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The near-retirement rate

Canada’s population is aging and baby boomers
are fast approaching their retirement years. If
labour force participation by age remains

around the present rates, more seniors will likely mean
a shrinking workforce. In fact, the overall participa-
tion rate could fall as low as 57% by 2025, a consider-
able drop from its current level of 67%.1 In addition,
the median retirement age has dropped—from 64 in
1987 to 61 in 2002 (see Defining retirement).

These changes will fundamentally affect the workforce.
A scarcity of workers may lead to rising wages. This
could encourage older workers to stay in the labour
force longer or deter younger people from pursuing
long-term postsecondary education. Also, employers
may institute more automation and strive for greater
workplace productivity.

Past studies have identified changes in the proportion
of older workers in the labour force. While results
highlight the demographic effects of an aging popula-
tion, they provide little information on possible labour
supply shortages. The age at which people retire plays
an important role in determining the potential effect
of an aging population on the workplace.

This article identifies trends between 1987 and 2002 in
the ‘near-retirement rate (NRR)’—the percentage of
workers who are within 10 years of the median retire-
ment age. This rate indicates potential employment
shortages but does not predict precise numbers of
future retirees. It simply identifies the proportion of
workers nearing the median retirement age for their
industry, occupation or province.

An increasing proportion of workers are close to retirement.

Source: Labour Force Survey

The NRR is affected primarily by two factors: the
median retirement age and the age distribution of a
given group. All else held equal, a decrease in the
median retirement age will result in an increase in the
NRR, since more workers will be within 10 years of
this age or older. Likewise, the aging of the popula-
tion will cause the NRR to rise, given an increased
number of older workers relative to the entire work-
ing population.

A look at the NRR over time reveals both a falling
median retirement age and an aging population. The
national rate steadily increased during the 15-year
period between 1987 and 2002—from 11% to 20%.
The largest increase occurred from 1996 to 1997, a
period during which early retirement peaked (Kieran
2001). The number of people nearing retirement con-
tinued to increase through the late 1990s and into 2002.
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Those within 10 years of retirement at

Median Median age Age 64
retirement

Employed age Number Rate Number Rate

’000 Years ’000 % ’000 %
1987 12,320.7 64.3 1,406.7 11.4 1,406.7 11.4
1988 12,710.3 63.3 1,603.8 12.6 1,439.1 11.3
1989 12,986.4 63.8 1,443.0 11.7 1,443.0 11.1
1990 13,084.0 62.8 1,623.6 12.4 1,451.4 11.1
1991 12,850.7 62.8 1,572.3 12.2 1,401.2 10.9
1992 12,760.0 62.8 1,576.4 12.4 1,399.8 11.0
1993 12,857.5 62.2 1,806.0 14.0 1,406.5 10.9
1994 13,111.7 62.0 1,836.8 14.0 1,442.2 11.0
1995 13,356.9 61.9 1,883.1 14.1 1,451.2 10.9
1996 13,462.6 62.3 1,922.4 14.3 1,476.1 11.0
1997 13,774.4 60.6 2,282.7 16.6 1,548.9 11.2
1998 14,140.4 60.8 2,413.4 17.1 1,620.4 11.5
1999 14,531.2 60.7 2,581.8 17.8 1,701.5 11.7
2000 14,909.7 61.2 2,736.1 18.4 1,797.6 12.1
2001 15,076.8 61.2 2,848.5 18.9 1,887.0 12.5
2002 15,412.0 60.6 3,044.5 19.8 2,077.2 13.5

Source: Labour Force Survey

Median retirement age and near-retirement rates

The aging population accounted
for a relatively small portion of the
increase in the NRR until about
1997 when it began to rise. Not
surprisingly, this coincides approxi-
mately with the year the oldest
baby boomers were first included
in the group of workers approach-
ing retirement. Assuming the cur-
rent median retirement age does
not increase dramatically, the NRR
will rise as more workers from this
generation approach the median
retirement age.

Near-retirement rates are increasing for both men and women.

Source: Labour Force Survey

Both men and women had increases in their NRRs,
although the rate for women grew at a much faster
pace. In fact, over the 15-year period, the NRR for
women increased 12 percentage points to 20.6%, while
rising 8 points to 21.2% for men.

The likely explanation is that while the median retire-
ment age for women dropped considerably—from
65 to 60—the age for men fell by only two years—to
61 in 2002. The upward trend in the public-sector
NRR has had a disproportionate effect on the rate for
women. Almost 25% of employed women work
in the public sector, compared with only 14% of
working men.
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Source: Labour Force Survey

The public sector leads the upward trend in the near-retirement rate.

Between 1987 and 2002, most of the increase in the
NRR could be attributed to the public sector, where
the median retirement age dropped dramatically over
much of the 1990s and into 2002. In 1987, when the
median retirement age in the public sector was 63, 13%
of the public-sector workforce fell into the near-
retirement group. By 2002, one in three workers (33%)
was within 10 years of the retirement age (58).

Near-  Median
retirement rate retirement age

1987 2002 1987 2002

% Years

Employed 11.4 19.8 64.3 60.6

Public 12.7 33.4 62.8 58.1

Private 8.3 15.6 64.6 61.4

Self-employed 19.2 22.6 65.2 64.8

Source: Labour Force Survey

In the three largest public-sector industries—public
administration, education, and health care and social
assistance—NRRs increased considerably between
1987 and 2002. The largest jump came in education,
from 15% to 39%. Over the period, the median
retirement age fell to 57, the lowest of any industry.
While the median retirement age in education is

Near- Median
retirement retirement

rate age

1987 2002 1987 2002

% Years
Industry 11.4 19.8 64.3 60.6
Agriculture 24.7 23.0 64.9 66.0
Forestry, fishing, mining,
oil and gas 13.9 25.7 61.7 59.4
Utilities 15.5 27.5 60.3 58.9
Construction 13.4 14.5 63.2 64.3
Manufacturing 13.0 16.4 63.2 61.7
Trade 8.8 14.7 64.8 62.0
Transportation and

warehousing 13.5 26.7 62.7 60.3
Finance, insurance,

real estate and leasing 10.6 20.9 64.4 61.1
Professional, scientific and

technical 5.1 19.8 69.1 61.2
Management, administrative

and support 14.7 12.9 62.7 65.3
Educational services 14.8 39.3 62.0 57.3
Health care and social

assistance 9.2 24.7 64.8 60.2
Information, culture and

recreation 7.8 16.0 64.6 60.4
Accommodation and food

services 8.6 11.2 61.6 61.3
Other services 13.8 17.2 65.0 63.8
Public administration 14.7 32.1 62.4 58.2

Source: Labour Force Survey

particularly low, workers are somewhat older. In
2002, the average age in education was 42, almost three
years more than the average for all industries.

After education, the next largest increase was in public
administration. In 2002, 32% of the public adminis-
tration workforce was within 10 years of the median
retirement age, an increase of 17 percentage points
from 1987. As with education, the retirement
age dropped sharply in this industry. In 2002 it was
58, four years lower than in 1987.

In health care and social assistance, the other major
industry driving the upward trend in the broader
public sector, the NRR increased from 9% in 1987 to
25% in 2002.
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Perspectives

Near-retirement rates and median retirement age by occupation

Near-  Median
retirement rate retirement age

1987 2002 1987 2002

% Years
Canada 11.4 19.8 64.3 60.6
Newfoundland and

Labrador 9.6 21.6 63.3 59.6
Prince Edward Island 10.0 24.9 65.7 59.4
Nova Scotia 10.2 21.6 63.7 59.8
New Brunswick 9.2 20.9 64.6 59.6
Quebec 10.4 21.6 64.0 59.8
Ontario 10.8 19.6 64.7 60.8
Manitoba 11.5 20.3 64.6 61.2
Saskatchewan 15.3 13.8 64.1 65.1
Alberta 11.4 15.0 63.1 63.4
British Columbia 11.3 23.6 64.3 60.3

Source: Labour Force Survey

Near-  Median
retirement rate retirement age

1987 2002 1987 2002

% Years
Occupation 11.4 19.8 64.3 60.6
Management 15.5 29.9 63.0 59.8
Business, finance and administrative 8.7 20.4 64.8 60.8
Natural and applied sciences 11.9 18.9 60.9 59.4
Health 9.7 24.0 64.0 59.8
Social science, education,

government service and religion 12.2 36.4 62.0 57.4
Art, culture and recreation 10.0 7.6 64.8 66.9
Sales and service 9.9 15.9 64.7 61.3
Trades, transport and equipment

operators 11.8 19.0 63.9 62.3
Unique to primary industry 20.8 17.3 64.6 65.6
Unique to production 8.7 15.3 64.6 61.6

Source: Labour Force Survey

Near-retirement rates and median retirement age by province

Near-retirement rates by occupa-
tion reflected those by industry.
The highest NRR in 2002 was for
the social science, education, gov-
ernment service and religion group
(36%), almost triple its 1987 level.
This group had the lowest median
retirement age in 2002, down
almost five years from 1987. The
lowest NRR and highest retirement
age were found in art, culture and
recreation, where the rate declined
slightly over the period as the
retirement age increased.

In 2002, most provinces had NRRs of about 20%,
roughly double the rates in 1987. The exceptions were
Alberta and Saskatchewan, with Saskatchewan claim-
ing the lowest rate in the country at 13.8%, down 1.5
percentage points from 1987. Alberta was second
lowest at 15.0%—up only 3.6 percentage points from
15 years earlier.

Why is the NRR both low and relatively unchanged in
these two provinces? First, their median retirement ages
are the highest in the country—63.4 in Alberta and 65.1
in Saskatchewan. Hence, the percentage of their
workforces near retirement is less than the national
average. But why did the rates not grow as in other
parts of the country? One reason is that the
median retirement age in these two provinces actually
increased between 1987 and 2002. Undoubtedly, this
was at least partly because of the rise in the retirement
age in agriculture during this time.

Prince Edward Island experienced an increase of 15
percentage points in its NRR between 1987 and 2002,
with a notable 25% of workers nearing retirement in
2002. British Columbia’s rate increased 6 percentage
points between 2001 and 2002 (17% to 24%) while
their median age of retirement decreased from 62 to

60. Quebec’s rate hit a peak of 24% in 1997 and 1998
when the provincial median retirement age fell from
62 in 1996 to 58 in 1998, but then dropped to 19%
when the retirement age increased to 60 in 1999.
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Defining retirement

Retirement is not easily defined.  For example, is some-
one considered to be retired only after they have stopped
working permanently?  What about an individual who is
collecting a pension after having left a job of 30 years,
but who works part time to keep busy?  Since retirement
is difficult to define, it is also difficult to measure.

The Labour Force Survey asks individuals who are
no longer working, but who have worked in the previous
12 months, why they are no longer employed.  Those who
answer ‘retired’ are considered to be retirees. This
concept of retirement is used in combination with an age
variable to calculate an annual median retirement age.

The median retirement age fluctuates from year to year
in response to such things as the business cycle, public
policy, investment returns, and the rate of inflation.

Because the median retirement age used for analysis in
this paper is a derived variable which relies in part on
self-reporting, it serves only as an indicator of retirement
patterns (Gower 1997).

For further information, contact Henry Pold,
Labour and Household Surveys Analysis Division.

He can be reached at (613) 951-4608
or henry.pold@statcan.ca.

Note

1 Using four different population projections, the overall
participation rate will fall given current age-sex participation
rates (Sunter 2001).
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