People turning 50 today have about half of their adult
lives ahead of them. With each coming year over four
million men and women will be joining the ranks of
50+ America. What do they have to look forward to?
Will their quality of life get better or worse? What
will their retirement experience be, and how well have
they prepared? Is there a gap between perception and
reality, and if so, how wide? Will they be able to attain
the quality of life they want in their later years?
This inaugural edition of Beyond Fifty addresses these
and other questions as it explores how the 76 million
people age fifty and over are faring as they prepare for
and experience retirement.
It analyzes the status quo and trends to provide a
definitive picture of the economic status of people
after they turn 50. It appraises past assumptions —
upending some and affirming others — and identifies
new trends.
At its most basic level, Beyond Fifty is a story about
redefining retirement and preparing for it, sharing in
some common generational trends, and identifying
some new trends that are unique to the 50+ population. But most of all, Beyond Fifty is a wake up call
for the future. It identifies areas of concern about the
economic security of people 50 and over.
This is the executive summary of the Beyond Fifty
report. To view a copy of the full report, visit
www.aarp.org/beyond50. To order a printed copy
(stock #D17389) contact AARP Fulfillment, 601 E
Street, NW, Washington, DC 20049.

There are nearly 76 million people aged fifty and older in America.
Key Findings
1. The diversity of 50+ America resembles that of the
nation.
If one word could be used to describe 50+ America, that word would
be diverse — diversity in age, economic status, ethnicity and culture,
life experiences, and attitude and outlook. In many respects, it was
this diversity that led us to inaugurate this series on Beyond Fifty in the
first place.
Despite long-held assumptions to the contrary, this report demonstrates that Americans over 50 are in many respects a microcosm of
the nation as a whole. From race to ethnicity, from income to health
to profession to family structure, this population has much in common with other generations. Like every other group, their divorce
rates have doubled. Twice as many people over 50 have college degrees
as did 20 years ago, a trend that continues with subsequent generations. And, one in five people over 50 are minorities.
Previous examinations of “older Americans” were largely concerned
with people after they reached Social Security’s “normal” retirement
age of 65 and beyond. But, retirement doesn’t begin at 65 anymore,
and it isn’t at all what it used to be. Moreover, people should not wait
until they are 65 or even 55 to begin thinking about and preparing for
retirement.
Many of the changes that are documented in Beyond Fifty, although
subtle and gradual, collectively and over time add up to a different
picture of retirement than the one conventional wisdom has conditioned us to anticipate.
These factors have led us to shape Beyond Fifty in unique fashion to
reflect a wider generational range and to adopt an age and incomebased analysis that is more encompassing.

While most Americans now
take their longer lives for
granted, it is important to
begin to factor in what this
increased longevity means for
people in their earlier years.

Since the most common age at which people begin receiving Social
Security is 62, all Americans between the ages of 50 and 61 are
grouped together as pre-retirees. They include a particularly closely
monitored subset, the leading edge of the baby boom generation.
Those born between 1946 and 1950 are not only boomers, they are
also pre-retirees.
Partly due to longer life expectancy and for other reasons that will
become apparent throughout the report, Americans age 62 to 74 are
just warming up as far as retirement goes — enjoying a longevity
bonus of sorts. These are the younger retirement years. At age 75, new
forces come into play — particularly health and long-term care related
concerns— so, these are the older retirement years.

In order to accurately reflect
the changing characteristics
of the 50+ population, this
study adopted a more encompassing age- and incomebased analytical approach
that envelops a broader generational range.

As important as age differences are in understanding life beyond fifty,
income differences are equally important. This report divides the 50+
population into three income categories: the top quarter, the middle
half, and the bottom quarter.
The report also addresses the diversity of attitudes among 50+
Americans by looking at their life circumstances, primary concerns,
and confidence about the future.

Pre-retirees and younger retirees view retirement as more
2. 50+ America is redefining retirement, requiring us to
assess it in a new way.
While those in their older retirement years tend to experience retirement
in the traditional sense, the pre-retirees (and many younger retirees)
expect retirement to be quite different. They view it as more of a
lifestyle transition than a termination of employment.
Yet retirement and age 65 remain virtually synonymous in most public
discussion. This misperception, however, is beginning to change. The
Social Security “normal” retirement age (i.e., for full benefits) for anyone younger than 41 is now 67. Moreover, Congress has protected
workers from age discrimination beginning at age 40. Phased retirement can begin as early as age 50. Those who have worked at a job for
25 or 30 years may be eligible for retirement at 45 or 50. And the
most common age at which Americans actually begin to receive Social
Security is 62.
As the very nature of retirement and the expectations that accompany
it are being redefined, it also becomes necessary to redefine the key
components of retirement security. This report does so.

3. Building a secure retirement foundation requires four
strong pillars: Social Security, pensions/savings, earnings,
and health insurance.
Building a secure retirement has traditionally been thought of as a
three-legged stool with the three legs represented by Social Security,
individual savings, and employer-provided pensions. This metaphor
held that if people had these three sources of retirement income, they
could balance the financial demands of their retirement years quite
nicely.
The three-legged stool no longer works to symbolize retirement income
in today’s 50+ America. Many in this generation (especially the preretirees) do not envision sitting out their retirement on a three-legged
stool or any other kind for that matter. They expect to be active,
engaged, and working either full or part-time. They expect earnings to
continue to play a role in retirement, even those beyond the median
retirement age of 62. In other words, to “retire” doesn’t necessarily
mean leaving the workforce. Today, more than 32 million Americans
age 50 and older are in the workforce, and the number is rising. In
fact, as the baby boomers age, so does the American workforce.

of a lifestyle transition than a termination of employment.
Another significant change in retirement income — and another reason the three-legged stool is no longer appropriate — is that two of the
legs for all intents and purposes have melded together to become one.
Most people’s pensions and savings have become functional equivalents. Americans can no longer assume the natural balance that traditional “defined benefit” pensions once lent to a retirement portfolio. In
fact, this report evidences a virtual one-for-one shift in employee pension coverage from traditional defined benefit to defined contribution
plans, such as 401(k)s. This trend shows no signs of abating.
Furthermore, it fundamentally alters the balance of risk in retirement
income, shifting it from the employer to the employee.
In today’s 50+ America, the escalating costs that continue to define the
health-care environment have a tremendous impact on one’s ability to
secure an economically viable retirement. As a result, adequate health
insurance coverage must be treated as a component of retirement security insofar as health expenses, even among those with Medicare coverage, consume nearly 20 percent of the income of younger and older
retirees on average and 49 percent of the income of poor retirees who
don’t have Medicaid coverage. The stark reality is that without protection against commonplace expenses — especially prescription drugs

The traditional three-legged
stool of retirement income —
Social Security, savings, and
pensions — is no longer valid
in today’s 50+ America. It is
being replaced by four pillars:
Social Security, pensions/
savings, earnings, and health
insurance.

($480 per year for those over 65) and long-term care costs (for example, nursing home costs average $56,000 a year) — virtually no one in
today’s 50+ America should feel economically secure.
Likewise, piecing together a viable retirement without Social Security
would be an extremely improbable task for most Americans. Without
Social Security, nearly 1 in 2 people over 65, instead of 1 in 10, would
live in poverty. Simply put, Social Security is and will remain a much
larger part of retirement income than most Americans appreciate and
much politicking might suggest. It provides, and will continue to provide, an average of 40 percent of total retirement income and much
more than that for lower and modest income retirees.
Thus, as the 50+ population rethinks its attitudes and expectations
regarding retirement, the traditional three-legged stool of retirement
income no longer defines what it takes to build a secure retirement. A
secure retirement foundation in today’s 50+ America has to be built
on four strong pillars: Social Security, pensions/savings, earnings, and
health insurance.

Piecing together a viable retirement income without Social

4. Most of 50+ America has experienced rising income
and asset levels over the past 20 years.
Americans 50 and over are infused with the same spirit of optimism
that defines the nation as a whole. That spirit of optimism spills over
into their attitudes toward retirement where they share in the confidence that they, too, will live a comfortable retirement.

Security is extremely improbable for most Americans.
Their optimistic outlook is undoubtedly due to the overall improvement in the economic well-being our nation — including, for the most
part, Americans 50 and over — has enjoyed over the past 20 years.
Family incomes in 50+ America grew a modest 17 percent during the
past two decades, but the gains were more than twice as great among
younger and older retirees (28 and 31 percent, respectively) than
among pre-retirees (13 percent). Since the incomes of younger retirees’
were barely half as great, and those of older retirees only one-third as
great, as the incomes of pre-retirees at the start of the period, the
income gap between pre-retirees and retirees was reduced somewhat.
Net worth increased a more robust 36 percent among 50+ America
between 1983 and 1998, fueled by the boom in the stock market.
Again, retirees experienced significantly greater gains than pre-retirees,
especially during the 1990s when the stock market boom most favored
those who held stocks.
These gains, however, have not been shared across the entire spectrum
of the 50+ population. 50+ America is characterized by a growing disparity between the rich and the poor. The gap has become greater
both in terms of income and wealth. And, it remains true, regardless
of age, that if you are a woman, a minority, or living alone, you are far
more likely to be poor.

The stark reality of today’s
50+ Americans is that without
protection against commonplace expenses, virtually no
one should feel economically
secure.

While 50+ America mirrors many national economic trends and
shares many of the concerns of other generations, some trends and
experiences are unique to the 50+ population.
5. 50+ America is shaped by three important and enduring trends and experiences: (1) The dominant role that Social
Security plays in the income of those over 62; (2) The challenge
posed to their financial security by burdensome health-care
costs; and (3) Disparities between the “haves” and the “havenots.”

Based on the findings of this study, it is evident that 50+ America is
defined as much by its unique trends and distinct experiences as by
the trends and experiences it shares with other generations. Some of
these trends and experiences have been alluded to already in discussing
how 50+ Americans are redefining retirement and how to prepare for
it. But, a few others are worth noting in this summary.
The remarkable economic
growth we have experienced
is not enough to provide true
economic security for the
majority of Americans over 50.

The distinct role Social Security plays in income security for those
over 62 remains unique. It keeps 40 percent of people over 65 out of
poverty, makes up more than half of most Americans’ retirement
income, and for more than one-quarter of those 65+, constitutes 90

The disparities between the “haves” and “have-nots” are
percent or more of their income. Most Americans would not have a
viable retirement without it, and it will continue to be just as critical a
source of retirement income in the future.
The rapid growth of health-care costs poses two particularly disturbing
threats to the financial security of Americans 50 and over:
1. Out-of-pocket health costs average 19 percent of income for persons 65 and over. The percentages are even higher for those with
low incomes; and
2. Poor Medicare beneficiaries without Medicaid coverage spend a
burdensome 49 percent of their total income on health care.
The disparities between the “haves” and the “have nots” are highly
evident among the 50+ population. The “haves” are those who have
enjoyed the cumulative advantages of higher-wage jobs with employerbased pensions and health-insurance coverage, allowing them to save
more on their own for retirement. This again points to the importance
of the four pillars in preparing for retirement.
These trends cast a giant shadow over a generally improving picture of
economic security for Americans over 50 and point to some signs of
potential distress.

Implications
Some have speculated that those turning 50 today and into the
future — the boomers — might be the first generation of Americans
to fare worse than their parents. These fears, while well-founded and
understandable, have not come to pass.
Remarkably, over the course of several decades, millions of individual
choices and societal decisions about education, marriage, family size
and worklife coalesced into trends that mitigated some of the greatest
challenges boomers posed for America during the twentieth century.
Only with the benefit of hindsight can we see signs of the remarkable
resilience of our nation.
Over the past 20 years, however, the economic gains of those 50-61,
including the first of the pre-retiree boomers, have been more modest
than those of retirees. In fact, incomes grew twice as fast among
retirees as among pre-retirees. This was a result of the fateful combination of wage stagnation and recession in the 1980s, and it took the
record-breaking economic boom of the 1990s to make it up.

highly evident among the 50+ population.
The probability of being poor
in old age remains very high.
There is a 40 percent chance
that an American will be
poor at some time after the
age of 60.

While the poverty rate for Americans over 62 has declined remarkably,
the probability of being poor at some point in old age remains quite
high. In fact, this study reports that there is a 4 in 10 chance that an
American will be poor at some time in his or her life after the age of 60.
One of the most important purposes of the Beyond Fifty series is to
identify steps for building upon the successes this report documents
and overcoming the obstacles it identifies.
The difference that Social Security makes in people’s lives demands
that we strengthen the program. Fewer than one in two workers have
any pension, and many of those pensions represent only a few hundred dollars a month in income. A secure retirement has always been
and will become even more dependent on savings and successful
investing — a 401(k) is an investment, not a pension. But, without
tax-favored savings, those whose incomes and/or lifestyles don’t
allow for putting much money aside are unlikely to be able to save
sufficiently. At this time, the median non-housing savings level of a
50+ family is less than $60,000.

As a society, there is still much to be done to make the years
Over the last two decades,
the economic well-being of
those over 50 has moderately
improved, with retirees narrowing the gap between
their incomes and the
incomes of working
Americans. However, the gap
in economic security between
the top income quarter (those
over $69,000) and the bottom
quarter (below $18,700) is
growing larger among all age
groups and across every
measure.

Without protection against commonplace health expenses, virtually no
one can be economically secure. The high costs of medical care have
made health insurance a necessity. Even having an adequate income
offers little protection against health-care costs. And, for the sick, the
expenses can be truly extraordinary. The threats these costs pose to the
most basic financial security are considerable.
This report’s final, and perhaps most important conclusion is that
even our nation’s remarkable aggregate economic growth alone has
not been enough to provide true security for the majority of
Americans over 50. The distribution of resources is equally important. In the midst of all the gains this report details, not all Americans
have benefited. Moreover, some groups —lower-income pre-retirees in
particular — have actually lost ground relative to other age and
income groups. Others are walking an extremely fine line between
comfort and risk. Thus, contrary to the popular metaphor, a rising
tide has not lifted all boats.

To summarize the conclusions and implications of Beyond Fifty, this
report indicates that for those Americans 50 and above who have four
strong pillars (Social Security, pensions/savings, earnings, and health
insurance), there has never been a better time. Those in the top
income quartile are generally enjoying this security and can look forward to retirement knowing they are prepared. For those in the middle, continued strengthening of Social Security and Medicare benefits
may be critical to their ability to maintain their standard of living. For
those in the lowest quarter of income, the ability to earn and the availability of safety net programs such as Medicaid will be even more
important in the future as health costs continue to escalate.

after 50 more secure and rewarding.
Future Directions
With the large boomer generation now entering their fifties, America faces
a challenge to help them prepare for their futures. The diversity of this
generation is even greater than that of previous generations. Which individual choices and societal decisions will be the hallmark of the next era of
life after 50 in America?
People turning 50 today are beginning to view that milestone as a time of
enjoying new-found freedom, of making new choices, and dreaming new
dreams. They approach life after 50 with more education, greater economic resources, and diverse attitudes, experiences, and expectations. These
attributes are reshaping the experience of growing older in America.
This report documents both favorable trends and areas of continuing vulnerability. As a society, there is much still to be done to make the years
after 50 more secure and rewarding. As individuals, the better we prepare for life after 50, the more choices we will have as we get older.
The options we make available and the choices we make with regard
to building the four pillars of a secure retirement and with regard to
health and lifestyle will help define the future state of 50+ America.
This is the executive summary of the Beyond Fifty report. To view a
copy of the full report, visit www.aarp.org/beyond50. To order a
printed copy (stock #D17389) contact AARP Fulfillment, 601 E
Street, NW, Washington, DC 20049.

Lower-income pre-retirees in
particular have actually lost
ground relative to other age
and income groups.
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