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ABSTRACT

The U.S. labor market is grappling with population aging, which is increasingly making it more critical for adults over
the age of 55 to maintain their employment to ensure individual financial security as well as national economic growth.
The purpose of this review is to summarize the literature on the Labor Force Participation (LFP) trends, barriers, and
incentives that influence older workers' employment options. The historical LFP of older adults fell throughout most of
the twentieth century, began a steady increase in the 1990s, was interrupted by early retirements during COVID-19,
and is now stagnant. But these patterns of aggregates obscure significant differences among males and females, different
races, and varying levels of education. Structural obstacles, such as age-based hiring discrimination, poor health, lack of
digital skills, caregiving duties, and benefit lock-in related to health insurance and pensions, limit older adults’ ability to
continue work. Delayed Social Security benefits, phased retirement, and psychosocial rewards of meaningful work are
examples of countervailing incentives that promote longer engagement, but are not equally available. The policy
landscape remains heavily reliant on financial incentives and insufficiently attentive to structural barriers, which leaves
the most vulnerable older workers behind. These findings align with life-course perspectives showing that
disadvantages compound over time. Collaborative policies that combine health promotion, anti-discrimination
enforcement, re-training and work flexibility will be necessary to ensure equitable and long-term employment in an
aging workforce.

Keywords: Labor force participation; Older workers; Age discrimination; Economic security; Retirement policy; Aging
population

1 INTRODUCTION

Economic growth in the United States (U.S.) relies increasingly on the participation of older people in the labor force
(Maestas et al., 2023). As population aging slows labor force growth and reshapes the age structure of the workforce,
older adults aged 55 and above are becoming an increasingly important source of labor supply, productivity, and
economic resilience (Sullivan, 2017). However, the ability of older adults to continue working is itself closely tied to
their financial security, and the relationship runs in both directions: financial need pushes people to keep working, while
continued earnings shape the resources they carry into later life (Cahill et al, 2017; Quinn & Cahill, 2018). This
connection has become more pressing in the face of a major demographic turnaround in the U.S. The population of
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Americans aged 65 and older rose to 61.2 million in 2024, a 3.1% increase over the prior year, and is projected to climb
to roughly 82 million by 2050 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2025). Population aging can negatively affect aggregate labor force
participation, even when many older adults continue working, because participation rates drop sharply in older age
groups (Maestas et al., 2016). As a result, keeping older people in the labor force has become an economic imperative
and a policy issue. This change is not just a product of the aging of a single cohort; it reflects long-term demographic
shifts in the U.S. population that will affect the nation's workforce for the foreseeable future (Toossi, 2016). The
macroeconomic stakes are considerable. Because labor force participation declines sharply with age, the growing share
of the population in older age brackets exerts downward pressure on the aggregate participation rate even when
participation within the older group is rising. Sustaining the labor supply of adults aged 55 and older is therefore one of
the few available levers for offsetting the drag that population aging places on economic growth (Maestas et al., 2023).

In an increasingly vulnerable older citizenry, financial stability is taking a beating (Lusardi et al., 2019). The traditional
three-legged stool of retirement income (Social Security, employer pensions and personal savings) has been gradually
dismantled over the last three decades (Ervin et al, 2009). Defined-benefit pension has been largely displaced by
defined-contribution plans that shift risk onto workers; stagnant real wages have constrained private saving (Machin,
2016); and the long-term solvency of the Social Security trust fund remains uncertain (Kashin et al., 2015). For millions
of adults approaching or past traditional retirement age, continued labor force participation is therefore not a lifestyle
preference but an economic imperative (Sewdas et al.,, 2017).

However, the choice of labor force participation is not a purely personal one. It is shaped by a complex and interwoven
set of structural barriers such as institutionalized age discrimination (Neumark et al., 2017), declining health (Kachan
et al, 2015), lack of digital skills (Arbogast et al, 2018), caring giving responsibilities, and benefits lock-in that
systematically hinder the LFP of older people, especially those at the lowest end of the financial spectrum. Meanwhile,
a changing incentive landscap, in which Social Security reform policies, employer-level flexibility, and the demonstrated
psychosocial benefits of continued work create opportunities for greater and longer engagement in the labor force
remains unevenly distributed (Imrohoroglu & Kitao, 2010; Maimaris et al., 2010).

Despite decades of policy attention, many older Americans still leave the workforce earlier than they can afford to, and
others are unable to keep working even when they need the income. U.S. policy has rested largely on a single premise:
that older adults will remain employed if the financial reward is large enough, the logic underlying Social Security
claiming rules and pension design. That premise assumes the worker is in a position to respond. In practice, health
limitations, age discrimination in hiring, caregiving obligations, and skills obsolescence determine whether working
longer is available at all. Incentives and barriers are therefore not two independent influences to be weighed against
each other; barriers set the conditions under which incentives can operate. Yet the two literatures have developed
largely in parallel, and the resulting policy framework has inherited the same separation. The consequence is
distributional: incentives to work longer accrue most reliably to workers who face the fewest obstacles, so an incentive-
led approach risks widening the very insecurity it is meant to address. This narrative review brings both strands
together to clarify how labor force participation dynamics, barriers, and incentives jointly determine who among U.S.
adults aged 55 and older can extend their working life, and with what consequences for economic security.

2 LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION TRENDS AMONG ADULTS AGED 55 AND OLDER

To know what factors have influenced older workers' (aged 55 and older) participation in the labor force, it is necessary
to first determine what has occurred in terms of their labor force status. This section chronicles that history in two parts.
The first explores the aggregate trend: a long twentieth-century fall in the participation of older workers followed by a
turnaround starting around the mid-1980s and the unprecedented upheaval caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. The
second breaks down that aggregate and reveals that the headline recovery conceals quite significant and enduring
differences between boys and girls, between differences by gender, race/ethnicity, and socio-economic status. This
difference is important for the remainder of this review: Policies based on the overall trend might not be a fit for the
groups who did not experience growth in their participation.

2.1 Historical Trajectory and Current Rates

The overall trend of LFP among older people was downward for much of the second half of the twentieth century. Since
that time, successive cohorts of workers, especially males, have been leaving the labor force at increasingly younger
ages, as a result of the timing of Social Security benefits, the growth of the employer-provided defined-benefit pension
plan, and an exceptionally solid postwar economic expansion that would allow an increasingly young cohort of workers
to afford early retirement and make it a socially desirable choice (Friedberg, 2007). Numerous subsequent generations
of Americans experienced high levels of lifetime attachment to the labor force, yet they began reducing their
participation or retiring at increasingly younger ages. This trend was followed by almost a decade of stable participation
rates, before transitioning into several decades of generally steady annual growth rates starting in the mid-1990s. The
greatest absolute percentage-point change was among those aged 65 to 69 (Leonesio et al., 2012).
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From 2000 to 2020, employment more than doubled among workers aged 60 and older for both men and women, with
the share of employed older men and women increasing from 7.4% to 14.8% and from 6.3% to 14.0%, respectively.
Drivers behind this steady rise include labor market tightness and employers' recognition of the value of their older
employees, as well as the gradual shift of the Social Security Full Retirement Age (FRA), falling retirement income
security and better population health (Aguila et al., 2022).

This multi-decade trend was thrown off balance by the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic also pushed into retirement
many older workers, who are part of the “Great Retirement” of 2020-2021 (Faria-e-Castro, 2021). The percentage of
older workers in the labor force has leveled off in recent years, following a long period of growth for all older workers.
Meanwhile, the share of younger workers in the labor force has risen in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic,
meaning older workers are no longer an exception to declining participation trends (Cahill et al, 2025). This
stabilization is a stage of considerable significance that will require careful attention from researchers and
policymakers.

2.2 Disparities by Gender, Race and Socioeconomic Status

The aggregate labor force participation (LFP) trend for adults aged 55 and older conceals significant and persistent
disparities by gender, race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic status (Copeland, 2023). Gender differences in older worker
LFP have been shaped by long-run historical trends in female labor force attachment, with different generational
cohorts of women exhibiting markedly different participation trajectories. Between 2000 and 2020, the decline in labor
force participation at younger ages was larger among men than among women; at older ages, by contrast, the increase
in participation was more pronounced among women, particularly those in their sixties. This pattern reflects the lower
overall participation of women earlier in life, especially during the child-rearing years, which carries forward into older
ages (Aguila et al., 2022). However, this gender convergence in older worker LFP could be heading towards an end.
There is a shift in the trend for older women's participation in the labor force around 2010, and a smaller shift around
the same time for older men; year-on-year changes in the participation rates of older women are now more or less
aligned with those of older men, a consequence of the trends of the post-World War II era (Cahill et al., 2025).
Policymakers interested in promoting continued work later in life for older workers should, accordingly, reconsider
gender issues in new ways.

Racial and ethnic differences in older worker LFP are also important and less studied in the empirical literature. There
are meaningfully different timing decisions for retirement across racial groups due to occupational segregation, the life
course accumulation of wealth, and differential access to health insurance and employer-sponsored retirement plans
(Johnson & Gosselin, 2018). Black and Hispanic older workers are overrepresented in physically strenuous and low-
paying jobs with little pension coverage, putting them at higher risk of both working longer into older age and of not
being able to work long-term because of physical challenges (Bound et al.,, 2015). These are structural inequities which
are not captured in the existing aggregate LFP statistics and are not thoroughly examined in the existing literature.

Education is a particularly strong intervening factor for LFP choices at older ages. Older workers with higher education
are more likely to participate in the labor force than those without higher education, in part because of their better
wages, financial security, health, cognitively stimulating work experiences, and work in areas less subject to physical
strain and technological obsolescence (Munnell et al, 2014). The necessity to work phenomenon is a distinct and
politically important population whose labor market experiences are quite different from those of high-skill, high-
income workers, with their needs being poorly addressed by the policy architecture in historical times (Ghilarducci et
al,, 2016).

3 BARRIERS TO LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION

The participation gains documented above have not been evenly available, and the reasons lie primarily in constraints
that operate independently of workers' willingness to remain employed. This section looks at five such barriers: age
discrimination in hiring and retention, health restrictions and physically demanding jobs, skills obsolescence and
uneven access to the digital world, caregiving duties, and institutional characteristics of benefit and program design.
These barriers are treated separately here for analytical purposes, but not independently, because they occur in the
same populations and their tendency to multiply is central to the distributional argument developed later in this review.
These barriers, their underlying mechanisms, and the populations they most affect are summarized in Table 1.

3.1 Age Discrimination and Structural Criticism

Age discrimination is one of the most widespread and empirically proven obstacles to older worker LFP and one of the
most challenging to quantify and prosecute (Brownell & Kelly, 2012). Enacted in 1967, the Age Discrimination in
Employment Act (ADEA) prohibits age-based discrimination against workers aged 40 and older across all terms and
conditions of employment, including hiring, firing, pay, job assignment, promotion, layoff, training, and benefits (Lipnic,
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2017). Yet after nearly six decades in force, its effectiveness remains contested, particularly at the hiring stage, where
the protections it affords appear considerably weaker than those governing retention.

The most methodologically rigorous evidence of age discrimination in hiring comes from audit or correspondence
studies, in which matched pairs of applications, differing only in implied age, are submitted to real job postings and
outcomes compared (Burn et al., 2019). These studies have consistently found lower callback rates for older applicants
than for younger ones with equivalent qualifications. This experimental evidence is not isolated; a paired-applicant
phone study found that the older applicant received less favorable responses in a substantial proportion of cases
(Rothenberg & Gardner, 2011).

The structural constraints of the ADEA have already been well reported. There is ample evidence of age discrimination,
especially in hiring, that can impede policymakers' efforts to encourage or induce older people to worklonger (Neumark
et al.,, 2019). Critically, compared to other ADEA-related charges, terminations were much more likely to result in a
dispute than were hiring disputes; this may reflect the fact that there are fewer cases of hiring discrimination or that
workers are less likely to pursue hiring discrimination cases because they are more difficult to prove (Neumark, 2022).
Empirical evidence and the process of enforcing the ADEA indicate that the ADEA currently is more likely to protect
against age discrimination in retention than in hiring (Neumark, 2022). This is a major imbalance: older workers who
lose their jobs experience discrimination both when they re-enter the workforce and because the law is not suited to
that.

Structural ageism is not just about overt discrimination and the role it plays in employers’ perceptions of the
competence and adaptability of older workers. Ageism is reflected in attitudes, unspoken and overt bias, stereotypic
beliefs, and emotional prejudices (all psychological precursors to discrimination). In a meta-analysis of 418
nonlaboratory empirical studies of six widely held stereotypes of older workers, the only one that was supported was
the stereotype that older workers are less motivated to engage in training or development (Ng & Feldman, 2012).
Important finding: most common negative stereotypes about older worker competency are empirically unjustifiable,
and these remain to influence employment decisions in ways that are not fully addressed by the law. The growth of
algorithmic and Al-driven recruitment adds a further, largely unregulated dimension. Screening tools trained on
historical hiring data can encode age proxies, that is, graduation dates, career length, technology keywords, and
reproduce or amplify existing discriminatory patterns at scale, a risk the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
(EEOC) has begun to flag but not yet meaningfully constrained (Neumark, 2022; Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission, 2022).

3.2  Health, Disability and Physical Demand

Among older adults in their late fifties and early sixties, health status is one of the strongest influences on labor force
exits, a time when retirement is most common (Coile, 2016). The connection between labor force participation and
health is bi-directional and complex: poor health leads to exiting the labor market and exiting the labor market can also
have a negative impact on health, due to the loss of social engagement, routine, and occupational identity (Calvo et al.,
2013). A methodological challenge in this literature is the difficulty of disentangling these pathways, especially with
cross-sectional studies that are ill-suited for this task.

The role of health as a LFP barrier has become ever more policy-relevant in the backdrop of the continuous rise of the
Social Security Full Retirement Age (FRA). Gradual increases to the Social Security full retirement age from 65 to 67
were justified by improvements in the health of the older population and a general shift toward less physically
demanding work. These two trends, however, have been studied largely in isolation, leaving open the question of
whether the workers now expected to remain employed to receive full benefits actually possess the health and job
characteristics that make doing so feasible (Andrasfay, 2021). Workers in different occupational groups did not
experience this job-health mismatch equally there was a systematic structural disadvantage for workers in blue-collar,
physically demanding occupations compared with the policy assumption behind FRA increases for service occupations
(Andrasfay, 2021).

This concern is echoed in the evidence about what people are retiring from. Approximately 40 percent of workers do
not work until they are formally retired because of poor health, the need to care for others, or a lack of employment or
other factors. The message is clear: there is a significant minority of older workers who aren't finding that they can
simply work longer in order to retire better, as many retirement policy reforms are based on (Kingson & Morrissey,
2012). Access to Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) provides an additional wrinkle. For many workers who leave
the labor force prior to retirement because of poor health, SSDI is a bridge, serving as a sign and symptom of the
weakness of the existing policy response to health-related labor force exit (Autor & Duggan, 2006; Burkhauser et al,,
2016).
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Despite the growing burden of depression and other mental health conditions among older adults, mental health
remains relatively understudied as an independent determinant of labor force exit compared with physical health and
disability (Elshaikh et al., 2023). Depression and anxiety, which are major problems of aging, can diminish work ability,
negatively impact job performance, and diminish the perceived utility of work beyond retirement age in ways that are
different from physical health impairments (Lu et al., 2023). The mental health barrier as a separate older worker LFP
barrier is an important gap in literature, as is the evidence on the impact of discrimination on it.

3.3 Skills Obsolescence and the Digital Divide

Technological change poses a dual challenge to older workers' labor force participation (Adeniyi, 2025). It can render
existing skills obsolete while simultaneously increasing the demand for digital competencies that many older workers
have had fewer opportunities to acquire. Human capital theory predicts that workers invest in skill acquisition when
expected benefits exceed costs. For older workers, however, shorter remaining career horizons reduce the expected
returns to retraining (Fang et al., 2021), while employers may be less willing to invest in employees perceived to be
approaching retirement (Caliendo et al., 2023).

Economic skills obsolescence refers to the declining relevance of workers' existing skills as technological and
organizational changes alter workplace demands (Messioui & van Vuuren, 2025). As job requirements evolve, workers
may no longer possess the competencies needed to maintain adequate performance and must update their skills to
remain employable. In practice, this process frequently manifests as digital skill deficits and difficulties adapting to
technology-driven changes in work tasks (Yamashita et al.,, 2023). Older workers participate in training considerably
less often than younger workers and may face additional barriers to acquiring digital competencies because many began
their careers before widespread computerization (Hudomiet & Willis, 2021; Lossbroek & Radl, 2018). The automation
dimension of this challenge is particularly important for workers employed in routine-task occupations. Rapid
technological change disproportionately affects occupations involving routine activities, such as sales and food
preparation, which face higher risks of automation than occupations requiring analytical, creative, or specialized skills.
Older workers may be especially vulnerable because skill obsolescence and lower digital proficiency can hinder
adaptation to changing workplace requirements (Yamashita et al,, 2023). The consequences of these changes are not
evenly distributed. The growing demand for cognitive, technical, and digital skills has disproportionately affected lower-
skilled workers (Almeida et al.,, 2017). Occupations such as clerical work, manufacturing, and basic customer service
are particularly susceptible to automation (Manyika et al., 2017). In addition, lower-skilled workers are more likely to
hold physically demanding jobs, experience poorer health, and encounter greater barriers to retraining and
occupational mobility (Bechichi et al.,, 2019). By contrast, highly skilled older workers often occupy positions that rely
on problem-solving, creativity, and specialized expertise, characteristics that are less susceptible to automation
(Lassébie & Quintini, 2022).

3.4 Caregiving Burden and Family Structure

Caregiving is an important but under-researched and underappreciated obstacle to older worker Labor Force
Participation (LFP). The middle-aged group of adults aged 55-64 has a special demographic role in the care
environment; that is, they are taking care of their aging parents and grandparents and are also in the process of aging
themselves. The work and caregiving dynamic is a growing concern as the U.S. population ages. By 2030, nearly a
quarter of Americans will be 65 years and older, and more than 61% of caregivers who provide unpaid care to a loved
one are employed (Matz, 2025).

The impacts of care work on the labor market are not gender neutral. The burden of caregiving falls largely on women,
and this burden affects them throughout their lives in ways that exacerbate their differences in earnings, pension
accumulation, and career continuity (Lilly et al., 2010). The research always demonstrates that labor force exits, tied to
caregiving responsibilities, decrease social security benefits, lower retirement savings, and increase long-term
economic insecurity, especially for women with less than a history of high-wage work (Butrica & Karamcheva, 2018).

The absence of job flexibility is an important contributing factor. Caregivers who seek leave options such as reduced
hours, schedule flexibility, or working remotely often find that their employers cannot or will not provide them with
these options, especially in service and blue-collar jobs (Swanberg et al, 2014). Thus, the relationship between
caregiving responsibilities and rigid work arrangements is a policy-relevant intersection, and relatively specific policy
changes (such as flexible work schedules, remote work opportunities, caregiver leave) may yield measurable benefits
for LFP.

3.5 Institutional and Benefit Structural-Barriers

A set of institutional and benefits-structure factors creates an implicit labor force exit that operate independently of
individual health and caregiving demands. The health insurance lock-in effect may be particularly important among
workers approaching Medicare eligibility, as access to employer-sponsored health insurance can influence retirement
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decisions and encourage continued employment until alternative coverage becomes available. At the same time, this
coverage gap provides a strong financial disincentive to voluntarily exit the workforce and subjects the unemployed or
those who choose to work part-time to a financial penalty, as the lack of employer-sponsored coverage could make part-
time work financially impossible (French & Jones, 2011).

Also, older workers have limited access to formal career counseling, retraining, and job placement services in the
workforce development system. The Senior Community Service Employment Program (SCSEP) and the older worker
provisions of the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) were created just for this reason, but the level of
funding, geographic access, and impact on need relative to that of other programs is limited (Abraham & Houseman,

2020).

Table 1: Structural Barriers to Labor Force Participation among U.S. Adults Aged 55 and Older

Authors Barrier Primary Mechanism Evidence base Most Affected
Neumark etal. | Age Reduced callback rates at hiring; | Strong; based on | Job seekersand labor
(2019); Burn | discrimination | ADEA protections weaker at | audit and | market re-entrants
et al. (2019); hiring than at termination; | correspondence rather than
Ng and stereotypes largely unsupported | studies and meta- | incumbent workers;
Feldman empirically analytic evidence older women
(2012)
Coile (2016); | Health status | Health limitations precipitate | Moderate to strong, | Workers in
Andrasfay and physical | labor force exits before the full | although reliance on | physically
(2021) job demand retirement age; the health and | cross-sectional demanding
employment relationship is | designs constrains | occupations; adults
bidirectional; increases in the full | causal inference with lower
retirement age  presuppose educational
health improvements that have attainment
not been uniformly distributed
Adeniyi Skills Technological change devalues | Moderate; Workers in routine
(2025); obsolescence existing skills while increasing | theoretically = well | task occupations;
Arbogast et al. | and the digital | demand for digital competencies; | specified but with a | those without access
(2018) divide a shortened time horizon to | comparatively to employer
retirement reduces the expected | limited empirical | provided training
returns to retraining investment | base
Lilly et al. | Caregiving Concurrent care obligations to | Moderate; the | Women; workers in
(2010); responsibilities | aging parents and grandchildren; | gender gradient is | service and blue
Swanberg et labor market effects are not | well established, | collar = occupations
al. (2014) gender neutral; inflexible | whereas evidence on | lacking schedule
scheduling prevents the | care intensity | flexibility
combination of paid work and | remains limited
care provision
French & | Institutional Health insurance lock in among | Moderate; lock in | Workers aged 55 to
Jones (2011); | and benefit | workers approaching Medicare | effects are well | 64 who are not yet
Abraham & | structure eligibility; loss of employer | documented, but | Medicare eligible;
Houseman design sponsored coverage penalizes | program level effects | those seeking
(2020) reduced hours work; workforce | remain under | reduced hours
development  programs are | evaluated arrangement
underfunded and  unevenly
implemented

4 FINANCIAL AND NON-FINANCIAL INCENTIVES FOR CONTINUED EMPLOYMENT

U.S. policy has concentrated overwhelmingly on financial levers, and this section begins there, with the shift from
defined-benefit to defined-contribution pensions and its consequences for retirement-savings adequacy. It then turns
to two areas that receive considerably less policy attention: employer-level practices such as flexible scheduling and
phased retirement, and the non-financial motivations, including purpose, social connection, and identity, that sustain
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employment independently of income. Setting these three categories alongside one another prepares the central
question of this review: whether incentives can be acted upon by the workers who most need them.

4.1 The Erosion of Defined-Benefit Pensions and Savings Adequacy

Defined-contribution plans have replaced defined-benefit plans to the near exclusion over the last four decades, which
has dramatically reshaped the retirement income environment, including the financial considerations that drive
decisions about leaving the workforce at older ages. Defined-benefit systems typically reward workers for staying until
the plan's early-retirement age and then penalize them for staying beyond it: once age and years-of-service thresholds
are met, the additional pension wealth earned from another year of work falls sharply, so continued employment
amounts to an implicit pay cut (Quinn & Cahill, 2016). Because defined-contribution wealth accrues with contributions
and investment returns rather than service thresholds, the move away from defined-benefit plans has largely removed
this structural push toward early exit. In its place, however, a different and arguably more consequential problem has
emerged: the inadequate accumulation of retirement savings.

The implications for distribution are very large. Lower-income workers, especially women and minority workers who
have had irregular work experience, often find that they have a very small portion of defined-contribution assets to
support a secure retirement, while high-income workers with steady employment and access to employer matching
contributions have been able to build up these assets (Munnell et al., 2018; Ghilarducci et al., 2016). The SECURE 2.0
Act of 2022 introduced several relevant improvements such as higher catch-up contribution limits, a later age for
required minimum distributions, and expanded access to employer-sponsored plans for long-term part-time workers
which together create a modest set of new incentives for continued workforce participation (Joint Committee on
Taxation, 2022).

4.2 Employer-Level Incentives: Flexibility, Phased Retirement, and Knowledge Retention

Employer practices are an important, but rarely discussed factor in the incentive system for older workers. The
flexibility of flexible scheduling, reduced hours, remote work, and formalized phased retirement options can make a
real difference by lengthening productive working lives for those who might otherwise be out of the workforce
altogether (Billett et al., 2011).

There has been increasing interest in studying and implementing phased retirement as a move to a reduced working
status, either in the same or another company, before full retirement from the labor market. Older workers are opting
for ‘phased retirement’ moving from full-time to part-time working status and eventually retiring at a later age; research
has examined whether such a transition is financially and psychologically advantageous to middle-aged and older
workers. The results are informative: research shows that 66.8% of respondents continued to work full-time, 15.2%
took immediate retirement, and 12.7% opted for phased retirement, which is financially and psychologically rewarding
(Choi & Smith, 2019). The total household financial wealth of those taking phased retirement is significantly greater
than that of those taking immediate retirement, and those taking phased retirement have fewer depressive symptoms
(Choi & Smith, 2019). The results align with the larger body of evidence indicating that phased retirement is linked to
improved health, financial security, and subjective well-being compared to full retirement. However, formal phased
retirement programs are uncommon in the U.S. private sector; most phased retirement are informal or take the form of
a bridge program with a different employer (Hutchens, 2010; Moen et al., 2017).

4.3 Non-Financial and Psychosocial Motivators

A literature of growing empirical depth establishes that there are a wide range of reasons for people to stay on the job
beyond the economic need or policy push. The subjective value of the bundle of non-financial goods from work can be
as high as or higher than the income from continued employment (Wang & Shi, 2014). Another aspect of LFP that is
driven mainly by intrinsic rather than financial motivation is the notion of encore careers which is meaningful work
thatis carried out after the main career (Freedman, 2011). Consistent with this, findings from the Health and Retirement
Study (HRS) data shows that at any age, older workers who report high satisfaction with their work, high sense of
purpose and high social engagement at work are significantly less likely to fully retire than are those who report low
satisfaction, low sense of purpose and low social engagement (Yemiscigil et al. 2021; Christodoulou, 2025). The results
of these findings clearly have implications for employers' strategy: employers that foster meaningful work, autonomy,
and social connection for older workers could reap productivity and retention gains that outweigh investment in age-
inclusive workplace design.

The psychosocial dimension of work motivation is closely intertwined with health. Good health facilitates continued
labor force participation, while meaningful and supportive employment can promote physical and psychological well-
being, thereby extending productive working lives and creating a potentially reinforcing cycle between health and labor
force engagement (Burdorf et al., 2023). This virtuous cycle, however, does not exist for everyone: it is characterized by
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workers who start out in good health, have less physically strenuous jobs and have more autonomy. These
characteristics are systematically distributed in an unequal way across the older worker population.

5 POLICY LANDSCAPE: RESPONSES, GAPS, AND EVIDENCE OF EFFECTIVENESS

The U.S. policy response to population aging has expanded across several domains, but its instruments vary widely in
demonstrated effectiveness, and the strongest evidence points to precisely the areas that have received the least policy
attention. Existing measures can be grouped by how well the evidence supports them.

Anti-discrimination law shows clear asymmetry in effectiveness. The Age Discrimination in Employment Act (ADEA)
has measurably reduced discrimination in terminations and layoffs, but field-experimental evidence indicates it does
little to curb discrimination at the hiring stage, where the burden of proof is higher and violations are harder to detect
(Neumark, 2022). Its protective effect is therefore concentrated on those already employed, offering little to older
workers seeking to re-enter the labor market.

Workforce-development programs have a weaker evidence base, not because the model fails, but because
implementation is too thin to test. Programs such as Senior Community Service Employment Program (SCSEP) and the
older-worker provisions of Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) are constrained by low participation,
uneven local delivery, and chronic underfunding, which limits both their reach and the ability to evaluate their effects
(Lichtenstein, 2020). The gap here is one of scale and evaluation rather than design.

Retirement-savings policy has advanced most concretely, but its benefits are distributionally narrow. SECURE 2.0
extends catch-up contributions and improves plan access for long-term part-time workers, yet by operating through
employer-sponsored plans, it reaches primarily those already securely attached to the formal labor market, not the
intermittently employed, lower-income workers whose retirement security is most precarious (U.S. Government
Accountability Office, 2023).

The measures with the most promising evidence remain the least institutionalized. Flexible scheduling, phased
retirement, age-inclusive training, and digital upskilling are each associated with longer working lives, but adoption is
voluntary and uneven, concentrated in the higher-skill occupations whose workers already face the fewest barriers.
This is the central gap in the U.S. response: the interventions best supported by evidence are precisely those left to
employer discretion rather than public policy (Cahill et al,, 2014). International experience reinforces the point —
sustained gains in older-worker employment tend to come from coordinated strategies linking pension reform with
lifelong learning, workplace flexibility, and active labor-market policy, rather than from raising statutory retirement
ages alone (Burdorf et al,, 2023).

6 DISCUSSION

Two conclusions emerge from the evidence reviewed above. This section draws those threads together. It first weighs
barriers against incentives directly, arguing that the U.S. framework has over-invested in financial inducements relative
to the structural conditions that determine whether such inducements can be acted upon, with consequences that fall
unevenly across the older workforce. It then identifies where the evidence base remains thin and what future research
would need to establish.

The evidence examined in this paper indicates that the existing policy framework for older adults' labor force
participation (LFP) is more focused on financial incentives, including the financial incentives associated with Social
Security, than on structural constraints that limit the ability of older economically vulnerable individuals to continue to
work. The incentives to continue working are significant with delayed retirement benefits and the Social Security full
retirement age, but they rely on a worker's health, capabilities and job opportunities to continue working. This
interpretation aligns with recent evidence showing that the use of financial incentives without support for the labor
market and workplace is not enough to ensure longer working lives (Lai et al., 2025). For many older adults, poor health,
physically demanding work, caregiving duties, or persistent age-based exclusion make it effectively impossible to keep
working long enough to claim these rewards, however generous the financial inducement (Bonnaud et al,, 2011). The
binding constraint, in other words, is often not the size of the incentive but the structural capacity to respond to it.

This imbalance implies a strong distributional impact. The need for continuing income from the job comes with the
highest price for those who are most vulnerable to multiple reinforcing disadvantages, from which policies designed to
promote later retirement may be most beneficial. These disadvantages compound along skill lines. Lower-skilled
workers are more likely to hold physically demanding jobs, to have fewer retraining opportunities, and to face greater
difficulty moving into less strenuous work as they age. Higher-skilled workers, by contrast, are generally better
positioned to adapt to technological change and to remain in occupations that draw on cognitive, creative, and
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specialized skills, work that is far more sustainable into later life (Larsen et al., 2019). The results are consistent with
emerging studies that suggests that inequalities in health, education and employment opportunities begin to build over
the life course and lead to increased inequality in employment outcomes in the later life cycle (Wahrendorf et al., 2020;
Suggest et al,, 2021). Policies focused on financial incentives, therefore, are likely to have an uneven impact unless
financial and other policy measures are implemented to lower structural impediments to ongoing employment.

Our findings also highlight the considerable population within the 55-and-older age group. There are significant
variations in health, financial resources, education, occupational status, caregiving responsibilities, and retirement
plans among those aged 55 and above, which correspond to great differences in their ability to stay in the labor force.
Policies that consider older people as a homogeneous group, therefore, risk favoring older people who have more
resources, are in better health, and have more flexible work, with relatively less benefit for older people who are more
likely to be in multiple structural disadvantages. There is also international evidence that extending the working life is
best when supported by policies encouraging healthy ageing and lifelong learning, workplace flexibility and age-
inclusive employment practices, in addition to pension reform (Burdorf et al., 2023).

Collectively, the various studies reviewed have shown that pension reforms and financial measures are not enough to
extend working lives. To increase older adults' participation in the labor market, coordinated policy strategies must
tackle issues of health and age discrimination, as well as skills and workplace flexibility and economic security. These
coordinated approaches will likely enhance employment opportunities; not only by helping to increase overall
participation in the labor force, but also by ensuring equitable job prospects for older workers of all backgrounds.

6.1 Gapsin Evidence and Future directions

Although there has been significant progress in the knowledge and understanding of the participation rates of older
people in the labor market, there are still several important gaps in the evidence. Many of the existing studies fail to
represent socially and economically vulnerable groups, such as low-income families, racial or ethnic minorities,
immigrants and people who are working in precarious jobs, making results of these studies less generalizable and
limiting evidence for developing equitable policies. Intersectional research is needed to understand how socio-
economic status, disability, gender, and race interact to influence the labor force participation trajectory, instead of
analyzing each one individually. Further, the fast-changing technology and changing employment structure provide
emerging research priorities. It is important to be better informed about the effect of artificial intelligence, automation
and digital transformation on employment, reskilling and re-entry of older workers. In order to provide policy guidance
to ensure productive and equitable employment in an aging society, there is a need for longitudinal studies to inform
policy on the relationship between technological change, healthier lives, and financial security.

7 CONCLUSION

Population aging is changing the U.S. labor market altogether and driving up the importance of participation of adults
55 years and older to the economy, for both security and growth. This review shows that, besides monetary reward,
structural factors such as health, age discrimination, and caregiving and skills obsolescence are also important factors
that affect continued employment in later life. Therefore, labor force participation policies that focus mainly on pension
reforms and/or financial incentives will not lead to an equitable improvement in labor force participation unless these
barriers are also tackled. There is a need for coordinated policies to support longer working lives, through health
promotion and lifelong learning, workplace flexibility and age-inclusive employment, as well as retirement income.
Ensuring the opportunities for older adults willing and able to work is crucial for securing their own retirement and
enhancing the resilience of the workforce and long-term economic productivity as the population continues to age.
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