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SUMMARY. Retirement is often viewed as an event when someone completely withdraws from paid employment. The purpose of the present study was to examine the patterns of retirement transitions evidenced in married couples in the Health and Retirement Study over an 8-year period (1992-2000). The sample consisted of White and Black married couples (N = 1,118) where both spouses were working and at least one spouse was aged 51-61 at baseline. A variety of complex retirement patterns were found. Husbands were more likely than wives to show a linear pattern (i.e., a transition directly from work to complete retirement). Transitions were related within couples.  Policy and practice implications are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION
According to Haynes, McMichael, and Tyroler (1987), “the word ‘retirement’ can refer to a life event, a transition or crisis state, a process, or a social role or status” (p. 204). This definition highlights the complex nature of the term ‘retirement.’ Despite this complexity, retirement has traditionally been defined as working until age 65 and then completely withdrawing from paid employment, deriving income primarily from retirement sources, and viewing oneself as retired, ignoring those who do not fit into the traditional model, such as those who experience disability (Gibson, 1988). As early as 1954, Tibbitts described retirement as a continuum, beginning with “separation or withdrawal from one’s principal or career occupation in gainful employment” or gradual retirement (including shifting to part-time work), to “complete or final separation from the workforce,” and ending with the cessation of all productive activity (e.g., community service, arts and crafts, gardening, and home maintenance) “beyond that of mere self-maintenance” (p. 302). This highlights the processual nature of retirement, where more than one type of transition can occur in the course of retiring. 
This study examined the patterns of retirement transitions evidenced by married couples in the Health and Retirement Study (described in the Methodology section) over an eight-year period. These transitions could be a one-time transition from full-time work to zero employment, some type of gradual retirement, a period of physical disability or unemployment or other reasons for being out of the labor force, a re-entry into paid employment, or some combination of these patterns.
MEASUREMENT OF RETIREMENT
There are subjective and objective ways to measure retirement. Subjective definitions of retirement generally ask individuals whether they consider themselves retired. These types of questions ask respondents to give their personal definition of retirement and their retirement status or whether they consider themselves retired using fixed response categories (e.g., retired [answered with yes or no]; or not retired, partially retired, completely retired). The advantage of subjective retirement measures is that they reveal the self identification of individuals and their possible future employment decisions. Subjective measures also can capture aspects of work that are difficult to measure, such as “retiring” to work only 40 hours per week instead of 80 hours or “retiring” to self-employment (Gustman & Steinmeier, 2000). Commonly used “objective” measures of retirement include the acceptance of Social Security and/or pension benefits, the complete withdrawal from paid employment, and hours worked per week below an arbitrary cut-off (Quinn, Burkhauser, & Myers, 1990). Researchers have also used departure from a long-held job or career or sudden reduction of wages or hours worked as objective measures. 

Gustman and Steinmeier (2000), using various measures of retirement with longitudinal data from the Health and Retirement Study, found that  retirement patterns depended on the definition of retirement.  They concluded that each of the subjective and objective measures examined had its strengths and weaknesses. For example, measurement of retirement as a complete withdrawal from employment has appeal because it is easy to measure and does not have the appearance of an arbitrary cut-off point; however, this measure excludes everyone who works for any amount of pay. Measuring retirement by hours worked includes more workers, but cut-points are arbitrarily determined. Gustman and Steinmeier concluded that the best measure of retirement (subjective or objective) depends on the purpose of the study. 

GENDER, MARRIAGE, AND RETIREMENT
On average, women have shorter paid work histories (Coile, 2003), are less positive about retirement (Crawford, 1972), plan less for retirement (Ekerdt, DeViney, & Kosloski, 1996), accumulate less individual retirement wealth (Coile, 2003), and experience more involuntary layoffs during late middle age (Flippen & Tienda, 2000) than men. Fewer women retire at either age 62 or age 65 (important ages for eligibility for Social Security) compared to men, and instead spread their retirement out over a longer age range (Blau, 1998; Gustman & Steinmeier, 2000). 

Retirement among Married Couples

For married individuals, retirement is a couple-level event where the retirement of one spouse affects the life circumstances of both. For instance, retirement by either spouse can have consequences for the household’s total income, household routines and coordination of schedules, health insurance coverage, level of marital quality and conflict, and the timing of retirement for the other spouse (Crawford, 1972; Henretta, O’Rand, & Chan, 1993; Johnson & Favreault, 2001; Kelley, 1981; Moen, Kim, & Hofmeister, 2001). A study conducted by Favreault and Johnson (2002) found that unmarried men are more likely to retire before age 62, while married men are more likely to retire between the ages of 63 and 65. In addition, men married to significantly younger women tend to delay their retirement (but they still tend to retire before their wives, rather than jointly) compared to men married to women about the same age or older. They also found that married women at any age are more likely than unmarried women to retire.
Retirement Transitions

There are a number of different types of retirement transitions, as the definition and measurement of ‘retirement’ highlights. An individual can go from work to complete retirement (i.e., no paid employment), or can gradually retire by transitioning from full-time work to part-time work or partial retirement. This individual may continue working part-time for the rest of his or her life, or may later transition to a state of complete retirement. Individuals can also transition to a state of “less retirement” by re-entering the labor force after complete retirement, by going from partial retirement to working full-time, or by subjectively no longer considering himself or herself to be retired. Thus the process of retirement can be nonlinear (i.e., not necessarily becoming increasingly more retired). Retirement transitions can also be more complex if individuals exit the labor force for other unplanned reasons, such as disability, unemployment, or to provide caregiving assistance. These exits out of the labor force for other reasons represent many different life-course trajectories (Choi, 2003). They can reflect an alternative route to retirement (Dahl, Nilsen & Vaage, 2000), an interim status until reaching a certain age or pension eligibility requirements (Gibson, 1988), a temporary status (e.g., returning to work after being unemployed or temporarily disabled; Choi, 2003), or a continuation of a lifetime pattern of discontinuous labor force involvement. 

A great number of studies on retirement transitions have already been conducted. However, these studies have focused primarily on the factors that predict a work or retirement transition (e.g., Berkovec & Stern, 1991; Blau, 1998; Favreault & Johnson, 2002; Mutchler, Burr, Massagli, & Pienta, 1999). Other studies have examined the impact of a retirement transition on some other outcome, such as depressive symptomatology (Kim & Moen, 2002; Szinovacz & Davey, 2004), retirement satisfaction (Szinovacz & Davey, 2005), or marital quality (Moen, Kim & Hofmeister, 2001). 

In contrast, Gustman and Steinmeier (1986) used data from the Retirement History Study (data collected 1969-1975) to document the transitions (of men only) between the states of full-time work, part-time work, and full-time retirement over a four-year period. Gustman and Steinmeier (2000) have also documented the amount of transition evident in the Health and Retirement Study, using self-defined retirement status, but only looked at transitions for adjoining measurement periods, referred to as waves (four waves, each two years apart). 

This study extends the knowledge base by examining retirement transitions over an eight-year period using data from a large, nationally-representative longitudinal survey (Health and Retirement Survey). It focuses specifically on retirement transitions (numbers, types, and patterns), similarities and differences by gender, and the correspondence of retirement transitions between spouses. In addition to the lengthy duration, the utilization of five data points, each approximately two years apart, permits finer-grained modeling of the complex nature of retirement. Also, this study operationalizes retirement using a combination of an objective work measure (hours worked) and self-identified retirement status. Restricting the sample to married couples focuses on an important demographic group (middle-aged dual-earner couples) and emphasizes the interdependence of retirement in married couples. Requiring data from both spouses allows for examination of gender similarities and differences in retirement transitions. 
METHODOLOGY
Sample

The sample participants were interviewed face-to-face in their homes for the first wave (1992) of the Health and Retirement Survey (HRS) and then over the phone for the subsequent waves of data collection (Institute for Social Research [ISR], 2002; Willis, 2004). The HRS utilized a nationally-representative sample of adults aged 51-61 (born between 1931 and 1941) and their spouses (regardless of age), with oversampling of Blacks, Hispanics, and residents of Florida. The present study utilized data from the first five waves of Version D of the HRS prepared by the RAND Corporation (www.rand.org/labor/aging/). 
A total of 12,654 respondents, in 7,608 households, were interviewed at wave 1 for the HRS (ISR, 2002). Over time, additional respondents were added to the sample due to marriage/cohabitation with an HRS respondent. The sample selection criteria for the present study excluded individuals who were not married at wave 1, who had more than one spouse over the eight-year study span, or who divorced or separated from their spouse during the study. The study also excluded individuals who did not identify their race as White or Black, did not report the same race as their spouse, or who were of Hispanic origin. This criterion was imposed to reduce racial and ethnic heterogeneity within the sample (characteristics associated with retirement transitions), in order to concentrate on similarities and differences by gender. This study focused on the retirement transitions of married couples, so both spouses were required to be interviewed at wave 1. The couple was retained in the sample if at least one spouse was interviewed at each subsequent wave (since one spouse could provide proxy retirement data for the other). The three couples where both spouses died before the end of the study were retained in the sample until their deaths. Finally, in order to be included in the sample, both the husband and wife had to be working full-time or part-time at wave 1, and at least one of them had to report not being self-employed, as those who are self-employed have different characteristics than wage and salary workers (Karoly & Zissimopoulos, 2004). Final sample size for this study was 2,236 individuals (1,118 couples).
Measures
Demographics. The demographic variables included were gender (female = 1), age at baseline (in years), self-identified race (Black/African American=1), years of education at baseline, total annual household income in dollars, and total household wealth in dollars. As this is a study of married couples, the marital role labels of “husband” and “wife” are used interchangeably with gender labels. Household income was computed by RAND by summing all the income obtained by both spouses through earnings and other sources such as government transfers (e.g., Social Security Supplemental Income, worker’s compensation), retirement earnings, and capital income (St. Clair et al., 2004). Total household wealth was computed by RAND by summing the value of assets (including housing and savings) and subtracting all debts (e.g., mortgages, credit card balances, loans from relatives, medical debts), which resulted in negative wealth for some households.
Labor Force/Retirement Transitions. A single measure has been created by the RAND Corporation that summarizes labor force/retirement status at each wave in terms of both subjective and objective criteria. This measure combines information from many questions that ask respondents whether they are working for pay, their employment status, whether they consider themselves retired, usual hours worked per week and usual weeks worked per year, whether they have a second job, hours per week and weeks per year worked on the second job, and whether they are looking for work. The RAND measure of labor force/retirement status has seven response categories: working full-time, working part-time, unemployed, partly retired, retired, disabled, or not in the labor force. For details on how individuals were assigned to one of these seven statuses, see St. Clair et al. (2004, p. 890). For this study, these seven categories were collapsed into four: working full-time or part-time, partly retired, completely retired, and not in the labor force. This last category combines those who are disabled, unemployed, or not in the labor force (i.e., those who do not work for pay or who are homemakers). 
The number and type of transitions reported by husbands and wives were determined by examining the labor force/retirement status at each wave. This study required that all husbands and wives were actively working (full-time or part-time) at the beginning of the study. From the original working state, they could transition to being partly retired, completely retired, or “not in the labor force” (e.g., disabled, unemployed, homemaker). A transition was considered to have occurred if the status at a subsequent wave differed from the status at the previous wave. For example, if a husband indicated that he was working at wave 1 (baseline) and at wave 2, and subsequently reported being partly retired at wave 3, he was coded as experiencing one transition. As evident in this example, the transitions could occur at any subsequent wave of the study. On the other hand, if a wife reported working full-time or part-time for every wave, zero transitions were considered to have occurred. Since this study used five waves of data, up to four transitions could occur per person. This study determined how many transitions occurred for each person, as well as the type of transition pattern he or she experienced. Figure 1 portrays all possible transition patterns that hypothetically could have occurred over the eight-year (five-wave) study.

[INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE]

Analysis Plan
The number and types of retirement transitions experienced by the sample are described through figures that summarize the data separately for husbands and wives, as well as through frequencies and percentages. In addition, paired t-tests were used to test for significant gender differences in means for demographic characteristics and the number of transitions experienced by husbands and wives. To determine the magnitude and direction of the relationship between the number of transitions of husbands and wives, Pearson’s correlation was used. A couple-level pattern variable was used to summarize how many couples experienced the same number of transitions, and, if the couple did not experience the same number, which spouse had the greater number of transitions. Another couple-level pattern variable summarizes how many couples experienced exactly the same type (number and pattern) of transitions over the eight years. 
RESULTS
Demographics

The average age of husbands (M = 55.49 years, SD = 4.20, range 26-73), was significantly older than the average age of their wives (M = 51.84 years, SD = 5.19, range 31-65), paired t(1117) = 25.87, p < .01. The majority of husbands (n = 967, 86.5%) were between the ages of 51 and 61 in 1992, with the remainder almost equally divided between those younger than 51 and older than 61. In comparison, only 61.5% (n = 688) of wives were between the ages of 51 and 61 in 1992, and 37.9% (n = 424) were younger than 51. By 2000, 50.9% (n = 569) of husbands and 28.3% (n = 316) of wives were age 65 or older. The racial composition of the sample was predominantly White (n = 1,996; 89.3%), with 240 Black respondents (10.7%). On average, husbands and wives both completed 13 years of education (M = 12.96, SD = 2.87 and M = 13.10, SD = 2.25, respectively), or approximately one year of college. Mean education levels of husbands and wives were not significantly different, paired t(1117) = -1.81, p = .07. However, 18.8% (n = 210) of husbands and 12.5% (n = 140) of wives had less than a high school diploma, while 14.8% (n = 166) of husbands and 12.1% (n = 135) of wives had some post-college education. In 1992, couples in this sample had a mean annual household income of $63,683 (SD = $41,496) and a mean household wealth of $205,134 (SD = $315,541). 

[INSERT FIGURES 2 & 3 ABOUT HERE]

Retirement Transitions by Gender
Figures 2 and 3 present the most common transition patterns of husbands and wives, arrayed according to the number of transitions experienced. About 500 husbands and wives experienced zero transitions from employment (husbands: n = 486, 43.5%; wives: n = 501, 44.8%). Among respondents who did experience one or more transitions, the two most common transition patterns were identical for husbands and wives: transitioning from work to partial retirement and transitioning from work to complete retirement. By the end of the eight-year period, 63.6% (n = 750) of husbands and 53.6% (n = 599) of wives transitioned to complete retirement as a final state. One hundred and fourteen husbands (10.2%) and 92 wives (0.8%) transitioned from a state of greater retirement (complete retirement) to lesser retirement (partial retirement), or from retirement (complete or partial) to working, at least once during the study. For example, 47 husbands and 40 wives transitioned from complete retirement to partial retirement (but may have transitioned again afterwards).

Of the 81 transition patterns that were hypothetically possible for this study (Figure 1), 41 different patterns were observed for husbands and 49 patterns were observed for wives (Figures 2 and 3). This highlights the greater diversity in retirement experiences of wives (and women in general). For husbands and wives who experienced at least one transition, more husbands (45.0%, n = 503) than wives (37.3%, n = 417) transitioned from work to complete retirement and remained completely retired throughout the study. Husbands were less likely than wives to report being “not in the labor force” (i.e., disabled, unemployed, homemaker) for one or more waves (14.9% vs. 34.0%, respectively). On the other hand, husbands were more likely than wives to report being partly retired for one or more waves of the study (40.4% vs. 30.3%, respectively). 
Retirement Transitions of Couples
The data in Figures 2 and 3 summarize patterns for individual husbands and wives, not joint patterns for couples. Four different methods were used to examine the correspondence of retirement transitions of husbands and wives. First, the mean number of retirement transitions were compared to see if there was a significant difference between those of husbands and wives, but none was found, paired t(1117) = 1.08, p = .28. The mean number of transitions for husbands was .85 (SD = .83), while the mean for wives was .89 (SD = 1.00). Second, the number of transitions of husbands and wives were correlated, and a positive correlation was found, r = .17, p < .01. Because these are dyadic data and partners are distinguishable (by gender and marital role), this is equivalent to an intraclass correlation (Gonzalez & Griffin, 1997). Seventeen percent shared variance between partners in the number of transitions is thus considered a moderate-size effect. Third, a variable was created to examine the couple-level pattern in the number of transitions. Nearly half the couples (n = 522, 46.7%) experienced the same number of transitions; in 304 couples (27.2%), the wife experienced more transitions than her husband, and in 292 couples (26.1%), the husband experienced more transitions than his wife, χ2(1, N = 1,118) = 147.60, p < .01. 
Fourth, another couple-level pattern variable was created to examine how many couples experienced exactly the same retirement transition pattern (excluding 83 couples where one or both spouses died during the study; husbands were statistically more likely to die than wives, z = -1.95, p = .05). Using this method, 421 couples (40.7%) were found to have experienced exactly the same retirement pattern over the eight years of the study. Two hundred and ninety-nine couples (28.9%) experienced zero transitions (i.e., remained employed) during the course of the study. For 107 couples (10.3%), the husband and wife experienced the one transition of going from work to complete retirement, while eight couples (0.8%) transitioned from work to partial retirement (and stayed partly retired). The remaining seven couples who shared the same work/retirement pattern had other transitions (e.g., they both experienced 3 transitions: going from work to partial retirement and then complete retirement).   
DISCUSSION
This study found evidence of both similarities and differences in the retirement transitions of husbands and wives. The most common retirement pattern, regardless of gender, was the single transition from work to complete retirement. A sizable number of husbands and wives also made the single transition to partial retirement (and stayed partially retired throughout the remainder of the study). In this sample, husbands and wives had approximately the same mean number of work/retirement transitions. One major gender difference was that wives were more likely than husbands to report being not in the labor force (for reasons other than retirement) for one or more waves. Another difference was that more husbands than wives became “less retired” (e.g., by transitioning from complete retirement to partial retirement) at least once during the study. 
This study also found evidence that supports the life-course concept of the “linked lives” of married couples (Kim & Moen, 2002; Moen, Kim & Hofmeister, 2001). The number of transitions of husbands and wives was positively correlated, and almost 50% of individuals experienced the same number of transitions as their spouse. Even more striking is the finding that individuals in 421 couples (40.7%) experienced the exact same transition pattern as their spouse. Previous research has documented that retirement of one spouse affects the lives of both, through its potential impact on such aspects as the amount of time spent together and the marital context (e.g., household income and wealth, time for leisure activities; Blau, 1998; Moen & Kim, 2001), as well as the timing of the other spouse’s retirement (Blau, 1998). Our study documents that one partner’s pattern of retirement also can affect the other partner’s pattern, in terms of both the number and type(s) of retirement transitions.
Policy Implications

Data for this study were collected during a time of changing Social Security policies. Concern about the financial solvency of these government programs has resulted in major programmatic changes, such as raising the minimum age of eligibility for full Social Security benefits from 65 to 67 (Social Security Administration [SSA], 2004). In addition, since 2000, beneficiaries who have reached this age of full retirement no longer have to withdraw from the labor force in order to qualify for Social Security benefits (SSA, 2005). These changes are designed to encourage older adults to remain in the workforce longer, and thus continue paying Social Security taxes, even while collecting benefits.
According to an AARP study, about 80% of Baby Boomers expect to work for pay during their retirement, some because of the stimulation, enjoyment, or sense of accomplishment that they get from work and others because of economic necessity (Rix, 1999). This highlights the fact that many might choose to work longer if they had the choice, and increased flexibility in terms of work and retirement options may increase the numbers of people that stay economically active. In order to make retirement policies more flexible, the United States could adopt plans that allow workers to take partial Social Security benefits while continuing to work. Sweden has successfully used this strategy to keep workers in the labor market longer (SSA, 2004), partly because of the availability of part-time positions in Sweden (Naegele, 1999). 
Another strategy would be to encourage more formal gradual retirement options, such as part-time positions and job-sharing. A working group formed by the Advisory Council on Employee Welfare and Pension Plans (Employee Benefits Security Administration, 2000) has identified three types of barriers in the United States to gradual retirement (also called phased retirement): the design of private pension plans, the potential loss of health care coverage, and legal concerns, such as potential violations of the Age Discrimination in Employment Act (ADEA) of 1967. The working group’s recommendations to address these barriers include changing the way pensions are calculated so that benefits are not reduced if pay decreases due to gradual retirement, allowing individuals to purchase Medicare coverage between the ages of 55 and 65, and reviewing the ADEA and providing written guidance concerning age discrimination as it relates to designing gradual retirement programs. If adopted, these policy reforms may increase the number of transitions that individuals and couples experience in middle and late-adulthood. 
Practice Implications

Work and retirement transitions involve potentially stressful changes. There is a need for mental health practitioners (e.g., social workers, psychologists, marriage and family counselors) to help married couples as they approach retirement. Planning for the transition(s) between work and retirement – including strategies to meet social, emotional, and financial needs – has been shown to have a positive influence on retirement outcomes such as adjustment to the new role, perceived quality of life, and psychological well-being (Anderson & Weber, 1993; Lo & Brown, 1999; Richardson, 1993; Rosenkoetter & Garris, 1998). In addition to encouraging clients to plan for retirement, there is a need to help clients (individually and as a couple) during and after retirement. The initial two years after retirement has been linked with a decline in marital quality for both husbands and wives (Moen, Kim, & Hofmeister, 2001; Szinovacz & Davey, 2005). The complexity and nonlinearity of the retirement patterns revealed in our study, including transitions to “lesser retirement,” argue for a need to increase awareness among practitioners that the traditional linear model of retirement (i.e., going from work to full retirement and staying fully retired) does not represent the current experience of many individuals. As Riley and Riley (1994) noted, policies and social structures often lag behind changes in individuals’ everyday experiences wrought by changing age structures. Retirement is currently a prime example, and practitioners can be advocates for social change regarding retirement policies and options.  
Study Limitations and Strengths 

Our results emphasize the growing complexity of retirement and the need for extended longitudinal studies that examine work and retirement transitions. This study utilizes data from five waves of measurement, which permits the examination of patterns of stability and up to four changes in labor force status. The longer the study period and the more numerous the data collection points, the more change is evident.  Between-wave transitions might have also occurred; thus this study may still underestimate the number of transitions experienced. Complete work-history data that tracks all work and retirement transitions could provide greater precision in future studies. 
In order to study retirement transitions at the couple level, a four-category measure was created that distinguished between working, partial retirement, complete retirement, and out of the labor force status. Using the original seven categories of labor force status provided in the RAND HRS dataset was beyond the scope of this descriptive study, as each category exponentially increases the number of retirement transition patterns possible and creates challenges for summarizing the data. Although disability, unemployment, and being out of the labor force due to other reasons were grouped together into a category called “not in the labor force,” there is great heterogeneity in the experiences of individuals within and between these labor force statuses (Choi, 2003). Further in-depth research is needed to explore the retirement transitions of those who are “not in the labor force” for one or more waves.   
This study focused exclusively on the impact of gender and marriage on retirement transitions; however, other aspects of people’s lives (e.g., race/ethnicity, social class) are likely to also be important.  Numerous studies have found evidence of disadvantaged work patterns (e.g., lower paying jobs, more involuntary labor market exits and disability, longer periods of unemployment) for racial or ethnic minorities (e.g., Bound, Schoenbaum, & Waidmann, 1995; Flippen & Tienda, 2000; Gibson, 1988). In addition, income and education are structural factors that work independently and in conjunction to produce retirement disparities (Brown, Fukunaga, Umemoto, & Wicker, 1996; Bound et al., 1995; Dahl et al., 2000; Flippen & Tienda, 2000). Future research should examine the relationship between race/ethnicity or social class and retirement transitions in married couples. Husbands’ and wives’ patterns of retirement transitions, over the eight-year period covered by our study, were complex.  Even more complex patterns may appear if both gender and race are considered, a possibility we plan to investigate in future research.

Despite its limitations, this study contributes to previous literature about retirement transitions in several ways. First, this study uses nationally-representative and current (1992-2000) data from the Health and Retirement Survey, which extends previous research that is often based on smaller numbers, convenience sampling, or older data. Second, this study uses data from a total of five separate time points to highlight the potential complexity of retirement patterns, while most of the previous research on transitions has relied on data from only two or three time points. Third, this study focuses on retirement transitions of dual-earner married couples, where both spouses provided data about their work and retirement status, while the majority of prior studies focus on the retirement experiences of individuals (Ekerdt, 2002). As the Baby Boomer generation ages and the number of married couples facing retirement decisions grows, there is a pressing need for empirical evidence to provide a solid basis for policy and practice.
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All Possible Work and Retirement Transitions 
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Figure 2


Retirement Transitions of Husbands and Wives
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Figure 3
Work and Retirement Transitions for Husbands (n=1,118) 

and Wives (n=1,118)
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