
 

Retirement as we know it is ending—it's time
to rethink the idea of working age
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When do you think you'll retire? Aged 65? Younger, if you're lucky?
Maybe older if you're unlucky—or if you're young right now?
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Someone from a high-income country starting their first job can expect
to retire on average two years later than today's pensioners. And in some
countries the retirement age will be much higher. Denmark is planning
on raising its pension age to 74 by 2070.

Yet despite all the changes over the last 70 years in society, job markets,
educational systems and retirement policies and trends, the working age
as defined by the wealthy countries of the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) is still 15 to 64.

Having a defined working age helps individuals planning their retirement
as well as governments making spending plans. But it's puzzling that this
age bracket remains the standard measure.

After all, a large number of people outside this age range continue to
contribute to the economy in both formal and informal ways. Even with
today's pension ages, in OECD countries an average of 23% of people
aged 65–69 are still working.

This highlights why focusing solely on chronological age when talking
about working life is a problem. As the pension age rises, the working
age concept as we know it today will become increasingly irrelevant.
Societies need a more innovative and dynamic approach.

One alternative used in some countries is the idea of a functional age, a
measure of certain physical and mental capabilities. But this is only
applied to a handful of jobs such as pilots, firefighters and
police—where specific abilities like eyesight, fitness, brain age and
decision-making—are emphasized.

Making functional age the mainstream measure isn't necessarily the way
forward, but it does show that alternative thinking is possible.
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https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/ca401ebd-en/1/3/3/6/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/ca401ebd-en&_csp_=9d37797bd84847326841f27f588be463&itemIGO=oecd&itemContentType=book
https://phys.org/tags/retirement+age/
https://phys.org/tags/pension+age/
https://economy-finance.ec.europa.eu/document/download/93eeaeab-e2bf-4e62-9cc9-bbb42c2f091e_en?filename=2024-ageing-report-country-fiche-Denmark.pdf
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/employment/live-longer-work-longer_9789264035881-en
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/understanding-decision-making-around-changing-the-state-pension-age-a-review-of-international-evidence/understanding-decision-making-around-changing-the-state-pension-age-a-review-of-international-evidence
https://data.oecd.org/pop/working-age-population.htm#:~:text=Related%20topics&text=The%20working%20age%20population%20is,age%20population%20in%20total%20population.
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/23d7f756-en.pdf?expires=1720611444&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=C6F10225DE2DD00A8856B8AFBA0FE26E
https://dictionary.apa.org/functional-age


 

My research shows that other metrics such as people's cognitive age,
biological age, functional age and social age (self-perceptions of age and
social norms of age-appropriate behavior) also impact on their abilities
to work, earn and pay. These do not always match up with a person's
chronological age.

Additionally, "typical" working-age people may not be able to earn for
several reasons, including disabilities and caring responsibilities. And
different groups, for example migrants, often have distinct motivations,
interests and opportunities for wage work participation.

Setting most societal and economic parameters by age alone comes with
explicit social and economic costs and in many ways exacerbates ageist
attitudes in societies and workplaces.

For instance, older people can often be perceived as frail and less
productive, while receiving more (for instance, pensions and benefits).
At work, too, older people are more susceptible to redundancies and face
recruitment biases. Also, employers often presume they are hard to train.

Put simply, current economic and social systems reinforce the idea that
chronological age is the best measure of older people's usefulness in
society and for the economy.

The arbitrary nature of the system has ageism embedded within it. This
prejudice is unlikely to change until the perception of older people as
economic and social burdens is challenged.

Time for a change?

The notion of working age probably emerged in the 19th and early 20th
centuries, a period marked by the industrial revolution and the
development of modern labor economics. As societies transitioned from
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https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epub/10.1177/09500170231218201
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/article/how-old-face-disease
https://www.ageing.ox.ac.uk/blog/On-the-Margins-Older-Ethnic-Minority-Women-in-the-UK-Labour-Market
https://ageing-better.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-02/Ageism-harms.pdf
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jackkelly/2023/02/17/prior-ageism-allegations-at-google-facebook-and-ibm-raise-concerns-about-older-workers-being-targeted-for-termination/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/patriciagbarnes/2020/03/16/proposed-settlement-of-age-discrimination-case-hardly-onerous-for-pricewaterhousecoopers/
https://phys.org/tags/social+systems/
https://phys.org/tags/older+people/


 

agrarian to industrial economies, understanding the age structure of the
workforce became crucial for effective economic planning.

Legislative milestones, for instance, the UK's Factory Act of 1833 and
the Education Act 1918, which restricted children's working hours and
raised the school leaving age from 12 to 14 respectively, reflect the
establishment of a formal working-age structure. These were aimed at
eradicating child labor exploitation and improving workers' conditions
(although exceptions still exist, for example, for child artists).

While the lower limit is closely tied to issues surrounding child labor, the
upper limit is based on global data indicating that the majority of people
usually remain in paid work until around 64 or 65. After this,
participation rates start to decline sharply.

This age range serves as a benchmark for designing employment
policies, welfare systems, health services, and economic projections and
analysis. Major world organizations like the World Bank, the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the International Labor
Organization (ILO), also use this classification, allowing for consistency
in data collection and reporting across countries and over time.

A crucial metric derived from this is the old-age dependency ratios
(OADR), which measure the number of dependants compared to the
working-age population. This helps gauge the economic burden on the
productive part of the population, indicating how many people within
this age range are working and paying taxes to sustain services and
infrastructure.

A skewed population, with too many old or too many young people
outside this defined age bracket, can strain national wealth and
resources, as fewer people are available to work and pay for running
public services and benefit systems.
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https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/livinglearning/19thcentury/overview/factoryact/#:~:text=A%20maximum%20working%20week%20of,for%20two%20hours%20each%20day.
https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/parliament-and-the-first-world-war/legislation-and-acts-of-war/education-act-1918/#:~:text=What%20did%20the%20act%20achieve,schools%2C%20and%20special%20needs%20education.
https://www.gov.uk/child-employment/performance-licences-for-children
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Ageing_Europe_-_statistics_on_working_and_moving_into_retirement#Employment_patterns_among_older_people
https://ieg.worldbankgroup.org/evaluations/world-bank-support-aging-countries/chapter-2-world-bank-perspective-population-aging#:~:text=Note%3A%20Old-age%20dependency%20ratio,and%20related%20implications
https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/journals/002/2024/076/article-A002-en.xml#:~:text=(Percent)-,Citation%3A%20IMF%20Staff%20Country%20Reports%202024%2C%20076%3B%2010.5089%2F,to%20the%20working%20age%20population.
https://webapps.ilo.org/static/english/intserv/working-papers/wp005/index.html#:~:text=In%20order%20to%20enable%20international,aged%2015%20years%20and%20older.
https://webapps.ilo.org/static/english/intserv/working-papers/wp005/index.html#:~:text=In%20order%20to%20enable%20international,aged%2015%20years%20and%20older.
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.DPND.OL?locations=GB


 

But the current rigid structure pits old against young to create an
artificial divide. This often leads to generational tensions and 
competition for resources. Even if the upper age limit is adjusted to
match with the state pension age, it will remain arbitrary, given the ever-
expanding longevity trends of human populations.

Another possible system may be the active dependency ratio (ADR),
where the economically inactive to economically active ratio is used. But
this is not considered a rounded measure either, since several socio-
cultural factors influence people's economic independence.

There is no doubt that changes to the current structure will be complex
and time-consuming, requiring layers of revisions and restructuring of
systems.

But a step in the right direction would be to phase out structures based
on chronological age. A holistic shift, uncoupling age from economic
measures, will prompt societies to reconsider their views on the value of
chronological age as a measure and help eliminate the artificial age
divide.

Using age as a social and economic identity is anything but consistent. In
the age of fluid identities, it's time to re-evaluate the relationships
between age, society and economy. Societies need a dynamic, age-fluid
approach that will recognize the value of both economic and non-
economic needs and contributions.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation
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https://edition.cnn.com/2024/01/16/economy/boomers-own-more-larger-homes-than-millennial-families/index.html
https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2024/05/26/baby-boomers-are-loaded-why-are-they-so-stingy?utm_medium=cpc.adword.pd&utm_source=google&ppccampaignID=18156330227&ppcadID=&utm_campaign=a.22brand_pmax&utm_content=conversion.direct-response.anonymous&gad_source=1&gclid=EAIaIQobChMIloGQuvH7hgMVJpRQBh1KqQXGEAMYASAAEgIDxvD_BwE&gclsrc=aw.ds
https://www.gov.uk/state-pension-age
https://ilcuk.org.uk/ageing-populations-forced-to-increase-state-pension-age-to-71-by-2050-to-maintain-dependency-ratio/
https://ilcuk.org.uk/ageing-populations-forced-to-increase-state-pension-age-to-71-by-2050-to-maintain-dependency-ratio/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/ageing/articles/livinglongerandoldagedependencywhatdoesthefuturehold/2019-06-24
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/retirement-as-we-know-it-is-ending-its-time-to-rethink-the-idea-of-working-age-232633
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