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Abstract 
 
This article examines the timing of retirement in a household context, using longitudinal data on 
employment and family careers. It investigates the retirement decisions of unmarried and married 
elderly men and women. Since in (West) Germany, patterns of investment in alternative family and 
market roles over the life course are highly gendered, a separate analysis is also performed on a 
subsample of working spouses where both partners were employed at age 50. The determinants of 
retirement decisions considered in the models are: early life course employment patterns, 
employment characteristics in later life, health situation, and household circumstances, including 
the income level. Data come from the German Socioeconomic Panel Study. An event history analysis 
is conducted using a piece-wise constant hazard model with time-varying covariates. The analysis 
indicates that there are indeed important differences in retirement behavior between men and 
women as well as between unmarried and married individuals. The household context does matter 
in retirement decisions but the study discloses gender asymmetry in response to marital status, and 
displays differences between partnerships in which both spouses are employed in late life and those 
that portray a traditional division of paid/unpaid labor. 
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Introduction 

 
 

Much of the existing literature on retirement in Germany treats retirement as a purely individual 

transition, made within the current pension system, firm-specific rules, and other institutional 

regulations and labor market conditions. Household characteristics and the interdependencies of 

household/family members have most often been ignored. Another weakness is that, although the 

retirement behavior of men has been studied rather intensively, much less attention has been paid to the 

retirement behavior of women. Women have often been neglected because researchers had difficulties 

to cope with the discontinuous nature of women�s work histories and/or the final exit out of the labor 

market was seen as a relevant and important event only in late stages of the male�s life course. For 

women, it was presupposed that at an advanced age they would simply return to their �natural� roles as 

wives and housewives. Thus, much of research as well as many policy measures concentrate on males, 

ignoring the intricate connection between retirement and household/family relations. 

 

In this paper, I examine retirement timing in (West) Germany in a longitudinal perspective, using 

data from the German Socioeconomic Panel. The aim is to explore differences in the retirement 

timing of single and married men and women. Because retirement timing is based on the self-

reporting of individuals and this can be vague in the case of women who are not in paid employment 

in later stages of their life course, a separate analysis has also been performed on dual-worker 

married couples, in which both the husband and the wife were employed at age 50. In contrast to the 

vast majority of studies on individual determinants of retirement that usually take into account age, 

occupational and financial situation as well as health status of individuals at the time of retirement or 

immediately before retirement, I �follow� the individuals over time from the age of 50 until they 

retire or until their last panel observation. During this time, I assess changes related to their (a) 

employment status, such as employment sector and occupational characteristics, and (b) various 

aspects of their health status. In addition, I include (c) information on employment career until age 

50 to assess the impact of early life course events on late life course stages; (d) household�s financial 

situation, such as household�s income, respondent�s share in this income, and home ownership; and 
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(e) family/household characteristics, such as the household�s size and caregiving demands in the 

household. 

 

I address issues such as : What determines the likelihood of early vs. late retirement?  How do the 

household and family characteristics affect the retirement timing? Are there gender differences in 

retirement? What is the effect of marital status and how does it interact with gender? Does the 

division of labor in married couples over the life course play any role in retirement decisions? Are 

the effects symmetric in the sense that the husband influences the wife�s behavior in the same way 

that the wife affects the husband�s decisions? The paper concludes with brief reflections on the life 

course and social policy implications of the findings.  

 

 

Institutional Background 

 

Germany has a pay-as-you-go public pension system which is mandatory for a large majority of 

workers. Only those who are self-employed (about 9 per cent of the labor force) and workers with 

very low incomes below the official minimum earnings threshold are not covered. Some professions, 

most notably civil servants, have their own mandatory retirement systems, but these systems are very 

close to the general public pension system. The role of private pension benefits is small both in 

terms of the proportion of elderly receiving private pensions and in terms of share of private firm 

pensions in total retirement income (Börsch-Supan and Schnabel 1997; Antolin and Scarpetta 1998). 

The coverage of the public pension system is very high, compared to many other countries. Public 

pensions constitute the major source of income for the elderly and are roughly proportional to labor 

income averaged over the life course. They are designed to extend the standard of living that was 

achieved during work life also into the time after retirement.  

 

The possibility of retiring is open to all individuals with a contribution period of at least five years at 

the age 65 which is the statutory retirement age1. Until the retirement reform of 1992, those with at 

least 35 years of contribution could retire with full benefits once they had reached the age of 63. 
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Early retirement at age 60 was possible for women, long-term unemployed, and older male workers 

who could not be appropriately employed for health or labor market reasons. Both disability 

retirement  and early retirement after unemployment became very common among older workers. 

During the 1980s, more than half of all new retirees were disability retirees. Out of all men aged 58 

in 1991, for example, about 18% had already retired due to disability, and about 7% were 

unemployed (Riphahn 1997). 

 

One of important reasons for modifying the pension system was to offset strong inducements to early 

retirement. The Retirement Reform, introduced in 1992, and its further modifications provided 

individuals with more flexible retirement options. It also increased the system�s neutrality with 

respect to the retirement age. Another important change has been the extension of the retirement age 

for women to 65. However, these changes will not be fully implemented until 2004.  

 

 

Modeling Retirement Patterns 

 

Studies of retirement among male workers focus mainly on economic determinants of retirement 

outcomes. Related models used to examine unmarried women�s retirement reveal that factors 

determining retirement among these women are similar to those affecting males (Honig 1985). 

Married women�s retirement behavior, however, is powerfully influenced both by economic factors, 

such as wages and pension eligibility, and noneconomic variables, in particular family 

considerations (Arber and Ginn 1995; Henretta and O�Rand 1980; Niederfranke 1992; Pozzebon and 

Mitchell 1989). Gradually, it became recognized that retirement is a family affair, affecting both the 

retiree and his or her spouse (Szinovacz, Ekerdt, and Vinick 1992). Several studies on the retirement 

timing patterns of couples found out that spouses do indeed tend to adjust their retirements to each 

other, and they prefer to retire jointly. These results were found in countries with a variety of 

institutional frameworks, such as Germany (Allmendiger 1990; Allmendiger, Brückner, and 

Brückner 1992; Blau and Riphahn 1999; Drobnič and Schneider 2000; Pischner and Wagner 1992; 

Wagner 1996), Austria (Zweimüller, Winter-Ebmer, and Falkinger 1996), the Netherlands (Henkens 
                                                                                                                                                                                                  
1 About a quarter of the German labor force (the entire public sector and some private sectors) is subject to mandatory 
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1999), Denmark (An, Christensen, and Datta Gupta 1999), and the United states (Blau 1998; Clark, 

Johnson, and McDermed 1980; Henretta and O'Rand 1983; Henretta, O'Rand, and Chan 1993; Hurd 

1990; Johnson and Favreault 2001;  O�Rand, Henretta, and Krecker 1992). 

 

The retirement patterns of working spouses may take various forms: wife retires first, husband 

retires first, or joint retirement. In labor economics, several factors have been identified which may 

explain the interdependence of couples� retirement decisions. Among economic factors, these are 

joint assets, sharing the rules for income and housework, and cross-wage effects. However, 

complementarity of leisure and similarity of tastes might can also contribute to the correlation 

between husbands� and wives� retirement dates (An, Christensen, and Datta Gupta 1999; Hurd 1990; 

Zweimüller, Winter-Ebmer, and Falkinger 1996). In the case of assortative mating, where spouses 

are matched positively on relevant traits, retirement will often be synchronized simply if each partner 

maximizes his or her utility. Next, health status is an important determinant of older workers� 

retirement timing, particularly early retirement arrangements. Workers with poor health retire earlier 

than healthy persons (Allmendiger 1990; Henkens 1999; Hurd 1990; O�Rand and Henretta 1982; 

O�Rand and Henretta 1999; Oswald 1999; Siddiqui 1997a) but cross-spouse health effects have been 

found to be more complex and, in some cases, gender-specific (Blau 1998; Johnson and Favreault 

2001; Zweimüller, Winter-Ebmer, and Falkinger 1996). 

 

From the sociological view of family roles, retirement timing has been linked to various patterns of 

labor division between the partners, based on strategies developed to maintain marital stability 

(Parsons 1949; Oppenheimer 1977). Allmendiger (1990) distinguishes between couples with strict 

segregation of roles, couples who perform common tasks in a family business, and couples where 

both partners work in their own field but avoid direct status competition and strong status 

discrepancies. If the family roles are segregated, the man is the principal wage-earner and the wife�s 

work is seen as secondary or temporary. She will probably retire before her husband to avoid 

jeopardizing the social status of the family through her low occupational position. Couples who 

work in a family business, display status similarity and will tend to retire simultaneously. Finally, 

when partners follow their own occupational careers, retirement should result from individuals� own 

                                                                                                                                                                                                  
retirement (Börsch-Supan 1994). In most cases, the mandatory retirement age is 65 years. 
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preferences, often leading to the �man-first� pattern because of the age differences between the 

spouses. 

 

Thus, the existing studies suggest that retirement decisions vary between unmarried and married 

individuals, and between couples with various role patterns over the life course. Therefore, I will 

estimate two specifications of the retirement model -- the first one includes only individual-level 

variables and the second one with household-level variables added -- on six groups of respondents: 

unmarried men, unmarried women, married men, married women, as well as men and women in 

dual-worker couples. Dual-worker couples are defined as partnerships in which both spouses were 

employed at the age 50. This subsample significantly narrows the spectrum of couples in terms of 

division of paid/unpaid labor. These spouses have not necessarily maintained a constant attachment 

to market work over the marriage; nevertheless, they are characterized by a more symmetrical role 

investment in the market, and wives exhibit a significantly higher participation in paid employment 

over the life course than the wives in general. I proceed by specifying a set of hypotheses that take 

the labor market position, health, and family/household characteristics into account. 

 

Labor Market Position Hypothesis: In general, advantageous position in the labor market, such as 

higher earnings or larger firm size, is expected to be associated with earlier job exits. However, a 

very weak labor market position, indicated by a prolonged or repeated unemployment, can also 

foster an early exit into retirement.  

 

Type of Activity Hypothesis: In accordance with previous findings, I expect those who are self-

employed to postpone retirement, and civil servants to retire earlier than white- and blue-collar 

workers. 

 

Health Hypothesis: Impaired health and low subjective satisfaction with health promote early 

retirement exits for both men and women. 

 

Household Income/Wealth Hypothesis: In accordance with the economic arguments, higher income 

and wealth (home ownership) are expected to be positively related to early retirement exits. 
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However, in cases where the income contribution by household members is very uneven, the person 

with the higher share in income bears a disproportional financial responsibility and may postpone 

retirement so that the household�s economic well-being will not be jeopardized.  

 

Family/Gender Hypothesis: Family responsibilities can modify retirement timing in different 

directions. The presence of a person in need of care is expected to advance women�s retirement 

timing but have no or an opposite effect on husbands� retirement, since it has been argued that some 

men in such a situation are more likely to remain at work to offset the costs of care rather than to 

provide care for their frail spouses themselves. Next, as noted by Pozzebon and Mitchell (1989), the 

implicit assumption of many studies of retirement among male workers, which argues that 

retirement years for males are equivalent to leisure time, is questionable for women, particularly for 

married women. A significant proportion of their nonmarket time may be devoted to home 

production activities, which implies that women�s valuation of retirement years may be higher than 

men�s and their propensity to retire higher. 

 

 

Data and Methods 

 

The Definition of „Retirement“ 

The transition into retirement is not always clear-cut. Not all older people pass directly from 

employment to retirement; the pathway might be made up of one or more intervening statuses of not 

working. Four such intervening statuses are commonly distinguished: unemployment; 

discouragement (i.e. wishing to work but not seeking work because it is believed none is available); 

long-term sickness or invalidity; homemaking/caring (OECD 1995: 38). Another possible pathway 

to retirement is to gradually reduce working hours from a full-time job to a part-time, occasional or 

otherwise �lighter� job, until a complete cessation of work occurs. Therefore, there is no 

unambiguous definition of retirement which would encompass all possible pathways.  

 

In previous studies of retirement behavior, a variety of different definitions were used. They were 

chosen as most appropriate for studying a specific research question, or simply reflected the 
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availability of the information in a dataset. �Retirement� can mean being in receipt of an old-age 

pension, regardless of current employment or non-working status. Another indicator can be a sudden 

and pronounced decline in the individual�s number of working hours, or a drop of working hours 

under a certain level. In this study, I use a self-reported retirement status as an indicator of the 

retirement transition. Data from the German Socioeconomic Panel (GSOEP) contain a very detailed 

set of information on a person�s present and past labor force status in which �retirement� is a 

separate category. Thus, a person in this analysis is retired when he/she first declares himself/herself 

retired, and is not full-time employed or unemployed. 

 

 

Analytic Framework  

In this study, retirement is modeled within an event history framework, where the retirement 

decision is treated as a dynamic discrete choice. The dependent variable in the analysis is transition 

rate into retirement. The hazard rate is estimated separately for unmarried and married men and 

women, using the piecewise constant exponential model (Rohwer and Pötter 1998). With this 

flexible hazard rate specification, no unjustified restriction is imposed on the data; instead, we allow 

data to tell how the hazard behaves as a function of time. Since the retirement date is highly 

contingent on a person�s age, the model has an advantage of allowing the baseline rate to vary across 

age intervals. In this way, we obtain duration-related coefficients which can vary from one age interval 

to another. Age intervals employed in the analysis are: 50-54, 55-57, 58-59, 60-61, 62-63, 64 and older.   

 

With these age intervals, 

 

 Il = {t   τl ≤ t < τl+1 }   l = 50-54, 55-57, 58-59, 60-61, 62-63, 64+ 

 

the transition rate from origin state j to destination state k is 

 

 rjk(t) = exp { αl
(jk) + β(jk) X(jk) }   if t ∈  Il 
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The rate is to be interpreted as the probability of the transition from the origin state j (not retired) to 

destination state k (retired) conditional on surviving to t. For each transition (j,k), αl
(jk) is a constant 

coefficient associated with the lth age interval. X(jk) is a (row) vector of covariates (that may be either 

fixed over time or time-varying), and β(jk) is an associated vector of coefficients assumed not to vary 

across age intervals. 

 

In addition to estimates of the age-specific baseline rate, the effects of covariates on hazard rate can 

be estimated, such as the type of employment, health status, or household circumstances. Moreover, the 

duration model approach permits the updating of information as individuals age. To include such time-

varying covariates in the models, I split the retirement episode each time that a change occurred in 

the independent processes (Blossfeld and Rohwer 1995). For variables that were assessed in panel 

waves at the time of interview, episodes were split on a yearly basis in order to update the 

information from panel waves. 

 

 

Survey Data 

The data set used in this study is based on 13 waves of the German Socioeconomic Panel (GSOEP). 

The GSOEP is a longitudinal survey of households and individual members of these households, 

initially interviewed in 1984. In each subsequent wave, it provides information on the household 

structure, individual characteristics of household members, family status, as well as on labor market 

variables, such as work characteristics, industry affiliation, or income. In addition, employment 

history from the age of 15 to the time of the first interview (or age 65) can be reconstructed using the 

respondents� biographical information. In this analysis, only individuals in former West Germany 

are included -- even for the years after the reunification -- to avoid the spill-over effects of different 

employment and retirement regulations as well as pension systems in former East Germany. 

 

For each person, the observation window starts at the age of 50 and ends with a self-reported 

retirement event or right censoring in the month in which a respondent reports being retired for the 

first time, and is not full-time employed or unemployed. To be able to include time-varying 

covariates, the retirement process is modeled only after 1983, but the information on the length of 
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the �retirement episode� is taken into account in the estimation procedure if the episode started 

earlier. Right-censoring can occur because of sample attrition, survey end, or a change in marital 

status before the retirement event. Uninterrupted labor force participation after the age of 50 is not a 

precondition for entering retirement, which is particularly relevant for women2. 

 

In the GSOEP data, 193 men and 238 women generated a retirement episode and were included in 

the subsample of unmarried respondents, which can be never married, divorced or widowed. It is 

important to emphasize that the marital status may also change during the retirement episode; for 

example, if a single person marries after reaching the age of 50, or if an older married person 

divorces or becomes a widow/er. In such a case, the person �moves� between the married and 

unmarried subsamples, and the transition rate into retirement is modeled for corresponding ages.   

 

The subsample of married respondents in the Core West German and Guest Worker samples is 

considerably larger, consisting of 1602 men and 1459 women who generated a retirement episode 

and for whom all required variables were available. Finally, a subset of working spouses was 

identified that fulfilled the following criteria: a person is at least 50 years old, married to a �known� 

spouse in the GSOEP, both the husband and the wife were employed (full-time or part-time) at age 

50 and none of the partners retired before 1984. These are couples with wives who are considerably 

more attached to the labor market than is generally the case in their cohort. When the rule that both 

spouses must be employed at age 50 was applied, only 563 couples remained in the sample; in most 

cases, the reason for this dropout was the non-employment status of the wife. Due to missing values 

on independent variables, 545 husbands and 547 wives were included in the final analyses. 

 

 

Explanatory Variables 

Several types of explanatory factors were used to analyze the retirement patterns: selected socio-

demographic traits, earlier stages in employment career, employment and occupational 

                                                           
2 As discussed by Allmendiger, Brückner and Brückner (1992) the word �retirement� contains a gender-specific aspect. 
It is tailored to typical male life courses and not to typical women�s pathways.  
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characteristics in later life, health status, household characteristics, and income. Indicators for these 

factors are discussed below, and descriptive statistics are given in Table 1.  

 

Early employment career or �biographical pacing� as suggested by Han and Moen (1999) has mostly 

been neglected in previous research on retirement although it is a central tenet of the life course 

perspective: to understand behavior at any one life stage requires knowledge of prior transition and 

trajectories (Elder 1985; O�Rand and Henretta 1982). In this study, early employment career is 

measured by variables which indicate the respondent�s attachment and his/her position in the labor 

market: cumulative duration of employment up to age 50 and cumulative duration of unemployment 

up to age 50; Cumulative duration of employment and unemployment over the life course were 

calculated using the information from panel waves, supplemented with the so-called biographical 

scheme which portrays individuals� employment statuses from age 15 until first participation in the 

survey. 

 

Employment status during the observation window (since age 50) is measured by the following 

indicators: full-time employed, part-time employed, unemployed, and inactive. These are time-

varying covariates, and changes in employment status are recorded on a monthly basis. Occupational 

characteristics are measured by the following time-varying covariates: self-employed, indicating that 

a person has a self-employed status; employee; blue collar worker; civil servant; employed in public 

sector versus private sector; employed in a firm with 200 or more workers versus a smaller firm; and 

occupational status, measured by the Wegener (1985) occupational prestige score. These variables 

were measured as cross-sectional variables in panel waves; I attached them to the appropriate yearly 

splits of the retirement episode3. In case of gaps because of non-participation in a particular year or 

because questions on employment were not applicable, I imputed the missing values by taking the 

information from previous or -- if unavailable -- from subsequent years into account4. 

 

                                                           
3 For example, information on employment characteristics reported in 1990 was attached to the retirement episode 
covering the period July 1989-June 1990. 
4 Even if a person was unemployed or inactive in a particular year, for example, the occupational prestige score of the 
last known job was assigned to this year.   
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Education is measured in years of schooling, associated with a person�s highest educational degree. 

The variable Guest Worker indicates that a person belongs to a household with a Turkish, Greek, 

Yugoslavian, Spanish or Italian household head.  

 

Next, several indicators of a person�s health status are included in the models: yearly information on 

sick-leave, measured in days; the number of convalescent periods in the life course, disability status, 

and subjective satisfaction with health. All variables are time-varying. In case of missing values, 

sick-leave, convalescent periods, and disability status are set to 0. Thus, health indicators are a rather 

conservative measure of health conditions of an individual.  

 

In addition to individual characteristics of respondents, a number of economic and social 

characteristics of households are taken into account. First, I employed data from the Cross-National 

Equivalent File GSOEP-PSID which contains a number of generated income variables. The 

following ones were used: household pre-government income as well as household labor income, 

measured in a linear and quadratic form, and the proportion of respondent’s  labor income in total 

household labor income. Further, the household’s size, house ownership, and the presence of a 

person in need of care in household are included in the analysis. All household-related variables are 

time-varying. 

 

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for men and women in the unmarried, married and working 

couples subset. On the descriptive level, there are a number of interesting differences among the 

sample subsets, of which only a few can be mentioned here. For example, a considerably higher 

proportion of men and women in the working spouses subset are self-employed than in the other 

groups of respondents. Married older persons are much more likely to be homeowners than 

unmarried men and women, but the proportion of homeowners among working spouses is not higher 

than that among married couples in general. 

  

In addition, on average, unmarried men have a lower education, lower occupational score and lower 

labor income than do married men, while this is reversed for women: unmarried women are better 

educated, have a higher occupational prestige score and higher earnings than do married women. In 
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general, there are clear gender differences in income. Within all groups, women have lower earnings 

than men5. Next, if we compare the cumulative duration of employment for couples where both 

partners worked at age 50 and all married couples, there are almost no differences among men. By 

the age of 50, men in both groups spent on the average about 29 years in employment (almost 

exclusively full-time). Women in the working spouses group, however, accumulated on the average 

23 years (16 years in full-time and 7 years in part-time) employment by age 50, whereas the average 

for older married women is less than 16 years. 

 

 

Results 

 

Non-parametric descriptive results 

Figure 1 displays the survivor function with a 5% confidence interval of the transition into 

retirement for unmarried men and women. A discernible move into retirement starts for both men 

and women in their mid-50s, and this transition accelerates around the age of 60. Half of the women 

are retired soon after reaching 60 and half of the men soon after turning 61. Although there is a 

tendency for unmarried women to retire somewhat earlier than men, the differences are not 

statistically significant (Figure 1). 

- Figure 1 about here - 

 

For married respondents, survivor functions display a similar shape for men and women up to age 

61; afterwards, however, the curves diverge considerably (Figure 2). Married men retire significantly 

earlier than do married women, which is a fairly unexpected outcome. The explanation is that this 

pattern obviously reflects the definition of retirement in this study. Women�s transition to retirement 

differs from that of men who typically move from paid employment to retirement in an unambiguous 

event of final withdrawal from the labor force. Since many older women are not in paid 

employment, their self-reported retirement status can be vague. One reason for this may be that they 

consider themselves retired when they reach the age of entitlement to a public pension. If they are 

                                                           
5 Discrepancies in the household�s yearly income reported by men and women in working spouses sample occur because 
the amount presented in Table 1 is the average across the observed years, and the years considered in calculations in 
most cases differ between husbands and wives.    
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not entitled to pension benefits based on their own labor force participation -- and many older 

women are not -- they consider themselves homemakers as long as they continue to perform the 

usual household tasks. In any case, this ambiguous position of married women supports and justifies 

the decision to study dual-worker couples separately. 

- Figure 2 about here - 

 

Indeed, the results for working spouses show the expected path (Figure 3). At age 60, there is a steep 

drop in the survivor function when women and the unemployed become entitled to early-retirement 

benefits. A significant gender difference in retirement timing is observed between ages 60 and 63 

when men with 35 years of contribution become entitled to old-age pension. After that, again, there 

are no significant gender differences. Beyond age 65, which is the official age of retirement, the 

survivor curves rapidly approach zero. 

- Figure 3 about here - 

 

 

Maximum likelihood estimates 

The maximum likelihood estimates of the hazard rate for unmarried men and women are presented 

in Table 2. Model 1 contains individual-level variables only. The estimated rate shows a tendency to 

increase with the respondent�s age. All else equal, for example, retirement is four times more likely 

when men are 60-61 years old than when they are 58-596. Next, early stages in the employment 

career do not have any significant effect on retirement, but current part-time employment, 

unemployment, as well as inactivity have a strong positive effect on the transition rate, compared to 

full-time working men. Civil servants have the highest propensity to retire early, followed by white 

collar and blue collar workers. As expected, self-employed persons who are covered by private 

pension arrangements, retire significantly later than other employees. The guest worker status 

decreases the retirement rate. Health indicators are highly significant; poor health has a strong 

impact on the propensity to retire. This includes indicators of the current health status, long-term 

health conditions, and disability limitations; however, the subjective evaluation of one�s health is not 

statistically significant.  

                                                           
6 Because exp(-5.091) = 0.0062; exp(-3.608) = 0.0271, and the ratio is 0.0271/0.0062 = 4.37.  
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- Table 2 about here - 

 

In Model 2, household and family variables are added. Interestingly, starting at age 60, the 

coefficients associated with age intervals do not differ significantly from each other. This implies 

that from age 60 onward, the variation in age of retirement is explainable by the household and 

income characteristics of older single men. In addition, two of the previously significant effects -- 

civil servant and being unemployed -- disappear; they are obviously confounded with the newly 

added factors. Among them, house ownership promotes early retirement while the presence of a 

person in need of care postpones the employment exit. Household pre-government income has a 

strong nonmonotonic effect on propensity to retire; the rate first increases with higher income and 

then declines. Finally, the higher the share of the respondent�s income in the total household labor 

income, the more likely it is that the person will postpone his retirement exit.  

 

For unmarried women, self-employed status delays retirement and the same tendency is found for 

civil servants (Table 2). Women employed part-time retire significantly earlier than full-time 

employed women. The same holds for inactivity but this effect disappears when household-related 

covariates are included in the model. An interesting feature is that health factors seem to be less 

salient for women than for men. Only �current� and acute health problems, such as the duration of 

sick-leave in the previous year, lead to earlier retirement. When household data are included, the 

number of convalescent periods also becomes borderline significant but the effect is weaker than the 

corresponding effect for men. Besides income level and distribution, no other household variables 

are statistically significant in the expanded model. Women, as men, respond to the household 

financial constellations in a nonmonotonic way: The propensity to retire first increases with the 

household labor income, and then decreases. Women also react to the income allotment: The larger 

her share of income in the total household labor income, the more likely it is that a woman will delay 

her retirement exit.  

 

Table 3 shows the results when the same specifications of models are estimated on subsamples of 

married men and women. Self-employed married men retire later and civil servants retire earlier than 
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employees and blue collar workers. Furthermore, married men in large firms retire earlier than those 

working in smaller firms, probably due to favorable financial arrangements that larger firms can 

afford to offer to older redundant workers to induce them to voluntary early exits. Higher education 

and occupational prestige score have a negative effect on the propensity to retire. This contradicts 

the hypothesized relationship between market resources and voluntary labor market exits. It might be 

that workers with lower occupational resources are more often induced to early retirement through 

the threat of unemployment, or they are more likely to fulfill the requirement of 35 years of 

contribution before the age of 65, and in this way become entitled to full old-age pension. Next, 

guest workers retire on the average later than the respondents in the Core West German sample7. As 

far as health status is concerned, all health indicators are highly statistically significant. Poor health 

leads to earlier retirement, and this tendency is reinforced by subjective dissatisfaction with health. 

 

Next, household characteristics have a strong effect on retirement timing. House ownership 

promotes retirement but the size of the household is associated with delayed rather than earlier 

retirement among married men. This seems to suggest that in larger households where dependent 

children are likely to be present, greater economic needs lead to later retirement. The effect of a pre-

tax pre-transfer household income again has a reversed U-shape; in addition, there is a linear 

positive effect of the husband�s labor income. Finally, an uneven contribution of income has a 

significant effect on retirement timing. The larger the husband�s share of income in the total 

household labor income, the more likely it is that he will postpone the retirement exit. The 

comparison of different model specifications (not shown) indicates that the husband�s share in 

income is a more important predictor than the amount.  

 

The estimated retirement rates for married women are presented in Table 3. Contrary to men, early 

employment career exhibits a significant effect on the probability of retirement for married women: 

The longer that women spend in employment up to the age of 50, the more likely they are to retire 

early. At least in part, this might reflect the tendency of women with little employment experience to 
                                                           
7 This effect is robust, consistent, and statistically significant for all men and for married women. Although it is not 
central to this paper, it should be mentioned that this finding contradicts Siddiqui (1997a, 1997b) who analyzed 
retirement using the GSOEP data, and found that foreigns had a higher propensity to retire early than (West) German 
citizens. However, Antolin and Scarpetta (1998), also using GSOEP and data on respondents� citizenship, obtained a 
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report late retirement. The self-employed tend to delay retirement while public sector employees and 

employees in large firms are more likely to retire early. Unemployed married women have a high 

probability of retiring, and a tendency to early retirement is also found among part-time working 

women, compared to the full-time employed. Coefficient estimates for health variables suggest that 

we do indeed have a heterogeneous group of married women. The officially recognized handicap, as 

well as sick-leave which can be reported only by employed women, have an expected positive effect 

on the propensity to retire. Convalescent periods in the life course, however, show an unexpected 

tendency to delay retirement. I hypothesize that women with chronic health conditions that have had 

convalescent periods in their employment history are also more likely to have stopped working 

earlier in the life course, becoming full-time homemakers. These women are particularly inclined to 

report retirement at an older age. This hypothesis is further supported by the positive effect on 

retirement timing of the wife�s share in household labor income. The estimate shows that married 

women with a proportionally low contribution to household labor earnings -- as is the case with 

homemakers -- tend to retire at an older age.        

 

Compared to the total married sample, in many respects, husbands in dual-worker couples display 

effects of independent variables on retirement timing that are similar to those of married men (Table 

4). In some cases, the estimated coefficients are of a comparable size but are not statistically 

significant at the conventional levels because of a fewer number of cases. There are, however, two 

household-related effects that are not statistically significant for men in dual-worker couples, and the 

values of coefficients are substantively low: household�s size and income. It appears that these 

variables do not play a significant role in the retirement decisions of husbands in dual-worker 

couples. These men live in somewhat smaller households but with a higher household income than 

married men in general (see Table 1), which might imply a lower pressure to incorporate financial 

considerations into retirement decisions. One could speculate that the working wife�s contribution to 

the household income lessens financial constraints and frees the husband to make a retirement 

decision more autonomously. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                  
result similar to that presented in this paper: workers without German citizenship had a tendency to stay in employment 
longer.   
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Early employment career plays a significant role in the retirement behavior of women in dual-worker 

couples: The longer women spend in employment up to the age of 50, the more likely they are to 

retire early. In addition, long-term or repeated unemployment over the life course, which indicates a 

weak labor market position, has a strong positive effect on early retirement. The same holds true for 

unemployment and inactivity in later life stages. For example, a woman who becomes unemployed 

in her 50s is almost five times more likely to make the retirement transition than is a full-time 

working woman, all else being equal. Compared to other female subsamples, women in dual-worker 

couples display the strongest effect of education: higher educational level is associated with a lower 

probability of early retirement. However, this is the only group of respondents that shows no 

statistically significant effects in either the level of household income or share in labor income8. 

 

Discussion 

  

This study has two objectives: to examine how individual and household-related factors affect the 

retirement timing of unmarried and married men and women, and to verify whether the life course 

patterns of paid/unpaid labor in married couples affect the retirement decisions of spouses. I 

formulate a dynamic model that takes into account the linkages between the life course stages, 

interrelations among various life domains, and the interdependencies of life histories of family and 

household members.  

 

The findings indicate that while there are common characteristics, there are also systematic 

variations among subsamples. For example, self-employed status delays retirement, while acute 

health problems, as depicted by the length of sick-leave, lead to early retirement for all groups of 

respondents, regardless of their gender and marital status. There are, however, discernable 

differences as well: Household income and wealth play a more important role for men than for  

women, particularly married women. Men respond strongly to financial incentives and the share of 

their contribution to the household income. A long-term responsibility for the economic well-being 

                                                           
8 These results differ somewhat from those reported in Drobnič and Schneider (2000), where the household labor income 
and the share of income contributed by a respondent had similar effects for both wives and husbands. Aside from some 
differences in the definition of dual-worker samples, I believe that the main reason for the discrepancies in outcomes is 
that in the present study, I include time-varying covariates on the labor market position after the age of 50, and I do not 
control for the retirement status or the age of a spouse.   
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of the household seems to have an important impact on their retirement timing. House ownership, 

which implies a certain economic security in older age, promotes early retirement, whereas being a 

primary wage earner makes men less likely to withdraw from the labor force. However, house 

ownership, household size, and the amount of household income are not significant determinants of 

retirement behavior for husbands in dual-worker couples. This suggests that a working wife and her 

contribution to the household�s economic well-being in older age lessens the constraints faced by her 

spouse.  

 

Married women are generally less responsive to household-level financial incentives than men or 

unmarried women. Furthermore, women show considerable variability in employment patterns over 

the life course and this variability stretches to the time of retirement, complicating empirical 

analysis. To exclude women from the inquiry, as has often been done in retirement studies, is 

obviously not a satisfactory solution. Likewise, controlling for gender in the form of an additional 

explanatory variable is not sufficient because the determinants of retirement behavior can be gender-

specific -- not only that the transition rate into retirement is proportionally higher or lower, but that 

some factors can have a differential impact for men and women. Moreover, the evidence provided in 

this paper shows that married women are a very heterogeneous group and their employment patterns 

over the life course affect the retirement behavior of both spouses.  

 

Wives that are not employed at the age of 50 and are more likely to specialize in unpaid household 

work, are inclined to report retirement at an older age. If these women are not gainfully employed in 

their 50s and 60s, they cannot make use of legal possibilities for early retirement. They perhaps 

consider themselves retired when they reach the age of entitlement to pension benefits based on their 

own labor force participation and other pension-relevant periods, such as childcare leave. This issue 

also highlights the importance of the definition of �retirement�, and shows the gendered nature of 

various aspects of retirement behavior. 

 

Finally, because the proportion of married women approaching old age with substantial work 

histories is growing, understanding the retirement behavior of dual-worker elderly couples is gaining 

in importance. Household characteristics and cross-spouse effects should seriously be taken into 
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consideration in the ongoing attempts to reform the retirement system in Germany and other 

industrialized countries.  
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Table 1: Description of Samples 
 
                          Unmarried                          Married     Both Spouses Employed at Age 50     
          
           Men         Women`             Men        Women              Men          Women 
        (N=193)       (N=238)        (N=1602)      (N=1459)            (N=545)         (N=547) 
         
        percentages      percentages         percentages      percentages         percentages      percentages 
         
Guest workers sample           35.8           18.9            29.4           22.2            26.1           25.6 
Self-employed (at least in one year)             9.3             8.4            12.2             8.2            15.8           14.3 
Public sector (at least in one year)           18.1           22.3            21.2           12.8            22.2           24.7 
Large firm (at least in one year)           36.8           33.2            46.6           18.3            48.6           34.9 
Disabled status (at least in one year)           13.0           12.6            18.0           11.2            20.2           14.1 
Homeowner (at least in one year)           30.1           35.7            54.6           57.4            56.9           57.8 
Need of care in HH (at least in one year)             6.7             7.6              8.2           10.9              7.0             8.1 
         
     mean      (s.d.)    mean      (s.d.)      mean      (s.d.)    mean      (s.d.)      mean      (s.d.)    mean      (s.d.) 
                        
Years of schooling     10.8        ( 2.6)     10.8       (2.9)       11.4       (2.9)     10.2       (2.0)      11.4        (2.8)     10.4       (2.2) 
Duration of empl. at age 50 (in years)     27.7         (7.2)     22.6     (10.0)       28.7       (5.8)     15.9     (11.0)      29.0        (5.3)     22.6       (8.9) 
Duration of unempl. at age 50 (in years)       0.7         (2.0)       0.5       (1.9)         0.4       (1.3)       0.3       (1.3)        0.3        (1.2)       0.2       (0.7) 
Wegener prestige score, average     55.4       (15.9)     62.3     (21.6)       59.6     (24.5)     55.6     (19.9)      59.9      (22.6)     53.4     (20.5) 
Sick-leave, days per year, average       9.0       (17.6)       9.9     (24.5)       13.2     (24.2)       5.3     (14.5)      13.4      (20.3)       9.9     (19.0) 
Cumulative nr. of convalescent periods       0.6         (1.0)       0.6       (1.1)         0.6       (1.1)       0.6       (1.0)        0.8       (1.1)       0.6       (1.1) 
Satisfaction with health, average       5.5         (2.1)       5.3       (2.3)         5.6       (2.0)       5.4       (1.9)        5.6       (2.0)       5.3       (1.8) 
Age at retirement (of those who retired)     59.6         (3.7)     59.3       (3.7)       60.1       (3.4)     61.0       (3.9)       60.1      (3.2)      59.5      (3.2) 
Household characteristics, average across                                                         
   observed years         
- HH�s yearly pre-government income   47203     (30630)      38100   (32683)    80157     (47893)     65669   (50699)    87827    (48582)    85814   (51716) 
- HH�s yearly labor income   43779     (27899)     34229   (31041)    72208     (41829)    57413   (46123)    79189    (42633)   76615   (46228) 
- Respondent�s yearly labor income   37995     (22839)    25736   (22043)    48843     (32097)   11598   (16680)    47518    (26718)   22047   (16553) 
- Household�s size 
 

     1.5         (0.9)       1.7       (0.9)       3.2         (1.3)      2.9        (1.1)       2.9         (1.1)      2.8        (1.1) 
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Table 2: Coefficient Estimates for Transition into Retirement; Unmarried Persons 
 
 Men  Women 
 Model 1 Model 2  Model 1 Model 2 
 Coeff. t-stat. Coeff. t-stat.  Coeff. t-stat. Coeff. t-stat. 
Age 50-54 -6.593 *** -5.53  -5.004 *** -3.15   -5.823 *** -8.18  -5.562 *** -6.53  
     55-57 -6.123 *** -5.17  -4.342 *** -2.69   -5.513 *** -7.60  -5.299 *** -6.20  
 58-59 -5.091 *** -4.39  -3.356 ** -2.11   -4.324 *** -6.17  -4.112 *** -4.90  
 60-61 -3.608 *** -3.20  -1.689  -1.05   -3.515 *** -5.06  -3.168 *** -3.83  
 62-63 -4.763 *** -3.94  -2.615  -1.57   -3.436 *** -4.52  -3.083 *** -3.47  
 64- -2.928 ** -2.44  -0.848  -0.51   -3.318 *** -4.46  -2.956 *** -3.42  
Years of employment at age 50 0.034  1.60  -0.000  -0.01   0.010  0.90  0.013  1.20  
Years of unemployment at age 50 0.004  0.05  -0.027  -0.36   -0.128  -1.40  -0.092  -1.00  
Self-employeda -1.364 ** -2.12  -1.433 ** -2.14   -0.742 ** -1.95  -1.189 *** -2.94  
Blue-collar workera -0.887 ** -2.39  -0.865 ** -2.29   -0.127  -0.43  -0.135  -0.45  
Civil servanta 1.202 * 1.74  1.130  1.57   -1.066  -1.54  -1.184 * -1.67  
Public sector employment -0.098  -0.22  -0.140  -0.29   0.049  0.17  0.127  0.45  
Firm size >= 200 -0.351  -1.02  -0.419  -1.13   -0.025  -0.10  0.018  0.07  
Occupational prestige score -0.011  -1.19  -0.012  -1.09   -0.002  -0.45  -0.002  -0.39  
Employed part-timeb 2.298 *** 3.51  1.834 *** 2.62   0.935 *** 2.72  0.773 ** 2.15  
Unemployedb 1.607 *** 4.51  -0.188  -0.31   0.425  1.40  -0.206  -0.51  
Inactiveb 1.450 *** 3.21  1.097 ** 2.10   0.781 *** 2.83  0.286  0.79  
Educational level -0.020  -0.24  0.064  0.68   -0.006  -0.13  0.021  0.46  
Guest worker -0.853 ** -1.99  -0.759 * -1.69   -0.225  -0.61  -0.130  -0.34  
Sick-leave (in days) 0.007 *** 3.17  0.005 ** 1.98   0.004 ** 2.23  0.004 ** 2.01  
No. of convalescent periods  0.317 ** 2.25  0.404 *** 2.78   0.121  1.19  0.175 * 1.70  
Disability status 0.978 *** 2.75  1.365 *** 3.64   0.233  0.76  0.262  0.83  
Satisfaction with health -0.020  -0.40  -0.008  -0.13   -0.029  -0.84  -0.041  -1.13  
Household�s size     0.046  0.16       -0.243  -1.34  
House owner     0.891 ** 2.38       0.173  0.66  
Need of care in HH     -3.544 ** -2.33       -0.314  -0.57  
HH pre-government income     0.531 ** 2.15       -0.059  -0.34  
HH pre-govt. income2     -0.080 *** -2.75       0.014  0.74  
HH labor income     0.383  1.17       0.640 *** 3.01  
HH labor income2     -0.012  -0.35       -0.065 *** -3.05  
Share in HH�s labor income     -2.118 ** -2.31       -1.161 ** -2.29  
Log Likelihood (Starting Values)       -374.9390       -374.9390        -654.0177       -654.0177 
Log Likelihood (Final Values)       -291.7090       -281.0112        -582.2278       -573.9561 
d.f.       23       31        23       31 
No. of Retirement Events       61       61        115       115 
No. of Persons       193       193        238       238 
*** p≤0.01, ** p≤0.05, * p≤0.10      
a Reference = white-collar workers; b Reference = employed full-time     
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Table 3: Coefficient Estimates for Transition into Retirement; Married Persons 
 
 Men  Women 
 Model 1 Model 2  Model 1 Model 2 
 Coeff. t-stat. Coeff. t-stat.  Coeff. t-stat. Coeff. t-stat. 
Age 50-54 -5.603 *** -13.52  -5.058 *** -9.89   -7.142 *** -16.86  -6.828 *** -13.26 
 55-57 -4.692 *** -11.48  -4.186 *** -8.31   -6.249 *** -14.76  -6.046 *** -11.79 
 58-59 -3.685 *** -9.11  -3.234 *** -6.46   -4.920 *** -11.86  -4.744 *** -9.40 
 60-61 -2.806 *** -6.98  -2.337 *** -4.72   -4.063 *** -9.90  -3.886 *** -7.76 
 62-63 -2.077 *** -5.13  -1.561 *** -3.13   -4.401 *** -10.44  -4.248 *** -8.39 
 64- -1.577 *** -3.75  -1.047 ** -2.03   -2.989 *** -7.37  -2.823 *** -5.75 
Years of employment at age 50 -0.007  -0.97  -0.006  -0.81   0.030 *** 5.92  0.029 *** 5.67 
Years of unemployment at age 50 0.027  0.75  0.019  0.51   0.035  1.27  0.036  1.31 
Self-employeda -0.644 *** -3.57  -0.780 *** -4.27   -0.678 *** -3.05  -0.640 *** -2.86 
Blue-collar workera -0.080  -0.74  -0.093  -0.85   0.080  0.55  0.067  0.47 
Civil servanta 0.780 *** 4.30  0.845 *** 4.65   0.614  1.12  0.710  1.28 
Public sector employment -0.029  -0.22  -0.087  -0.66   0.410 ** 2.55  0.338 ** 2.08 
Firm size >= 200 0.178 * 1.92  0.251 *** 2.67   0.514 *** 3.46  0.467 *** 3.11 
Occupational prestige score -0.007 *** -2.82  -0.006 *** -2.44   -0.003  -1.03  -0.004  -1.21 
Employed part-timeb -0.175  -0.42  -0.307  -0.73   0.180  1.09  0.283 * 1.66 
Unemployedb 1.252 *** 10.89  0.748 *** 5.03   0.987 *** 4.83  1.278 *** 5.35 
Inactiveb 1.129 *** 9.12  0.871 *** 6.56   -0.139  -0.82  0.129  0.60 
Educational level -0.064 *** -2.98  -0.046 ** -2.12   -0.045  -1.54  -0.050 * -1.64 
Guest worker -0.666 *** -5.82  -0.529 *** -4.02   -0.589 *** -3.67  -0.449 *** -2.58 
Sick-leave (in days) 0.005 *** 7.73  0.005 *** 7.86   0.007 *** 7.36  0.007 *** 6.84 
No. of convalescent periods  0.098 ** 2.38  0.126 *** 3.02   -0.061  -1.22  -0.097 * -1.87 
Disability status 0.667 *** 6.58  0.660 *** 6.40   0.408 *** 3.00  0.357 *** 2.58 
Satisfaction with health -0.041 *** -2.77  -0.045 *** -2.93   -0.009  -0.50  -0.011  -0.62 
Household�s size     -0.121 *** -2.85       -0.174 ** -2.46 
House owner     0.204 ** 1.94       0.060  0.51 
Need of care in HH     0.149  0.75       0.049  0.26 
HH pre-government income     0.227 ** 2.25       0.038  0.48 
HH pre-govt. income2     -0.027 *** -2.66       -0.004  -0.46 
HH labor income     0.162 * 1.63       0.018  0.20 
HH labor income2     -0.012  -1.11       -0.002  -0.24 
Share in HH�s labor income     -0.554 *** -3.44       0.603 *** 2.67 
Log Likelihood (Starting Values)       -3675.4368       -3675.4368        -3059.6827       -3059.6827 
Log Likelihood (Final Values)       -2975.8607       -2949.6480        -2612.3569       -2598.4322 
d.f.       23       31        23       31 
No. of Retirement Events       597       597        484       484 
No. of Persons       1602       1602        1459       1459 
*** p≤0.01, ** p≤0.05, * p≤0.10      
a Reference = white-collar workers; b Reference = employed full-time     
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Table 4: Coefficient Estimates for Transition into Retirement; Married Couples, Both Spouses Employed at Age 50 
 
 Men  Women 
 Model 1 Model 2  Model 1 Model 2 
 Coeff. t-stat. Coeff. t-stat.  Coeff. t-stat. Coeff. t-stat. 
Age 50-54 -5.627 *** -7.30  -4.991 *** -5.06   -6.848 *** -9.86  -7.313 *** -5.98 
 55-57 -4.348 *** -5.78  -3.692 *** -3.82   -6.492 *** -9.03  -7.021 *** -5.69 
 58-59 -3.397 *** -4.58  -2.731 *** -2.83   -4.593 *** -6.75  -5.123 *** -4.24 
 60-61 -2.510 *** -3.40  -1.863 ** -1.95   -3.048 *** -4.52  -3.574 *** -2.96 
 62-63 -1.656 ** -2.20  -1.031  -1.06   -3.668 *** -5.22  -4.161 *** -3.36 
 64- -1.040  -1.32  -0.349  -0.35   -3.172 *** -4.51  -3.660 *** -2.97 
Years of employment at age 50 0.012  0.84  0.017  1.17   0.025 *** 2.72  0.025 *** 2.69 
Years of unemployment at age 50 -0.124  -1.36  -0.101  -1.09   0.237 ** 2.38  0.267 *** 2.55 
Self-employeda -0.867 *** -3.13  -0.996 *** -3.50   -1.472 *** -4.22  -1.490 *** -4.23 
Blue-collar workera -0.232  -1.24  -0.143  -0.76   -0.139  -0.68  -0.041  -0.20 
Civil servanta 1.034 *** 3.33  1.061 *** 3.39   0.730  1.08  0.949  1.39 
Public sector employment -0.112  -0.53  -0.145  -0.68   0.361 * 1.84  0.342 * 1.71 
Firm size >= 200 0.123  0.83  0.182  1.20   0.312 * 1.68  0.297  1.57 
Occupational prestige score -0.007  -1.54  -0.006  -1.28   0.001  0.26  0.002  0.33 
Employed part-timeb -0.562  -0.55  -0.690  -0.68   0.253  1.18  0.299  1.33 
Unemployedb 1.467 *** 7.86  0.937 *** 3.78   1.320 *** 5.12  1.560 *** 5.10 
Inactiveb 1.240 *** 6.50  0.943 *** 4.44   0.459 ** 2.02  0.663 ** 2.35 
Educational level -0.129 *** -3.27  -0.105 *** -2.59   -0.098 ** -2.10  -0.102 ** -2.12 
Guest worker -0.705 *** -3.73  -0.674 *** -3.10   -0.257  -1.12  -0.131  -0.50 
Sick-leave (in days) 0.005 *** 5.72  0.005 *** 6.13   0.009 *** 7.14  0.010 *** 7.14 
No. of convalescent periods  0.104  1.56  0.135 ** 1.98   -0.005  -0.06  -0.049  -0.58 
Disability status 0.778 *** 4.48  0.789 *** 4.40   0.633 *** 2.96  0.652 *** 3.01 
Satisfaction with health -0.059 *** -2.50  -0.059 *** -2.45   -0.024  -0.80  -0.024  -0.79 
Household�s size     -0.033  -0.55       -0.170 * -1.71 
House owner     0.285  1.61       0.107  0.51 
Need of care in HH     0.071  0.19       0.372  0.92 
HH pre-government income     0.114  0.60       0.008  0.03 
HH pre-govt. income2     -0.029  -1.57       0.004  0.20 
HH labor income     0.098  0.60       0.229  1.36 
HH labor income2     0.001  0.08       -0.020  -1.18 
Share in HH�s labor income     -0.637 *** -2.47       0.202  0.61 
Log Likelihood (Starting Values)       -1444.3757       1444.3757        -1132.1555       -1132.1555 
Log Likelihood (Final Values)       -1141.2163       -1132.4963        -905.6148       -899.7959 
d.f.       23       31        23       31 
No. of Retirement Events       234       234        180       180 
No. of Persons       545       545        547       547 
*** p≤0.01, ** p≤0.05, * p≤0.10      
a Reference = white-collar workers; b Reference = employed full-time     
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