From Pyramid to Rectangle:
The Progression of Aging
The progressive growth of the elderly (age 65 and over) population
and the future influence of the Baby-Boom generation (persons born
between 1946 and 1964) can be seen by examining age-sex population pyramids for 1960 to 2020. The 1960 pyramid shows a marked
pinch for ages 20-29 years, a result of exceptionally low birth rates
during the Depression years. The Baby-Boom bulge appears in the
1960 pyramid in the ages 0 to 14. During periods of fluctuating births
and improving survivorship, the elderly grew from 5 percent of the
U.S. population in 1930 to nearly 13 percent by 1990.
In the 1990s, Baby Boomers are in their economically productive
years and represent nearly one-third of the U.S. population. When
the Baby-Boom generation begins turning age 65 in 2011, there will
be a rapid growth in the number of persons 65 and over. Just as this
generation had an impact on the educational system and the labor
market, this large cohort will strain services and programs required by
an elderly population. By 2020, the Baby Boomers will be pre- and
early-retirement ages (55 to 64 years) and the young old ages (65 to
74 years). Between 1990 and 2020, the population age 65 to 74
would grow 74 percent under middle series projections, while the
population under age 65 would increase only 24 percent.

Educational Attainment of the
Elderly Will Continue to Improve
Educational attainment provides a rough indication of economic and health
status in older age. The better educated tend to be healthier longer and better
off economically. Low educational attainment associated with poverty.
The elderly population is less likely than those age 35 to 64 to have completed
high school. In 1995, only 64 percent of noninstitutionalized elderly persons
had at least finished high school, compared with 85 percent of persons age
35 to 64. Only 37 percent of elderly Blacks and 30 percent of elderly Hispanics
had completed at least high school.
Educational attainment levels of the elderly in the 21st century will be higher
than those of present-day elderly. Assuming the educational profile of the
age-45-and-over population in 1995 will represent the elderly population in
2015, 76 percent of the elderly in 2015 would have completed high school
or more. The proportion of the elderly with a bachelors degree or higher will
increase from 13 percent in 1995 to 20 percent in 2015. Future improvements
in educational attainment among the elderly will come more slowly for Blacks
and Hispanics than for Whites. For example, in 1995, about 88 percent of
Whites age 45 to 54 had at least a high school education compared with 75
percent for Blacks and 52 percent for Hispanics. About 29 percent of Whites
in these ages had a bachelors degree or more, compared with 15 percent
of Blacks and 10 percent of Hispanics.

Men age 55 and over are less likely to be in the labor force today
than four decades ago. In 1950, 87 percent of men age 55 to 64,
and nearly half (46 percent) of men 65 and older were economically
active. In 1995, 66 percent of men age 55 to 64 and 17 percent
of elderly men were in the labor force.
While labor force participation of older men has decreased, the
participation of older women has substantially increased.
Participation of women age 55 to 64, for example, increased from
27 to 43 to 49 percent from 1950 to 1970 to 1995, respectively.
Among elderly women, participation rates have remained at a low
level (around 10 percent) for decades.
Although older women participate in the labor force at lower rates
than do older men, women have become a larger share of the
older work force, largely because so many men are leaving the
labor force at earlier ages. The female share of the older (55
years and older) work force increased from 23 percent in 1950 to
44 percent of all older workers in 1995.
The proportion of employed persons age 55 and over working
part time rose from 19 percent in 1970 to 25 percent in 1990.
Part-time employees are much less likely than full-time employees
to be covered by major benefits programs. Although increasing
proprtions of retirees have returned to work, especially part time,
most social security beneficiaries do not work.

