National Survey: Working Longer—Older
Americans’ Attitudes on Work and Retirement
Associated Press-NORC Center for Public Affairs Research survey details the
changing nature of work and aging in America and its implications for individuals
and the economy; results include older Americans views on future of Social
Security.
Chicago, October 14, 2013—The Associated Press-NORC Center for Public Affairs Research has released the
results of a major new survey exploring the views of older Americans about their plans for work and
retirement. It provides in-depth information about a rapidly growing segment of the population that by
choice or circumstance is working longer. The Great Recession has had a marked impact on retirement plans.
“The survey illuminates an important shift in Americans’ attitudes toward work, aging, and retirement,” said
Trevor Tompson, director of the AP-NORC Center. “Retirement is not only coming later in life, it no longer
represents a complete exit from the workforce. The data in this survey reveal strikingly different views of
retirement among older workers today than those held by the prior generation.”
With funding provided by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, the Associated Press-NORC Center for Public Affairs
Research conducted a national survey of 1,024 adults ages 50 and over. It is a segment of the population that
is not only growing rapidly in numbers, but is also becoming substantially healthier. Projections show that
the U.S. population age 65 and over will increase to 19 percent of the population by 2030, up from 13
percent in 2010, an estimated 72 million people. At the same time, people age 55 and over comprise the
fastest growing segment of the workforce. By 2020, approximately one fourth of American workers will be
55 or older.
Key findings of the survey include:
•

The Great Recession has had a marked impact on retirement planning. The average age of those
who report retiring before the recession was 57 while the average for those who retired afterward is
62.

•

The line between working and retirement is shifting, with 82 percent of Americans age 50 and older
who are working but not yet retired saying it is likely or very likely that they will do some work for
pay during their retirement.

•

Of those who are currently working, 47 percent now plan to retire at a later age than they expected
when they were 40. Financial need, health and the need for benefits were cited as the most
important factors in the retirement decision.

•

Older workers have a clear view about solutions to ensuring the long term health of Social Security.
Sixty-one percent of them favor raising the cap on income subject to Social Security taxes and 41
percent favor reducing Social Security benefits for those with higher incomes. In contrast, 29
percent favor gradually raising the minimum Social Security age and 21 percent favor changing the
way benefits are calculated so that cost of living increases are smaller.

•

Thirty-nine percent of workers age 50 and older report having $100,000 or less saved for retirement,
not including pensions or homes; and 24 percent have less than $10,000.

•

Among those who are retired, one third report that they did not have a choice in the matter. That
figure increases to 54 percent for retirees under age 65.

•

Fully 20 percent of working Americans age 50 and older report that they have personally
experienced prejudice or discrimination because of their age in the job market or at work since
turning 50. Forty four percent of those who experienced discrimination have looked for a job in the
past five years compared with 16 percent who did not report discrimination.

•

The nature of a person’s work shapes their view of whether age is an asset or a liability. For
example, 28 percent of people who work or worked in professional services see age as an asset while
only 3 percent in manufacturing hold that view.

•

About half of workers age 50 and older say their boss is younger than them. Those with bosses older
than them are less likely to report they have cut back on their hours than people with younger
bosses (9 percent vs. 23 percent). Those with older bosses are more likely to consider age an asset
to their career. (39 percent vs. 20 percent.)

About the Survey
The nationally representative survey was conducted by the Associated Press-NORC Center for Public Affairs
Research from August 8 through September 10, 2013. This random-digit-dial survey of the 50 states and the
District of Columbia was conducted with 1,024 Americans ages 50 or older. Of the total, 815 interviews were
done on landlines and 209 on cellphones. The overall margin of error for the survey was +/- 4.1 percentage
points, which incorporates a design effect.
Additional information, including the Associated Press stories based on the survey results and the survey’s
complete topline findings can be found on the AP-NORC Center’s website at www.apnorc.org.
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San Francisco. NORC also supports a nationwide field staff as well as international research operations. With
clients throughout the world, NORC collaborates with government agencies, foundations, education
institutions, nonprofit organizations, and businesses to provide data and analysis that support informed
decision making in key areas including health, education, crime, justice, energy, security and the environment.
NORC’s more than 70 years of leadership and experience in data collection, analysis, and dissemination—
coupled with deep subject matter expertise—provides the foundation for effective solutions to issues
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