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Introduction

At least three factors influence the exodus from paid
ployment among older Americans: public policy affect-
5 retirement, the ability to perform work-related activi-
ies, and the desire on the part of the older worker to
continue working or, alternatively, to enjoy leisure. The
U.S. Congress has recently enacted two new laws that may
influence the age at which Americans will choose to retire
from active employment in the future. The first is an
amendment to the Social Security Act implemented in
April 1983 that will raise the minimum age of retirement
for the receipt of full social security benefits from 65 to 67
years of age among persons born in 1960 or thereafter
(Public Law 98-21). The second law amends the Age
Discrimination in Employment Act of 1967 by eliminating a
mandatory retirement age for most occupational groups
(Public Law 99-592). Approved in October 1986, this law
effectively extinguishes forced retirement at age 70. Thus,
current Federal policy encourages Americans to retire at
older ages than previously and now makes it legally possible
for all older workers to remain employed, regardless of
their chronological age, for as long as they possess the
ability and desire to work.

The desire to continue working into the later years of
life reflects a complex interplay among financial need and
reward, gratification attained through work, and the func-
tional capacity to meet job demands. This report is con-

erned primarily with the last of these forces—the physical
i’lity to perform certain tasks associated with work.

Source of data

The National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) is the
National Center for Health Statistics’ large continuing sur-
vey of the civilian noninstitutionalized population of the
United States. Each year people in about 42,000 house-
holds are interviewed by U.S. Bureau of the Census inter-
viewers to obtain information about their health and use of
health care. Demographic information that is needed to
interpret the data is also obtained. The interviewers have
special training on this survey in addition to their regular
training and response rates are high—about 97 percent.
The only item with a relatively low response rate is family
income.

In 1984 a special supplement was added to the ques-
tionnaire to obtain information about older people who
were living in the community. This supplement, the Supple-
ment on Aging (SOA), was designed to collect information
about physical limitations, chronic conditions, housing, re-
tirement status, interactions with family and organizations,
use of community services, and other health-related and
social information about middle-aged and older people. All
household members age 65 years and over and a one-half
sample of those 55-64 years of age were asked the ques-
tions on the supplement themselves when possible. Another
household member was interviewed only when the selected
person was unable to answer either because of physical or
mental problems or because of being away from the house-
hold for a longer period than the interviewer would be in the
area. Response rates to the SOA were also high; 95 percent
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of the people selected from the NHIS sample had complete
interviews to the SOA. Of the people ages 55-74 years, 93.0
percent responded for themselves.

The purpose of this report is to provide information
about a particular segment of this population, people ages
55-74 years who had worked at some time since they were
age 45. These people are of particular interest because of
an impending or relatively recent change in their labor
force participation. By virtue of their age and midlife active
employment, such people are either approaching retire-
ment, postretirement, or in transition between these two
states. Information on work-related activities from the SOA
makes it possible to describe the ability of these Americans
to perform several activities that are basic and common to a
variety of occupations. The intent is not to study the precise
and detailed functional requirements of numerous individ-
val occupations, but rather to describe a limited set of
physical abilities among older workers in the ages sur-
rounding retirement.

The estimates are based on a sample, and they will
differ from estimates based on a complete census in which
exactly the same questions and interviewing techniques are
used. The authors have taken care not to make statements
about differences unless it is likely that the same differ-
ences would be found using the same techniques in a
complete census. The reader should use the material in the
technical notes before deciding that differences not men-
tioned in the text are likely to be statistically significant.
Biases that result from the way that the questions are
worded, the lack of understanding by a respondent, or the
difficulties inherent in asking people to think about them-
selves and report accurately will remain in any case.

The estimates of the prevalence of disability are based
on responses of “yes.” If for some reason there was no
response, the response was not recorded, or the answer was
unknown, data are treated as if the answer were “no.” The
impact of this procedure on the estimates is small. Usually
less than 1 percent and never more than 2 percent of the
sample had such responses.

Background

The SOA included questions to determine the ability to
perform 10 work-related activities. The 10 items covered a
wide range of abilities that involve mobility (walking one-
quarter of a mile and walking up 10 steps without resting),
endurance for confined movement (standing on feet for 2
hours and sitting for 2 hours), lower and upper body
strength (stooping, crouching, or kneeling and lifting or
carrying 25 or 10 pounds), freedom of movement (reaching
up over head and reaching out to shake hands), and fine
motor skills (grasping with fingers). Participants were first
asked if they currently had any difficulty performing each
activity. For the subset of persons with any difficulty, the
amount of difficulty (some or a lot) was ascertained, includ-
ing the inability to perform the activity in question. Data on
the proportion of persons with any difficulty for each

activity and the subset unable to perform each activity are
presented in this report.

Of the 38.3 million Americans 55-74 years of age, 3’
million or 95 percent, had been employed at some ti
during their lives. Virtually all men had been employed, as
had a high proportion of women. An estimated 32.3 mil-
lion, or 84 percent, had worked at some time since the age
of 45. However, while almost all men had worked at some
time since age 45, only about three-quarters of the women
had worked after their 45th birthday, as shown in the
following table.

Work status Both sexes Men Women
Total........oeevieemnnnann, 100.0 100.0 100.0
Ever worked............... 953 99.6 217
Worked since age 45...... 84.3 97.6 732

The data in this report pertain to the people 55-74
years of age who continued to work or returned to work for
at least some time during their middle years. These individ-
uals constitute the population who must decide whether
and when to retire as they achieve older ages.

The report is focused on differences in the ability to
perform 10 work-related activities among 4 age groups and.
3 employment groups (working, retired because of health,
and retired for other reasons). Examination of differences
among these subgroups of people employed since age
can shed light on the proportion of older Americans WD
still maintain the work-related functional abilities commo?
to many jobs. It can also reveal the ability to work among
people this age who have retired, those people who might
remain in the work-force under the new retirement laws.

Differences by age and sex

Overall, of the 10 work-related activities studied, stoop-
ing, crouching, or kneeling caused difficulty for the largest
proportion of the people, 28 percent (table 1). A substan-
tial proportion also experienced difficulty lifting or carrying
25 pounds (23 percent), standing on their feet for 2 hours
(22 percent), walking one-quarter of a mile (18 percent),
and walking up 10 steps without resting (15 percent). Very
few people in this age range had any difficulty reaching out
to shake hands and very few were unable to lift 10 pounds.

In general, a greater proportion of women than men
had difficulty performing the work-associated activities.
The sex difference was largest for the proportion with
difficulty lifting or carrying 25 pounds (31 percent of the
women, compared with 16 percent of the men). Sex differ-
ences of a smaller magnitude were evident for the ability to
walk up 10 steps; stoop, crouch, or kneel; and lift or carry
10 pounds. For these four activities, the sex differenc
were most pronounced in the oldest age category. Twen'
five percent of the women 70-74 years of age had difficul
walking up 10 steps without resting, including 10 percent
who were unable to do so. In comparison, 18 percent of the
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men this age had difficulty walking up 10 steps, including 9
ercent who were unable to do so.

Among people who had worked since the age of 45, a

efinite increment from younger to older age groups was
observed in both the proportion of people with any diffi-
culty and the proportion unable to perform several of the
activities assessed. Increases with age were especially ap-
parent for five activities that reflect mobility and musculo-
skeletal strength: walking one-quarter of a mile; walking up
10 steps; standing on feet for 2 hours; stooping, crouching,
or kneeling; and lifting or carrying 25 or 10 pounds. For
each of these activities, people in the youngest age category
(55-59 years) had the lowest proportion reporting any
difficulty, and that proportion was nearly doubled among
people in the oldest age category (70-74 years). For exam-
ple, 12 percent of the people 55-59 years of age had
difficulty walking one-quarter of a mile, compared with 25
percent of those ages 70-74 years.

The same kind of pattern was observed in the propor-
tion of people unable to perform these activities. Nine
percent of the people ages 55-59 years were unable to
stoop, crouch, or kneel, compared with 17 percent of those
ages 70-74 years. Differences in ability among age groups
were absent or subtle for the other four activities (sitting
for 2 hours, reaching up over head, reaching out to shake
hands, and grasping with fingers).

.mployment status

Fewer than one-half of the people 55-74 years of age
who had worked since their 45th birthday were presently
employed—49 and 42 percent of men and women, respec-
tively (table 2). The proportions changed dramatically
across the age span. Nearly 4 out of 5 people 55-59 years of
age were presently employed, compared with about 1 in 10
ages 70-74 years. Even among people who had worked in
midlife, women exited the work force earlier than men. A
lower proportion of women remained active in the labor
force at each age, and the difference was especially notable
at the youngest ages.

The percent of the people who attributed their retire-
ment to their health was greatest at ages 65 and over, 20
percent or more of each sex in each age group. Among
those who had retired, however, a greater proportion of
people in the younger than the older age groups had retired
because of their health.

Ditferences among employment groups

The older age of people who were retired must be kept
in mind when interpreting differences among the three
employment-status groups. Nevertheless, there are major

differences among the groups even within this relatively

row age range. These differences are important when
nsidering the impact of changes in retirement laws.

People who were presently employed were less likely
than retired people to have difficulty performing each of
the 10 work-associated activities (table 3). For the majority
of the activities, the proportion with difficulty was two to

three times higher among people who had retired than
among those who maintained employment. For example, 17
percent of the people who were presently employed had
difficulty stooping, crouching, or kneeling, and 10 percent
were unable to do so. In contrast, 37 percent of the retired
population had this difficulty, and 15 percent were unable
to stoop, crouch, or kneel. About 10 percent of presently
employed people had difficulty standing on their feet for 2
hours, compared with about 32 percent of those who had
retired.

People who had retired because of their health were
the most likely of the three groups to have difficulty with
each of the activities. The proportion with difficulty was
highest for the activities associated with mobility and
strength, such as walking one-quarter of a mile (54 per-
cent); walking up 10 steps without resting (48 percent);
standing on feet for 2 hours (63 percent); stooping, crouch-
ing, or kneeling (65 percent); and lifting or carrying 25
pounds (62 percent).

In general, the proportion with difficulty for each
activity was somewhat higher among the people who had
retired for reasons other than their health than among
people who were presently employed. However, people
who had retired for reasons other than their health were
more similar to the presently employed than they were to
people who had retired because of their health. The pattern
of the lowest percents among the presently employed,
intermediate percents among people who had retired for
reasons not attributed to their health, and the highest
percents among those retired because of their health was
present and similar for both sexes.

Differences by age within employment
groups

Age-specific data for the three employment groups are
shown for four activities in table 4. Generally, the propor-
tion with difficulty was higher in successive age groups for
both the presently employed and those who had retired for
reasons other than their health. For example, among pres-
ently employed people, 7 percent of those 55-59 years of
age had difficulty walking one-quarter of a mile compared
with 11 percent at 70-74 years of age. Among people who
had retired for reasons not related to their health, the
percents were 7 and 18, respectively. The one exception was
in difficulty walking up 10 steps without resting; there was
no age difference among the presently employed. Age
patterns similar to those for both sexes combined were
observed for each sex in these two employment-status
groups.

A much higher proportion with difficulty was observed
in every age category of people who had retired because of
their health than for other retired persons or the presently
employed. The number of retired people in the youngest
age group in the sample was small, estimates are less
precise than for other age-specific groups, and few differ-
ences are statistically significant. However, there did appear
to be a different pattern by age among those who had
retired because of their health; for most activities, the
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proportion with difficulty was highest among the youngest
people. This was particularly noticeable for men in the
youngest age category for activities related to mobility. For
example, 71 percent of the men 55-59 years of age who had
retired because of their health had difficulty walking one-
quarter of a mile, compared with about one-half of such
men in the other age groups.

Commentary

Overall, 58 percent of the people ages 55-74 years who
had worked at some time since their 45th birthday had no
difficulty with any of the 10 work-related activities. The
proportion was highest among those still working (73 per-
cent) followed by those who had retired for reasons other
than their health (60 percent), and it was lowest among
those who had retired because of their health (14 percent).
Potentially, many of the people who had retired for reasons
other than their health could have remained in the labor
force.

When retired people were asked if they could work at a
job or business if such an opportunity were available, about

two-thirds of the people who had retired for reasons other
than health answered affirmatively although only about 177
percent of them expressed a desire to work. Among peop

who had retired because of their health, only 28 percem
said that they could work if a job were available, and only
about 10 percent wanted to do so, as shown in the following
table.

Retired because of:
Total Other
Employment potential retired Health reasons
No limitations.................. 45.9 13.7 60.2
Could work if job available.... 52.8 27.7 64.0
Wanttowork.................. 1.2 10.2 11.6

Thus, the majority of those who were retired for rea-
sons other than health were not impaired. They also said
that they could work if a job were available. However, very
few of these potential workers wanted to be employed. The
majority of those who had retired because of their health
had at least one limitation and said that they could not
work. Therefore, whether the recent changes in retirement
laws will actually change the age at which people retire
remains to be seen.
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Table 1. Percent of people 55-74 years of age who have worked since age 45 with difficulty or unable to perform specified activities by

T\;ex, age, and activity: United States, 1984

Both sexes Men women
55-59 6064 6569 7074 55-59 6064 6569 70-74 55-59 6064 6569 70-74
Activity Tola! years years years years Tolal years years years years Tolal years years years  years
Number
Sampie.......coviiiiiciie 9,805 2,000 1968 3285 2552 5100 1,036 1,067 1,731 1266 4,705 964 901 1,554 1,286
Number in thousands
Estimated population................. 32,305 9,645 9,235 7,56t 5864 16936 5023 5037 3969 2,907 15368 4,622 4,197 3592 2,957
Walking Y4 mile Percent of population
Dfficutty ... 176 124 165 20.0 250 174 123 17.0  20.1 23.3 17.9 126 15.8 199 266
unable.............oooeeeiinenns 7.6 54 8.0 8.7 8.5 7.6 50 7.9 9.4 8.7 7.7 5.8 8.0 79 10.2
Walking up 10 steps
DHfCURY . ..o 152 109 145 169 214 12.8 95 121 14.2 17.9 179 124 17.4 19.7 248
Unable..............ccooeiiean 6.9 5.2 6.9 7.4 95 5.6 3.8 5.3 6.0 8.7 84 6.7 88 88 102
Standing on feet for 2 hours
Difficutty 220 151 207 2641 30.1 206 135 189 255 289 235 168 228 267 312
Unable 9.0 6.5 8.3 10.9 11.6 8.1 5.2 7.2 10.6 115 9.9 7.8 9.7 113 11.6
Difficutty 97 83 106 10.4 9.7 8.4 7.0 8.9 9.9 7.9 11.2 9.8 12.7 10.9 11.6
Unable 5.9 53 6.5 6.4 55 49 42 5.4 57 4.1 71 6.4 7.9 7.2 6.9
Stooping, crouching, or kneeling
Difficulty ... ...oooii 278 201 270 308 378 246 180 234 27.7 337 314 224 313 343 417
unable............c.oveiiienn 12.6 9.4 12.5 13.7 16.5 114 8.3 11.1 125 15.9 13.9 107 14.2 15.0 17.2
’ Reaching up over head
T\ Difficutty . ... 115 90 112 13.1 14.2 10.5 9.0 9.9 12.4 11.6 12.7 9.1 12.8 13.8 16.6
Unable 6.4 46 6.7 7.3 7.7 5.7 3.9 6.3 6.9 6.0 7.2 54 7.1 7.7 9.5
Reaching out to shake hands
Difficutty. ..ol 1.8 1.8 1.6 1.8 20 16 1.5 1.3 1.8 2.0 2.0 22 1.9 1.8 2.0
unabie..............coooviiiien. 1.0 1.0 1.1 1.0 1.2 1.0 0.8 0.9 1.1 1.0 1.1 1.2 1.2 0.8 1.4
Grasping with fingers

Difficulty........oovviiiiii 78 6.4 7.4 87 95 6.3 45 6.0 71 8.8 9.4 8.5 9.0 10.5 10.2
5.0 42 5.0 5.2 59 4.0 28 4.0 45 5.4 6.1 5.8 6.2 6.1 6.3
231 170 225 248 32.0 158 116 15.4 168 231 3t1 229 310 338 408
6.9 6.2 6.0 7.3 9.1 48 3.5 3.8 5.6 7.5 9.3 9.1 8.7 9.3 10.7
7.3 5.0 6.9 8.2 10.5 53 3.7 5.4 6.6 6.3 9.4 6.4 8.7 9.9 14.6
26 22 25 27 3.0 1.9 1.6 1.9 22 1.7 33 2.8 3.3 33 4.3
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Table 2. Percent distribution of people 55-74 years of age who have worked since age 45 by employment status, according to sex and
age: United States, 1984

Employment status
Reason for retirement
Estimated
Number in population Other than
Sex and age sample In thousands Total Working Total health Heallh
Both sexes Percent distribution
BE-TA YOBIS. .. v ettt aaaas 9,805 32,305 100.0 45.7 54.3 37.6 16.7
55-59 years ..... 2,000 9,645 100.0 78.7 213 12.0 9.3
60-64 years ..... 1,968 9,235 100.0 52.4 47.6 31.4 16.2
65-69 years ..... 3,285 7,561 100.0 21.4 78.6 56.5 22.1
TO-TAYOAIS oo eiin it iiaeaas 2,552 5,864 100.0 12.6 87.4 65.0 22.4
Men
B5-T4 YOAIS. .. ceeiiee ittt 5,100 16,936 100.0 48.9 51.1 33.7 17.4
55-59 years 1,036 5,023 100.0 83.0 17.0 8.3 8.7
60-64 years 1,067 5,037 100.0 55.5 445 27.1 17.4
65-69 years 1,731 3,969 100.0 22.0 78.0 54.0 23.9
70-74 years 1,266 2,907 100.0 15.2 84.8 61.1 23.7
B5-74 YOAIS. .. tv v eitaaiiet ettt s 4,705 15,368 100.0 423 57.7 41.9 15.8
55-59 years 964 4,622 100.0 73.9 26.1 16.0 . 10.0
60-64 years 901 4,197 100.0 48.6 51.4 36.7 14.8
65-69 years 1,554 3,592 100.0 20.6 79.4 59.2 20.2
70-74 years 1,286 2,957 100.0 10.1 89.9 68.8 21.1
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Table 3. Percent of people 55-74 years of age who have worked since age 45 with difficulty or
mployment status, sex, and activity: United States, 1984

unable to perform specified activities by

Reason for relirement

Other than
Activily Tolal Working Total heaith Heaith
BOTH SEXES Number
SAMPIB...iiriieiiiiinriienerreaiiaeaaaaaas 9,805 3,626 6,179 4,375 1,804
Number in thousands
Estimated population.......coivieeviiinnnannn. 32,305 14,777 17,527 12,146 5,382
walking % mile Percent of population
DHfICURY e eeeee i 17.6 8.4 25.4 12.8 53.9
Unable 7.6 51 9.8 6.7 16.8
[0]117102 3111 O PP 15.2 6.6 225 11.0 48.4
(6] o7 1o} - S 6.9 4.2 9.2 6.0 16.4
Standing on feet for 2 hours
011 22.0 10.2 31.9 18.2 62.8
Unable 9.0 5.9 11.6 9.3 16.7
19111100 1151 Y 9.7 5.4 13.4 6.8 28.3
Unable 5.9 3.9 7.6 4.7 14.2
Stooping, crouching, or kneeling
DIfICUIY .o ev e vviiinie e 27.8 17.0 36.9 24.4 65.2
(81171 o] [ S N U 126 9.7 15.0 13.2 19.3
Reaching up over head
{(510 ] 11.5 6.0 16.2 8.0 34.7
(8] T-1 o] I N 6.4 41 8.3 5.2 15.5
Reaching out to shake hands
DIffICURY . covevveiriiiiiineiiieeiieeiiiieiienaes 1.8 0.5 2.8 1.1 6.8
Unable 1.0 0.3 1.7 0.6 40
DIfICUIY .o ev e 7.8 4.1 10.9 59 221
UNable...ociviiiriiiicieiiie s 5.0 3.1 6.6 4.2 11.8
Lifting or carrying 25 pounds
311157014 RN 23.1 11.8 32.7 19.9 61.8
UNable.. v 6.9 52 8.4 7.2 11.1
Lifting or carrylng 10 pounds
7.3 24 11.4 5.1 25.6
26 1.1 3.8 2.0 7.8
MEN Number
SAMPIB. . cvvereiiiiinermsrieirinerriaiiiiesrans 5,100 2,034 3,066 2,076 990
Number in thousands
Estimated population.......ccoovvvviiveiinnnes 16,936 8,282 8,654 5,704 2,950
Walking % mile Percent of population
17.4 7.9 265 11.9 54.8
7.6 4.7 10.3 6.6 17.5
12.8 4.6 20.7 8.1 45.1
5.6 25 85 4.7 15.9
1711 R 20.6 8.6 32.0 16.1 62.7
UNnable...cc.coveiimieenirniiiniesreaienianens 8.1 4.9 11.3 8.9 15.7
Sitting for 2 hours
DHfICUIRY e o e veeenieiinnierieiiiireernceisienses 8.4 4.2 124 53 26.0
L0747 101 49 3.0 6.7 3.7 125
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Table 3. Percent of people 55-74 years of age who have worked since age 45 with difficulty or unable to perform specified activities by
employment status, sex, and activity: United States, 1984-—Con.

Reason for retirement

Other than
Activity Total Working Total health Health
MEN—~Con.
Stooping, crouching, or kneeling Percent of population—Con.
Difficuity...... . 246 14.3 34.4 19.8 62.6
Unable 11.4 8.5 14.2 11.8 18.9
DIfICUtY e 10.5 54 15.4 58 33.9
Unable.......coviiiiiiii e 57 35 7.8 3.6 15.8
Reaching out to shake hands
DHfICUY . .ee i 1.6 0.4 27 0.2 6.2
Unable.......oovviiiiiciiiiiiiiiie e 1.0 0.3 1.6 0.5 3.6
Grasping with fingers
[ e ] PO 6.3 2.7 9.7 4.0 20.7
LI T o 4.0 2.0 5.8 3.1 11.0
Lifting or carrying 25 pounds
DHEfICUY . cvven et 15.9 59 25.6 10.9 53.8
Unable 48 2.6 6.8 5.0 10.3
Lifting or carrying 10 pounds
Difficutty...... . 5.3 1.3 9.2 29 215
Unable 1.9 0.7 3.0 1.2 6.5
Number
SaMPIG. .. o e 4,705 1,502 3,113 2,299 814
Number in thousands
Estimated population..............evvennnn... 15,368 6,495 8,873 6,442 2,431
Walking v4 mile Percent of population
DIfficulty . ..oveiiiiieiiii i 17.9 9.1 24.4 13.6 52.9
Unable....cooooviiiviiiiieiiiiin e, 7.7 5.5 9.3 6.8 15.9
Waiking up 10 steps
DIfficUIty v 17.9 9.3 24.2 13.6 52.4
Unable....cooovviviiiiiiiiiiii e 8.4 6.4 9.9 7.2 1741
Standing on feet for 2 hours
DIficUltY . .oven v e 23.5 12.2 31.8 20.0 63.0
Unable 8.9 7.2 11.9 9.6 17.9
DHFICUIRY . e 1.2 6.9 14.4 8.0 311
Unable 71 5.1 8.5 5.6 16.3
Stooping, crouching, or kneeling
DIfffcuty . oo 31.4 20.3 39.4 28.5 68.3
Unable 13.9 1.3 15.8 144 19.7
Reaching up over head
DIFICURY - v e 12.7 8.7 17.0 10.0 35.6
Unable......covviiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 7.2 4.8 8.9 6.6 15.1
Reaching out to shake hands
DIEfiCUlY . .o 2.0 0.7 29 1.2 7.4
Unable...oooviiiiiiiiiiiiiniiiie i 1.1 0.3 1.8 07 4.5
Grasping with fingers
DIffICURY . et e 9.4 5.8 12.1 7.6 23.9
unable.....coooiiiiiiiiiiiii e 6.1 4.4 7.3 5.2 12.8
Lifting or carrying 25 pounds
DHfICUY . ot e 311 19.3 39.7 27.8 71.5
Unable 9.3 8.5 10.0 9.2 12.1

Lifting or carrying 10 pounds

Difficulty . ..ooooonieei 9.4 3.8 13.5 741 30.5
Unable 3.3 1.7 4.5 2.7 9.4
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Table 4. Percent of people 55-74 years of age who have worked since age 45 with difficulty or unable to perform selected activities by

ge, activity, and employment status: United States, 1984

55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74
Aclivity and employment stalus Total years years years years
Walking v4 mile Percent of population with difficulty
WOIKING .o veevennnnniaranecnnaaans 8.4 7.2 9.3 10.1 1.1
Retired: Other than health 12.8 6.5 8.8 119 18.1
Retired: Heallh......coeiiniiiiennniennees 53.9 64.3 525 50.4 52.8
Walking up 10 steps
WOTKING v v cvcnertisonnneenrernnennrasisscanns 6.6 6.2 7.2 7.0 6.1
Retired: Other than heaith P 11.0 7.4 8.8 9.9 15.0
Refired: Health . ...vevvvvverivuniinaninnnannas 48.4 54.5 49.3 441 48.7
Standing on feet for 2 hours
WOTKING ccenmveiierneniaaneenearumeneaanes 10.2 9.4 10.5 11.5 13.9
Retired: Other than health.. 18.2 10.9 15.4 18.0 228
Retired: Health . ...ccooviviiiniiiiiainnanees 62.8 68.5 63.8 60.9 60.4
Stooping, crouching, or kneeling
WOIKING « o vvverecenrmncecmceamniisseaisnnnsns 17.0 15.4 17.8 18.1 249
Retired: Other than heaith 24.4 16.4 21.6 221 31.6
Retired: Health .......ooveviiiieniiinnenns 65.2 64.8 67.0 65.6 62.9
Walking % mile Percent of population unable
WOrKING . c.ovvvvvnnnennnns feeerrrecrietianeirn 5.1 3.9 6.1 6.4 73
Retired: Other than heaith.. 6.7 4.2 54 6.7 8.4
Retired: Health ....ccevvvnninaninninenanees 16.8 19.6 18.9 15.8 13.8
Walking up 10 steps
WOTKING - ceevivenenriieineaerreasanteansannnens 4.2 3.9 4.7 4.8 4.0
Retired: Other than health........... vee 6.0 3.6 53 54 8.0
Retired: Health c..ovvvnvinniennniiinecinanien 16.4 18.2 16.9 14.8 16.8
Standing on feet for 2 hours
11,2 T« [ 5.9 55 5.9 6.7 75
etired: Other than healith. . 9.3 5.0 7.7 10.0 11.0
Refired: Health ooovovvniiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnans 16.7 16.4 17.4 17.2 15.5
Stooping, crouching, or kneeling

WOTKING « e voneenranerreiernaersrnersionsnnans 9.7 8.7 9.9 11.4 14.8
Retired: Cther than heatth.... cens ves 13.2 8.1 11.6 124 16.8
Retired: Health . .....coveeneneviieneane 19.3 17.2 22.8 19.2 16.7




10 advancedata

Technical notes

Each week a probability sample of households in the
United States is visited by U.S. Bureau of the Census
interviewers to obtain a wide range of information about
the health and health care characteristics of the people
living in those households. A description of the survey
design, methods used to make the national estimates, and
general qualifications of the data are 1providc:d in a report in
the Vital and Health Statistics series.

There was a special supplement for people age 55 and
over to the NHIS in 1984, the Supplement on Aging
(SOA). A report on the SOA design2 and procedures that
contains the questionnaire is in press. Two deviations from
usual NHIS practice that are of importance for this report
should be noted. First, although everyone age 65 and over
in the NHIS households was included in the SOA sample,
only one-half of the people 55-64 years of age were in-
cluded. Second, extensive efforts were made to have each
person answer the questions on the SOA personally regard-
less of whether he or she had been a self-respondent to the
regular NHIS interview.

There were 11,744 people with responses to the SOA
who were 55-74 years of age; 93 percent answered all
questions for themselves (table I). There was little variation
in whether people were self-respondents by age within this
age range, but men were less likely to answer for them-
selves than women were, usually because the men, espe-
cially younger men, were away from home.

Table I. Response status of sample of people 55-74 years of age

All

response Not Percent
Age and sex statuses Self self self
Number

Total....coovvieiiiinnennnns 11,744 10,927 817 83.0
Age

55-69years..........unns 2,341 2,150 191 91.8

60-64 years.. 2,310 2,134 176 92.4

65-69 years.. 3,956 3,706 250 93.7

70-74 years 3,137 2,937 200 93.6
Sex

Men...oooovviieeniiiann, 5,233 4,694 539 89.7

WOmeN......oovveeinnnnees 6,511 6,233 278 95.7

The estimates in this paper are based on a sample
rather than on the entire population of people 55-74 years

!National Center for Health Statistics, M. G. Kovar and G. S. Poe: The
National Health Interview Survey design, 1973-84, and procedures,
1975-83. Vital and Health Statistics. Series 1, No. 18. DHHS Pub. No.
(PHS) 85-1320. Public Health Service. Washington. U.S. Government
Printing Office, Aug. 1985.
2National Center for Health Statistics, J. Fitti and M. G. Kovar: The
Supplement on Aging, design and procedures. Vital and Health Statistics.
Series 1, No. 21. DHHS Pub. No. (PHS) 87-1320. Public Health Service,
Washington. U.S. Government Printing Office. In press.

of age in the civilian noninstitutionalized populatio
Therefore, they are subject to sampling error. In additio
the sample had a complex design which has the effect of
making the sampling errors somewhat larger than they
would be from a simple random sample of the same size
using the same procedures.

Most of the tables in this report show the number of
people in the sample, and table II provides some average
design effects to enable the user to estimate sampling
errors that incorporate the complex sample design.

Table Il. Average design effects for estimates of percent with
difficulty

Square root
Design of design
Population effect effect
Total ..o 1.2328 1.11
MeN ... i e 1.3409 1.15
WOMBN.....oiviiiiiiniiiiiannniiniaaes 1.2791 1.13
5564 YearS......coiiiiiiiriniiiniaans 0.9770 0.99
B5-74YOArS....ccvieeriereiiiniaannanns 1.1759 1.08

To estimate the sampling errors, convert the percent to

a proportion, calculate the variance of a proportion assu
ing simple random sampling, multiply that variance by tlll.

design effect to allow for the complex sample, then com
pute standard errors, confidence intervals, or significance
tests.

For example, there were 1,592 women 55-74 years of
age in the sample who were working. Twenty percent had
difficulty stooping, crouching, or kneeling. Therefore,

Variance (simple random sample) = )
n
- 50.203)50.7971
= 0.000102.
The average design effect for women is 1.2791.
Variance (complex sample) = (0.000102)(1.2791)

= 0.000130.
Standard error = (0,000130)1/2

= 0.0114.
95-percent confidence interval = 20.3 = (1.96)(1.14)

= 20.3 £ 2.2 percent.

It should be noted that this example gives a conservy
tive estimate. Because of the half-sample of people ages
55-64 years, there is little clustering in households for
people of that age and the design effects are so small that
the complex sample design has little impact on the variance.
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Table Ill. Confidence intervals for selected estimates of percent
with difficulty

95-percent
confidence interval
Estimated Lower Upper
Activity and sex percent bound bound
Walking v mile

BOh SEXES +ovvvvnveerimenrannennns 17.6 16.8 18.5
|1V 121 o Y 17.4 16.1 18.7
WOMEN. e vvrenecrraanrsvrnaransesan 17.9 16.8 19.0

Walking up 10 steps without

resting
15.2 14.4 16.0
12.8 11.8 13.8
17.9 16.6 19.2
Standing for 2 hours
BOIR SEXES .ovevvevenivnenennecenen 22.0 21.0 23.0
;1= 4 20.6 19.3 21.9
WOMEM . cuveeerrrsaesnsaatsocaranns 23.5 22.1 24.9
Sitting for 2 hours
BOth S@XES .uivvirernciiennnnneaens 9.7 9.0 10.4
| = £ S 8.4 7.5 9.3
L'¥/o]11 =1 o PR 11.2 10.3 121
Stooping, crouching, or kneeling
Both SeXeS .vuvveeiiiiaiinnnnnnannn 17.8 16.8 18.8
Y= o 24.6 23.4 25.8
WOMeN. . cviviirseensencesosneanen 31.4 29.7 33.0
Reaching up over head

th SEXES cvuvrvuveironcensncnnnas 11.5 10.9 12.2
10.5 9.6 114
127 11.7 13.6

Reaching out to shake hands
BOh SEXeS ..ocvvieriiiianainnnnnns 1.8 15 2.0
LY L= 4 1.6 1.2 1.9
WOMeN...ovvvvrianeennn 2.0 1.6 24

Grasping with fingers

Both sexes 7.8 7.1 8.4
MeN cevvernnnnniienineesns 6.3 55 7.1
WOMEM. . covierrnarireereranssannen 9.4 8.3 105

Lifting or carrying 25 pounds
BOth SEXeS vvvvevivivinnernensannns 23.1 22.2 24.1
1YL= N 15.9 14.6 17.3
WOIMBH. .o ivitieiieneienssnnans 31.1 29.5 32.7

Lifting or carrying 10 pounds
Both SeXeS cuuvvivnnieiininnnennne 7.3 6.8 7.8
17, 3 5.3 4.7 6.0

WOMBN. . ceiveerenronecisanananne 9.4 8.5 10.4

Also, because the sample is so large, the standard
errors are relatively small despite the complex sample.
Confidence intervals are shown for each functional disabil-
ity for both sexes and for men and women in table III for
people who wish to use them.

Perhaps more important for interpretation than sam-
pling errors, however, is a thorough understanding of what
data from this, or any other, cross-sectional survey can
provide.

The NHIS is a point-in-time study. Associations at one
point in time should not be interpreted as causality. The
differences in functional disability among the employment
groups, for example, should not be interpreted to mean that
these specific disabilities caused the people to retire be-
cause of health. A specific disability could have begun
before or after retirement; data from a cross-sectional
survey do not enable one to make that distinction. Nor can
the data from a cross-sectional survey be used to estimate
the total number of people who have done any specific
thing in the past such as the number who retired because of
health; there may have been differential mortality preced-
ing the interview. The data serve omly to point out that
when they were interviewed, people who had retired, and
especially those who had retired because of health, were
more likely than those who were still working to report any
of the disabilities that were investigated.

This may be enough to suggest, however, that data
based solely on working populations are not sufficient for
investigating age-related changes in the proportion of peo-
ple with difficulty or inability to perform a specified task.
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