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INTRODUCTION

Raising the eligibility age for Social Security and Medicare is 
based on the assumption that elderly Americans can and should work 
more.  We present new evidence that rejects the assumption that 
elderly Americans are physically and mentally able to work for pay 
later into life and that, by extension, employers will fi nd older people 
to be desirable employees.  We fi nd that older workers’ physical and 
mental job requirements have increased between 1992 and 2008.  
Our fi ndings align with Neumark and Song’s (2012) conclusions that 
older workers are facing more age discrimination.  Together these 
fi ndings suggest that raising the retirement age – which essentially is 
a cut in benefi ts – would hurt most older American workers.

Th is Policy Note describes older workers’ self-reported job 
descriptions in 1992, 2002 and 2008.  We access these data from 

the University of Michigan’s Health and Retirement Survey (HRS), 
which conducts panel surveys biennially with over 5,000 respondents 
over the age of 50.  We focus particularly on 2002 data to compare 
our fi ndings to those of Urban Institute economist, Richard Johnson.  
After reviewing changing job characteristics for the elderly, Johnson 
(2004, p.55) concludes that “reductions in physical job demands 
suggest that more workers are now able to delay retirement and 
work until older ages than in the past.”  We extend Johnson’s study 
to 2008 and extend the analysis to more age groups (from 50 to 65, 
rather than his narrower age range from 55 to 60). Th is updated and 
broader analysis leads us to reject his conclusion.  We fi nd that: 

a) the downward trend in the physicality of job demands,        
 observed in 1990s, is trending back up, and;

b) the downward trend in the physical demands of jobs held  
 by the elderly was never apparent for the oldest working  
 cohort, ages 62 to 65, who are eligible for early Social   
 Security retirement.
Th ese fi ndings suggest diff erent policy implications than what 
Johnson asserts.  In particular, attempting to force older Americans 
to work longer by increasing Social Security and Medicare eligibility 
ages will have deleterious physical and/or mental impacts on many 
elderly workers, particular those with more demanding, often lower 
paying, jobs.
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*indicates signifi cance at the 10% level; **signifi cance at the 5% level; ***signifi cance at the 1% level
 
Health and Retirement Study (HRS), 1992, 2002 & 2008 HRS Core Fat Files (Final) RAND, public use dataset.

Table 1: Changing frequency of job characteristics (50 to 55 year olds)

Proportion of responses Point change Percentage change

My job requires… 1992 2002 2008 92 to 02 92 to 08 02 to 08 92 to 02 92 to 08 02 to 08

… all or almost all of the time

Lots of physical effort 20.5% 15.9% 16.8% 4.6%** 3.7%** 0.9% 22.4% 18.2% 5.4%

Lifting heavy loads 9.5% 5.9% 9.5% 3.5% 0.0% 3.6% 37.4% 0.4% 60.4%

Stooping, kneeling or crouching 12.8% 14.2% 15.7% 1.4% 2.8%*** 1.4% 10.9% 21.9% 9.9%

Good eyesight 54.4% 66.0% 68.6% 11.6%*** 14.1%*** 2.5% 21.3% 26.0% 3.9%

Intense concentration 50.3% 57.6% 60.6% 7.3%*** 10.3%*** 3.0% 14.5% 20.5% 5.2%

Skills dealing with other people 62.0% 74.2% 74.8% 12.2%*** 12.8%*** 0.5% 19.8% 20.6% 0.7%

… none or almost none of the time

Lots of physical effort 34.0% 41.0% 36.9% 7.0%*** 2.9% 4.1%** 20.5% 8.5% 9.9%

Lifting heavy loads 55.4% 63.6% 56.4% 8.1%*** 1.0%*** 7.1%*** 14.6% 1.8% 11.2%

Stooping, kneeling or crouching 35.1% 42.1% 36.7% 7.0%*** 1.6% 5.4%** 19.9% 4.6% 12.8%

Good eyesight 3.0% 4.0% 3.7% 1.0% 0.7% 0.2% 32.2% 24.0% 6.2%

Intense concentration 1.8% 3.4% 2.3% 1.7% 0.5% 1.2% 95.1% 28.7% 34.0%

Skills dealing with other people 2.8% 0.9% 2.7% 1.9% 0.1% 1.8% 68.6% 3.7% 206.5%

Number of Observations: 2,684 617 750
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DATA SOURCES AND RESEARCH METHOD

Th e Health and Retirement Survey (HRS) is a nationally 
representative survey conducted by the University of Michigan and 
the National Institute on Aging.  Launched in 1992 with a cohort 
born between 1931 and 1941, every 6 years the survey adds new 
respondents from the subsequent 5-year cohort.1   Th e HRS’s questions 
have altered somewhat since 1992.  Th ankfully the survey questions 
reviewed here have remained the same in each survey year.  We focus 
on 6 job description questions of the form: “My job requires …”, to 
which respondents answer if the description applies ‘All or almost 
all of the time’; ‘Most of the time’; ‘Some of the time’, or; ‘None or 
almost none of the time’.  Th ese questions also break down neatly 
into two categories of three questions: one dealing with physical job 
demands, and; the other dealing with mental job demands.2 Together 
these six questions provide a highly detailed account of how older 
workers view their employment situation and, in particular, how the 
average worker’s situation has improved or worsened over time.3 

We describe the self-reported job requirements for three age 
groups: ‘young’ older workers (ages 50 to 55), who are farthest from 
retirement; middle-older workers (ages 56 to 61), who are likely 
considering, but not yet eligible for early retirement, and; the oldest 
group who are eligible for early retirement, but not for full Social 
Security nor any Medicare benefi ts (ages 62 to 65).  Th e middle 
elderly is the closest to Johnson’s age range (55 to 60).  We have 
extended the upper bound of this middle group to better refl ect how 
Social Security program rules treats these workers.  Importantly, 
Johnson’s study does not include the oldest group, which contains 
workers who would be most vulnerable to heightened eligibility ages 
for Social Security and Medicare.  Indeed, if workers already eligible 
for early retirement have jobs which have become more physically 
and mentally demanding, as our fi ndings suggest, then there is no 
justifi cation for the premise that older Americans should and would 
‘choose’ to work later into life were retirement benefi ts cut.

DATA AND RESULTS

Tables 1 through 3 present responses to six key questions about 
the job demands of older workers in 1992, 2002 and 2008.   We 
utilize Johnson’s approach by focusing on the extreme answers (a job 
characteristic which prevails ‘All or almost all of the time’ or ‘None 
or almost none of the time’) and report the percentage of responses 
for these two cases.  We report these results for the three age groups 
discussed above.  Th e tables then compare the percentage point and 
percent change over each time period.4 

Responses from the HRS reveal strong evidence that full-time 
older workers’ jobs (ages 50 through 65) in 2008 incorporate more 
physical demands than in 2002.  From 2002 to 2008, each age group 
of workers (50-55, 56-61 and 62-65) exhibits statistically signifi cant 
decreases in the frequency of jobs that never or almost never require 
physical demands.  Specifi cally, the youngest cohort experienced a 
9.9% decrease in jobs not requiring “lots of physical eff ort”, a 11.2% 
decrease in jobs not requiring “lifting heavy loads”, and a 12.8% 
decrease in jobs not requiring “stooping, kneeling or crouching” (see 
Table 1).  Similar decreases were observed for the middle cohort’s job 

requirements: a 3.7% decrease in jobs exempt from “lots of physical 
eff ort”, a 10.3% decrease for never “lifting heavy loads” and a 9.9% 
decrease in jobs never requiring “stooping, kneeling or crouching” 
(Table 2).  Th e oldest group saw even larger declines in jobs with little 
to no “lifting heavy loads” (down 12.1%) and “stooping, kneeling or 
crouching” (down 20.8%) (Table 3).5 

Th ough less unanimous, changes in the prevalence of jobs 
requiring physicality ‘all or almost all of the time’ also support the 
assertion that jobs have become more demanding over the 2002-
08 period.  Th e middle cohort (ages 55-61) reports a much higher 
rate of jobs that always require “stooping, kneeling or crouching”: 
19.9% (signifi cant at the 5% level).  Although there is an increasing 
proportion reporting “stooping, kneeling and crouching” at their 
job ‘all of the time’ for the youngest (+9.9%) and oldest cohorts 
(+15.2%), these changes are not statically signifi cant.  Th is indicates a 
reversal of the trend observed during the 1990s, when many assumed 
manual work would be replaced by high-skill, white-collar jobs.

Workers aged 62-65 (and eligible for early Social Security 
retirement benefi ts) may engage in more physically demanding jobs 
in 2008 than was the case even in 1992, given that they report a 
statistically signifi cant 24.2% decrease in jobs that never require 
“lifting heavy loads”.  Th e evidence suggests these workers did not 
benefi t from the improvements in working conditions enjoyed by 
the other two age groups in the ten-year period spanning 1992-2002.

In addition to these results, we confi rm the upward trend in the 
mental demands of older workers’ jobs.  From 1992 to 2008, the 
proportion of jobs that always require “good eyesight” increased 
by 26.0%, 31.0% and 78.6% (all signifi cant at the 1 % level) for 
workers aged 50-55, 56-61 and 62-65, respectively.  For the 50-55 
cohort, the proportion of jobs requiring “intense concentration” and 
“skills dealing with other people” ‘all the time’ increased by 20.5% 
and 20.6%, respectively; and, for 56-61 year olds, the rate that these 
two mental characteristic were required ‘all of the time’ increased by 
8.4% and 10.6% respectively (all signifi cant at the 1% level).

Taken together, we observe that instead of a trend toward higher-
end jobs, there is a tendency toward greater on-the-job challenges for 
older workers.  Th erefore, if requiring potential retirees to work until 
age 70 was unthinkable in 1992, there is no evidence from this data 
to conclude that it should be acceptable today.

CHANGES FROM 1992-2002

Focusing on the changes from 1992 to 2002 for the two younger 
groups (Tables 1 and 2), it appears that – as earlier scholars reported 
and conventional wisdom believed – older workers’ job demands 
were decreasing in physical demands and increasing in mental 
demands.  Th e younger group (Table 1) showed a signifi cant decrease 
in the proportion reporting jobs demanding “a lot of physical eff ort” 
‘all of the time’ (-22.4%), and a signifi cant increase (20.4%) in the 
proportion reporting this ‘none of the time’.  For the middle group 
(Table 2), the same pattern over the decade was evident (10.4% 
decrease in ‘all of the time’, 16.4% increase in ‘none of the time’).  
Furthermore, although the proportion of people reporting their jobs 
required “lifting heavy loads” and “stooping, kneeling or crouching” 
‘all of the time’ was not signifi cant, the increases in the proportion 
of people reporting their jobs never require “lots of physical eff ort”, 
“lifting heavy loads” and “stooping, kneeling or crouching”, was 
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Th e decreasing frequency, from 1992 to 2002, with which the 
oldest workers never had to “lift heavy loads” for their jobs provides 
empirical support for the types of discriminatory policies some em-
ployers impose on certain employees.  In particular, the fi nding that 
job requirements for older works have become tougher supports the 
specifi c case reported by Steve Greenhouse and Michael Barbaro 
(2005) in the New York Times.  Th ey describe  an internal memo 
to Walmart’s board of directors that “proposes numerous ways to 
hold down spending on health care and other benefi ts while seeking 
to minimize damage to the retailer’s reputation.”  A key sugges-
tion is to ensure that every job require physical tasks (e.g. stocking 
shelves, gathering carts).  Th is, the memo notes, should discourage 
unhealthy workers from obtaining and/or retaining employment 
at Walmart.  Although the story provides anecdotal evidence, the 
HRS data from 1992 to 2002, and to 2008, supports the inter-
pretation that such a practice is not an anomaly.  Moreover, as we 
demonstrate below, the conclusion that job quality has improved to 
such an extent that older people could work past age 65 is incor-
rect.  Th e data demonstrates the improvement trend for all older 
worker age groups was short-lived.  If the improving job-quality 
trend ever did exist, it has since ceased.

CHANGES FROM 2002-2008

Th e data beyond 2002 suggest that conclusions reached a decade 
ago no longer hold.  Th e lack of statistically signifi cant changes 
from 2002 to 2008 suggest the changing job demands facing older 
workers have somewhat leveled out compared to the prior 10 years.  

signifi cant at the 1% level for the 50-55 and 56-61 age groups.  Th ese 
changes implied a slight decrease in the physical demands of jobs.  
On this basis, one might have concluded that the physical demands 
on older workers declined from 1992 to 2002.  Th is is precisely 
the interpretation of Johnson and other scholars who looked at job 
demand data for 50-somethings in the 1990s.

As these physical demands of work from 1992 to 2002 were 
easing up, the mental demands of work were increasing.  Both 50 
to 55 year-olds and 56 to 61 year-olds report that their jobs require 
‘all or almost all of the time’ “good eyesight” (increases of 21.3% and 
28.6%, respectively), “intense concentration” (+14.5%, +12.8%) and 
“skills dealing with others” (+19.8%, +17.6%).  Such data informed 
the other half of the belief (in what now appears to be unfounded 
optimism) that a transition from a manufacturing-based economy to 
a high-tech-based economy was making jobs easier for older workers.  
However, our data suggests this trend never materialized for the 
oldest workers, ages 62 to 65.

Th e changes in reported job characteristics from 1992 to 2002 
for the oldest workers (62 to 65) are far less positive than that for 
the younger groups.  While there is a signifi cant increase in the 
proportion answering ‘all of the time’ for “good eyesight” (+30.2%) 
and “intense concentration” (+25.9%), the increase in the proportion 
of ‘all the time’ responses for physical job characteristics, although 
not statistically signifi cant, renders the case for improved overall job 
quality amongst the oldest workers dubious.  Indeed, the only other 
signifi cant change from 1992 to 2002 for the oldest workers is the 
13.8% percent decrease in the proportion reporting their job requires 
“lifting heavy loads” none or almost none of the time.

Table 2: Changing frequency of job characteristics (56 to 61 year olds)

Proportion of responses Point change Percentage change

My job requires… 1992 2002 2008 92 to 02 92 to 08 02 to 08 92 to 02 92 to 08 02 to 08

… all or almost all of the time

Lots of physical effort 19.6% 17.6% 18.7% 2.0%** 0.9%* 1.1% 10.4% 4.7% 6.4%

Lifting heavy loads 8.1% 8.8% 8.4% 0.8% 0.3% 0.5% 9.3% 3.7% 5.1%

Stooping, kneeling or crouching 12.1% 13.7% 16.4% 1.6% 4.3%*** 2.7%** 13.3% 35.9% 19.9%

Good eyesight 53.7% 69.0% 70.3% 15.4%*** 16.6%*** 1.3% 28.6% 31.0% 1.8%

Intense concentration 48.8% 55.0% 57.1% 6.3%*** 8.4%*** 2.1% 12.8% 17.1% 3.8%

Skills dealing with other people 61.2% 72.0% 71.8% 10.8%*** 10.6%*** 0.2% 17.6% 17.3% 0.2%

… none or almost none of the time

Lots of physical effort 31.9% 37.2% 35.8% 5.2%*** 3.9%*** 1.4%** 16.4% 12.2% 3.7%

Lifting heavy loads 56.5% 61.6% 55.3% 5.1%*** 1.3%*** 6.3%*** 9.0% 2.2% 10.3%

Stooping, kneeling or crouching 37.5% 41.0% 37.0% 3.5%*** 0.5% 4.0%** 9.4% 1.4% 9.9%

Good eyesight 2.9% 3.9% 2.7% 1.0% 0.2% 1.2% 34.1% 6.6% 30.3%

Intense concentration 2.8% 2.5% 2.4% 0.3% 0.4%** 0.2% 9.7% 16.0% 6.9%

Skills dealing with other people 3.6% 2.1% 2.2% 1.6%*** 1.5%*** 0.1% 42.6% 40.5% 3.7%

Number of Observations: 2,050 1,184 1,561

* indicates signifi cance at the 10% level; ** signifi cance at the 5% level; *** signifi cance at the 1% level 

Health and Retirement Study (HRS), 1992, 2002 & 2008 HRS Core Fat Files (Final) RAND, public use dataset.
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Constancy, however, is not the complete story.  Where there have 
been signifi cant changes, it has been in the direction of greater mental 
and physical demands on older workers.

For example, amongst those aged 50 to 55 (Table 1) the only 
signifi cant change from 2002 to 2008 is the decreasing proportion of 
those workers describing the physical demands of their jobs persisting 
‘none or almost none of the time’ (“lots of physical eff ort”, -9.9%; 
“lifting heavy loads”, -11.2%; “stooping, kneeling or crouching”, 
-12.8%).  Indeed, the decrease in jobs that require limited physical 
exertion is statistically signifi cant across all three physicality questions 
for workers aged 56 to 61 (“lots of physical eff ort”, -3.7%; “lifting 
heavy loads”, -10.3%; “stooping, kneeling or crouching”, -9.9%).  
Moreover, for this age group (55-61) we also observe a signifi cant 
20% increase in the proportion reporting their jobs require 
“stooping, kneeling or couching” ‘all of the time’.  Finally, the same 
pattern appears with the oldest workers, amongst whom 20.8% fewer 
describe their job as never requiring “stooping, kneeling or couching”, 
and 12.1% fewer never, or almost never, have to “lift heavy loads”.

Observing this recent, slightly negative trend from 2002 to 
2008 begs one to question the assertion that older workers can 
and should work later into life.  Yet, this assertion loses all merit 
when one assesses the overall changes from 1992 to 2008 – changes 
which exhibit a negative trajectory in both mental and physical job 
characteristics.

CHANGES FROM 1992-2008

Th e overall trend in job physicality for the younger and middle 
older worker age groups may not be clear because we observe, 
respectively, a 18.2% and 4.7% decrease in the proportion of jobs 

that require “lots of physical eff ort” ‘all of the time’.  Further, there 
is virtually no change in proportional persistence of “lifting heavy 
loads” ‘all of the time’ for these two age groups.  Yet, the rate of ‘all the 
time’ “stooping, kneeling or crouching” has increased signifi cantly (at 
the 1% level for both age groups) by a remarkable 21.9% (ages 50-
55) and 35.9% (ages 56-61).  In addition, the increasing proportion 
of ‘all the time’ responses for each mental demand (eyesight, +26.0%, 
+31.0%; concentration, +20.5%, +17.1%; skills dealing with others, 
+20.6%, +17.3%) all remains large and signifi cant at the 1% level for 
the younger two age groups.

Clearly, one should not conclude that older workers have 
positioned themselves into comfi er, white-collar occupations because 
the various physical demands have been increasing (“stooping, 
kneeling or crouching”), constant (“lifting heavy loads”) or slightly 
decreasing (“lots of physical eff ort”).  In some sense this confi rms 
Johnson’s macro-level explanation that job characteristic changes are 
the result of the declining manufacturing sector, since the constant 
and declining physical demand characteristics are more closely 
associated with manufacturing occupations.  What is now evident, 
however, is that some workers have suff ered from this macro-level 
change by being pushed into demanding low-skill service jobs.

Th e job demands facing the oldest workers (Table 3) seems to 
support this inference.  Although there is little signifi cance in the 
changes from 1992 to 2008 (again due to the limited number of 
observations), we fi nd signifi cance in the increasing proportion 
of respondents stating their job requires “good eyesight” ‘all the 
time’ (+78.6%) and in the decreasing proportion stating their job 
requires “lifting heavy loads” (-24.2%) and “intense concentration” 
(-28.2%) ‘none of the time’.  Although the latter two are signifi cant 
only at the 10% level, they are suggestive of a structural shift out of 

Table 3: Changing frequency of job characteristics (62 to 65 year olds)

Proportion of responses Point change Percentage change

My job requires… 1992 2002 2008 92 to 02 92 to 08 02 to 08 92 to 02 92 to 08 02 to 08

… all or almost all of the time

Lots of physical effort 14.0% 15.9% 17.3% 1.9% 3.3% 1.4% 13.5% 23.5% 8.9%

Lifting heavy loads 0.0% 6.8% 9.3% 6.8% 9.3% 2.5% n/a n/a 36.3%

Stooping, kneeling or crouching 0.0% 13.4% 15.4% 13.4% 15.4% 2.0% n/a n/a 15.2%

Good eyesight 39.7% 69.9% 70.9% 30.2%*** 31.2%*** 1.0% 76.1% 78.6% 1.4%

Intense concentration 30.9% 56.8% 55.7% 25.9%* 24.8% 1.1% 83.9% 80.5% 1.9%

Skills dealing with other people 45.0% 74.4% 72.3% 29.4% 27.3% 2.1% 65.4% 60.7% 2.9%

… none or almost none of the time

Lots of physical effort 44.9% 38.9% 35.7% 6.0% 9.3% 3.3% 13.4% 20.7% 8.4%

Lifting heavy loads 74.8% 64.5% 56.7% 10.4%* 18.1%* 7.8%* 13.8% 24.2% 12.1%

Stooping, kneeling or crouching 51.5% 44.5% 35.3% 6.9% 16.2% 9.2%** 13.5% 31.4% 20.8%

Good eyesight 6.5% 2.4% 3.6% 4.1% 2.9% 1.2% 63.6% 44.5% 52.3%

Intense concentration 6.5% 2.9% 4.7% 3.7% 1.8%* 1.8% 56.2% 28.2% 64.1%

Skills dealing with other people 0.0% 3.0% 3.0% 3.0% 3.0% 0.0% n/a n/a 1.6%

Number of Observations: 194 508 559

*indicates signifi cance at the 10% level; **signifi cance at the 5% level; ***signifi cance at the 1% level 

Health and Retirement Study (HRS), 1992, 2002 & 2008 HRS Core Fat Files (Final) RAND, public use dataset.
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manufacturing (less heavy loads to lift) and toward low-skill service 
occupations (where intense concentration is not often needed).

CONCLUSION

Th e data presented here confi rms earlier fi ndings that the mental 
job demands facing older workers have been increasing.  However, 
this has not been accompanied, as previously thought, by an overall 
decrease in the physical demands of older workers’ jobs. Hence, while 
Johnson (2004, p. 55) cautions that “policymakers should provide 
an adequate safety net for those adults whose demanding jobs and 
health problems force them to retire early”, we now see that ‘those 
adults’ represent, in fact, the bulk of older working Americans – it 
is not simply a matter of making special provision for an unlucky 
few.  Indeed, any aggregate positive trend observed in the 1990s has 
ceased, and those without technical skills, connections or luck have 
been pushed into lower-end jobs that can have deleterious eff ects on 
people’s physical and mental well-being.

Our fi ndings cast serious doubt on the ability of the average older 
worker to remain healthily and gainfully employed later into life.  
Any reform of Social Security and/or Medicare must account for the 
fact that the structural changes of the American economy over the 
past two decades have not spread benefi ts evenly.  Although 10 years 
ago it appeared as if the high-tech revolution would ensure decent 
jobs for all, the past four years are a sobering reminder that many – 
especially older workers – have been left behind.

  As the country’s policymakers look to reduing Social Security 
and Medicare benefi ts in an attempt to reduce the federal defi cit, 
the fi ndings we have presented in this paper must not be ignored.  
Budgetary discussions tend to focus only on the fi scal gains from 
raising the eligibility ages – very little attention is paid to the real 
impact on older Americans.   Although some scholars (e.g. Munnell, 
2012; John, 2010) argue older workers can and should shoulder this 
additional burden – since we are living longer – their policy suggestions 
make no distinction between physically taxing occupations and 
occupations conducive to long, healthy lives.  Th e emerging higher 
physicality of jobs we have evidenced demonstrates that, at the very 
least, a large share of the American workforce is missing out on the 
benefi ts of the 21st century economy.  On this basis we conclude 
there is no justifi cation for raising eligibility ages Social Security and 
Medicare, when we have so many other options to shore up these 
programs’ fi nances.

ENDNOTES
1 Since our focus here is a description of longer-term trends we utilize detached 

survey years (1992, 2002 and 2008) and do not use the panel nature of the data.  
Th e advantage of studying panels of the aging workers is the focus of an upcoming 
research paper (Bonen et al., 2013).

2  Th e 3 physical job demand descriptions are, My job requires: ‘lots of physical eff ort’; 
‘heavy lifting’, and; ‘stooping, kneeling or crouching’.  Th e 3 mental job demand 
descriptions are, My job requires: ‘good eyesight’; ‘intense concentration’, and; ‘skills 
dealing with other people’.

3 We restrict our attention to elderly Americans who are currently working for an 
employer (i.e. not self-employed) and who work full-time hours (defi ned as 35 hours 
and above, per week in a “usual week”).

4 Because the oldest age group covers a smaller age range, and because we consider 
only full-time workers, this age category contains far fewer observations for each 
year than the two younger age groups considered.  Th erefore, producing signifi cant 
diff erences in the proportionate responses is less likely.

5 Each of these increases in physical job demands is signifi cant at either the 5% or 1% 

level. 
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