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Individuals enter retirement in many different ways.
Some retire from a long-term job, making a clean
transition from work to leisure. Others take less

direct routes, perhaps paring back their work hours,
experiencing a spell of unemployment, or changing
jobs or even careers late in their working life. There
are also some who retire and later return to the
workforce. This situation is becoming more common
as retirees increasingly find themselves in good health
and with the education and skills needed to compete
in the job market. Indeed, demand for their skills may
increase in the coming years as baby boomers retire
and the face of the labour force changes. Using the
2002 General Social Survey, this article examines the
latter group: individuals who return to paid employ-
ment after an initial retirement (see Data source and
definitions).

Retired individuals were asked if they had done any
paid work, at any time, at any job or business after
their first retirement. Just over one-fifth (22%) of
recent retirees said they had done so.1 Another 4% said
they had looked for a job, but had not been able to
find one.2

Characteristics associated with
post-retirement employment

Various characteristics influenced the likelihood of
returning to work after an initial retirement (Table 1).
Men were slightly more likely than women (predicted
probabilities of 23% and 15% respectively). Health was
also a key consideration. Individuals in fair or poor
health were far less likely to return to work than those
whose health was excellent (predicted probabilities of
12% and 24% respectively).

Data source and definitions

The 2002 General Social Survey targeted all persons
45 and over residing in the 10 provinces, excluding
full-time residents of institutions.

The survey used a subjective definition of retirement
involving several steps. First, respondents who said their
main activity during the past 12 months was ‘retired’ were
identified as retirees. Individuals who did not indicate
retirement as their main activity were asked if they had
ever retired, and those who said yes were also identi-
fied as retirees. Those who still responded no were asked
a follow-up question that probed the issue in consider-
able detail, and if they were able to answer positively to
any part of this question, they were also deemed to be
retirees. Respondents who had never worked, had left
the labour force before age 30, or did not answer the
questions on retirement were excluded from the study.

Recent retirees are individuals who first retired during
the years 1992 to 2002 inclusive and were aged 50 or
older at the time.

Post-retirement employment was more common
among those retiring from certain occupations and
industries. Individuals from professional occupations
were most likely to return to work (predicted prob-
ability of 27%), followed by managers and technicians
(21%). These figures may reflect greater and more
attractive employment opportunities available to these
individuals—jobs offering good pay, interesting work
and few physical demands.

From an industry standpoint, retirees from informa-
tion, culture and recreation as well as construction were
most likely to return to the workforce. Employment
in construction is often project-oriented, so retirees
here have more opportunity to find employment in
temporary, project-specific jobs. Furthermore, plumb-
ers, carpenters, electricians and others in skilled trades
may be well-positioned to supplement retirement
income through self-employment. In fact, 31% of
retirees from the construction industry were self-
employed prior to their first retirement, compared
with 17% of all retirees.
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The likelihood of returning to paid employment was
also associated with age. Individuals who first retired
before age 60 were more likely to return to work than
those who retired later. Perhaps those under 60 had
concerns about their financial preparations or were not
yet psychologically ready for retirement.

Finally, the likelihood of post-retirement employment
was linked to specific retirement reasons—most
notably, receipt of an early retirement incentive and no
longer enjoying one’s work. In the latter case, post-
retirement employment may reflect the efforts of
some individuals to start a new career or to find
employment in a more satisfying work environment.
In addition, individuals who retired for reasons other
than financial were more likely to return to work,
likely in an effort to improve their financial situation.

Reasons for post-retirement employment

Retirees returning to paid employment were asked why
they did so. Although financial considerations was
mentioned most often, it was cited by considerably
less than half (38%) (Chart). This suggests that non-
financial reasons were important as well. Indeed, 22%
of retirees returned to employment because they
did not like retirement, 19% mentioned the intrinsic

Table 1  Predicted probability of recent retirees
having returned to paid employment

%
Sex
Men 23
Women 15*

Health at retirement
Excellent 24*
Very good 19
Good 21
Fair/poor 12*

Occupation prior to retirement
Manager 21*
Professional 27*
Technical 21*
Clerical 20*
Sales and service 15
Other blue collar 18
Trades 17

Industry prior to retirement
Agriculture and primary 19
Utilities, transportation and warehousing 15
Manufacturing 13*
Construction 28*
Finance, insurance, real estate, rental and leasing;

professional and business services 24
Trade 20
Education, health care and social assistance 21
Information, culture and recreation 32*
Accommodation, food and other services 17
Public administration 24

Age at retirement
50 to 59 25
60 to 64 13*
65 or older 18*

Type of employment prior to retirement
Employee 19
Self-employed 19

Selected reasons for retirement
Early retirement incentive
Yes 27*
No 18

No longer enjoyed the work
Yes 28*
No 18

Retirement financially possible
Yes 17*
No 23

Source: General Social Survey, 2002
* Significantly different from the reference group p<0.05.
Probabilities were obtained by setting covariates to mean values.
Note: Other variables, including marital status, immigration status,

and receipt of pension income were not significantly
associated with the likelihood of returning to paid
employment and were omitted from the model.

Chart Financial issues by far the most
common reason for returning to work

Source: 2002 General Social Survey
1 Such as social contact, challenging tasks, wanting to feel

useful.
2 Includes ‘caregiving duties no longer required’ and ‘family

pressure.’
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rewards offered by work (challenging tasks, social
contacts, sense of purpose), and 14% felt they were
needed or wanted to help out. Overall, 55% cited at
least one of these three non-financial reasons. Other
considerations, such as pressure from family members,
improved health, or no longer having to provide
caregiving, were cited by less than 5%.

The likelihood of returning to work for financial rea-
sons did not vary by sex or educational attainment
(Table 2). Voluntary and involuntary retirees differed
noticeably on this point, however with financial con-
siderations being cited more often by those who left
involuntarily (54% versus 33%). Similarly, individuals
who retired because of health problems, downsizing
or unemployment were more likely to return to work
for financial reasons.

Among the 4% of recent retirees who looked for a
job but were unsuccessful in finding one, 40% cited
wanting to return to work for financial reasons, 39%
non-financial reasons, and 22% both.

Table 2 Reasons why recent retirees returned
to work after first retirement1

Financial Intrinsic Did not
consi- aspects like

derations  of work  retirement

%

Sex 38 19 22
Men 38 21 19
Women 38 15 27

Educational attainment
Less than high school 37E 19E 23E

High school 38 16E 28E

Postsecondary
certificate or diploma 38 18E 18E

University degree 39 21E 19E

Nature of retirement
Voluntary 33 21 19
Involuntary 54 12E 30E

Selected reasons for
first retirement

Financially possible 31 20 22
Wanted to do other things 32 21 19E

No longer enjoyed job 37E 18E 18E

Health 52 11 17E

Downsizing 51 12 34E

Unemployment 68 F F

Source: General Social Survey, 2002
1 Top three reasons.

Hours worked after retirement

Many retirees who returned to paid employment did
so on a part-time basis (less than 30 hours per week)—
37% of men and 58% of women (Table 3).  Individu-
als who initially retired at 60 or later were more likely
to work part time than those who retired before 60.

Work hour preferences are most divergent among
men and women with higher levels of education. The
difference in the incidence of part-time employment
between men and women with high school or less
(10 to 12 percentage points) was far smaller than
for those with a postsecondary certificate or diploma
(26 percentage points) or a university degree
(33 points).

Finally, for retirees who were employed just prior to
their first retirement, post-retirement employment of-
ten involved a reduction in the number of hours
worked. Of the men returning to paid employment,
virtually all had worked full time prior to their first
retirement. However, over one-third of them moved
to a part-time schedule when they took post-retire-
ment employment. Similarly, among women, of the
86% who were employed full time prior to their first
retirement, over half (55%) moved to a part-time
schedule when they returned to work. This suggests
that many workers considering retirement might be
willing to continue working if switching to part-time
were an option.3

Table 3 Recent retirees who returned to
part-time paid employment

Both
sexes Men Women

%

Total 45 37 58

Age at first retirement
50 to 59 41 31 59
60 to 64 48E 46E 52E

65 or older 55E 49E 67E

Education
Less than high school 40E 36E 48E

High school 51 47E 57E

Postsecondary
certificate or diploma 49 36E 62E

University degree 38 27E 60E

Source: General Social Survey, 2002
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Conclusion

In general, post-retirement employment has been most
prevalent among individuals who initially retired in
their 50s and were well positioned to re-enter the
workforce. They were in good health, had
postsecondary educational credentials, and valuable
skills and experience—often gained from prior em-
ployment in professional and managerial occupations.4

While financial considerations were the motivation for
some, the intrinsic aspects of work were important
for others.

Looking ahead, a number of factors may influence
the prevalence of post-retirement employment in
Canada—educational attainment for one. The propor-
tion of individuals aged 55 to 64 with a postsecondary
educational credential increased from 25% to 48%
between 1990 and 2004, while those with less than
high school declined from 54% to 27% (Statistics
Canada 2005).5 Hence, the upcoming cohort
of retirees will be well educated and equipped to
re-enter the workforce after retirement if they so
choose.

Also, individuals in their retirement years will be in
better health than their predecessors. A recent Statis-
tics Canada study compared the health of persons
aged 50 to 67 (as well as other age groups) in 1978-79
and 1996-97 and concluded that “Lower mortality
rates overall, and for cardiovascular disease in particu-
lar, as well as lower odds of heart disease, high blood
pressure, arthritis and activity limitation suggest that
recent cohorts are healthier than the cohorts who pre-
ceded them.” (Chen and Millar 2000, 19). The impli-
cation is that health considerations will be an obstacle
for fewer retirees wanting to re-enter the workforce.

Finally, unlike retirees in the 1990s, those in the years
ahead will face a labour market where demand for
their labour is high. With greater employment pros-
pects available, older workers who might otherwise
have opted to retire from long-held jobs may instead
capitalize on the opportunity for a career change.

On the other hand, in coming years, more new retirees
will be women—a result of their increased participa-
tion in the labour market over the last few decades.
Among individuals aged 45 to 54 working full year,
full time in 2000, 46% were women compared
with only 29% in 1980. If women now approaching

retirement behave similarly to those who retired
between 1992 and 2002—that is, their incidence of
post-retirement employment remains lower than
men’s—then the proportion of new retirees returning
to the workforce may not grow as quickly.

� Notes

1 Retired respondents were asked in what month and year
they first retired and, if they subsequently took a paid job, in
what month and year they last retired. In some cases, the
month and year of the first and last retirement were the same,
raising doubt as to whether significant post-retirement
employment was undertaken. If these respondents are
excluded, the incidence of post-retirement employment
drops from 22% to 20%. In this study, the analysis of post-
retirement employment is based on all respondents who said
they took paid employment after their initial retirement (that
is, the 22% figure).

2 The majority of these job seekers (63%) cited unemploy-
ment or downsizing as the reason for their initial retirement.
Information on individuals who looked for a job but did
not find one is not included here, since the small number of
respondents limits the extent to which reliable comparisons
across demographic and labour market characteristics can be
made.

3 Aside from hours of work, the 2002 General Social
Survey did not collect information on the kind of employ-
ment undertaken by retirees who re-entered the workforce.
Longitudinal surveys, such as the Survey of Labour and
Income Dynamics, are better equipped to explore changes
over time.

4 More specifically, of all recent retirees who returned to the
workforce, 64% initially retired before age 60, 63% were in
very good or excellent health, 54% had a postsecondary
educational credential, and 39% had been employed previ-
ously in a managerial or professional occupation.

5 The absolute number of older workers with less than
high school education also declined, from 1.3 million in 1990
to 909,000 in 2004.
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