
FR
B

 C
le

ve
la

nd
•

Se
pt

em
be

r 2
00

5
13

• • • • • • •

Older Americans in the Workforce
Percentage points
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6 CHANGE IN LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION RATE
FROM PREVIOUS PEAK BY AGE GROUP

July 1990–November 1994
March 2001–July 2005

Total Ages 16–24 Ages 24–54

Ages 55 and over

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

Austria
Belgium
Luxembourg
Poland
Slovak Republic
Italy
Hungary

Turkey
France

Greece
Germany
Spain
Czech Republic
Netherlands

Ireland
Portugal
Australia

Finland
Mexico

Canada
U.K.

Korea
U.S.

Denmark
Japan

Switzerland
Norway
New Zealand

Sweden

Iceland
LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION RATES IN 2004,
TOTAL, AGES 55–64

Percent

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

Slovak RepublicAustria
Turkey
Italy

Belgium
Luxembourg
Poland

Greece
Hungary

Spain
Czech Republic
Mexico
Netherlands

Germany
Ireland
France

Australia
Portugal
Korea

U.K.
Canada

Japan
Finland

Switzerland
U.S.

Denmark
New Zealand

Norway
Sweden

Iceland

LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION RATES IN 2004,
FEMALES, AGES 55–64

Percent

SOURCES: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics; and Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, OECD Employment 
Outlook 2005.

Labor force participation among

workers 55 and older declined signifi-

cantly from the late 1940s to the mid-

1990s. Participation rates for older

males dropped from roughly 70% in

1948 to about 38% in 1993, possibly

because rising wealth has allowed

them to retire earlier. Accordingly, the

average retirement age fell from

around 71 in 1960 to around 64 in

1993.  In contrast, older women’s par-

ticipation rose 6 percentage points,

reflecting the increased presence of

women generally in the labor force.

Since the mid-1990s, however,

older workers’ participation has

picked up. The increase after the last

recession was dramatically higher than

in the last recovery: Their participation

has jumped nearly 5 percentage points

since March 2001. This trend can be

partly explained by a change in the

composition of the work force as 

the baby boomers age. However,

while older workers’ participation

rate has risen, the youngest group’s

rate has dropped nearly 5 percentage

points, and even the rate for ages

24–54 has fallen since the recession.

This suggests a substantial change in

older Americans’ preferences.

Despite its long-term downward

trend, the participation of older work-

ers is higher in the U.S. than in most

OECD countries. This is the result of

older women’s  comparatively high

participation rate in the U.S. In addi-

tion, many of the countries with lower

participation rates are in Western 

Europe, which are more likely to have

relatively older populations, subsi-

dized early retirement, and more gen-

erous welfare programs.
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