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ABSTRACT 
 
The timing/sequencing of short-term later life-course work pathways and their distribution across 
individuals in intersecting social locations (such as combinations of age, gender, and education) 
have considerable theoretical and policy relevance. Yet most later adulthood labor force 
exit/retirement research considers annual or biennial exits rather than month-to-month continuity 
and change, investigates variables rather than person-centered pathways in work participation, 
and controls for age, gender, education and race as separate indicators, rather than considering 
their intersections. We capitalize on massive micro-level monthly panel data from the Current 
Population Survey (CPS) over 10 years from 2008 to 2018 to examine disparities in biographical 
pacing—the timing and sequencing of remaining in or out of or exiting/reentering employment 
over a 16-month period. Panel data on 346,488 American women and men ages 50 to 75 reveals 
a patterned elasticity in the timing and nature of work attachments in the form of six distinctive 
short-term constellations of work attachments and exits. Divergences and disparities by 
interlocking social locations (gender, education, and race/ethnicity with age) suggest the need to 
think about disadvantage/advantage conjunctions as well as its cumulation (and contracting) over 
the life course, which, together with “churn,” suggests the disrupted and disparate nature of the 
contemporary later life course.   
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Introduction 
America’s workforce and population are aging due to extended longevity, reduced fertility, and 

the large cohort of Boomers (some 76 million, born 1946-64) now moving to/through the 

conventional retirement years. Moreover “conventional retirement” as a one-time, one-way, 

irreversible exit around age 65 is becoming less orderly and less predictable (Cahill et al. 2016; 

Calvo et al. 2018). Boomers confront uncertainty in the form of employment as well as economic 

precarity; this reflects economic and technological changes, age discrimination, and the 

dismantling of the 1950s social contract linking seniority with job and income security (Burchell 

et al. 2002; Ebbinghaus and Radl 2015; Klehe et al. 2012; Lippman 2008; Quinn and Cahill 

2016). These forces are compounded with reduced social protections, such as declines in 

pensions, low-cost health insurance, and public welfare supports (including Social Security 

payouts in line with living costs).  

 
Many older Americans are both 1) broadening their time horizons, concomitant with 

greater life expectancy, and 2) shortening or at least doubting their career horizons, given the 

specter of skill obsolescence and job loss associated with off shoring and automating/artificial 

intelligence technologies. The result? The timing and, indeed, the very nature of later adult 

workforce exits is no longer a one-size-fits-all,  but instead include other, often unexpected exits 

that may not be subjectively defined as being “retired.” In light of the contemporary confluence 

of unprecedented demographic, technological, economic, and policy changes, Boomers are 

exiting, remaining in, or transitioning around paid work and retirement in historically unique, not 

fully understood ways.  

This study seeks to capture the contemporary complexity, heterogeneity, and inequities in 

even short-term work pathways during the years around what used to be conventional retirement 
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(ages 50 to 75), what we term potentially encore years of adulthood (Flood and Moen 2015; 

Genadek et al. 2017; Moen 2016a; Moen and Flood 2013). We leverage the underutilized panel 

component of the Current Population Survey (CPS) monthly data, linking monthly surveys 

across 16 months to: 1) identify short-term constellations of work engagement and exits, 

including but not limited to self-reported retirement, for those ages 50 to 75;  2) analyze the 

distribution of these constellations by dimensions of disadvantage, including intersections of age 

and gender and combinations of age, gender, education, and race; and 3) investigate the degree 

of short-term “churn” – two or more movements in or out of various work “states” across 

constellations. Churn is typically associated with those in their 20s who are just beginning their 

labor force participation (Arnett 2004; Hirsch 2016). Identifying the existence and distribution of 

churn in the encore years can underscore the complexity of contemporary later adult work and 

retirement.   

Motivation                                                                             
The timing in the later life course of labor market exits has enormous consequences for 

individuals and families, as well as for governments confronting population aging in terms of 

rising social security and health care costs.  A seemingly obvious policy solution is to encourage 

Boomers and those following in their wake to work longer, postponing retirement from the labor 

market.  Indeed, the U.S. has delayed full Social Security benefit eligibility ages to age 67, while 

simultaneously offering the carrot of greater benefits for those who continue working to age 70. 

There are ongoing discussions about further postponing the age of eligibility (McNamara and 

Williamson 2013; Munnell and Sass 2008). But these “solutions” disregard the reality that many 

later adult workforce exits are not voluntary (Rhee et al. 2015; Van Solinge and Henkens 2007), 

whether because of being pushed out (Ebbinghaus and Radl 2015; Reynolds and Wenger 2010), 

exiting because of health problems (Martin, Freedman et a.l 2010; Martin et al. 2010), or leaving 
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because of family care responsibilities (Van der Horst et al. 2017). Moreover, many older 

workers in their early 60s experience job lock, remaining unwillingly in the labor force because 

of economic or health insurance needs, given their ineligibility for public supports (Fisher et al.  

2016).   

Arguments for working longer are primarily financial: it will increase the economic 

security of individuals and families, in addition to reducing the welfare burden on governments.  

What is troubling is that these policy discussions are taking place without evidence or, at best, in 

the context of possibly obsolete evidence. Much of what we know about retirement transitions 

comes from studies of earlier cohorts living through very different demographic, technological, 

social and economic environments, very different private-sector and public policy regimes.  

Institutions, seniority protections, and safety nets are being “delegitimated,” 

“unstandardized,” or “deinstitutionalized” (Brynjolfsson and Mcafee 2014; DeSilver 2017; 

Kalleberg 2011; Kohli 2007; Moen 2019; World Economic Forum 2016). Thus, there are a great 

deal of unknowns around contemporary later adult employment/retirement pathways, given that 

conventional work attachments and conventional retirement exits are both shifting, playing out 

on a moving platform of technological, economic, demographic and policy change.  

Contemporary Boomers’ experiences also differ in that for many, age 65 no longer feels 

“old.” Boomers in their 60s and 70s are more educated, healthier, and more engaged in paid 

work than their parents (but not necessarily their grandparents) at the same ages. We term the 

50s, 60s, and 70s the encore years, arguing an evolving life stage is developing in the space 

opening up between conventional family and career obligations, on the one hand, and the frailties 

associated with old age, on the other (Flood and Moen 2015; Genadek et al 2017; Moen 2016a; 

Moen and Flood 2013; Moen and Lam 2015; Mortimer and Moen 2016). What is key to 
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understand is: How are diverse members of the large Boomer cohort (in their 50s, 60s, and 70s) 

navigating work engagement and disengagement? More specifically, what are Boomers’ 

patterned yet heterogeneous short-term work pathways, in terms of the timing, sequencing, and 

nature of working hours, work participation, and exits?    

Theoretical and Empirical Background 
Our study is informed by a gendered life-course, constrained choice theoretical approach (Bird 

and Rieker 2008; Moen 2001, 2016a,b).  The life course approach emphasizes the importance of 

trajectories and transitions, social change, subjective assessments and choices, and how 

institutional arrangements together with disadvantaged social locations constrain options 

(Berkman et al. 2014; Elder 1985; George 1993; Heinz and Marshall 2003; Moen 2013). Two 

fundamental social locations are gender and age, which together capture the distinctive and 

unequal gendered life courses of women and men (Moen 2001; Moen and Spencer 2006). A key 

life course process is the cumulativeness of advantage or disadvantage (Dannefer 2003; 2011; 

Diprete and Eirich 2006; Mirowsky and Ross 2008; O’Rand 1996; O’Rand and Henretta 1999) 

and, we would add, the compounding of dimensions of advantage and disadvantage by the 

intersections of age and gender in combination with class and race (Ferraro and Shippee 2009;  

see also Bird and Rieker 2008; Brown and Warner 2008; Calvo et al. 2018; Han and Moen 1999, 

2001; Kim and Miech 2009; Pleau 2010; Van der Horst et al. 2017; Warner and Brown 2011). 

But there are subjective and structural components of the life course as well.  For 

example, age-graded subjective statuses like viewing oneself as “retired” should be more likely 

as one moves to or through age 65, the age of conventional retirement institutionalized by Social 

Security and Medicare eligibility (Moen 2013; Moen 2016a,b). Similarly, defining oneself as out 

of the workforce because of a disability is also partially institutionalized, leading to obtaining 
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public funds in the years preceding Social Security and Medicare eligibility (Kim and Miech 

2009; Krueger 2017; Martin et al. 2010; Taylor 2008). 

Evidence to Date 
Despite the fact that stress process and life course scholars point to the dynamics of life course 

pathways (Almeida and Wong 2009; Brown and Warner 2008; George 1993; Gotlib and 

Wheaton 1997; Kim and Miech 2009; Kim and Moen 2002; Lynch 2003; Pearlin 1989, 2010; 

Pearlin et al. 2005; Warner et al 2010) and the structural embeddedness of individuals in 

intersectional social locations (Calvo et al. 2017; Dill and Zambrana 2009; Flippen and Tienda 

200; Perkins and Sampson 2015), most later life labor force /retirement research considers 

annual or biennial states as opposed to short-term work pathways. Hence, sample size constraints 

often limit the focus to modal pathways or single transitions. Moreover, examination of 

transitions often results in analysts constraining samples to homogeneous baseline states, such as 

only full-time employees, and focusing on transitions out of that state, ignoring those who at 

baseline were not working full time.  

Research to date shows: a) employment opportunities and constraints are unequally 

distributed among older Americans (Burr et al. 1996; Calvo et al, 2017; Carr et al. 2018; Flippen 

and Tienda 2000; Lippmann 2008; McDonough et al. 2017); and b) later life-course workforce 

and retirement paths and family living arrangements are in flux (Hardy 2011; James and Pitt-

Catsouphes 2016; Johnson et al. 2009; Krueger 2017; McNamara and Willliamson 2013, Moen 

and Flood 2013; O’Rand 1996; Pleau 2010; Quinn and Cahill 2016; Reynolds and Wenger 2010; 

Rhee et al. 2015; Van Der Horst et al. 2017; Van Solinge and Henken 2007; Warner and Brown 

2011; Warner et al. 2010).. Later adulthood is thus increasingly precarious for large subgroups of 

the population, a period of uncertainty and risk in terms of job and income security,  but also 

participation in the mainstream of society (Carr et al. 2018;  Cherry et al. 2013; Ebbinghaus and 
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Radl 2015; Ferraro and Shippee 2009; Fisher et al. 2016; Flood and Moen 2015; Gallo et al. 

2006; Glavin 2013; Lippmann 2008; Johnson et al 2009; Marshall et al 2001; McNamara and 

Williamson 2013; Quinn and Cahill 2016; Rhee et al. 2015; Wang 2012; Warner and Brown 

2011). And yet at least educated Americans in their 50s, 60s, and 70s can expect unprecedented 

longevity (Crimmins 2004). 

Hypotheses 
Following a gendered life course, constrained choice framing, we theorize Boomer men and 

women as active decision-makers whose “choices” are constrained by: norms about age, gender, 

work, family, and retirement; discrimination (Posthuma et al. 2012) associated with age, gender, 

and race; outdated institutional arrangements (Fasang 2010; Moen 2016a,b; Riley et al. 1994); 

and dismantled, reduced, or postponed safety nets.  All these forces are occurring in tandem with 

a globalized and automating economy (Brynjolfsson and Mcafee 2014; Burchell et al. 2002; 

DeSilver 2017; Krueger 2017; Lippmann 2008; Moen 2019). Along with these macro-level 

influences are micro-level situational exigencies (Van De Preter et al. 2013), such as long hours 

on the job (Hess et al. 2018); health problems (Cherry et al. 2013; Conley and Thompson 2013; 

Crimmins 2004; Kim and Miech 2009); family care obligations; the perceived need of some 

younger than 65/66 to keep working for financial or health insurance reasons (Fisher et al. 2016); 

and the disadvantage of being in marginalized social locations.   

Given these social and biographical shifts, one key contribution of this study is our focus 

on micro-processes over months not years. This offers a novel, and we would argue, insightful 

temporal framing of later adult work paths and passages as an important complement to patterns 

identified over years (Calvo et al. 2018; Fasang 2010; Flippen and Tienda 2000; Han and Moen 

1999; McDonough et al. 2017; Van der Horst et al. 2017).  Capturing continuity and change in 

short-term trajectories provides a more granular picture of divergences in the lead up to being 
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both out of the workforce and defining oneself as “retired” (Ekerdt and Deviney 1990). Given 

the large sample size of the CPS, we are able to consider a wide range of possible paths, 

including long hours (Hess et al. 2018; Kojola and Moen 2016), self-employment (Halvorsen 

and Morrow-Howell 2017), and reasons for possible exits, including unemployment (Ebbinghaus 

and Radl 2015; Klehe et al. 2012; Lippman 2008; Reynolds and Wenger 2010), disability 

(Conley and Thomspon  2013; Martin, Freedman  et al. 2010; Taylor 2008; Warner and Brown 

2011), and subjective retirement (Ekerdt and Deviney 1990;  Hardy 2011). 

A second key contribution is our intersectional theoretical approach (Collins 2015; Dill 

and Zambrana 2009), postulating that what Tilly (1998) termed enduring inequalities – such as 

gender, class, race, and, we would argue, age – neither exist nor operate independently from one 

another.  Hence we expand on the cumulative disadvantage life course theme (Dannefer 2003, 

2011; DiPrete and Eirich 2006) to consider compounded disadvantages (see also Calvo et al 

2018; Perkins and Sampson 2015; Warner and Brown 2011).  This builds on and extends 

scholarship on age (Burr et al. 1996; Ferraro and Shippee 2009; O’Rand and Henretta 1999), 

class (Kojola and Moen 2016; Van der Horst et al. 2017), and gender (Kim and Moen 2002). 

Following the cummulation of advantage/disadvantage life course framing, we theorize 

men, and especially college-educated men are better able to shape the timing, sequencing and 

voluntariness of short-term work constellations. Consequently, (H1) their pathways are likely to 

be more orderly and “on time” (mid 60s), compared to college-educated women, women or men 

with less education, and women and men in minority races/ethnicities.  We also theorize the long 

arm of structural lag in the form of outdated gender, retirement, and age norms. We propose 

these norms remain internalized and institutionalized by public policies, with non-employment in 

the 60s and early 70s more apt to be in a subjectively defined “retired” pathway, compared to 
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pathways characterized by unemployed,  disability-related, or exits for other (typically family-

care) reasons in the 50s (H2a). We also hypothesize that women are more apt to follow a self-

defined retirement constellation, regardless of age (H2b).  

We further test the hypothesis (H3) that contemporary short-term temporal work patterns 

of Americans in their 50s, 60s, and 70s are not stable, reflecting instead significant churn (World 

Economic Forum 2016) – operationalized here as two or more movements in and out of the 

workforce, across job types, or across work-hour categories. Churn is typically applied to the 

experiences of emerging adults in their 20s (Arnett 2004; Hirsch 2016), but we theorize such 

employment dynamics increasingly characterize the pathways of many older workers as well.  

We theorize churn to be related to but not isomorphic with the deleterious effects of 

intersecting dimensions of social disadvantage in terms of gender, age, education, race/ethnicity. 

We hypothesize that later adult churn and remaining out of the workforce are gendered, with 

men in their 50s and 60s both more likely (H3a) to move in and out of the workforce and (H3b) 

to work longer than women.  

Methods 
To truly understand patterned heterogeneity and disparities in short-term later life course 

workforce pathways requires data on subjective contexts (e.g., voluntary versus involuntary part-

time work, voluntary versus involuntary labor force nonparticipation, subjectively defining non 

participation as “retirement” or because of a “disability”).  It also requires a detailed, repeated 

assessments of work engagement over a tightly focused time period during a concentrated age 

span when later life course employment transitions are most likely to occur. We leverage the 

underutilized panel component of the CPS by linking monthly surveys to identify and analyze 

the implications of constellations of workforce engagement and exits, including but not limited 

to self-reported retirement.  
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Data 
Current Population Survey. The Current Population Survey (CPS) is the primary data source for 

information about labor force participation in the U.S. Key advantages of the CPS include large 

sample sizes, outstanding response rates, and expansive subject coverage. For our study, the CPS 

panel component is also a key advantage. Data are collected monthly, with sample sizes 

averaging 140,000 persons. The CPS has a rotating sample in which individuals in a particular 

dwelling are interviewed in four consecutive months, left out of the survey for eight months, and 

then return to the survey for four additional months (“4-8-4” design). Each month, 1/8 of the 

sample is new to the survey. By linking eight individual observations over a 16-month period 

from 2008 through 2018, we analyze short-term sequences of work “states” for those in the age 

50-75 transitionary years.  

Linking and Weighting Data. The CPS samples individuals who live in specific dwellings as 

opposed to sampling individuals. This is important because it means that some people who are in 

the CPS are not observed eight times. Attrition in the CPS is due to death and non-response as in 

other longitudinal surveys, but also because of migration. We use the IPUMS-generated variable 

CPSIDP to link CPS observations over time (Drew et al. 2014; Flood and Pacas 2018), check 

that we are linking the same people based on age, sex, and race, and retain only the linked 

observations that represent the same individuals observed eight times over 16 months. Because 

the CPS data are typically used as repeated cross-sections of the population, sample weights 

provided by the Census Bureau are not appropriate for use of the data as a linked panel. We use 

longitudinal weights created by IPUMS CPS for our analyses. We selected our sample of 

346,488 individuals age 50 to 75 at month 1 of participation in the survey from 2008 to 2017.  
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Measures 
Labor-Force Status. We use detailed employment status and labor force status information to 

classify individuals into one of nine states at each of the eight time points. First, respondents who 

are not in the labor force (NILF), that is, not employed or actively looking for work are classified 

according to the reason they are not in the labor force. We can consistently distinguish between 

retired, disabled, and other reason (often family care). Second, for individuals who are in the 

labor force, we distinguish between those who are unemployed, self-employed, involuntarily part 

time (for economic and unknown reasons), voluntarily part time (for noneconomic reasons), full 

time, and full time long hours (working 50 plus hours a week).  

Social Locational Characteristics. The social locational characteristics we consider are gender, 

race, age, and education. Gender is a binary variable distinguishing between men and women. 

Race differentiates between White, Black, Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, and a combined 

category for American Indian and Multiracial. Age is biological, social (institutionalized in 

expectations and policies), and biographical. We theorize and measure age as a non-linear 

variable, dividing observations into five age groups: ages 50-54, 55-59, 60-64, 65-69, and 70-75.  

Education, a proxy for class, is three categories: having a high school diploma or less education, 

some college, and college graduate. Table 1 presents descriptive statistics by age group. 

Analytic Strategy 
We use both sequence and cluster analysis to identify employment sequences and group them by 

similarity. Similar to Calvo and colleagues (2017), we sequence and cluster data related to work 

states and retirement. However, ours is a short-term lens to chart granular continuities and 

changes over months, not years. The size of the sample permits a finer look at nine separate 

“states” (such as long-hour work). Optimal matching analysis, a sequencing method, is used to 

create inputs for clustering. Sequences capture patterned constellations of  “states” (such as 
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employed full time, not employed, self-reported retired, unemployed, etc.) over 16 months in the 

CPS panel. We use TraMineR and WeightedCluster packages in R to identify social 

heterogeneity in patterned state sequences, aggregating identical cases for computational ease. 

TraMineR is an R package used for mining, describing, and visualizing state sequences and 

events (Gabadinho et. al, 2011).  For computational efficiency, we used WeightedCluster, a 

clustering package that can be used with TraMineR, to aggregate identical sequences and assign 

the unique sequence a weight. We also use longitudinal weights for the full 8-time point 16 

month panel, ensuring individuals who link across all 8 time points are representative of the 

group of individuals who began the CPS at the same time.  

 After identifying patterned sequences, the TraMineR function “seqdist” produces a 

dissimilarity matrix by comparing differences across each sequence pair. We use optimal 

matching analysis, which allows for the computation of distances between sequences by defining 

simple algebraic operations (Abbott 1995). These operations include insertion: (one element is 

inserted into the sequence), deletion (one element is deleted from the sequence) and substitution 

(one element is replaced by another).  All of these operations are assigned a “cost”, a 

mathematical measure for assessing the amount of work necessary to render two different 

sequences the same. We set the insertion/deletion cost to .5 to lower the sensitivity of our results 

to timing in the CPS since when one appears in the CPS is based on when they begin the CPS as 

opposed to a specific age or year as in many uses of these methods. We use observed transition 

rates to assign substitution costs between pairs of states (Studer and Ritschard 2016). The sum of 

the insertion/deletion and substitution costs results in score that becomes the input into a 

dissimilarity matrix, which represents the cost of converting one sequence to every other 



14 
 

sequence in the data. For more information, see Abbott and Tsay (2000), which sets the 

groundwork for optimal matching settings used by many researchers today. 

 To shrink the number of micro-pathways across 16 months from 40,252 to a reasonable 

number that we can analyze, we use clustering. Clustering sequences is not strictly speaking a 

method, but a task. By clustering, we can identify patterns in the data that cannot be spotted by 

eye or by elementary calculations. To assign sequences to similar groups, we use hierarchical 

agglomerative clustering (Studer 2013). This process results in an agglomeration schedule which 

groups together similar sequences. This is arranged into a grouping tree, which can be “cut” at a 

specific place for the optimal number of clusters (Studer 2013).   

 To understand constellation participation by social locational factors (age, gender, 

education, race), we present descriptive relationships with social locations and estimate 

multinomial logistic regression models with constellations as our outcome. We estimate direct 

effects as well as interactions between social locations.  

Results 
Table 1 provides a description of our nationally representative sample of encore adults (ages 55 

to 75) in the U.S.  Note that proportions by gender, education, and race vary for different age 

groups, capturing the shifting heterogeneity in life course demography as well as selective 

mortality for disadvantaged subgroups of the population by gender and age.  Appendix Table A 

reprises Table 1 separately by gender, capturing both the gendered nature and the heterogeneity 

of the later life course years.   

(Table 1 about here) 

Identifying Patterned Work Pathways 
Nine work “states” at eight points over 16 months are the basis for identifying patterned short-

term later-life work constellations. Figure 1 shows the heterogeneity in Boomers' work-hour and 
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labor market states in 2017. One-third of the sample (33%) was not working, defining 

themselves as “retired,” 29% are employed full time, and an additional 9% are working 50 or 

more hours per week. The remaining third of the sample is distributed between part-time work, 

self-employment, unemployment, and other “not in the labor force” categories. Figure 1 shows 

that the commonly used working/retired dichotomy masks the heterogeneity of the actual 

circumstances of those in the encore years (ages 50 to 75).  

 
(Figure 1 about here) 

But this is a snapshot of one point in time, and we want to identify patterned short-term 

pathways. Recall much extant research assesses two possible states: in or out of the workforce, 

selecting only those who are working, often full time, at baseline. This is insufficient to capture 

the complexities, disparities, and risks characterizing the contemporary older adult labor market 

experience, especially as seniority and tenure no longer guarantee stable employment and 

normative exits.  

Accordingly, we use the sequencing and Ward hierarchical clustering methods (Studer 

2013) described above to identify patterned constellations of work participation. A key task in 

this process is to pinpoint the optimal number of pathways.  To do so, we calculate the Calinski-

Harabasz indexes for a range of pathway numbers. These indexes are calculated from the F 

statistics of analysis of variance (ANOVA). The CH and CH2 measures are computed using F 

statistics of distance and the F statistics of distance squared, respectively. The highest Calinski-

Harabasz indexes indicate the preferred number of clusters (See Figure 2). 

(Figure 2 about here) 

As can be seen in Figure 2, the CH2 measure offers global maximums at 2 and 6, and the 

CH measure offers local maximums at 2, 4, and 6. Two constellations mask the heterogeneity in 
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short-term work experiences. We conclude that six is the optimal number of work constellations, 

capturing the divergent ways encore adults are attached to or exit work in these transitional 

years.  

After clustering, we ascertain whether the constellations are strong, or whether the 

resulting constellations are artificial in nature. To do so, we calculate the Average Silhouette 

Width. Kaufman and Rousseeuw (1990) put standard rules to determine the artificiality of 

clusters. An ASW of .71-1.00 identifies a strong structure. Under .25 means there is no structure. 

ASW of between .26 and .5 indicate the structure is weak and could be artificial, meaning the 

patterns spotted are not present in the data. ASW of .51-.7 identifies a reasonable structure. Our 

calculation of ASW = .58 dictates there is a reasonable structure in our constellations, and that 

the chance of artificiality is low.  

Six distinct constellations are visually depicted in Figure 3. Each constellation is shows 

the most common short-term work and non-work patterns in the data over the 16-month period 

based on our nine “states”. In the figures, each labor force state is represented by a different 

color. The largest (40.4%) constellation consists of those following full-time work paths. The 

next largest (31.5%) represents encore adults who are not working and identify as retired.  About 

7% each follow one of three distinct paths – full-time, long hours (7.5%) disabled (7.4%) or part 

time hours (7.7%). The final path represents a more heterogeneous constellation, consisting of 

those who are or become unemployed and those not in the workforce because of family care or 

other reasons.  These six alternative short-term labor market constellations unfolding over a 16-

month period underscore divergences and disparities in work participation across the transitional 

years from age 50 to age 75. Because of the staggering number of observations, actual shifts over 
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16 months may be difficult to see. However, different visualizations show that there is change as 

well continuity in each of these short-term pathways. 

(Figure 3 about here) 

Disparities in Constellations 

We glean further insight into disparities by assessing variation in pathways by social 

location. Table 2 offers descriptive statistics on the distribution of constellations by social 

locations of advantage and disadvantage in the form of gender, education, and race/ethnicity. We 

see clear gender disparities in the likelihood of following constellations marked by being in the 

workforce with women more apt to follow a part-time pathway than men and men more apt to 

follow a long-hour constellation. Voluntary part-time employment is more common with age, 

and is more common for women across age groups. Those with a high school degree or less are 

more likely to follow the disability constellation, even as those with a college degree are more 

likely to be in the unemployed/NILF Other constellation. Blacks, followed by American 

Indian/multiracial individuals, are more likely than those in other race/ethnicities to follow the 

disability pathway and Hispanics are more apt to follow the unemployed/NILF Other pathway. 

Men early in their 50s are more apt to report being unemployed, while women are more 

apt to report being out of the labor force for other (family) reasons. In fact, 10% of men in their 

50s report being unemployed the whole 16-month period, compared to only a little over 2 

percent of 50-something women.  By contrast, over one third of women in their 50s remain out 

of the workforce for family reasons for the 16-months studied, compared to a little over 7 percent 

of men in this age group.  The likelihood of being out of the labor force for family reasons and of 

being unemployed declines with age. 

(Table 2 about here) 
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 These descriptive statistics are less informative than intersectional analyses. We begin 

with the intersections of gender and age; Figure 4 represents participation in constellations by 

five age groups in combination with gender.  

(Figure 4 about here) 

We see both gradual trends and sharp disjuncture by age in the retirement, regular full 

time and long-hour constellations by age in combination with gender in these transitional 

(encore) years.  The constellation defined by self-reports of being retired is dramatically higher 

among those in their 60s compared to their 50s and those in their 70s compared to the 60s, 

consistent with hypothesis 2a. And, in line with our expectations in hypothesis 2b, women in 

every age group are more apt than men to call themselves retired. Less than 10 percent of men in 

their later 50s are in the constellation defining themselves as retired, but this more than triples (to 

30.7%) for men ages 60-64 and again doubles (to 61.2%) for men ages 65-69. A greater 

percentage of women ages 50-59 than men are in the retirement constellation, but this also triples 

(to 36.8% for women ages 60-64) and further grows to 68.4% for women 65-69.  The sharp 

increases in participation in the retirement constellation are offset by sharp declines in the 

predominantly full-time paid work constellation. 

We then test for and capture more complex intersections, in terms of interactions between 

age group, gender, and educational levels in our six patterned short-term work constellations 

(tables available upon request). For ease of interpretation we use the margins command in Stata 

to graph constellation participation at the intersections of age, gender, education, and race. 

Figure 5 illustrates age, gender, and educational differences by cluster participation. For those in 

their mid to late 50s and those in their mid to late 60s there appears to be little differentiation 

between men and women with a high school degree or less and those with some college in terms 



19 
 

of following a self-defined retirement constellation (see Figure 5a). Women in their 50s have 

about a .12 probability of following the retirement constellation regardless of education levels. 

Only men with a college education have slightly lower probabilities of participation in the retired 

cluster at each age, especially in the 60s and early 70s.  

Figures 5c and 5d. provide support for Hypothesis 1; college-educated men are more apt 

than college-educated women and those with less education to be working full time or long 

hours, and to continue to do so into their mid and late 60s. The probabilities of participation in 

both full-time and long-hour constellations are more common among those with higher levels of 

education for both women and men, even though the probabilities are lower among women in 

this age group. In both cases, women with a college degree have probabilities of participation 

similar to those of men with a high school degree or less, so lower than men with more education 

but higher than their female counterparts with less education. The probability of being in the 

disability constellation (see Figure 5e) is related to class more than gender; the greater one’s 

education the less likely is participation in this constellation for women and men alike.  But it is 

the combination of age and class that matters, with lower probabilities for low-educated women 

and men in their mid/late 60s and early 70s (compared to the 50s and early 60s) of defining 

themselves as not working because they are disabled, even as the probabilities of defining 

themselves as retired increases.   

Participation in the part-time work constellation varies by age, gender, and education. At 

all ages women have a higher probability of part-time employment than men (see Figure 5f). 

Women with a college degree always have the highest probabilities of part-time work, even if 

they are low compared to full-time work, for example. The likelihood of being in the part-time 

work constellation increase slightly among women in their 60s for those with a college degree 
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but declines for all women into their 70s. For men, on the other hand, we see increases in the 

probability that men are in the part-time work constellation, peaking in the 60s and declining into 

the 70s. There is divergence in the probability of one’s participation in the labor force being 

dominated by part-time work in the 60s and 70s with the highest educated men always having 

the highest probability of part-time work, even if it is relatively uncommon. Thus it seems that 

short-term employment characterized by mostly part-time work is a state most likely to be 

occupied by well-educated men and women in their 60s. 

Note also differences in the probabilities of following the unemployed/NILF other 

reasons constellation (see Figure 5b). Women in their 50s, and especially those with only a high 

school degree or less, have higher odds of being out of the workforce for other (most likely 

family) reasons; men in their 50s with no college are more apt to be unemployed. But by the late 

60s and early 70s few consider themselves unemployed or out of the labor force for other reasons 

as most are predominately following the retirement cluster, seeing oneself not working because 

of being retired. What we see is a real congruence in the move to the retirement pathway 

following the achievement of eligibility age-graded Medicare and Social Security, a decline by 

age group in the probabilities of full-time and long hour work constellations, and a decline in the 

probability of following the disability constellation across these multiple dimensions of 

disadvantage from the 60-64 age group on. 

(Figure 5 about here) 

 Are these patterns similar or different depending on one’s race and ethnicity? The large 

CPS sample permits us to test for and examine a 4-way intersection of race with age, gender and 

education.  The resulting figures (6 a-d) reveal variations in the age-graded probabilities of 

following some constellations when considered together with race/ethnicity, education, and 

gender. This provides unique and important insights into more fine-grained race/gender 
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differences in combination with other social locational markers.  For instance, Figure 6d shows 

an educational gradient but also differences by race/ethnicity in participating in the disability 

constellation, with Blacks and the American Indian/Multiracial category with no college in their 

late 50s most apt to be at risk. In fact, at ages 55-59, black and Native American/Multiracial 

women and slightly more men  have around a .18 probability of following the disabled pathway, 

which is about one-third the size for those ages 65-69 (to about a .06 probability).  Figure 6d also 

shows convergence between Blacks and the American Indian/Multiracial individuals with other 

racial groups at older ages.  

We also find racial differences in full-time and long-hour pathways as well as the 

unemployed/NILF Other constellation. Black,  Hispanic, and Asian/Pacific Islander men with 

some college or a college degree (and women with a college degree, though to a lesser extent) 

have higher probabilities than white men or women to be following full-time pathways, though 

whites have higher probabilities of long-hour full-time work (see Figure 6b and 6c). Women 

with no college who are Hispanics or Asian/Pacific Islanders have the highest probability of 

following the unemployed/other pathway (see Figure 6a), most probably because of family 

reasons. By contrast there is not much difference in those following the retired pathway, with 

congruence across gender, education, and race categories by the 70s. Whites and American 

Indian/Multiracial college-educated women and men in their 60s are the most apt to be working 

part time. Taken together, this set of figures underscore the importance of disaggregating race 

and ethnic groups and studying the ways age gender, education and race produce compounding 

effects of advantage and disadvantage, or, conversely, result in similar patterns in the later life 

course.  

(Figures 6a-d about here) 
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Distribution of Churn 
The six patterned constellations suggest greater short-term stability than change is actually the 

case. We find fully over a third (34.6%) of those in this 50-75 encore stage experience two or 

more shifts in the nine possible “states” over the 16-month study period; another 13% experience 

one shift (see Table 5). This means that only slightly over half (52.4%) remain in a single state 

over 16 months, underscoring that these are truly transitionary years as we proposed in 

hypothesis 3. Remaining in a single state is more common for women than men at every age 

group with greater stability at every 5-year age group from the early 50s to the early 70s. We 

also observe an education gradient in stability and churn with 55% of men and women with a 

high school degree or less experiencing stability compared to 48% of men and women with a 

college degree; by contrast, making two or more transitions is most common among the most 

educated men and women.  

But churn (two or more shifts) is unevenly distributed by constellation as well as by 

gender. Only the distribution of churn among the full-time work constellation, which is the 

largest (40%), closely resembles the distribution of churn for men and women. The most stable 

are the disabled and retirement constellations. For example, 68% of men and 69% of women in 

the self-defined retirement constellation and over 60% in the disabled constellation remain in 

those states (see Table 6). Between almost 20% and 25% of men and women in the retired and 

disabled clusters experience churn. Contrast this with the 67.9% of men in the unemployed/NILF 

and 67.5% of women and 72.8% of men in part-time constellations who experience churn. 

Stability is much less common in these constellations.   

Most common examples of churn in the 50s are characterized by movement back and 

forth from full-time to long-hour employment, as well as moves from being not in the labor force 
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to being retired. The latter is most common for women; one in five women ages 60 to 75 move 

from being not in the labor force for family reasons to saying they are retired. 

Discussion and Key Research Directions 

An innovative use of rich data (the 16-month CPS panel) and methods (sequence analysis), 

together with a life course lens emphasizing pathways, timing, and intersectional compounding 

social-locational contexts, offer a more granular, short-term picture of divergences and 

disparities as well as convergences and similarities with age around contemporary work and 

nonwork in the later life course. Ours is a temporal framing, pointing to differences and 

similarities not only in short-term work constellations but in their timing in later adulthood, even 

as most in their 70s are not in the workforce, defining themselves as “retired.” We show that 

men, especially college-educated, work more hours and longer than less-educated men and 

women, even college-educated women, as do white and Asian/Pacific Islander men.  This could 

reflect a combination of opportunity, gender and age norms, resources, and constraints, including 

health constraints.  Indeed, those following the disability constellation are disproportionately low 

educated as well as Black and American Indian women and men in their late 50s and early 60s. 

By their mid to late 60s the proportion following a disability exit path drops precipitously, even 

as the majority define themselves as following a retired constellation.  This suggests the need to 

add a disadvantage compounding and convergence lens to the cummulation of disadvantage 

framing, and for sufficient data to look at differences across detailed subgroups by race, gender, 

education, and age.  Race across age groups matters.  Gender across age-groups matters.  But 

most consequential seems to be social class across age-groups, and in some cases the 

intersections of all four dimensions combined. 

 Another important finding relates to the work instability of the encore years. While 

“retirement” has been theorized as a single, one-point in time exit, we document six alternative 
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pathways as well as considerable work-related churn for this age group. Only a little over half of 

respondents experience stability in the form of no shifts in work states over even this short 16-

month period, and considerable numbers have two or more shifts.  

 Defining churn as two or more changes in states, we find that churn is especially common 

for men in the unemployed/not in the labor force for family or other reasons constellation and for 

those women and men working long hours or part time.  Clearly this is a dynamic, transitional 

phase of the life course, similar we would argue to the emerging adulthood phase in the 20s.  The 

antecedents and consequences of voluntary and involuntary churn is an important topic for future 

research. 

 We know that work is important for health (Berkman et al. 2014; Leone & Hessel 2016; 

Marshall et al. 2001; Moen 2003; Rhee et al. 2015; Wang 2012), but we have shown that it is not 

evenly distributed across the 50s and 60s, with the compounding in some cases of intersectional 

disadvantages. But we were not able to demonstrate what constellations are most protective in 

the later adult years, or whether reasons for not working matter for health outcomes.  These are 

fertile directions for scholarship promoting understanding of heterogeneities and inequalities, 

divergences and convergences, around later adult work.  
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Individuals Ages 50-75 (and 5-year Age Groups) who were in 
the CPS Eight Times between 2008 and 2018 

Variable (%) 
 

All Ages 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-75 

  
N 346488 86753 84261 75377 58326 41771 

Gender        

 
Men 163412 47.2 48.2 48.1 47.9 46.2 43.2 

 
Women 183076 52.8 51.8 51.9 52.1 53.8 56.8 

Education 
       

 
HS Degree or less 146392 42.3 40.7 40.2 39.5 44.3 51.7 

 
Some college 93506 27 27.8 28 27.8 25.9 23.2 

 
College graduate 106590 30.8 31.5 31.8 32.7 29.8 25 

Race 
       

 
White 276156 79.7 77 79.1 80.7 81.5 82.2 

 
Black 28267 8.2 8.5 8.3 8.1 7.8 7.8 

 
Hispanic 23210 6.7 8.43 7.06 5.89 5.67 5.28 

 
Asian/Pacific Islander 13071 3.77 4.28 3.81 3.65 3.42 3.35 

 
American Indian/Multiracial 5784 1.7 1.8 1.7 1.6 1.6 1.4 

Note: Column percentages sum to 100 within Gender, Education and Race. 
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Table 2. Participation in 16 Month Work Constellations by Age, Gender, Education, and Race 

  

1: 
Retired 

2: Unemployed 
and NILF Other 

3: Full 
time 

4: Full 
time, long 

hours 

5: 
Disabled 

6: Part 
time 

Full 
Sample 

 
31.5 5.4 40.4 7.5 7.4 7.7 

Age  
       

 
50-54 3.6 8.2 60.7 11.8 8.8 7.0 

 
55-59 10.6 7.2 54.1 10.3 10.2 7.7 

 
60-64 33.9 4.7 37.5 6.8 8.6 8.6 

 
65-69 65.1 2.4 17.5 2.8 3.6 8.7 

 
70-75 80.4 1.5 8.4 1.3 2.0 6.5 

Gender 
       

 
Men 28.3 3.0 44.6 11.4 7.3 5.4 

 
Women 34.3 7.5 36.8 4.1 7.4 9.9 

Education 
      

 
HS Degree or less 35.3 6.4 35.5 4.5 11.6 6.6 

 
Some college 30.4 5.3 42.9 6.6 6.7 8.2 

 
College graduate 27.2 4.2 45.1 12.5 2.2 8.9 

Race 
       

 
White 32.1 4.8 40.1 8.4 6.5 8.2 

 
Black 32.1 5.8 38.5 3.3 15.2 5.1 

 
Hispanic 25.9 10.0 44.5 4.1 9.5 6.1 

 

Asian/Pacific 
Islander 27.4 8.3 47.8 6.4 3.8 6.3 

 

American 
Indian/Multiracial 30.0 7.2 36.5 5.8 13.8 6.7 

Note: Rows sum to 100. 
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Table 3. 16 Month Work Constellations by Age, Gender, and Education for 55-59 and 65-69 
Year Olds 
Panel 1: Ages 55-59 Men Women 

 

HS Degree 
or Less 

Some 
College 

College 
Degree 

HS Degree 
or Less 

Some 
College 

College 
Degree 

N 16549 10960 12984 17314 12663 13791 
1: Retired 9.22 10.16 7.89 12.31 11.71 12.04 
2: Unemployed and 
NILF Other 4.42 4.15 2.79 13.34 9.56 7.21 
3: Full time 55.04 58.68 60.25 45.17 53.51 55.07 
4: Full time, long 
hours 10.33 13.65 22 3.07 4.86 10.33 
5: Disabled 17.02 9.04 2.46 16.23 9.58 3.39 
6: Part time 3.98 4.32 4.6 9.88 10.79 11.96 

       Panel 2: Ages 65-69 Men Women 

 

HS Degree 
or Less 

Some 
College 

College 
Degree 

HS Degree 
or Less 

Some 
College 

College 
Degree 

N 10998 6752 9190 14852 8335 8199 
1: Retired 66.79 63.14 53.03 70.85 68.06 64.25 
2: Unemployed and 
NILF Other 1.68 1.82 1.64 3.3 2.75 2.45 
3: Full time 16.99 20.82 26.24 11.72 15.9 17.69 
4: Full time, long 
hours 2.59 3.7 7.29 0.62 1.22 2.72 
5: Disabled 5.98 2.58 1.09 5.79 2.4 1.07 
6: Part time 5.97 7.94 10.72 7.72 9.67 11.82 
Note: Columns sum to 100. 
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Table 4. 16 Month Work Constellations by Age, Gender, and Race for 55-59 and 65-69 Year 
Olds 

 

 White Black Hispanic 
Asian/ 
Pacific  
Islander 

American Indian/ 
Multiracial 

Panel 1: Men, Ages 55-59 N 32479 3114 2804 1448 648 
1: Retired 

 
9.0 11.4 7.2 7.2 11.7 

2: Unemployed and NILF Other 
 

3.3 6.6 5.4 5.4 6.2 
3: Full time 

 
57.5 51.4 64.5 67.3 47.5 

4: Full time, long hours 
 

16.8 5.2 7.0 11.3 11.6 
5: Disabled 

 
9.1 21.1 11.8 4.5 18.7 

6: Part time 
 

3.3 4.2 4.1 4.4 4.3 

       Panel 2: Women, Ages 55-59 N 34182 3879 3146 1765 796 
1: Retired 

 
12.3 12.6 9.8 11.6 11.3 

2: Unemployed and NILF Other 
 

9.5 7.6 19.6 14.3 11.8 
3: Full time 

 
51.1 49.8 46.8 52.8 47.6 

4: Full time, long hours 
 

6.5 3.0 2.2 6.8 4.5 
5: Disabled 

 
8.9 21.0 13.0 5.3 16.5 

6: Part time 
 

11.7 6.1 8.7 9.2 8.3 

       Panel 3: Men, Ages 65-69 N 22204 1931 1482 889 434 
1: Retired 

 
60.9 65.5 62.2 58.6 60.6 

2: Unemployed and NILF Other 
 

1.6 2.1 2.5 2.3 3.2 
3: Full time 

 
21.0 17.8 23.1 30.2 15.9 

4: Full time, long hours 
 

5.0 1.6 2.1 2.6 3.5 
5: Disabled 

 
2.8 8.7 5.5 2.1 9.0 

6: Part time 
 

8.8 4.3 4.5 4.3 7.8 

       Panel 4: Women, Ages 65-69 N 25317 2633 1827 1105 504 
1: Retired 

 
68.9 67.2 64.8 65.9 65.9 

2: Unemployed and NILF Other 
 

2.5 3.2 7.4 5.2 3.0 
3: Full time 

 
14.2 15.2 13.9 18.0 13.9 

4: Full time, long hours 
 

1.4 0.6 0.9 1.5 2.2 
5: Disabled 

 
2.9 8.2 6.8 3.1 6.6 
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6: Part time 
 

10.1 5.7 6.2 6.4 8.5 
Note: Columns sum to 100. 
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Table 5. Participation in 16 Month Work Constellations by Age, Gender, Education, and Race 

  
Stability One Transition Two or More Transitions 

Full Sample 
 

52.4 13.0 34.7 
Age  

    
 

50-54 46.9 12.4 40.7 

 
55-59 47.0 13.2 39.8 

 
60-64 49.0 15.4 35.7 

 
65-69 59.5 12.9 27.6 

 
70-75 70.7 9.5 19.8 

Gender 
    

 
Men 49.8 12.9 37.3 

 
Women 54.7 13.0 32.3 

Education 
   

 
HS Degree or less 55.0 13.7 31.4 

 
Some college 52.9 12.9 34.2 

 
College graduate 48.2 12.2 39.6 

Race 
    

 
White 52.7 12.7 34.6 

 
Black 52.5 14.7 32.9 

 
Hispanic 48.5 14.0 37.5 

 
Asian/Pacific Islander 52.7 12.5 34.8 

 
American Indian/Multiracial 49.3 14.6 36.2 

Note: Rows sum to 100. 
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Table 6. 16 Month Continuity and Change in States Across Work Constellations by Gender 

 
 

Full 
Sample 

1: 
Retired 

2: Unemployed and 
NILF Other 

3: Full 
time 

4: Full time, 
long hours 

5: 
Disabled 

6: Part 
time 

 
% 100.0 31.5 5.4 40.0 7.5 7.4 7.7 

Panel 1: Men 
Number of Transitions 

 
0 49.8 68.1 15.5 47.1 30 65.8 15.1 

 
1 12.9 13.5 16.6 13.2 11.4 10.8 12.1 

 
2+ 37.3 18.4 67.9 39.7 58.6 23.4 72.8 

Panel 2: Women 
Number of Transitions 

 
0 54.7 69.3 31.2 56.7 26.6 61.7 20.4 

 
1 13.0 12.9 21.9 11.7 11.5 13.3 12.1 

 
2+ 32.3 17.7 46.9 31.7 61.9 25.0 67.5 

Note: Columns sum to 100 for both men and women by constellation. 
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Figure 2. Identifying the Optimal Number of Constellations of Short-Term (16 Month) 
Work/Non-Work, Ages 50-75  
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Figures 5a-f. Probabilities of Short-Term Constellation Participation by Age Group, Gender, and 
Education Intersections 
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Figures 6a-d. Probabilities of Short-Term Constellation Participation by Age Group, Gender, 
Education, and Race/Ethnicity Intersections 
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Appendix A. Descriptive Statistics for Men and Women Ages 50-75 (and 5-year Age Groups) 
who were in the CPS Eight Times between 2008 and 2018 

Panel A: Men 
Variable (%) 

 
All Ages 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-75 

  
N 163,412 41,816 40,493 36,105 26,940 18,058 

Education 
       

 
HS Degree or less 67,842 41.5 43.2 40.9 37.8 40.8 47.5 

 
Some college 42,270 25.9 25.7 27.1 27.1 25.1 22.2 

 
College graduate 53,300 32.6 31.1 32.1 35.1 34.1 30.3 

Race 
       

 
White 131,830 80.7 77.9 80.2 81.8 82.4 83.3 

 
Black 12,220 7.5 7.8 7.7 7.4 7.2 7.0 

 
Hispanic 10,794 6.6 8.5 6.9 5.8 5.5 4.9 

 
Asian/Pacific Islander 5,902 3.6 4.1 3.6 3.5 3.3 3.3 

 

American 
Indian/Multiracial 2,666 1.6 1.8 1.6 1.6 1.6 1.5 

Panel B: Women 
       Variable (%) 
 

All Ages 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-75 

  
N 183,076 44,937 43,768 39,272 31,386 23,713 

Education 
       

 
HS Degree or less 78,550 42.9 38.4 39.6 41.1 47.3 54.9 

 
Some college 51,236 28.0 29.8 28.9 28.5 26.6 24.0 

 
College graduate 53,290 29.1 31.9 31.5 30.5 26.1 21.1 

Race 
       

 
White 144,326 78.8 76.2 78.1 79.8 80.7 81.3 

 
Black 16,047 8.8 9.1 8.9 8.8 8.4 8.4 

 
Hispanic 12,146 6.8 8.4 7.2 6.0 5.8 5.6 

 
Asian/Pacific Islander 7,169 3.9 4.4 4.0 3.8 3.5 3.4 

 

American 
Indian/Multiracial 3,118 1.7 1.9 1.8 1.7 1.6 1.4 

Note: Column percentages sum to 100 by Gender and Age Group within Education and Race. 
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Appendix B. 16 Month Work Constellations by Age and Gender Intersections 

Panel 1: Men 
  

 
50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-75 

N 41816 40493 36105 26940 18058 
1: Retired 3.0 9.1 30.7 61.2 76.6 
2: Unemployed and NILF Other 4.0 3.8 2.8 1.7 1.1 
3: Full time 64.1 57.7 41.4 21.1 11.1 
4: Full time, long hours 17.4 15.0 10.2 4.5 2.2 
5: Disabled 8.4 10.2 8.5 3.5 1.8 
6: Part time 3.1 4.3 6.4 8.1 7.0 

      Panel 2: Women 
  

 
50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-75 

N 44937 43768 39272 31386 23713 
1: Retired 4.1 12.1 36.8 68.4 83.2 
2: Unemployed and NILF Other 12.1 10.3 6.4 2.9 1.8 
3: Full time 57.5 50.7 33.9 14.4 6.2 
4: Full time, long hours 6.6 5.9 3.7 1.3 0.5 
5: Disabled 9.1 10.3 8.6 3.7 2.2 
6: Part time 10.7 10.8 10.7 9.3 6.0 
Note: Columns sum to 100. 
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