n i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  p o p u l a t i o n ,  t h e  d a t a  f o r  1985 have o n l y  t h e  l a s t  

f o u r  c a t e g o r i e s  o f  l i v i n g  arrangements.  Consequent ly ,  we f i r s t  examine t r e n d s  

i n  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n  f o r  1940-1980, and t h e n  examine t h e  p r e v a l e n c e  o f  t h e  

o t h e r  t y p e s  o f  l i v i n g  arrangements among t h e  n o n i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  aged. 

As one expec ts ,  Tab le  5  shows t h a t  t h e  percentage o f  t h e  aged p o p u l a t i o n  

who l i v e  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s 4  a lmos t  a lways i n c r e a s e s  w i t h  age f o r  any g i v e n  y e a r  

and f o r  each segment o f  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  when c a t e g o r i z e d  b y  r a c e  and sex. No t  

s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  t h o s e  85+ y e a r s  o l d  a r e  c o n s i d e r a b l y  more l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  i n  

i n s t i t u t i o n s  t h a n  t h o s e  55-59. Fo r  example, i n  1980 t h e  odds o f  l i v i n g  i n  an 

i n s t i t u t i o n  f o r  t h o s e  85+ a r e  n e a r l y  25 t i m e s  g r e a t e r  t han  t h e  odds f o r  

persons 55-59. S t i l l ,  t h e  tendency t o  l i v e  i n  an i n s t i t u t i o n  as one ages 

v a r i e s  d r a m a t i c a l l y  o v e r  t h i s  h i s t o r i c a l  p e r i o d .  So, f o r  example, i n  1940 t h e  

odds of  l i v i n g  i n  an i n s t i t u t i o n  f o r  t h o s e  85+ a r e  l e s s  than  t w i c e  t h e  odds 

f o r  t h o s e  55-59. 

We has ten  t o  add t h a t  n o t  a l l  o f  t h e  aged a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  i n  

i n s t i t u t i o n s  now t h a n  i n  t h e  p a s t .  I n  f a c t ,  between 1940 and 1980, t h e  

percentage o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  who l i v e  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s  d e c l i n e d  f o r  t h o s e  55-74 

and was f a i r l y  c o n s t a n t  f o r  t hose  75-79. T h i s  may be due p a r t l y  t o  t h e  

improved h e a l t h  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  s u r v i v i n g  a t  t h e s e  ages, wh ich  makes i t  

p o s s i b l e  f o r  them t o  remain  o u t s i d e  h o s p i t a l s  and n u r s i n g  homes. B u t  p r o b a b l y  



Table 5 
Percentage of t h e  U.S. Aged Population 

Who Live i n  an I n s t i t u t i o n ,  by Year, 
Age Group, Race, and Sex, 1940-1980 

1940 
A.  White Men 

B .  White Women 

C .  Nonwhite Men 

D.  Nonwhite Women 



Table 5, continued 

E. Total Population 

Sources: Computations with the 1940, 1950, 1960, 1970, 
and 1980 Public Use Microdata Samples. 



a n o t h e r  f a c t o r ,  e s p e c i a l l y  r e l e v a n t  f o r  w h i t e s ,  i s  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  f r a c t i o n  i n  

a  g i v e n  age g roup  who a r e  s t i l l  m a r r i e d ,  s i n c e  e l d e r l y  i n d i v i d u a l s  w i t h  o n l y  

m i n o r  d i s a b i l i t i e s  can o f t e n  hand le  t h e i r  needs f o r  p e r s o n a l  a s s i s t a n c e  w i t h  a  

spouse ' s  he1 p  (Manton and So ldo ,  1985). 

S t i l l ,  t h e  t r e n d  t h a t  s tands  o u t  most  s t r i k i n g l y  i s  t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  

f r a c t i o n  o f  e l d e r l y  Amer icans who l i v e  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  T h i s  t r e n d  i s  q u i t e  

a p p a r e n t  f o r  i n d i v i d u a l s  80-84, b u t  e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  t h o s e  85  and o l d e r .  Thus, 

t h e  pe rcen tage  o f  t h o s e  aged 85+ l i v l n g  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s  was 6 . 9  i n  1940, b u t  

had r i s e n  t o  24.5 b y  1980, n e a r l y  a  f o u r f o l d  i n c r e a s e .  

F o r  any g i v e n  y e a r  and age group,  t h e  f r a c t i o n  l i v i n g  i n  an i n s t i t u t i o n  

v a r i e s  c o n s i d e r a b l y  a c r o s s  r a c e  and gender  g roups .  Among t h o s e  aged 85+ i n  

1980, t h o s e  most  l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  i n  an i n s t i t u t i o n  a r e  w h i t e  women (28.8%),  

f o l l o w e d  by  w h i t e  men (18.3%), nonwh i te  women (14.  I%),  and nonwh i te  men 

(10.9%).  T h i s  p a t t e r n  s t r o n g l y  suggests  t h a t  l i v i n g  i n  an i n s t i t u t i o n  f o r  t h e  

v e r y  o l d  i s  n o t  p r i m a r i l y  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  i n f i r m i t y ,  s i n c e  i t  i s  u n l i k e l y  t h a t  

w h i t e  women a r e  so much more i n f i r m  t h a n  t h e  o t h e r  g roups .  

The f a c t  t h a t  women a r e  more l i k e l y  t h a n  men t o  l i v e  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s  i s  

p a r t l y  because fewer  women t h a n  men o f  a  g i v e n  age have a  s u r v i v i n g  spouse. 

Thus, T a b l e  6  shows t h e  pe rcen tage  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  age 75 and o v e r  who l i v e  i n  

an i n s t i t u t i o n  b y  m a r i t a l  s t a t u s ,  as w e l l  as  r a c e  and sex.  F o r  u n m a r r i e d  

i n d i v i d u a l s  o f  a  g i v e n  r a c e  and age, t h e  pe rcen tage  who l i v e  i n  an i n s t i t u t i o n  

i s  a b o u t  t h e  same f o r  men as  f o r  women. Thus, i t  seems t h a t  t o  a  c o n s i d e r a b l e  

e x t e n t ,  v e r y  o l d  men a r e  f ound  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s  so much l e s s  o f t e n  t h a n  v e r y  

o l d  women because t h e  men a r e  so much more l i k e l y  t h a n  t h e  women t o  have a  

s u r v i v i n g  spouse, who can h e l p  t o  c a r e  f o r  them. The predominance o f  e l d e r l y  

women i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s  i s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  p a r t l y  a  consequence o f  t h e  gender  

imba lance among t h e  aged, w h i c h  we n o t e d  e a r l i e r ,  and p a r t l y  a  consequence o f  



Tab le  6 
Percentage o f  t h e  U.S. Aged Popu la t ion  Who L i v e  i n  
an I n s t i t u t i o n ,  by Year ,  Age Group, Race, Sex, and 

M a r i t a l  S t a t u s ,  1940-1980 

A . M a r r i e d  Whi te  Men 

0.  M a r r i e d  Whi te  Women 

C .  Unmarr ied Whi te  Men 

D. Unmarr ied Whi te  Women 

E .  M a r r i e d  Nonwhite Men 

F. M a r r i e d  Nonwhite Women 

G. Unmarried Nonwhite Men 

H .  Unmarr ied Nonwhite Women 



gender d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  m a r r i a g e  p a t t e r n s  (i .e. ,  t h a t  men t e n d  t o  mar ry  women 

younger  than  themselves  and a r e  more l i k e l y  than  women t o  remar ry ) .  

The f a c t  t h a t  e l d e r l y  w h i t e s  a r e  so much more l i k e l y  than  nonwhi tes  t o  

l i v e  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  even though w h i t e s  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  be m a r r i e d ,  

suggests  t h a t  t h e  w h i t e s  a r e  l e s s  l i k e l y  t h a n  t h e  nonwhi tes  t o  f i n d  t h e  

suppor t  s e r v i c e s  t h a t  t h e y  need from c h i l d r e n  and o t h e r  r e l a t i v e s .  T h i s  c o u l d  

be because nonwhi tes  have more c h i  l d r e n  and o t h e r  r e 1  a t i v e s ,  because fami  l y  

t i e s  a r e  s t r o n g e r  among nonwhi tes  than  among w h i t e s ,  because w h i t e s  a r e  more 

l i k e l y  t h a n  nonwhi tes  t o  have t h e  f i n a n c i a l  resources  t o  a f f o r d  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  

ca re ,  o r  f o r  some o t h e r  reason.  The d a t a  a v a i l a b l e  cannot  t e l l  us  t h i s  w i t h  

any degree o f  c e r t a i n t y .  Bu t ,  i n  o u r  o p i n i o n ,  g r e a t e r  f i n a n c i a l  resources  f o r  

e l d e r l y  w h i t e s  t h a n  f o r  e l d e r l y  nonwhi tes  i s  n o t  t h e  p r i m a r y  reason s ince ,  

a c c o r d i n g  t o  t a b l e s  n o t  i n c l u d e d  here ,  f a m i l y  income o f  v e r y  o l d  i n d i v i d u a l s  

who l i v e  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s  i s  v e r y  low, v a r i e s  r e l a t i v e l y  l i t t l e  w i t h  r a c e  and 

sex, and has i n c r e a s e d  r a t h e r  l i t t l e  o v e r  t h e  1940-1980 p e r i o d .  Moreover,  

m a r r i e d  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  whose f i n a n c i a l  resources  t e n d  t o  be g r e a t e r  t han  

unmar r ied  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  a r e  c o n s i s t e n t l y  l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s  

t h a n  unmar r ied  i n d i v i d u a l s .  Changes i n  f a m i l y  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  seem a  more 

p l a u s i b l e  e x p l a n a t i o n  f o r  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  tendency o f  w h i t e s  o v e r  85 t o  l i v e  i n  

i n s t i t u t i o n s .  

Nex t  we t u r n  t o  t h e  l i v i n g  arrangements o f  aged Americans who do n o t  l i v e  

i n  an i n s t i t u t i o n .  F i r s t ,  f o r  t h e  subset  of  t h i s  p o p u l a t i o n  who i s  m a r r i e d ,  

1  i v i  ng arrangements a r e  remarkab ly  u n i n t e r e s t i n g  and u n v a r y i n g :  r o u g h l y  95 

p e r c e n t  l i v e  w i t h  t h e i r  spouses, whatever  t h e i r  age o r  t h e  y e a r .  There i s  n o t  

much more t o  be s a i d  abou t  t h i s  group. B u t  a  f a c t  t h a t  e l d e r l y  Americans need 

t o  face,  e s p e c i a l l y  if t h e y  a r e  women, i s  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  l i k e l y  t o  be unmar r ied  

i n  t h e i r  f i n a l  yea rs .  W i t h  whom do t h e s e  unmarr ied  e l d e r l y  women who a r e  n o t  



i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s  l i v e ?  The o p t i o n s  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  i n  t h e  a v a i l a b l e  d a t a  a r e  t h e  

f o l l o w i n g :  l i v i n g  w i t h  o t h e r  f a m i l y  members, l i v i u g  w i t h  u n r e l a t e d  

i n d i v i d u a l s ,  and l i v i n g  a lone .  The percentages co r respond ing  t o  these  o p t i o n s  

a r e  g i v e n  i n  Tab les  7  t h r o u g h  9, r e s p e c t i v e l y .  

For unmarr ied  aged Americans i n  1940, t h e  m a j o r i t y  l i v e d  w i t h  f a m i l y  

members, e x c e p t  i n  t h e  case o f  nonwhi te  men under 75 (see Tab le  7 ) .  B u t  even 

f o r  t h e s e  men, l i v i n g  w i t h  f a m i l y  members was more common i n  1940 than  any 

o t h e r  o p t i o n ,  as can be seen by  compar ing t h e  f i g u r e s  f o r  nonwhi te  men i n  

Tab le  7  w i t h  t h o s e  i n  Tab les  8  and 9. For a lmos t  eve ry  segment o f  t h e  

p o p u l a t i o n  c a t e g o r i z e d  b y  race ,  sex, and age, t h e  tendency t o  l i v e  w i t h  f a m i l y  

members ( o t h e r  than  a  spouse) has d e c l i n e d  marked ly  between 1940 and 1980. 

The d e c l i n e  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  l a r g e  f o r  w h i t e  men and women who a r e  65+, b u t  i t  i s  

a l s o  l a r g e  f o r  nonwhi te  men and women 65+. I n  1980, t h e  i n d i v i d u a l s  l e a s t  

1  i k e l y  t o  1  i v e  w i t h  f a m i l y  members ( o t h e r  than  a  spouse) a r e  t h o s e  aged 70-74; 

p r o b a b l y  some o f  t h e  younger  aged s t i l l  have e i t h e r  c h i l d r e n  o r  t h e i r  own aged 

p a r e n t s  l i v i n g  w i t h  them, whereas some o f  t h e  v e r y  o l d  a r e  ca red  f o r  by  t h e i r  

a d u l t  c h i l d r e n  and o t h e r  r e l a t i v e s .  

T a b l e  8  g i v e s  t h e  percentage o f  t h e  unmarr ied  n o n i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  aged 

who l i v e  w i t h  u n r e l a t e d  i n d i v i d u a l s .  T h i s  l i v i n g  arrangement i s  n o t  common 

f o r  any group i n  t h e  p e r i o d  we examine, a l t h o u g h  r o u g h l y  o n e - t h i r d  o f  t h e  

nonwhi te  men aged 55-59 r e p o r t e d  t h i s  l i v i n g  arrangement i n  1940. For  e v e r y  

group excep t  nonwhi te  men o v e r  80, t h e  percentage r e p o r t i n g  t h i s  l i v i n g  

arrangement has d e c l i n e d  o v e r  t h i s  p e r i o d .  For  b o t h  w h i t e  and nonwhi te  women, 

fewer t h a n  5  p e r c e n t  l i v e  w i t h  u n r e l a t e d  i n d i v i d u a l s  i n  1985. Roughly 5  

p e r c e n t  o f  o l d e r  w h i t e  men a l s o  l i v e  w i t h  u n r e l a t e d  i n d i v i d u a l s  i n  1985, 

though 16 p e r c e n t  o f  w h i t e  men 55-59 l i v e  w i t h  u n r e l a t e d  i n d i v i d u a l s ;  p r o b a b l y  

s e v e r a l  p e r c e n t  o f  t hese  a r e  c o h a b i t a t i o n s  t h a t  wou ld  have been mar r i ages  i n  



Table 7 
Percentage of the U.S. Unmarried Noninstitutionalized 
Aged Population Who Live with Other Family Members, 

by Year, Age Group, Race, and Sex, 1940-1985 

1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1985 

A. White Men 

B. White Women 

C. Nonwhite Men 

D. Nonwhite Women 



Table 7, continued 

E. Total Population 

Sources: Computations with the 1940, 1950, 1960, 1970, and 1980 
Public Use Microdata Samples and the March 1985 Current 
Population Survey. 



Table 8 
Percentage of the U.S. Unmarried Noninstitutionalized 
Aged Population Who Live with Unrelated Individuals, 

by Year, Age Group, Race, and Sex, 1940-1985 

A. White Men 

B. White Women 

C. Nonwhite Men 

D. Nonwhite Women 



Table 8, continued 

E. Total Population 

Sources: Computations with the 1940, 1950, 1960, 1970, and 1980 
Public Use Microdata Samples and the March 1985 Current 
Population Survey. 



p r e v i o u s  decades. S t i l l ,  t h e  genera l  p i c t u r e  i s  c l e a r .  The unmar r ied  aged 

a r e  n o t  o n l y  l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  w i t h  f a m i l y  members, t h e y  a r e  a l s o  l e s s  

l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  w i t h  u n r e l a t e d  i n d i v i d u a l s  than  i n  fo rmer  decades. 

Tab le  9 shows t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  of  t h e s e  t r e n d s :  n o n i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  

unmar r ied  aged Americans a r e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  a l o n e .  The t r e n d  i s  

e s p e c i a l l y  marked f o r  w h i t e  women, and t o  a  l e s s e r  e x t e n t  f o r  w h i t e  men. The 

p a t t e r n s  f o r  nonwhi tes  a r e  g e n e r a l l y  s i m i l a r ,  though i n  r e c e n t  y e a r s  t h e  

pe rcen tage  o f  t h e  aged who l i v e  a l o n e  tends  t o  be s m a l l e r  f o r  nonwhi tes  t h a n  

f o r  w h i t e s .  I n  most  y e a r s  and f o r  a lmos t  e v e r y  group,  age v a r i a t i o n  i n  t h e  

pe rcen tage  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  who l i v e  a lone  i s  U-shaped, w i t h  t h e  peak u s u a l l y  

o c c u r r i n g  a t  age 70-74. Presumably, most i n d i v i d u a l s  i n  t h i s  age range can 

c a r e  f o r  themselves and hence l i v e  a lone,  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  many who a r e  o l d e r .  

And, i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h o s e  younger,  t h e y  a r e  l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  w i t h  f a m i l y  

members---either t h e i r  v e r y  o l d  p a r e n t s  a r e  no l o n g e r  l i v i n g  o r  t h e i r  a d u l t  

c h i l d r e n  have f i n a l l y  f lown t h e  n e s t .  The i n c r e a s i n g  tendency o f  unmar r ied  

aged Americans t o  l i v e  a l o n e  may r e s u l t  f r o m  i n c r e a s e d  f i n a n c i a l  resources  

l e s s e n i n g  t h e i r  need t o  l i v e  w i t h  r e l a t i v e s ,  f rom an i n c r e a s i n g  r e l u c t a n c e  o f  

r e l a t i v e s  t o  i n v i t e  t h e  e l d e r l y  t o  l i v e  w i t h  them, o r  f rom o t h e r  f a c t o r s .  

O the r  d a t a  a r e  necessary  t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  t r e n d  we r e p o r t .  

A  number o f  changes i n  a t t i t u d e s  and va lues ,  behav io r ,  and s o c i a l  

p o l i c i e s  have c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  these  changes i n  l i v i n g  arrangements among t h e  

aged. Changes o v e r  t i m e  i n  a t t i t u d e s  and va lues,  though s u r e l y  i m p o r t a n t ,  a r e  

d i f f i c u l t  t o  measure; consequent ly ,  we c o n c e n t r a t e  on o t h e r  t y p e s  o f  changes. 

One m a j o r  change i s  t h a t  t h e  l i f e  expectancy o f  b o t h  men and women---but 

e s p e c i a l l y  o f  women---has i n c r e a s e d  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  d u r i n g  t h i s  p e r i o d .  T h i s  

h e l p s  t o  e x p l a i n  b o t h  t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  f r a c t i o n  l i v i n g  w i t h  a  spouse and 

t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  f r a c t i o n  l i v i n g  i n  an i n s t i t u t i o n ,  as we ment ioned above. 



Table 9 
Percentage of the U.S. Unmarried Noninstitutionalized 
Aged Population Who Live Alone, by Year, Age Group, 

Race, and Sex, 1940-1985 

1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1985 

A. White Men 

B. White Women 

C. Nonwhite Men 

D. Nonwhite Women 



Table 9, continued 

E. Total Population 

Sources: Computations with the 1940, 1950, 1960, 1970, and 1980 
Public Use Microdata Samples and the March 1985 Current 
Population Survey. 



The m a j o r  changes i n  s o c i a l  p o l i c i e s  s i n c e  1940 a r e  t h e  many new programs 

p r o v i d i n g  f i n a n c i a l  resources  and s e r v i c e s  t o  t h e  aged, i n c l u d i n g  S o c i a l  

S e c u r i t y  ( i n s t i t u t e d  i n  t h e  S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y  A c t  o f  1935), Medicare,  Medica id ,  

Supplemental  S e c u r i t y  Income, and s u b s i d i z e d  hous ing.  These programs have 

made i t  p o s s i b l e  f o r  many unmarr ied  aged Americans t o  l i v e  a lone  w h i l e  t h e y  

a r e  h e a l t h y .  Thus, s o c i a l  programs have p r o b a b l y  c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  d e c l i n e  

i n  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  aged i n d i v i d u a l s  l i v i n g  w i t h  o t h e r  f a m i l y  members and 

w i t h  u n r e l a t e d  i n d i v i d u a l s .  

EMPLOYMENT STATUS AND EARNINGS 

P r e v i o u s  r e s e a r c h  has r e p o r t e d  t h a t  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  t h e  aged who work 

has d e c l l n e d  d r a m a t i c a l l y  i n  r e c e n t  y e a r s .  T h i s  d e c l i n e  i s  m a i n l y  a t t r i b u t e d  

t o  t h e  s o c i a l  programs we ment ioned above---Social S e c u r i t y ,  Supplemental  

S e c u r i t y  Income, Medicare ,  and Medicaid---which have reduced t h e  dependency o f  

t h e  e l d e r l y  on t h e i r  c u r r e n t  e a r n i n g s  (Duggan, 1984; Parsons, 1980). The 

l a b o r  f o r c e  n o n p a r t i c i p a t i o n  r a t e  o f  t h e  "young" aged (55-64) grew f rom 11 

p e r c e n t  i n  1948 t o  26 p e r c e n t  i n  1976 (Parsons,  1980). Duggan (1984) c l a i m s  

t h a t  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  s o c i a l  programs on l a b o r  f o r c e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  has been 

g r e a t e r  f o r  men t h a n  f o r  women. S t i l l  o t h e r  r e s e a r c h  has i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  t h e  

f r a c t i o n  o f  t h e  income o f  t h e  e l d e r l y  t h a t  i s  earned has d e c l i n e d  (Hurd  and 

Shoven, 1982), and t h a t  r e t i r e m e n t  d e c i s i o n s  o f  t h e  e l d e r l y  a r e  r e s p o n s i v e  t o  

i n c e n t i v e s  o t h e r  t h a n  s o c i a l  programs: t h o s e  w i t h  g r e a t e r  w e a l t h  r e t i r e  

e a r l i e r ,  and t h o s e  who expec t  t o  g a i n  more b y  d e f e r r i n g  r e t i r e m e n t  do, i n  

f a c t ,  r e t i r e  l a t e r  ( F i e l d s  and M i t c h e l l ,  1984). 

The genera l  d e c l i n e  i n  l a b o r  f o r c e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  among t h e  aged and t h e  

d e c l i n e  i n  t h e  percentage o f  income due t o  e a r n i n g s  suggest  a  somewhat 



m i s l e a d i n g  p i c t u r e  o f  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  t h e  aged and those  who 

c o n s i d e r  themselves r e t i r e d .  Research on new b e n e f i c i a r i e s  o f  S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y  

has found t h a t  a  s i z e a b l e  f r a c t i o n  c o n t i n u e  some invo lvemen t  i n  t h e  l a b o r  

f o r c e .  O v e r a l l ,  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  one -ha l f  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  who e n t e r e d  t h e  S o c i a l  

S e c u r i t y  r o l l s  i n  r e c e n t  y e a r s  c o n t i n u e d  t o  work some (Fox, 1984). Roughly 

o n e - f i f t h  o f  women a r e  s t i l l  w o r k i n g  18-30 months a f t e r  t h e y  f i r s t  r e c e i v e d  

r e t i r e m e n t - w o r k e r  b e n e f i t s  f rom S o c i a l  Secur i t y , '  based on d a t a  c o l l e c t e d  i n  

1982 (Iams, 1986). P a r t i a l  r e t i r e m e n t  i s  r e l a t i v e l y  common among w h i t e  men 

aged 58-69, p a r t i c u l a r l y  p a r t i a l  r e t i r e m e n t  i n t o  a  j o b  d i f f e r e n t  f rom t h e  

f u l l - t i m e  j o b  h e l d  a t  age 55 (Gustman and S te inme ie r ,  1984). Se l f -employed 

i n d i v i d u a l s  postpone l a b o r  f o r c e  w i t h d r a w a l  and a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  o p t  f o r  

s low  w i t h d r a w a l  f rom t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  (Quinn,  1980). 

Tab le  10 g i v e s  t h e  percentages o f  t h e  n o n i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  aged who a r e  

employed i n  t h e  su rvey  week. To s i m p l i f y  o u r  ana lyses,  we combined t h o s e  who 

were o u t  o f  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  w i t h  those  who were unemployed. Usual l y  t h o s e  

rega rded  as  " r e t i r e d "  a r e  m a i n l y  among those  o u t  o f  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e .  S t i l l ,  

l o o k i n g  a t  t h e  f r a c t i o n  employed l e t s  us compare a  l a r g e  number o f  g roups w i t h  

one ano the r  and s o l v e s  t h e  problems o f  measur ing r e t i r e m e n t  t h a t  we n o t e d  a t  

t h e  o u t s e t .  

W i t h i n  each y e a r ,  and f o r  each group c a t e g o r i z e d  b y  r a c e  and gender,  t h e  

percentage who a r e  employed d e c l i n e s  as age inc reases ,  as a n t i c i p a t e d .  The 

d e c l i n e  i s  sha rpes t  between ages 60-64 and 65-69, b u t  b e g i n n i n g  w i t h  1980, t h e  

d e c l i n e  between 55-59 and 60-64 has grown, e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  men. Over t h e  

p e r i o d  1940-1985, t h e  employment r a t e  f o r  t h e  "young" aged ( t h o s e  55-64) has 

i n c r e a s e d  f o r  women, b u t  decreased f o r  men. Among those  aged 65-74, t h e  

employment r a t e  o f  men has d e c l i n e d  ove r  t ime ,  b u t  r i s e n  ( o r  r i s e n  and then  

d e c l i n e d  s l i g h t l y )  f o r  women. S i m i l a r  p a t t e r n s  i n  t h e  employment r a t e  a r e  



Table 10 
Percentage of the U.S. Noninstitutionalized Aged 

Who are Employed, by Year, Age Group, Race, and Sex, 1940-1985 

A. White Men 

B. White Women 

C. Nonwhite Men 

D. Nonwhite Women 



Table 10, continued 

E. Total Population 

Sources: Computations with the 1940, 1950, 1960, 1970, and 1980 
Public Use Microdata Samples and the March 1985 Current 
Population Survey. 



observed o v e r  t h i s  p e r i o d  f o r  t hose  75 and over;  t h e  employment r a t e  has 

d e c l i n e d  f o r  men b u t  has r i s e n  (peak ing  around 1960 o r  1970) and t h e n  d e c l i n e d  

f o r  women. These t i m e  t r e n d s  i n  employment r a t e s  r e f l e c t  changes i n  s o c i a l  

p o l i c i e s  and changes i n  t h e  expected and accepted r o l e s  o f  women i n  American 

s o c i e t y .  For  women i n  younger  age groups,  s o c i a l  p o l i c y  changes appear t o  

have been l e s s  i m p o r t a n t  t h a n  changes i n  norms abou t  women work ing ,  s i n c e  

employment r a t e s  have r i s e n  o v e r  much o f  t h i s  p e r i o d .  T h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  common 

s ta temen t  abou t  t h e  s u b s t a n t i a l  pos twar  d e c l i n e  i n  t h e  employment r a t e  o f  aged 

Americans needs t o  be q u a l i f i e d .  It i s  a c c u r a t e  f o r  men, b u t  n o t  f o r  younger  

aged women. 

The r e l a t i v e  employment s t a t u s  o f  r a c i a l  g roups has a l s o  changed o v e r  

t i m e .  I n  1940, e l d e r l y  nonwhi te  men were t h e  most l i k e l y  t o  be employed f o r  

any g i v e n  age group.  For example, i n  1940, 78 p e r c e n t  o f  nonwh i te  men aged 

60-64 were employed, i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  74 p e r c e n t  o f  w h i t e  men. However, i n  

1985, o n l y  47 p e r c e n t  o f  nonwh i te  men aged 60-64 were employed i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  

54 p e r c e n t  o f  w h i t e  men aged 60-64. S t i l l ,  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h e  employment 

r a t e s  o f  w h i t e  and nonwhi te  aged men a r e  n o t  v e r y  l a r g e  f o r  most  y e a r s  and age 

groups,  a t  l e a s t  r e l a t i v e  t o  t h e  much l a r g e r  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  employment r a t e s  

o f  young w h i t e  and nonwh i te  men (see,  f o r  example, Parsons, 1980). I n  

g e n e r a l ,  t h e  gap between t h e  employment r a t e s  o f  w h i t e  and nonwh i te  women, 

wh ich  was v e r y  l a r g e  i n  1940, d e c l i n e d  up t o  1970 and has been f a i r l y  c o n s t a n t  

t h e r e a f t e r .  

When we began examin ing e a r n i n g s  o f  t h e  aged, we d i s c o v e r e d  t h a t  t h e  

pe rcen tage  who a r e  employed p r o b a b l y  underes t ima tes  employment a c t i v i t i e s .  The 

pe rcen tage  o f  t h e  aged w i t h  some e a r n i n g s  ( see  Tab le  11) i s  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  

g r e a t e r  t h a n  t h e  percentage who a r e  employed ( c f .  Tab le  10).  Be ing employed 

r e f e r s  t o  t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  i n  t h e  week o f  t h e  survey,  whereas 



Table 11 
Percentage of the U.S. Noninstitutionalized Aged with 

Nonzero Earnings, by Year, Age Group, Race, and Sex, 1940-1985 

A. White Men 

B. White Women 

C. Nonwhite Men 

D. Nonwhite Women 
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E. Total Population 

Sources: Computations with the 1940, 1950, 1960, 1970, and 1980 
Public Use Microdata Samples and the March 1985 Current 
Population Survey. 



e a r n i n g s  a r e  f o r  t h e  p r e v i o u s  y e a r .  The percentage w i t h  some e a r n i n g s  (and 

i t s  complement, t h e  pe rcen tage  w i t h  no e a r n i n g s )  may be a  b e t t e r  i n d i c a t o r  o f  

r e t i r e m e n t  t h a n  t h e  percentage who a r e  employed. The p a t t e r n s  o f  v a r i a t i o n  

o v e r  t i m e  and w i t h  age f o r  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  groups t h a t  one sees i n  Tab le  11 

n a t u r a l l y  p a r a l l e l  t h o s e  j n  Tab le  10, wh ich  we have a l r e a d y  d i scussed .  The 

main p o j n t  i s  s i m p l y  t h a t  r o u g h l y  5-10 p e r c e n t  more o f  t h e  younger  aged r e p o r t  

e a r n i n g s  t h a n  r e p o r t  b e i n g  employed. A  second p o i n t  t h a t  needs t o  be k e p t  i n  

mind when c o n s j d e r i n g  e a r n i n g s  r e p o r t e d  by  t h e  aged be low i s  t h a t  i n  1940 and 

1950, c o n s i d e r a b l y  fewer o f  t h e  younger  aged men r e p o r t e d  e a r n i n g s  than  s a i d  

t h e y  were employed; t h i s  may be due t o  m i s s i n g  d a t a  on e a r n i n g s  i n  1940 and 

1950. 

Tab le  12 g i v e s  t h e  mean annual e a r n i n g s  ( i n  thousands o f  1984 do1 l a r s )  o f  

t h e  n o n i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  aged w i t h  nonzero e a r n i n g s  by  y e a r ,  age group,  race ,  

and sex. No t  s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  f o r  a l l  groups and i n  most  yea rs ,  mean e a r n i n g s  

a r e  c o n s i d e r a b l y  h i g h e r  f o r  t hose  aged 55-64 t h a n  f o r  t h o s e  aged 65 and ove r .  

T h i s  d i f f e r e n c e  i s  l e s s  pronounced j n  1940, 1950, and 1960 t h a n  i n  l a t e r  

years ;  b y  1985 i t  i s  q u i t e  pronounced. Fo r  example, among w h i t e  men, i n  1950 

mean e a r n i n g s  o f  t hose  aged 60-64 ($12,200) was 1 . 2  t i m e s  t h a t  o f  t h o s e  aged 

65-69, whereas i n  1985, t h e  mean e a r n i n g s  o f  t h o s e  aged 60-64 ($23,500) was 

1 .5  t i m e s  t h a t  o f  t h o s e  aged 65-69. T h i s  suggests t h a t  s i n c e  1940, p a r t i a l  

w i t h d r a w a l  f rom t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  ( 4 .  e., p a r t - y e a r  o r  p a r t - t i m e  work)  has become 

more common. One o d d i t y  apparen t  i n  Tab le  12 i s  t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  h i g h  e a r n i n g s  

o f  w h i t e  men o v e r  85, e s p e c i a l l y  i n  1970 and 1985. T h i s  may be because t h e r e  

a r e  so few men i n  t h i s  c a t e g o r y  (i .e. ,  sampl i n g  v a r i a b l  i 1  i t y )  o r  because o n l y  

e c o n o m i c a l l y  successfu l  men c o n t i n u e  t o  have e a r n i n g s  a t  t h i s  age. 

The f i g u r e s  i n  T a b l e  12 a l s o  show t h a t  e a r n i n g s  grew c o n s i d e r a b l y  between 

1940 and 1985. A l though  e a r n i n g s  were u n u s u a l l y  l ow  i n  1940, perhaps because 



Table 12 
Mean Annual Earnings (in thousands of 1984 dollars) of 
U.S. Noninstitutionalized Aged Persons with Nonzero 
Earnings, by Year, Age Group, Race and Sex, 1940-1985 

A. White Men 

B. White Women 

C. Nonwhite Men 

D. Nonwhite Women 



Table 12, continued 

E .  To ta l  Population 

Sources: Computations with t h e  1940, 1950, 1960, 1970, and 1980 
Publ ic  Use Microdata Samples and t h e  March 1985 Current  
Population Survey. 

2 

Note: A dash i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  no one i n  t h e  category repor ted  any 
earn ings .  

a  Sample s i z e  i n  t h i s  category i s  very small .  



t h e  adverse e f f e c t s  o f  t h e  Great  Depression were s t i l l  b e i n g  f e l t ,  mean annual 

e a r n i n g s  s t i l l  r o u g h l y  doubled between 1950 and 1985 f o r  aged men and women 

under 65 y e a r s  o f  age, whether w h i t e  o r  nonwhite.  They have been f a i r l y  f l a t  

f o r  aged w h i t e s  55-64 between 1970 and 1985, p robab ly  because o f  low economic 

growth i n  t h e  U.S. d u r i n g  t h i s  p e r i o d .  For nonwhites,  average earn ings  d i d  

grow a p p r e c i a b l y  between 1970 and 1980. Bu t  s ince  1980, ea rn ings  o f  aged 

nonwhites have been f l a t  o r  even d e c l i n e d  f o r  some age groups. T h i s  p a t t e r n  

p a r a l l e l s  t h a t  found among t h e  genera l  work ing  p o p u l a t i o n  (Smi th  and Welch, 

1986). 

As i n  t h e  genera l  work ing  p o p u l a t i o n ,  t h e  mean earn ings  o f  w h i t e s  and 

nonwhites have converged over  t ime  (Smi th  and Welch, 1986). T h i s  convergence 

has been most d ramat i c  among women i n  t h e  p r e - r e t i r e m e n t  age groups. For 

example, i n  1950 t h e  average earn ings  o f  women aged 60-64 was $3,300 f o r  

nonwhites as compared t o  $6,500 f o r  whi tes ;  i n  1985 t h e  average e a r n i n g s  of  

women aged 60-64 was $10,400 f o r  nonwhites as compared t o  $11,200 f o r  w h i t e s .  

The average earn ings  o f  nonwhite women 65+ a r e  lower  than those o f  w h i t e  women 

65+ th roughou t  t h e  1940-1985 p e r i o d ,  b u t  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  a re  n o t  n e a r l y  as 

l a r g e  as f o r  men. A l though  t h e  earn ings  o f  employed w h i t e  and nonwhite men 

have a l s o  tended t o  converge, t h e  mean annual ea rn ings  o f  aged nonwhite men i n  

1985 were s t i l l  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  below those o f  aged w h i t e  men i n  every  age 

group. 

ECONOMIC WELL-BEING 

By f a r  t h e  most research  on t r e n d s  p e r t a i n i n g  t o  t h e  aged p o p u l a t i o n  has 

examined v a r i o u s  measures o f  t h e  economic w e l l - b e i n g  o f  t h e  aged. The ma jo r  

c o n c l u s i o n  o f  a l l  o f  t h i s  research  i s  t h a t  t h e  economic s i t u a t i o n  o f  t h e  aged 



has improved d r a m a t i c a l l y  i n  r e c e n t  y e a r s ,  b o t h  i n  a b s o l u t e  te rms and r e l a t i v e  

t o  t h a t  o f  t h e  nonaged ( B r i d g e s  and Packard, 1981; C r y s t a l ,  1986; H a r r i s ,  

1986; Hurd and Shoven, 1982). 

Ross e t  a l .  (1985) r e p o r t e d  t h a t  i n  1949 incomes o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  l i v i n g  i n  

households headed b y  persons o v e r  64 were be low t h e  p o v e r t y  l i n e  i n  52.9 

p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  cases where t h e  head was a  w h i t e  male, 67 .9  p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  

cases where t h e  head was a  nonwhi te  male, 85.9 p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  cases where t h e  

head was a  w h i t e  female,  and 91.5 p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  cases where t h e  head was a  

nonwh i te  female.  By 1979, t h e s e  percentages had d e c l i n e d  t o  8 .1 ,  22.1, 25.9,  

and 42.3, r e s p e c t i v e l y .  S t i l l ,  t hese  f i g u r e s  a r e  l a r g e ,  excep t  f o r  w h i t e  men. 

The g a i n s  made b y  t h e  e l d e r l y  d u r i n g  t h e  1970s have been termed 

" remarkab le"  b y  Hurd and Shoven (1982). Between 1970 and 1978, e l d e r l y  

d i s p o s a b l e  income r o s e  f r o m  52 p e r c e n t  o f  average household income i n  1970 t o  

58 p e r c e n t  i n  1978; t h e  r a t i o  o f  e l d e r l y  d i s p o s a b l e  p e r  c a p i t a  income r o s e  

f rom 104 p e r c e n t  o f  average household p e r  c a p i t a  income i n  1970 t o  106 p e r c e n t  

i n  1978. W h i l e  some groups who depend on f e d e r a l  programs have s u f f e r e d  

d u r i n g  t h e  1980s, t h e  aged have f a r e d  r e l a t i v e l y  w e l l ,  s i n c e  l ower  r a t e s  o f  

i n f l a t i o n  and income t a x  r e d u c t i o n s  more t h a n  o f f s e t  t h e  n e g a t i v e  e f f e c t s  o f  

g r e a t e r  unemployment and c u t s  i n  f e d e r a l  s o c i a l  programs (Moon, 1986). I n  

s p i t e  o f  t h i s  g e n e r a l l y  r o s y  economic p i c t u r e ,  t h e  aged u s u a l l y  l a c k  t h e  

r e s o u r c e s  needed t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e i r  p r e - r e t i r e m e n t  s tandard  o f  l i v i n g ,  and 

t h e r e f o r e  t e n d  t o  reduce t h e i r  s tandard  of  l i v i n g  as t h e y  age (Hamermesh, 

1984). The adverse e f f e c t s  o f  r e t i r e m e n t  a r e  most pronounced on i n d i v i d u a l s  

w i t h  m a r g i n a l  economic s t a t u s  r a t h e r  t h a n  on t h e  poor  o r  t h e  w e l l - o f f  

a c c o r d i n g  t o  F i l l e n b a u m  e t  a l .  (1985). 

I n  o u r  a n a l y s i s  of  t h e  1940-1985 p e r i o d ,  we focus  on two i n d i c a t o r s  o f  

economic w e l l - b e i n g :  f a m i l y  income and home ownership.  Tab le  13 g i v e s  mean 



f a m i l y  income ( i n  thousands o f  1984 d o l l a r s )  o f  t h e  aged f o r  t h e  p e r i o d  f rom 

1940 t o  1985. U n l i k e  t h e  t a b l e  on ea rn ings ,  wh ich  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ,  

t h e  t a b l e  on income r e f l e c t s  t h e  income o f  t h e  f a m i l y  w i t h  wh ich  t h e  aged 

i n d i v i d u a l  r e s i d e s .  Consequent ly ,  f o r  o l d e r  age groups,  t h e s e  incomes a r e  

a lmos t  c e r t a i n l y  h i g h e r  t h a n  f o r  househo ld  heads i n  these  age c a t e g o r i e s .  We 

focus  on f a m i l y  income because we t h i n k  i t  g i v e s  a  b e t t e r  p i c t u - e  o f  t h e  

economic w e l l - b e i n g  o f  t h e  e l d e r l y  than  does i n d i v i d u a l  income. I t  i s  

i m p o r t a n t  t o  n o t e  t h a t  f i g u r e s  f o r  1940 a r e  based on e a r n i n g s  o n l y  and a r e  

t h e r e f o r e  u n u s u a l l y  l ow  and cannot  be compared d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e  o t h e r  y e a r s .  

The income f i g u r e s  f o r  1950 a r e  a l s o  n o t  comparable because t h e  U.S. Census o f  

P o p u l a t i o n  d i d  n o t  c o l l e c t  i n f o r m a t i o n  on income f rom a l l  househo ld  members i n  

t h a t  y e a r ,  o n l y  f r o m  one i n d i v i d u a l  i n  each household.  

T a b l e  13 i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  i n  each y e a r  and f o r  each o f  t h e  f o u r  race-gender 

groups,  f a m i l y  income o f  aged i n d i v i d u a l s  decreases as age i n c r e a s e s .  T h i s  

decrease i s ,  o f  course,  n o t  as d r a m a t i c  as t h e  decrease i n  ea rn ings .  These 

f i g u r e s  r e f l e c t  access t o  income i n  a d d i t i o n  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  ' s  own e a r n i n g s ,  

i n c l u d i n g  o t h e r  f a m i l y  members' ea rn ings ,  S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y  b e n e f i t s ,  and income ' ,  

f r o m  p r i v a t e  pens ions .  The r e s u l t s  a l s o  show t h a t  f o r  a l l  age, race ,  and 

gender groups,  f a m i l y  income has r i s e n  o v e r  t i m e .  Fo r  example, e s t i m a t e d  

f a m i l y  income o f  w h i t e  men aged 65-69 was $26,600 i n  1985, n e a r l y  50 p e r c e n t  

h i g h e r  t h a n  i n  1960, when i t  was $18,200. Fami l y  income grew a p p r e c i a b l y  

between 1960 and 1970, some between 1970 and 1980, b u t  has remained r e l a t i v e l y  

c o n s t a n t  s i n c e  1980; indeed,  excep t  f o r  t h e  v e r y  o l d ,  even t h e  u n a d j u s t e d  

"CPS" f a m i l y  income i n  1985 shows l i t t l e  g rowth  s i n c e  1980. I n  f a c t ,  t h e  

g rowth  i n  f a m i l y  income o f  t h e  aged d u r i n g  t h e  1960s f a r  outpaced t h e  

" remarkab le"  g rowth  d u r i n g  t h e  1970s no ted  b y  Hurd and Shoven (1982). 



Tab le  13 
Mean Annual Fami l y  Income ( i n  thousands o f  1984 do1 l a r s )  o f  t h e  

U.S. Aged P o p u l a t i o n ,  by  Year, Age Group, Race, and Sex, 1940-1985 

E s t  . CPS 
1 9 4 0 ~  1 9 5 0 ~  1960 1970 1980 1985 1985 percentageC 

A. Whi te  Men 

B. Whi te  Women 

C. Nonwhi te Men 

D. Nonwhi te Women 



Tab le  13, c o n t i n u e d  

E s t .  CPS 
1940a 1 9 5 0 ~  1960 1970 1980 1985 1985 percentageC 

E. T o t a l  P o p u l a t i o n  

Sources: Computat ions w i t h  t h e  1940, 1950, 1960, 1970, and 1980 P u b l i c  Use 
M i c r o d a t a  Samples and t h e  March 1985 C u r r e n t  P o p u l a t i o n  Survey.  

a  Fami l y  income i n  1940 i s  based o n l y  on e a r n i n g s  o f  f a m i l y  members. 

b ~ a m i l y  income i n  1950 i s  based on income o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  o n l y .  

C CPS 1985 f a m i l y  income i s  c a l c u l a t e d  f rom t h e  March 1985 CPS sample, wh ich  
exc ludes  i n d i v i d u a l s  l i v i n g  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s  and t h e r e f o r e  tends  t o  
o v e r e s t i m a t e  f a m i l y  income i n  t h e  t o t a l  p o p u l a t i o n .  To o b t a i n  t h e  "es t ima ted"  
1985 f a m i l y  income, we f i r s t  c a l c u l a t e d  1980 f a m i l y  income o f  t h e  t o t a l  
p o p u l a t i o n  as  a percentage o f  1980 f a m i l y  income f o r  t h e  n o n i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  
p o p u l a t i o n ;  we r e p o r t  t h i s  as "Percentage."  "Est imated"  1985 fami l y  i ncome 
e q u a l s  t h i s  percentage o f  t h e  CPS f a m i l y  income. 



Another  way t o  examine changes i n  f a m i l y  income o v e r  t i m e  i s  t o  c o n s i d e r  

t h e  f a m i l y  income o f  s y n t h e t i c  c o h o r t s  o f  aged i n d i v i d u a l s  o v e r  t i m e .  For  

i l l u s t r a t i v e  purposes,  we c o n c e n t r a t e  on w h i t e  men and compare i n d i v i d u a l s  who 

a r e  j u s t  b e f o r e  t h e  usua l  r e t i r e m e n t  age ( t h o s e  aged 60-64) i n  1960 w i t h  t h e i r  

c o h o r t  t e n  y e a r s  l a t e r  (70-74) v i a  a  1960-1970 compar ison,  twen ty  y e a r s  l a t e r  

(80-84) v i a  a  1960-1980 compar ison,  and t w e n t y - f i v e  y e a r s  l a t e r  (85+) v i a  a  

1960-1985 compar ison.  Average f a m i l y  income o f  ' w h i t e  men aged 85+ i n  1985 and 

o f  w h i t e  men 80-84 i n  1980 was $18,600, abou t  20 p e r c e n t  l ower  t h a n  t h a t  o f  

w h i t e  men aged 60-64 i n  1960 ($22,700). Even average f a m i l y  income o f  w h i t e  

men aged 70-74 i n  1970 was $18,900, ove r  15 p e r c e n t  l ower  than  t h a t  o f  w h i t e  

men aged 60-64 i n  1960. S ince  more a f f l u e n t  i n d i v i d u a l s  t e n d  t o  l i v e  l o n g e r ,  

w h i t e  men aged 80-84 i n  1980 p r o b a b l y  c o n t a i n  a  d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e  number o f  

t h o s e  w i t h  above average incomes i n  1960. There fo re ,  t hese  s y n t h e t i c  c o h o r t  

compar isons p r o b a b l y  underes t ima te  t h e  d e c l i n e  i n  f a m i l y  income f o r  

i n d i v i d u a l s .  Of  course,  t h e s e  f i g u r e s  a r e  f o r  a  household; i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  

t h a t  p e r  c a p i t a  f a m i l y  income has n o t  d e c l i n e d  f o r  such s y n t h e t i c  c o h o r t s .  

Nonwhi te men have had a  somewhat d i f f e r e n t  exper ience .  The average 

f a m i l y  income o f  nonwhi te  men who a r e  aged 60-64 i n  1960, 70-74 i n  1970 and 

80-84 i n  1980 and 85+ i n  1985 i s  f a i r l y  f l a t ;  f o r  a  s l i g h t l y  o l d e r  age group,  

t h o s e  65-69 i n  1960, t h e  income p r o f i l e  has a c t u a l l y  i n c r e a s e d  o v e r  t ime .  

Thus, i t  appears t h a t  t h e  f a m i l y  income o f  c o h o r t s  o f  aged men has been 

p r o t e c t e d  a g a i n s t  d e c l i n e s  t o  a  g r e a t e r  e x t e n t  i n  t h e  case o f  nonwhi tes  t h a n  

i n  t h e  case o f  w h i t e s .  T h i s  may be a  consequence o f  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  w h i t e  men 

a r e  much more 1  i k e l y  t h a n  nonwh i te  men t o  have had e a r n i n g s  above t h e  c e i l i n g  

f o r  p a y i n g  S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y  taxes;  consequen t l y ,  r e l y i n g  on S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y  and 

pens ions  d u r i n g  r e t i r e m e n t  may reduce income f o r  w h i t e s  more t h a n  nonwhi tes .  



As one m i g h t  expect ,  based on o t h e r  f e a t u r e s  o f  American s o c i e t y ,  a t  most 

ages and i n  most y e a r s ,  economic w e l l - b e i n g  i s  h i g h e s t  f o r  w h i t e  men, f o l l o w e d  

b y  w h i t e  women, nonwh i te  men, and nonwh i te  women. Fami l y  incomes o f  d i f f e r e n t  

r a c i a l  g roups have n o t  converged n e a r l y  as  much as i n d i v i d u a l  e a r n i n g s .  

O t h e r  r e s e a r c h  shows t h a t  r e c e n t  r e t i r e e s  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  have 

p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  a  pens ion  program t h a n  e a r l i e r  c o h o r t s  o f  r e t i r e e s .  Among new 

S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y  b e n e f i c i a r i e s  i n  1982, 56 p e r c e n t  o f  m a r r i e d  and 42 p e r c e n t  o f  

unmar r ied  i n d i v i d u a l s  had some pens ion  income ( M a x f i e l d  and Reno, 1985). 

Among p r i v a t e - s e c t o r  worke rs  i n  1979, 55 p e r c e n t  o f  men and 40 p e r c e n t  o f  

women were covered by  pens ion  programs ( B e l l e r ,  1981). Fur thermore,  t h e  

p r o p o r t i o n  o f  pens ion -p lan  p a r t i c i p a n t s  who were ves ted  r o s e  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  

between 1972 and 1979 (Rogers, 1981). However, most pens ion p l a n s ,  u n l i k e  

S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y ,  a r e  n o t  indexed t o  i n f l a t i o n .  Between 1973 and 1979, most  

r e t i r e e s  r e c e i v e d  a t  l e a s t  one nominal  i n c r e a s e  i n  pens ion  b e n f i t s ;  however, 

r e a l  pens ion  b e n e f i t s  d e c l i n e d  d u r i n g  t h i s  p e r i o d  ( A l l e n  e t  a l . ,  1984). 

Those r e t i r e e s  who have h i g h  incomes f rom one source t e n d  t o  have h i g h  

incomes f rom o t h e r  sources,  f o r  example, r e t i r e d  worke rs  w i t h  h i g h  S o c i a l  

S e c u r i t y  b e n e f i t s  t e n d  t o  have r e l a t i v e l y  h i g h  b e n e f i t s  f rom p r i v a t e  pens ions  

and h i g h  a s s e t  income as  w e l l  ( I r i c k ,  1985). Fur thermore,  advantages wh ich  

i n d i v i d u a l s  have p r i o r  t o  r e t i r e m e n t  t e n d  t o  c a r r y  o v e r  i n t o  r e t i r e m e n t .  

H i g h e r - s t a t u s  j o b s ,  h i g h e r  wages, and employment i n  e c o n o m i c a l l y  h e a l t h y  

i n d u s t r i e s  a r e  t h e  most i m p o r t a n t  p r e d i c t o r s  o f  r e t i r e m e n t  income ( 0 '  Rand and 

Landerman, 1984). 

Recent r e t i r e e s  a r e  a l s o  more l i k e l y  t o  have a s s e t s  t h a n  e a r l i e r  c o h o r t s .  

Among new S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y  b e n e f i c i a r i e s  i n  1982, 83 p e r c e n t  o f  t h o s e  m a r r i e d  

and 69 p e r c e n t  o f  t h o s e  unmarr ied  had some a s s e t  income ( M a x f i e l d  and Reno, 

1985). B u t  e q u i t y  i n  a  home i s  u s u a l l y  t h e  most i m p o r t a n t  a s s e t  o f  t h e  aged 



(Fr iedman and S jog ren ,  1981). U n t i  1  e q u i t y  home l o a n s  became common a  few 

y e a r s  ago, a  home r a r e l y  genera ted c u r r e n t  income u n l e s s  i t  was s o l d .  

Ano the r  measure o f  s o c i a l  and economic w e l l - b e i n g  on wh ich  we have d a t a  

i s  home ownersh ip ,  as we ment ioned e a r l i e r .  Tab le  14 g i v e s  t h e  percentage o f  

t h e  n o n i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  aged who l i v e  i n  a  household t h a t  owns i t s  c u r r e n t  

res idence ,  wh ich  we t e r m  "home ownership"  f o r  s h o r t ,  even though t h e  aged 

i n d i v i d u a l  may n o t  be t h e  a c t u a l  owner. L i v i n g ' i n  a  d w e l l i n g  t h a t  i s  owned i s  

u s u a l l y  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  a  h i g h e r  q u a l i t y  o f  l i f e ,  even when t h e  d w e l l i n g  i s  

n o t  an a s s e t  t h a t  t h e  aged i n d i v i d u a l  has t h e  r i g h t  t o  l i q u i d a t e .  

I n  g e n e r a l ,  t h e  l i k e l i h o o d  o f  home ownersh ip  has i n c r e a s e d  o v e r  t h i s  

p e r i o d ,  i s  more l i k e l y  f o r  w h i t e s  than  f o r  nonwhi tes ,  and i s  somewhat more 

l i k e l y  f o r  men t h a n  f o r  women.' I n  1940, home ownersh ip  tended t o  i n c r e a s e  

w i t h  age, perhaps because non-home owners were more l i k e l y  t h a n  home owners t o  

move i n t o  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  I n  more r e c e n t  y e a r s ,  home ownersh ip  has tended t o  

decrease as age inc reases ,  a t  l e a s t  f o r  w h i t e  men and women. V a r i a t i o n  i n  

home ownersh ip  w i t h  age i s  l e s s  c o n s i s t e n t  f o r  nonwhi te  men and women. The 

d i f f e r e n t i a l  between w h i t e  and nonwhi te  aged Americans i n  home ownersh ip  

narrowed somewhat, b u t  d i d  n o t  d i sappear  between 1940 and 1985. Thus, based 

on t h i s  i n d i c a t o r  o f  economic w e l l - b e i n g ,  t h e  nonwhi te  aged a r e  s t i l l  

d i sadvan taged  r e l a t i v e  t o  t h e  w h i t e  aged. 

SLIMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Our r e s u l t s  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  a  number o f  s i g n i f i c a n t  changes i n v o l v i n g  aged 

Americans have o c c u r r e d  s i n c e  1940. F i r s t ,  t h e  aged p o p u l a t i o n  has grown v e r y  

r a p i d l y - - - f a r  more r a p i d l y  t h a n  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  i n  g e n e r a l .  W i t h i n  t h e  aged 

p o p u l a t i o n ,  t h e  r a c i a l  compos i t i on  has changed somewhat. The pe rcen tage  o f  



Table 14 
Percentage of the U.S. Noninstitutionalized Aged 
Who are "Home Owners" by Year, Age Group, Race, 

and Sex, 1940-1985 

A. White Men 

B. White Women 

C. Nonwhite Men 

D. Nonwhite Women 



Table 14, continued 

E. Total Population 

Note: "Home owner" means living in a place that is owned (rather 
than rented). The aged person may not be the actual owner of the 
home. 

a 
Information on homeownership was not collected in 1950. 



t h e  aged t h a t  i s  nonwhi te  has i nc reased ,  though i t  i s  s t i l l  o n l y  about  

t w o - t h i r d s  t h a t  o f  t h e  percentage i n  t h e  t o t a l  p o p u l a t i o n .  O f  even g r e a t e r  

consequence i s  t h e  change i n  t h e  gender compos i t i on  o f  t h e  aged. The 

predominance o f  women among each f i v e - y e a r  age group o f  t h e  e l d e r l y  has been 

growing,  and a t  o l d e r  ages i t  has become v e r y  s t r i k i n g .  Over t h i s  p e r i o d ,  t h e  

p r o p o r t i o n  who a r e  m a r r i e d  has i n c r e a s e d  a p p r e c i a b l y  f o r  e l d e r l y  w h i t e  men, 

b u t  n o t  f o r  women and nonwhi te  men. Though m a r i ' t a l  s t a t u s  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  b y  

some t o  be a  p r i v a t e  m a t t e r  of  no p u b l i c  i n t e r e s t ,  i t  canno t  be i g n o r e d  f o r  

t h e  e l d e r l y  s i n c e  b e i n g  m a r r i e d  i s  such an i m p o r t a n t  p r e d i c t o r  o f  l i v i n g  

arrangements and economic w e l l - b e i n g .  

Second, t h e  l i v i n g  arrangements o f  t h e  aged have changed c o n s i d e r a b l y  

d u r i n g  t h i s  p e r i o d .  I n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n  has i n c r e a s e d  f o r  t h e  o l d e r  aged 

( e s p e c i a l  l y  w h i t e  women), b u t  decreased f o r  t h e  younger aged. To a  l a r g e  

e x t e n t ,  t h e  h i g h  degree o f  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n  o f  v e r y  o l d  w h i t e  women i s  due 

t o  t h e  sma l l  f r a c t i o n  who a r e  m a r r i e d ,  as we have shown. Yet ,  t h i s  i s  n o t  t h e  

who le  s t o r y ,  s i n c e  t h e  percentage o f  v e r y  o l d  women who l i v e  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s  

i s  much g r e a t e r  f o r  w h i t e s  t h a n  nonwhi tes ,  even though t h e  l a t t e r  a r e  l e s s  

l i k e l y  t o  be m a r r i e d .  Among t h o s e  who a r e  n o t  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d ,  t h e  aged who 

a r e  m a r r i e d  a lmos t  a lways l i v e  w i t h  t h e i r  spouse whereas those  who a r e  

unmar r ied  have been i n c r e a s i n g l y  l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  a lone .  The l i k e l i h o o d  o f  t h e  

unmar r ied  aged r e s i d i n g  w i t h  o t h e r  f a m i l y  members and u n r e l a t e d  i n d i v i d u a l s  

has f a l l e n .  Nonwhi tes,  e s p e c i a l l y  women, a r e  much more l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  w i t h  

o t h e r  f a m i l y  members t h a n  a r e  w h i t e s .  

T h i r d ,  o v e r  t h e  p e r i o d  we s t u d i e d ,  employment r a t e s  o f  t h e  aged have 

d e c l i n e d  f o r  men, b u t  i n c r e a s e d  f o r  women. Employment r a t e s  o f  nonwhi te  men 

have f a l l e n  more t h a n  t h o s e  o f  w h i t e  men. The e a r n i n g s  o f  t h o s e  employed grew 

r a p i d l y  d u r i n g  t h e  1940-1970 p e r i o d ,  b u t  have been f a i r l y  c o n s t a n t  o r  d e c l i n e d  



s i n c e  1980. Among t h o s e  who work, b o t h  r a c i a l  and gender d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  

e a r n i n g s  have d e c l i n e d  o v e r  t i m e .  These t r e n d s  among t h e  aged p o p u l a t i o n  

p a r a l l e l  s i m i l a r  t r e n d s  among t h e  nonaged. 

Four th ,  o u r  i n d i c a t o r s  o f  economic w e l l - b e i n g  ( f a m i l y  income and home 

ownersh ip)  suggest  t h a t  t h e  aged a r e  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  b e t t e r  o f f  now t h a n  i n  

1960. R a c i a l  and gender d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  f a m i l y  income and home ownersh ip  have 

narrowed somewhat o v e r  t i m e ,  b u t  a  s u b s t a n t i a l  gap s t i  11 remains.  

There a r e  a  number o f  reasons f o r  t h e s e  changes. L i k e  o t h e r  Americans, 

t h e  aged have b e n e f i t e d  f rom t h e  g rowth  o f  t h e  U.S .  economy o v e r  t h i s  p e r i o d .  

From 1940 t o  1970, i n c r e a s e d  p r o s p e r i t y  l e d  t o  improvements i n  w e l l - b e i n g  f o r  

a l l  s e c t o r s  o f  American s o c i e t y .  Between 1970 and 1980, t h e  economic p o s i t i o n  

o f  aged nonwhi tes  c o n t i n u e d  t o  improve,  b u t  n o t  t h a t  o f  w h i t e s .  N e i t h e r  w h i t e  

n o r  nonwhi te  e l d e r l y  Americans have improved much e c o n o m i c a l l y  s i n c e  1980. I n  

a d d i t i o n ,  improved h e a l t h  c a r e  and t r e a t m e n t  have made i t  p o s s i b l e  f o r  t h e  

aged ( e s p e c i a l l y  women) t o  l i v e  l o n g e r ,  though i t  i s  n o t  c l e a r  t h a t  r e d u c t i o n s  

i n  m o r t a l i t y  have been accompanied b y  improved h e a l t h  (Verbrugge,  1984). To 

some t h i s  p r e s e n t s  a  r a t h e r  d i sma l  p i c t u r e  o f  more y e a r s  i n  p o o r e r  h e a l t h .  

The h i g h  degree o f  r e s i d e n t i a l  m o b i l i t y  and m i g r a t i o n ,  and i n c r e a s e d  

d i v o r c e  r a t e s ,  have made t h e  a d u l t  c h i l d r e n  o f  t h e  aged a  l e s s  l i k e l y  source 

o f  hous ing  and f i n a n c i a l  and emot iona l  suppor t  f o r  e l d e r l y  Americans. 

D e c l i n e  i n  t h e  s u p p o r t  o f  t h e  e l d e r l y  b y  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  has undoub ted ly  he lped  

t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  f r a c t i o n  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  and t h e  f r a c t i o n  l i v i n g  a lone  o f  

t h o s e  n o t  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d .  

A  source o f  improved l i v i n g  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  aged Americans i s  t h e  v a s t  a r r a y  

of  s o c i a l  programs des igned t o  meet t h e i r  needs. These programs i n c l u d e  

S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y  (enac ted  i n  1935), Supplemental S e c u r i t y  Income (enac ted  a t  

t h e  f e d e r a l  l e v e l  i n  1972), Medicare,  and Med ica id .  B u r t l e s s  (1986) 



demonst ra tes  t h a t  S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y ,  Medicare,  and M e d i c a i d  have been f a r  more 

i m p o r t a n t  t h a n  o t h e r  p u b l i c  t r a n s f e r s  i n  r e d u c i n g  p o v e r t y  among t h e  e l d e r l y .  

Spending on these  programs has i n c r e a s e d  d r a m a t i c a l l y  o v e r  t h e  p a s t  two and 

o n e - h a l f  decades. Real o u t l a y s  on S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y  ( O l d  Age and S u r v i v o r s '  

I nsu rance)  have i n c r e a s e d  b y  o v e r  350 p e r c e n t  s i n c e  1960; Medicare  

e x p e n d i t u r e s  more t h a n  t r i p l e d  i n  t h e  e leven  y e a r s  a f t e r  1973; and, Med ica id ,  

wh ich  i n  1966 accounted f o r  5  p e r c e n t  o f  o u t l a y s  f o r  means-tested programs, 

accounted f o r  40 p e r c e n t  i n  1985 ( B u r t l e s s ,  1986). A l t h o u g h  M e d i c a i d  i s  n o t  

d i r e c t e d  s p e c i f i c a l l y  a t  t h e  e l d e r l y ,  a  s u b s t a n t i a l  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  i t s  

e x p e n d i t u r e s  go t o  t h e  aged. I n  r e c e n t  y e a r s ,  r o u g h l y  40 p e r c e n t  o f  M e d i c a i d  

e x p e n d i t u r e s  have been f o r  n u r s i n g  home c a r e  ( B u r t l e s s ,  1986). Danz iger  e t  a l .  

(1984) n o t e  t h a t  t h e  aged a r e  t h e  l a r g e s t  g roup o f  r e c i p i e n t s  o f  government 

t r a n s f e r  payments i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y .  

Most  d i s c u s s i o n s  o f  ways t o  f u r t h e r  improve t h e  w e l l - b e i n g  o f  aged 

Americans have focused on new o r  expanded p o l i c i e s  i n v o l v i n g  income suppor t  o r  

s e r v i c e s  f o r  t h e  e l d e r l y .  Our d a t a  ana lyses  have l e d  us t o  be impressed b y  

two f a c t s :  t h e  gender imbalance o f  t h e  aged, and t h e  r i s i n g  f r a c t i o n  o f  t h e  

v e r y  o l d  l i v i n g  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  We suggest  t h a t  p o l i c i e s  aimed a t  e x t e n d i n g  

t h e  l i f e  expectancy o f  a d u l t  men would  be a t  l e a s t  as b e n e f i c i a l  t o  t h e  

average aged American. The b e n e f i t  t o  t h e  men whose l i v e s  wou ld  be l eng thened  

i s  c l e a r .  The b e n e f i t  f o r  e l d e r l y  women would  be more y e a r s  l i v i n g  w i t h  

someone who c a r e s  f o r  them and fewer y e a r s  l i v i n g  i n  an i n s t i t u t i o n .  
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NOTES 

' ~ c c o r d i n ~  t o  Palmore e t  a1 . (1982), t h e  way r e t i r e m e n t  i s  d e f i n e d  i s  a  

m a j o r  p rob lem t h a t  a f f e c t s  c o n c l u s i o n s .  They n o t e  t h a t  t h r e e  d i f f e r e n t  t y p e s  

o f  d e f i n i t i o n s  a r e  common. Some s t u d i e s  ( e . g . ,  E k e r d t  e t  a l . ,  1983) have used 

a  s u b j e c t i v e  d e f i n i t i o n  ( i . e . ,  a  s e l f - r e p o r t ) .  O the rs  have d e f i n e d  

r e t i r e m e n t  c a t e g o r i c a l l y  based on o b j e c t i v e  measures o f  l a b o r  f o r c e  

a c t i v i t i e s ;  u s u a l l y  t h e r e  a r e  o n l y  two c a t e g o r i e s ,  r e t i r e d  and n o t  r e t i r e d .  

Fo r  example, McConnel and D e l j a v a n  (1983) d e f i n e d  a  househo ld  as r e t i r e d  i f  

t h e  head had n o t  worked e i t h e r  f u l l -  o r  p a r t - t i m e  d u r i n g  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  two 

y e a r s .  I n  c o n t r a s t ,  George e t  a l .  (1984) and Palmore e t  a l .  (1984) d e f i n e d  

peop le  as r e t i r e d  i f  t h e y  were employed under 35 hours  a  week and r e c e i v e d  

p u b l i c  o r  p r i v a t e  pens ions.  F i n a l l y ,  s t i l l  o t h e r s  have used a  c o n t i n u o u s  

measure; a  common one i s  t h e  number o f  hours  worked d u r i n g  t h e  p r e v i o u s  one o r  

two y e a r s  ( Palmore e t  a1 . , 1984). 

I d e n t i f y i n g  r e t i r e d  persons i s  e s p e c i a l l y  d i f f i c u l t  i n  t h e  P u b l i c  Use 

M i c r o d a t a  Samples (PLIMS) because i n f o r m a t i o n  on w o r k - r e l a t e d  a c t i v i t i e s  i s  

v e r y  l i m i t e d  and o f t e n  v a r i e s  ac ross  y e a r s .  The s e l f - r e p o r t e d  l a b o r  f o r c e  

s t a t u s , q u e s t i o n  i n  1940, f o r  example, d i d  n o t  d i s t i n g u i s h  between r e t i r e d  

i n d i v i d u a l s  and o t h e r s  who were o u t  o f  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e .  A l s o ,  t h e  

s e l f - r e p o r t e d  l a b o r  f o r c e  s t a t u s  q u e s t i o n  i n  t h e  PUMS r e f e r s  t o  t h e  su rvey  

week, b u t  t h e  q u e s t i o n  on hours  worked (when a v a i l a b l e )  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  p r e v i o u s  

y e a r .  F u r t h e r ,  t h e  1940-1960 PUMS have no i n f o r m a t i o n  on t h e  r e c e i p t  o f  

pens ions.  G iven t h e s e  problems, we have c o n c e n t r a t e d  on aged i n d i v i d u a l  s  

( t h o s e  55+), though we do examine employment s t a t u s  and e a r n i n g s ,  as w e l l  as 

o t h e r  v a r i a b l e s .  



 he t r e n d  t o w a r d  an i n c r e a s i n g  predominance o f  women i n  t h e  aged 

p o p u l a t i o n  has been n o t e d  b y  a  number o f  p r e v i o u s  a u t h o r s  (e .g . ,  Rosenwaike, 

1985).  

'1n a  p r e v i o u s  s t u d y  t h a t  a l s o  a n a l y z e d  d a t a  f r o m  t h e  U.S. Census, Sweet 

and Bumpass (1984) examined t r e n d s  i n  l i v i n g  ar rangements  among t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  

aged 60 and o v e r  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  d u r i n g  t h i s  c e n t u r y .  They r e p o r t e d  t h a t  

t h e  p e r c e n t a g e  o f  t h e  aged who l i v e  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s  has r i s e n .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  

t h e y  f ound  an i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  f r a c t i o n  o f  t h o s e  aged 60 and o v e r  l i v i n g  i n  

t h e i r  own househo lds  and a  c o r r e s p o n d i n g  decrease i n  t h e  f r a c t i o n  l i v i n g  w i t h  

r e l a t i v e s .  

4 ~ h e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  p o p u l a t i o n  c o n s i s t s  o f  t h o s e  i n d i v u i d u a l s  who do  

n o t  l i v e  i n  a  " h o u s i n g  u n i t . "  A l t h o u g h  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  h o u s i n g  u n i t s  and 

group q u a r t e r s  v a r i e s  somewhat a c r o s s  censuses,  t h e  b a s i c  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  a 

h o u s i n g  u n i t  i s  a  s i t u a t i o n  i n  w h i c h  occupan ts  l i v e  and e a t  s e p a r a t e l y  f r o m  

any  o t h e r  pe rsons  i n  t h e  s t r u c t u r e .  An i n s t i t u t i o n  may be a  h o s p i t a l ,  n u r s i n g  

home, home f o r  t h e  aged, board inghouse,  p r i s o n ,  o r  o t h e r  t y p e  o f  g r o u p  

q u a r t e r s .  F o r  y o u t h s  l i v i n g  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  c o l l e g e  d o r m i t o r i e s  and m i l i t a r y  

q u a r t e r s  a r e  t h e  most  common; f o r  t h e  aged l i v i n g  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  homes f o r  

t h e  aged a r e  b y  f a r  t h e  most  p r e v a l e n t  (U.S. Bureau o f  t h e  Census, 1983).  

5 ~ w e e t  and Bumpass (1984) a l s o  f ound  t h a t  t h e  r a t e  o f  home ownersh ip  

among t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  aged 60 and o v e r  has i n c r e a s e d  i n  t h i s  c e n t u r y .  As one 

m i g h t  e x p e c t ,  t h e  p r o b a b i l i t y  o f  owning a  home v a r i e s  a c r o s s  groups .  M a r r i e d  

men have been f o u n d  t o  be  much more l i k e l y  t o  own homes t h a n  u n m a r r i e d  men o r  

women ( Fr iedman and S j o g r e n ,  1981).  
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