Centre for Ageing Research and Development in Ireland (CARDI)

Evidence on the Default Retirement Age

1
Background to CARDI

The Centre for Ageing Research and Development in Ireland (CARDI) was formally launched in 2008: 

“To advocate for and advance the ageing research agenda by identifying, coordinating, stimulating and communicating strategic research on ageing and older people as a means to improve the lives of older people in Ireland (North and South) especially those who  are disadvantaged.” (Strategic Plan 2008-2011)

Three of CARDI’s principles and values are particularly relevant to the debate on the Default Retirement Age (DRA) which applies in the United Kingdom (including Northern Ireland). These are:

· The importance of research to address key issues facing older people, particularly those most disadvantaged, and an ageing population with relevance to policy-makers and practitioners;

· A commitment to communicating the results of our work in a clear and accessible manner;

· Promotion of the dignity, value and contribution of older people and an ageing population.

CARDI’s work has been made possible through funding by The Atlantic Philanthropies, augmented by grants from the Department of Health and Children in Dublin and the Health & Social Care Research & Development Office, Public Health Agency, Northern Ireland. CARDI is governed by an independent steering group and hosted by the Institute of Public Health in Ireland.
2
Need for research

Some research has been carried out in England or on a UK basis on the implications of the DRA, under which people at the age of 65 can ask to be allowed to remain working but the employer can refuse without giving reason. For example, Age Concern Help the Aged, Employers Forum on Age and The Age Employment Network have produced findings relevant to the DRA. At official level, there have been studies by the Pensions Commission and government commentaries such as Pensions Reform – 2010 Onwards, Department for Work and Pensions.

There has been much less research on older workers and/or retirement issues in Ireland, including Northern Ireland. Yet, the ageing population, arising from a combination of longer life expectancy and declining fertility rates, brings with it huge social challenges. Greater emphasis on, and resources for, ageing research are essential to ensure that our society is geared up to face the changes that are underway and that our economy adjusts to accommodate an older workforce.

Many aspects of work and retirement merit further research. Among them are: 

· the implications of DRA for recruitment of workers below state pension age; 

· whether some employers are using the DRA in the recession as a means of achieving job cuts without making redundancy payments;

· the contribution of older people to the economy;

· factors responsible for older workers’ choices on retiring or continuing to work;

· in particular the significance of employment income in relieving poverty among older people;

· the extent to which employers have introduced age-friendly workplaces and adapted work so that it is suitable for older workers;

· the varying fortunes of young, middle-aged and older workers who have been made redundant;

· appropriateness and adequacy of services to enable unemployed older workers to get back to work, either as employees or self-employed;

· the long-term implications of changes in dependency ratios for society and the economy.

CARDI is happy to work with government departments and agencies, universities, the voluntary and community sector, employers and trade unions to promote a programme of research on these issues.

3
Some research evidence

CARDI has compiled evidence on one aspect of the debate about the DRA (McGill, 2010)
 ie the big rise in recent years in the number of older workers in the economy in Ireland north and south. Two aspects of this issue are relevant: the growing number of older people and the larger number remaining in employment.

In Northern Ireland, for example, the number of people aged 65+ rose by 104,000 or 72% between 1961 and 2008. This age group is projected to continue rising from 239,000 to 493,000 between now and 2041, when it will constitute 24% of the total population.

Increases in population have been matched by rises in the number of older people in employment, as shown in the Table for the last decade for which Labour Force Survey data are available. In the 55-59 age group the numbers have fluctuated somewhat (especially in 2006-07) but the trend has been clearly upwards, showing an increase of 17,000 over the decade. Likewise, the number of workers aged 60-64 has risen by 50%. In the case of people aged 65+ a boost to employment in the first few years was reversed by 2004 but since then numbers have nearly doubled, albeit that the total is still only 17,000. 

Interestingly, the number of older people in work remained stable through the first year of the recession, indeed the number of people aged 65+ in work continued to increase (unlike the Republic of Ireland where this age group experienced heavy job losses). 

	Northern Ireland older people at work second quarter 1998-2008 (000s)

	Year/age
	55 -59
	60 - 64
	65+

	1998
	38
	20
	9

	1999
	44
	21
	15

	2000
	45
	19
	12

	2001
	44
	24
	10

	2002
	50
	24
	14

	2003
	56
	28
	13

	2004
	54
	30
	9

	2005
	53
	32
	13

	2006
	61
	29
	15

	2007
	53
	30
	15

	2008
	56
	31
	15

	2009
	55
	30
	17


If we index the number of workers in each age group at 100 in second quarter 1998, then the total number of workers under the age of 50 increased by 10.6 points in second quarter 2008 and then fell to 102.2 in spring 2009. By contrast the number of workers aged 60+ rose by 58.6 points in second quarter 2008 and then continued to rise to 162.1 points the following year.

What we can conclude from this is that many older people are keen to remain in work and have succeeded in increasing their share of the total labour market. What we do not know is the factors responsible for these labour market changes (e.g. the amendments to the Northern Ireland Civil Service retirement policy), so it is difficult to assess how these factors might be affected as the recession continues. 

A factor that is particularly important in Northern Ireland is the large proportion of the economy and labour market accounted for by the public sector; this creates dangers of heavy job losses if predicted severe cuts in public expenditure emerge after the next General Election. 

We do know, however, that the risk of poverty among older people in Northern Ireland is high and growing (rising from 24% in 2003 to 28% in 2007 using the measure of 60% of median incomes). This means that, for many people approaching pension age, remaining in employment may arise from economic necessity rather than from positive choice.  

4.
Conclusion

The data compiled by CARDI suggest that larger numbers of older people wish to remain in employment, either out of positive choice or because they feel they cannot afford to stop working. They also indicate that these older people are better able than previously to remain in work because the figures are growing steadily. These two factors, coupled with evidence about the rapidly rising number of older people, suggest that people should be permitted to continue working after the age of 65.

It will be particularly important to monitor the impact of the recession and of any cutbacks in public expenditure that may follow a General Election.

Beyond that, there is much work to be done to understand the issues surrounding work and retirement, including the Default Retirement Age, and we have set out in Section 2 some of the issues that require research. 
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