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Abstract
Do the retirement patterns of public-sector workers differ from those in the private sector? The latter typ-
ically face a retirement landscape with exposure to market uncertainties through defined-contribution
pension plans and private saving. Public-sector workers, in contrast, are often covered by defined-benefit
pension plans that encourage retirement at relatively young ages and offer financial security at older ages.
We examine how private- and public-sector workers transition from full-time career employment, with a
focus on the importance of gradual retirement. To our surprise, we find that the prevalence of continued
work after career employment, predominantly on bridge jobs with new employers, is very similar in the
two sectors, a result with important implications in a rapidly aging society.
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Do the retirement patterns of public-sector workers in America differ from those in the private sector?
Many private-sector workers today face a retirement income landscape characterized by exposure to
market forces through defined-contribution pension plans and private saving, and the risk of financial
insecurity later in life. These conditions stem from fundamental changes in the traditional three pillars
of retirement income and from other changes in the retirement environment. As a result, the relative
attractiveness of work and leisure later in life has been altered, predominantly in favor of additional
work. Older Americans have responded to this new retirement environment and a century-long
trend toward earlier and earlier retirement among American men ceased in the mid-1980s and has
since reversed. The labor force participation rates of older American women have increased even
more dramatically.

Not only are older Americans continuing to work later in life, but they are also doing so in many
creative ways. Gradual retirement – including phased retirement (fewer hours with one’s current
employer), bridge employment (continued work but with a different employer), and labor market
reentry after departure – is now more common among older career workers than the stereotypical one-
time, permanent exit from the labor force. All are well documented in the literature, with bridge
employment being by far the most common, followed by reentry (unretirement!) and phased retire-
ment. The reasons for the popularity of bridge employment are many, including preferences for hours
flexibility, a new line of work or a new location and, in some cases, inadequate financial resources.
Involuntary transitions from career employment also are important, as some older workers face phys-
ical limitations, layoffs, or other barriers to continued work on a career job. Some have no choice but
to seek work with another employer if they desire to stay in the labor force.
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The impact of continued work on later financial security can be profound, as each year of add-
itional work can both increase assets available for retirement and reduce the number of years of leisure
that need to be financed (Bronshtein et al., 2018). Continued work is also one option that many older
workers – those in good health and with employment skills still in demand – can control. In contrast,
by the time they approach traditional retirement ages, individuals can do little to increase their Social
Security wealth, their expected pension income, or their savings. Nor are they likely to have any impact
on their employers’ decisions concerning pensions or post-retirement health care plans or on Social
Security, Medicare or Medicaid reform, all of which might have major impacts on their economic well-
being. For many older individuals, the most realistic option for improving one’s standard of living in
retirement is to work more.

Much of the discussion about continued work later in life might be of less importance for career
public-sector employees, who are typically covered by defined-benefit pension plans that both encour-
age retirement at relatively young ages and offer financial security at older ages. We might therefore
expect public-sector employees’ retirement dates to be earlier than those with defined-contribution
plans, ceteris paribus, with the timing of retirement influenced by the age-specific incentives in
their defined-benefit plans.

Despite the important differences between the incentives and circumstances faced by public- and
private-sector workers, this distinction has received relatively little attention in the retirement litera-
ture. This paper aims to address this gap by examining how public- and private-sector workers tran-
sition from career employment to complete labor force withdrawal, with a focus on the roles of bridge
employment, phased retirement, and reentry. We use data on four cohorts of older Americans from
the Health and Retirement Study (HRS), a nationally-representative longitudinal survey of older
Americans, and concentrate in this paper on the results from the first and longest cohort, the HRS
Core, which began in 1992.1

We are interested in not only when older public- and private-sector workers leave their career jobs
but also in how they do so. Do they leave the labor force or move to another job – or both, and in what
order? To address these topics, we construct individual work histories using the longitudinal HRS data.
We focus on respondents who were on a full-time career (FTC) job at the time of their first HRS inter-
view.2 We find that public-sector employees generally follow the same diverse retirement paths as do
private-sector workers, albeit with some important distinctions, such as a higher prevalence of part-
time bridge employment, and, among women, a higher prevalence of phased retirement.

The next section describes our data and methods, followed by our empirical results, a policy dis-
cussion and our conclusions. A brief literature review is available from the authors.3

1The first cohort, the HRS Core, was aged 51–61 at the time of their first survey in 1992. Biennial surveys have since been
conducted through 2016 (and are continuing) and new cohorts aged 51–56 at the time of their first survey have been added to
the HRS every 6 years – the War Babies in 1998, the Early Baby Boomers in 2004, the Mid Baby Boomers in 2010, and the
Late Baby Boomers in 2016. The HRS currently contains data on about 38,000 older Americans, some over a nearly 25-year
period.

2We define a FTC job as one with 1,600 or more hours per year (full-time) for 10 or more years (career). We have experi-
mented with reasonable alternatives to requiring 10 years for career status and 1,600 hours per year for full-time status and
they do not change our qualitative conclusions (Cahill et al., 2006). One potential concern with examining FTC status as of
the first interview is that we might exclude from the analysis relatively more public-sector workers if, on average, more public-
sector workers than private-sector ones leave their FTC job by age 50. An analysis of transitions from FTC employment using
the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), which includes respondents under the age of 50, suggests that younger public-
sector workers with career jobs later in life are not disproportionately excluded from our HRS analyis. Specifically, we iden-
tified respondents aged 45–49 in the PSID who were on a FTC job in 2005, and used subsequent surveys to examine whether
these individuals left their FTC job before age 50. We found that approximately 80% of these public- and private-sector career
workers were still on their FTC job at age 50 (79.6% for private-sector workers; 81.7% for public-sector workers).

3Cahill et al. (2015a) provides a review of the literature on retirement patterns.

530 Joseph F. Quinn et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474747218000434  Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474747218000434


1. Data and methods

In this project, we use 13 biennial waves of data from the longitudinal HRS to compare retirement
transitions from career employment among public- and private-sector workers, but concentrate in
this paper on the first and oldest cohort, the HRS Core, respondents who were aged 51–61 when
first interviewed in 1992 (n = 12,652). We identify those who, at the time of this first survey, were
wage-and-salary workers on a FTC job, and then disaggregate this sample by sector. The HRS survey
asks whether the respondent had ever been employed by a unit of a state, county, or local government
or by the federal government. Respondents who said yes were then asked about the dates of their
government employment, from which we can identify the public- or private-sector status of the
respondent’s job at the time of the first interview. For each FTC respondent, we then examine the
work history from this career job through complete labor force withdrawal and beyond (to check
for unretirements), or until the time of the last completed survey for those who remain employed
or who drop out of the HRS because of death or other sample attrition.

We observe three categories of gradual retirement. A bridge job is any job with a new employer that
takes place after the last FTC employment of these older workers. Phased retirement is defined as a
20% or more reduction in hours with one’s career employer. Reentry is defined as a return to paid
work following two survey waves of non-work following an exit from FTC employment or from a
bridge job (Figure 1).

We first conduct a series of cross-sectional analyses of labor force status in each survey year (i.e.,
still working in career employment, transitioned to another employer, or not working) for each of the
four cohorts in each survey year, for public- and private-sector workers separately. This provides the
first glimpse at possible differences in retirement patterns by sector. We then examine retirement tran-
sitions in a longitudinal context, and examine the prevalence of bridge employment, phased retire-
ment, and job market reentry for public- and private-sector workers.

Our analysis begins with a series of bivariate comparisons, for public- and private-sector workers
separately, using known determinants of retirement and our outcomes of interest: bridge employment,
phased retirement, and post-retirement reentry. Time-varying attributes are measured as of the wave
prior to the respondent’s transition from career employment.

We then control for other factors using a multinomial logistic regression model with a three-way
outcome variable: (1) still on or last observed on the FTC job; (2) moved to a bridge job; and (3) exited
the labor force directly from the FTC job. The model is as follows:

R
∗
it = a + b1Xi + b2Xit−1 + b3Publici + 1it (1)

where i represents individual and t the wave in which the transition from career employment is made.
R∗
it is a latent variable that determines the observed choice, Rit, which denotes whether the individual

moved to a bridge job or exited directly from the labor force by time t. εi is a white noise error term.
Time invariant and time varying characteristics are represented by Xi and Xit−1, respectively, with all
time varying variables measured as of the wave prior to the transition from career employment. These
characteristics include demographic and economic traits known to be significant determinants of the
retirement process, such as age, health status, pension status, spouse’s employment status, and wage
rate. The specification shown in Model 1 includes a control for the sector (private or public), and
is estimated separately for men and for women. Coefficients are transformed into relative risk ratios
(RRR) with those remaining in FTC employment as the base category.

We then estimate a logistic regression model of part-time work in bridge employment for those
who moved to a bridge job. The right-hand side variables in this model resemble those in Model 1,
with both time invariant and time-varying determinants of part-time status, along with a dichotomous
indicator for career public employees. The dependent variable, H∗

it , is a latent variable that determines
the observed choice, Hit – a zero-one indicator of whether the respondent is working part-time (less
than 1,600 hours/year) in bridge employment.
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We also estimate logistic regression models of phased retirement and reentry. For phased retire-
ment, the dependent variable is equal to one if the respondent reduced hours worked on the career
job by 20% or more, and zero otherwise. For reentry, the dependent variable is equal to one if the
respondent reentered the labor force after having been out for at least two consecutive survey
waves. Like the bridge employment and part-time employment models, the phased retirement and
reentry models are estimated for men and women separately, with the explanatory variables measured
as of the wave the respondent left paid work or, for those who reenter, as of the wave prior to reentry.

2. Results

Our sample includes all HRS Core men and women in Wave I with wage-and-salary work experience
since age 50 who were working on a FTC job at the time of their first interview in 1992. About one-
quarter of the HRS Core career workers (22% of men and 25% of women) held jobs in the public sec-
tor at the time of their first interview, a total of 853 respondents, of whom 454 were men (53%) and
399 were women (47%).4

2.1 Cross-sectional analysis of labor force participation among public- and private-sector older
workers

A cross-sectional examination of labor force status of the initial HRS sample shows that public- and
private-sector men differed only slightly with respect to their transitions from career employment. For
example, the percentage of public-sector and private-sector men who remained on their full-time car-
eer job 8 years later, in 2000 (see the darker shading in Tables 1 and 2), was 24% for both groups; a
decade later, in 2010, these numbers are 7% and 4%. By 2000, 29% of these public sector men were in
another (bridge) job, compared with 32% of the private sector workers. The bridge job numbers in
2010 (see lighter shading) were 17% and 18%.

Fig. 1. A model of the various paths to retirement.
Note: The arrows indicate direction only. Vertical arrows denote that an individual’s choice of hours can be higher or lower than the
level specified by the upper end of the bar. Horizontal arrows denote that an individual’s choice of when to begin or end a period
of employment can differ from the designated time cutoffs.
Source: Cahill et al. (2015b).

4Across all four HRS cohorts, about one quarter of career workers (20%–25% of career men and 21%–30% of career
women) held jobs in the public sector at the time of their first interview.
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Table 1. Labor force status by survey participation year, HRS Core men on a FTC job as of the first interview

Public-sector workers

Year Age n Full-time career job (%) Other job (%) Not in labor force (%) Don’t know (%)
Reduced FTC job hours
by 20% or morea (%) PT on ‘other’ job (%)

1992 51–61 454 100 0 0 0 0 –
1994 53–63 421 78 6 15 1 3 76
1996 55–65 400 60 15 24 1 11 62
1998 57–67 377 38 25 36 1 6 55
2000 59–69 357 24 29 46 1 6 60
2002 61–71 346 14 29 56 0 8 60
2004 63–73 329 9 29 62 0 4 73
2006 65–75 291 5 29 66 0 – 85
2008 67–77 286 5 25 70 0 – 78
2010 69–79 269 7 17 76 0 – 91
2012 71–81 249 4 14 81 0 – 94
2014 73–83 212 3 10 86 0 – 86
2016 75–85 174 3 10 86 1 – 94

Private-sector workers

Year Age n Full-time career job (%) Other job (%) Not in labor force (%) Don’t know (%)
Reduced FTC job hours
by 20% or morea (%) PT on ‘other’ job (%)

1992 51–61 1,635 100 0 0 0 0 –
1994 53–63 1,503 78 9 13 0 4 33
1996 55–65 1,410 58 16 25 1 9 32
1998 57–67 1,353 37 26 36 1 9 41
2000 59–69 1,271 24 32 43 1 11 39
2002 61–71 1,233 15 30 55 0 13 46
2004 63–73 1,181 12 27 60 0 18 63
2006 65–75 1,133 8 25 67 0 21 65
2008 67–77 1,071 6 24 70 0 25 71
2010 69–79 995 4 18 78 0 44 75
2012 71–81 918 4 15 82 0 45 75
2014 73–83 821 2 13 84 0 – 80
2016 75–85 708 1 11 88 0 – 93

aResults not reported for cells with fewer than 30 respondents.
Source: Authors’ calculations based on the Health and Retirement Study.
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Table 2. Labor force status by survey participation year, HRS Core women on a FTC job as of the first interview

Public-sector workers

Year Age n Full-time career job (%) Other job (%) Not in labor force (%) Don’t know (%)
Reduced FTC job hours
by 20% or morea (%) PT on ‘other’ job (%)

1992 51–61 399 100 0 0 0 0 –
1994 53–63 374 82 6 11 1 3 87
1996 55–65 351 64 8 27 1 9 59
1998 57–67 332 40 22 38 0 5 64
2000 59–69 325 24 29 45 2 13 61
2002 61–71 313 18 24 59 0 13 62
2004 63–73 303 14 22 64 0 12 80
2006 65–75 295 7 22 71 0 – 81
2008 67–77 284 3 21 76 0 – 75
2010 69–79 272 3 15 82 0 – 95
2012 71–81 262 2 15 83 0 – 94
2014 73–83 237 1 10 89 0 – 95
2016 75–85 214 0 6 93 0 – 77

Private-sector workers

Year Age n Full-time career job (%) Other job (%) Not in labor force (%) Don’t know (%)
Reduced FTC job hours
by 20% or morea (%) PT on ‘other’ job (%)

1992 51–61 1,217 100 0 0 0 0 –
1994 53–63 1,113 75 13 12 0 3 54
1996 55–65 1,057 57 16 26 1 9 40
1998 57–67 1,018 35 27 37 1 6 44
2000 59–69 968 21 34 44 1 8 44
2002 61–71 949 14 30 56 0 14 56
2004 63–73 916 13 27 60 0 18 69
2006 65–75 877 8 24 68 0 27 73
2008 67–77 846 5 21 74 0 29 78
2010 69–79 794 4 16 80 0 28 88
2012 71–81 759 4 13 83 0 – 88
2014 73–83 700 4 11 86 0 – 96
2016 75–85 607 1 9 89 0 – 91

aResults not reported for cells with fewer than 30 respondents.
Source: Authors’ calculations based on the Health and Retirement Study.
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The analogous numbers for women in the two sectors are also very similar: 24% and 21% still on
their full-time career job in 2000 and 3% and 4% 10 years later. The bridge job numbers for the two
sectors of women are also similar, though often slightly lower in the public sector: 29% and 34% by
2000 and 15% and 16% in 2010.

One important finding from this cross-sectional view that persists throughout our analyses is that
for those respondents who did move to another job, public-sector workers were much more likely than
private-sector ones to be working part-time; for example, 60% vs. 39% of the men in a bridge job in
2000; 91% vs. 75% of those men in 2010. Among women in bridge jobs in 2000, 61% of the public
sector women were working part-time compared with only 44% of those in the private sector; in
2010, 95% vs. 88%.

The takeaway from the cross-sectional analysis is that public-sector and private-sector men and
women had remarkably similar transition patterns from FTC work, although public-sector career
workers were more likely than their private-sector counterparts to be working part-time in these posi-
tions. We next examine bridge job prevalence based on individual work histories using the longitu-
dinal nature of the HRS.

2.2 Longitudinal analysis of gradual retirement among public- and private-sector older workers

Roughly one half or more of the HRS Core respondents who left career employment moved to a bridge
job rather than out of the labor force (Table 3 column 7). This was true in 1998, 6 years after the initial
interview and in 2016, another 8 years later.5 It is also true for the other three cohorts of younger HRS
respondents (not shown) – about one-half of the FTC job leavers who moved to a bridge job rather
than out of the labor force. This is consistent with considerable literature on the tremendous import-
ance of bridge job employment in the retirement process (Quinn, 1999; Cahill et al., 2006, 2013,
2015a, 2015b, 2018; Alcover et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2014). As with the cross-sectional findings
above, bridge job prevalence among public-sector workers was somewhat lower than that among
private-sector workers and public-sector men and women on bridge jobs were more likely to be work-
ing part-time.

Consistent with prior research on the prevalence of phased retirement (a reduction in career job
hours of 20% or more – Table 3, column 9) and reentry (a return to the labor force after being out
for at least two HRS waves – Table 3, column 11), we find that both of these forms of gradual retire-
ment are considerably less common than bridge employment among both public- and private-sector
workers. We also find that public-sector men are slightly more likely than those in the private sector to
have reduced hours on a career job later in life; the differential is smaller and in the other direction
among women.

To summarize, bridge job prevalence is modestly lower among public-sector workers compared
with private-sector ones. The most notable difference by sector is with respect to hours worked in
bridge employment. In both sectors, phased retirement and labor market reentry are less important
in the gradual retirements of public- and private-sector workers than are bridge jobs with new
employers.

2.3 Determinants of gradual retirement among public- and private-sector older workers

The next step of the analysis focuses on the determinants of these retirement decisions. First, do public
workers’ explanations of why they left their career job differ from those of private-sector workers? A
higher percentage of public-sector workers than private-sector ones who moved to bridge employment
report ‘retired’ as their reason for leaving their career jobs (63% vs. 29% among HRS Core men; 33%

5We use 1998 and 2016 to capture the shortest follow-up period across the HRS cohorts (i.e., 6 years for the Mid Baby
Boomers) and the longest (i.e., 24 years among the HRS Core). We make comparisons across cohorts and, when doing
so, hold the follow-up period constant (results available from the authors).
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Table 3. Transitions from FTC employment through 1998 and 2016, HRS Core respondents on a FTC job at the time of the first interview, by gender, and sector (horizontal percentages)

Cohort, gender, and sector na

Still on or last
observed on
career job (%)

Moved to
bridge
jobb (%)

Moved to
No job (%)

Don’t
know (%)

Bridge job/
(Bridge job
+ No job) (%)

PT bridge
job (%)c

Reduced FTC job
hours ⩾20% (%)

Reentered
(%)dOn FTC Moved

[1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8] [9] [10] [11]

Age-Eligible HRS Core Respondents aged 57–62 in 1998e

Men 1,417 45 30 21 4 58 36 – – –
Public sector 284 44 27 24 5 54 58 – – –
Private sector 1,133 46 30 21 3 60 32 – – –

Women 1,145 42 31 23 3 57 53 – – –
Public sector 280 47 26 23 3 53 65 – – –
Private sector 865 40 33 23 3 59 50 – – –

Age-Eligible HRS Core Respondents aged 75–85 in 2016
Men 2,089 22 36 38 4 48 52 7 10 17

Public sector 454 23 34 39 4 47 68 10 9 14
Private sector 1,635 22 36 38 4 49 48 6 10 17

Women 1,616 19 37 40 4 48 64 4 10 16
Public sector 399 20 36 41 4 47 73 3 16 15
Private sector 1,217 18 38 40 4 49 61 5 9 16

aIncludes respondents on a wage-and-salary FTC job at the time of the first interview. Transitions are measured as of 2016.
bDoes not include respondents who were not working for two consecutive waves following FTC employment and who later reentered.
cPercentage of respondents working part-time in bridge employment as a percentage of all individuals who transitioned to a bridge job; part-time employment is defined as working fewer than 1,600 hours per
year.
dPercentage of respondents who returned to paid work after not having worked for at least two consecutive waves at some point following career employment.
ePercentages are based on Core respondents aged 51–56 at the time of the first interview to allow for comparisons across cohorts.
Source: Authors’ calculations based on the Health and Retirement Study.
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vs. 17% among Core women – see Table 4). As might be expected, public-sector career workers are
much less likely than private-sector ones to report ‘business closed’ or ‘laid off’ as their reason for leav-
ing career employment for a bridge job (less than 7% among public-sector men and women vs. about a
quarter of private-sector men and women). More generally, public-sector workers were more likely to
report voluntary reasons only for leaving career employment (80%–90% of public-sector career work-
ers compared with 60%–70% of private-sector career workers – Table 4). In short, public- and private-
sector workers do differ in their stated reasons for leaving career employment.

We next examine the extent to which public- and private-sector transitions differ with respect to
known determinants of gradual retirement. Not surprisingly, bridge job prevalence generally declines
with the age at transition from the FTC job (although not always monotonically), and generally
increases with better self-reported health status and higher educational attainment (Tables 5 for
men; 6 for women). Bridge job prevalence is also higher among those who are married compared
with those who are not, and higher among the married with a working spouse than those married
without one. The prevalence of labor market reentry also declines with age, increases with
self-reported health status, and is higher among those with a working spouse – all reasonable results.
In contrast to bridge job activity, the prevalence of reentry is higher among those with less formal
education and those not married, perhaps those less prepared to handle negative post-retirement
shocks. Phased retirement increases with educational attainment and, among public-sector workers,
increases with higher rated self-reported health status, but, in contrast to both bridge employment
and reentry, increases with age. One explanation for the latter result is that older workers who remain
in career employment might be more likely than their younger counterparts to request phased
retirement.

Regarding differences by sector, public-sector workers were slightly older than private-sector work-
ers at the time of their transition from career employment. The percentage of public-sector men and
women who left career employment prior to age 56 was about 16% compared to 19% and 23% for
private-sector men and women. Public-sector career workers were in better self-described health
and less likely to report their health as fair or poor – 11% compared to 19%. Finally, public-sector
workers were almost twice as likely as private-sector workers to have a college degree (58% vs. 36%
for the men; 65% vs. 33% for the women).

Regarding phased retirement and reentry, the general patterns by age, health status, educational
attainment, and other demographic characteristics among public-sector workers resemble those of
private-sector ones.

There are important differences by sector in several job and economic characteristics known to
influence gradual retirement decisions. Public-sector career workers are considerably more likely to
be white collar and have health insurance that is portable (i.e., after leaving career employment), a
defined-benefit pension plan, higher wages, and, to a lesser extent, higher levels of wealth (Tables 7
for men; 8 for women). Specifically, 62% and 86% of the public-sector career men and
women were white collar compared to 43% and 65% in the private sector. Access to portable health
insurance – either employer-provided retiree health insurance or health insurance not tied to career
employment (e.g., private or through a spouse’s health insurance) – is 10 percentage points higher
for public sector career workers than for those in the private sector – 92% vs. 82% among the men
and 89% vs. 79% among the women.

Access to defined-benefit (DB) pension plans has been declining over time but the prevalence of
DB plans is considerably higher among public-sector workers – 75% of the public sector men had
a defined-benefit pension plan (alone or in combination with a defined contribution plan) compared
to only 45% of the private sector men; among women, the difference is even larger – 75% vs. 35%. And
pension status and type matters. Among those men and women who left a FTC job, those who did so
with a defined-contribution (DC) pension were more likely to move to a bridge job than those with a
DB one, and those with no pension at all on their career job were more likely than those with a pen-
sion of either type to do so.
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Finally, public-sector men and women are considerably less likely (by 14–26 percentage points) to
be earning a low wage of $15/hour or less – 20% vs. 34% of the men and 36% vs. 62% of the women.6

These differences in job and economic characteristics have an ambiguous effect on the prevalence of
gradual retirement for public-sector workers. Those with unattractive characteristics on the career job,
like low wages, no pension or no portable health coverable, might transition to a bridge job out of
financial necessity. On the other hand, those with more favorable career job characteristics might
have a more attractive set of options in the bridge job world, and do so out of interest rather than
necessity.

An examination of phased retirement and labor market reentry within economic subgroups is lim-
ited by the relatively small sample sizes of important subgroups (e.g., public-sector workers with no
health insurance). For subgroups where comparisons can be made, public- and private-sector men
do not appear to differ systematically with respect to the prevalence of phased retirement and reentry
within economic characteristic subgroups. Among women, however, phased retirement is notably
higher for public-sector women than private-sector ones for those with white-collar, highly-skilled
jobs (18%–21% vs. 7%–11%, respectively, across cohorts), portable health insurance (13%–19% vs.
7%–8%, respectively, across cohorts), defined-benefit pensions (11%–20% vs. 5%–8%, respectively,
across cohorts), defined-contribution pensions (10%–41% vs. 4%–11%, respectively, across cohorts),
and higher wages ($25–$49/hour) (23%–32% vs. 7%–12%, respectively, across cohorts). These differ-
ences by sector among women pertain only to phased retirement as similar patterns are not seen with
respect to reentry.

Prior to examining retirement determinants in a multivariate context, we note that the outcomes of
gradual retirement (e.g., wages on the new job) might differ by the original public- and private-sector
status. As seen in Table 9, both career public- and private-sector HRS Core men and women experi-
enced a general decline in their wages when taking a bridge job. For example, among public-sector
men who transitioned to a bridge job, 20% had wages below $15/hour (inflation adjusted) on their
career job whereas about 40% did so on their bridge job. Among private-sector men, about one-third
(37%) had wages below $15/hour whereas more than one half (54%) did on the bridge job. Similar
increases in the percentage of low-wage workers in the bridge jobs are seen among women. More

Table 4. Reasons for transitioning from FTC employment, HRS Core respondents who transitioned from FTC employment,
by sector and type of transition

Voluntary?

Men Women

Public Private Public Private

Reason1
Bridge
(%)

Direct
exit (%)

Bridge
(%)

Direct
exit (%)

Bridge
(%)

Direct
exit (%)

Bridge
(%)

Direct
exit (%)

Business closed No 3 1 13 6 1 1 12 6
Laid off No 4 1 15 7 3 0 11 11
Health reasons No 4 10 2 16 3 11 3 18
Family care No 0 2 1 1 2 5 2 3
Better job Yes 5 0 8 1 2 1 9 1
Quit Yes 0 1 9 3 4 4 12 6
Retired Yes 63 87 29 70 33 81 17 56
Moved Yes 2 0 1 0 1 0 1 1
Sold business Yes 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 0
Reduced hours Yes 3 1 2 2 0 2 0 3
Other Uncertain 21 0 22 0 51 0 35 0
Switched from W&S to SE Uncertain 2 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
Any involuntary reason 11 12 28 28 7 12 25 34
Voluntary reasons only 87 83 66 69 91 81 72 60

[1] Categories are not mutually exclusive.
Source: Authors’ calculations based on the Health and Retirement Study.

6Wages are measured in 2012 dollars.
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detailed analyses of wage and other job attribute differences between career and bridge employment
are warranted in future research.

2.4 Multivariate analysis of gradual retirement among public- and private-sector older workers

The differences in important demographic and economic characteristics by sector, with some suggest-
ing a higher prevalence of gradual retirement among the public-sector workers (e.g., more likely to be
college educated and white-collar) and others suggesting a lower prevalence (e.g., older at transition
and more likely to have a defined-benefit pension), suggest a multivariate approach that simultan-
eously takes many characteristics into account. Using the multinomial logistic regression model spe-
cified in Equation (1), with separate equations for men and women, we find that many of variables
included are statistically significant explanators of the decision to take a bridge job (Table 10).7 For
example, other things equal, men are less likely to take a bridge job the older they are at the time
of the first transition, if they are in fair or poor health, or if they have a defined-benefit pension.
They are also less likely, other things equal, to take a bridge job if they are married, and this effect
is diminished if the spouse is working. For women, the age, health, and defined-benefit pension
impacts are similar to the men, although the pension impacts for women apply to those with defined-

Table 5. Transitions from FTC employment by worker characteristics, HRS Core men on a FTC job at the time of the first
interview

Public sector Private sector

Bridge job/
(Bridge job +
No job)a (%)

Reduced
FTC job

hoursb (%)

Bridge job/
(Bridge job +
No job)a (%)

Reduced
FTC job

hoursb (%)(%)
Reentered

(%) (%)
Reentered

(%)

All 100 47 9 14 100 49 9 17
Age at transition

⩽55 17 65 1 23 19 64 2 19
56–61 46 39 8 17 49 45 7 17
62–64 19 47 11 8 17 48 13 20
65+ 17 48 18 4 14 44 19 9

Respondent’s health
Excellent/very good 58 50 10 17 49 54 8 18
Good 31 46 9 12 32 47 11 15
Fair/poor 11 28 4 0 19 38 8 14

Education
< High school 13 36 5 18 32 46 8 15
High school 29 47 5 14 32 46 7 16
College 58 49 12 13 36 54 11 19

Ethnicity
White 82 47 10 14 82 48 9 17
Black 15 45 7 18 14 52 9 15
Other 3 60 0 10 4 56 5 7

Married
No 25 40 10 17 20 43 9 15
Yes 75 49 9 13 80 50 9 17

Dependent child
No 83 46 9 15 84 49 8 17
Yes 17 49 12 12 16 47 13 17

Working spouse
No 41 38 9 9 42 46 11 16
Yes 59 56 9 17 58 53 8 18

aDoes not include respondents who were not working for two consecutive waves following FTC employment and who later reentered.
bPercentage of respondents who experienced a reduction in career job hours of 20% or more.
Source: Authors’ calculations based on the Health and Retirement Study.

7Age-eligible HRS Core respondents were aged 51–61 at the time of the first interview. Age-eligible respondents for the
War Babies, Early Boomers, and Mid Boomers were aged 51–56 at the time of the first interview.
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contribution plans as well. The labor force status of the spouse does not appear to be important for the
bridge job decisions of women, but the health status of the spouse is – but for women only, who are
less likely to take a bridge job if their spouse is in fair or poor health, perhaps for care-giving reasons.
Older men do not seem to be similarly constrained! The public-sector coefficient is nowhere near sig-
nificant, which is consistent with our general finding that the career job exit patterns of public- and
private-sector workers are very similar, even though the two groups differ with respect to known deter-
minants of retirement.

The descriptive analysis above revealed that public- and private-sector workers differed with respect
to the number of hours worked in bridge employment, with part-time bridge employment appearing
to be much more prevalent among public-sector workers. This result is confirmed in the multivariate
analysis (Table 11). After adjusting for other factors, public-sector men are well more than twice as
likely as private-sector men (and public-sector women also more likely than private-sector women,
although the result for women is not statistically significant) to be working part-time in bridge
employment. Age at the time of transition, not surprisingly, is a strong determinant of part-time
bridge employment, but the majority of demographic and economic characteristics included in the
model, measured at the time of transition, are not significant. This suggests that the determinants
of working part-time in bridge employment differ from those that influence the choice of gradual
retirement compared with direct exit.

Table 6. Transitions from FTC employment by worker characteristics, HRS Core women on a FTC job at the time of the first
interview

Public sector Private sector

Bridge job/
(Bridge job +
No job)a (%)

Reduced
FTC job

hoursb (%)

Bridge job/
(Bridge job +
No job)a (%)

Reduced
FTC job

hoursb (%)(%)
Reentered

(%) (%)
Reentered

(%)

All 100 47 13 14 100 49 8 15
Age at transition

⩽55 16 49 2 18 23 65 4 21
56–61 53 49 16 16 48 44 7 14
62–64 18 47 13 9 16 42 9 14
65+ 13 31 14 8 13 42 16 6

Respondent’s health
Excellent/very good 57 50 14 15 50 52 8 18
Good 31 41 12 15 31 49 8 13
Fair/poor 12 43 7 4 19 36 7 9

Education
< High school 11 47 7 13 28 44 7 17
High school 24 38 6 13 39 48 6 11
College 65 50 16 15 33 52 10 18

Ethnicity
White 71 45 15 13 75 48 8 15
Black 27 52 6 18 21 49 8 17
Other 2 29 11 0 4 54 6 11

Married
No 40 50 12 16 46 46 9 15
Yes 60 44 13 13 54 51 7 15

Dependent child
No 72 45 14 12 71 46 8 16
Yes 28 52 11 20 29 54 7 13

Working spouse
No 33 40 16 5 40 47 7 16
Yes 67 45 13 16 60 53 8 15

aDoes not include respondents who were not working for two consecutive waves following FTC employment and who later reentered.
bPercentage of respondents who experienced a reduction in career job hours of 20% or more.
Source: Authors’ calculations based on the Health and Retirement Study.

540 Joseph F. Quinn et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474747218000434  Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474747218000434


Another area where public- and private-sector workers differed in the descriptive analysis is with
respect to phased retirement – reduced hours on the career job. These differences hold in a multivari-
ate context for women only. All else equal, career public-sector women are significantly more likely
than those in the private sector to lower the number of hours worked in career employment by
20% or more (Table 12). As with the bridge job models, age at the time of transition, health status,
and pension status are significant determinants of both phased retirement and reentry. The fact
that public-sector status is a statistically significant predictor of phased retirement among women,
but not men, is noteworthy. Assuming that demand-side barriers to reducing hours in public-sector
career employment do not differ by gender, this finding suggests that supply-side factors could be
driving the result, and the extent to which such factors are voluntary (i.e., desire for more leisure
time) or involuntary (i.e., elder care responsibilities) for women warrants further exploration in future
research.

3. Policy relevance

The exit patterns of career public-sector workers are diverse, just as in the private sector. About one-
half of FTC public-sector workers move to a bridge job prior to leaving the labor force, which is simi-
lar to their private-sector counterparts. Career public- and private-sector workers are also similar with
respect to labor force reentry (unretirement) after an initial departure. Of the three components of
gradual retirement, phased retirement is the one in which public- and private-sector career workers

Table 7. Transitions from FTC employment by job and economic characteristics, HRS Core men on a FTC job at the time of
the first interview

Public sector Private sector

(%)

Bridge job/
(Bridge job +
No job)a (%)

Reduced
FTC job

hoursb (%)
Reentered

(%) (%)

Bridge job/
(Bridge job +
No job)a (%)

Reduced
FTC job

hoursb (%)
Reentered

(%)

All 100 47 9 14 100 49 9 17
Occupational status

White collar – high
skill

52 43 13 13 30 51 13 17

White collar – other 10 41 3 19 13 49 11 17
Blue collar – high skill 23 49 4 11 27 39 8 19
Blue collar – other 15 27 6 22 30 39 9 11

Health insurance status
None 2 57 33 14 7 79 14 14
Portable 92 48 9 14 82 47 9 17
Non-portable 6 33 4 22 11 50 5 18

Pension status
Defined-benefit 69 44 6 13 38 38 6 17
Defined-contribution 16 49 14 16 28 55 9 18
Both 6 44 8 22 7 43 8 16
None 9 76 24 7 27 60 14 13

Wage
<$15 20 51 16 21 34 57 10 16
$15–24 39 47 5 12 35 43 8 17
$25–49 38 42 9 14 27 47 9 17
$50 + 3 56 23 11 4 46 16 13

Wealth
$0k 3 33 8 33 5 50 12 9
$1–24k 19 51 8 11 26 55 6 16
$25k–99k 33 50 4 16 30 45 7 18
$100k–499k 36 47 11 11 31 49 12 15
$500k + 8 47 22 16 8 53 15 19

aDoes not include respondents who were not working for two consecutive waves following FTC employment and who later reentered.
bPercentage of respondents who experienced a reduction in career job hours of 20% or more.
Source: Authors’ calculations based on the Health and Retirement Study.
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appear to differ. In particular, among women, the prevalence of phased retirement is higher among
career public-sector workers although the overall prevalence of phased retirement among both groups
is low relative to that of bridge employment. The prevalence of phased retirement among men does
not differ significantly by sector.

Where public- and private-sector workers differ most is with respect to the hours worked upon
leaving career employment, with part-time bridge employment being more common among public-
sector workers. This has important policy implications. Public-sector workers, on average, have char-
acteristics that would suggest a higher degree of financial security in retirement, not only with the
availability of defined-benefit pensions, but also because of their self-reported health status, educa-
tional attainment, wages, and wealth. These characteristics, along with public-sector workers’ subject-
ive responses about why they left career employment (Table 4), suggest that the gradual retirement
decisions of public-sector workers are largely voluntary. Public-sector workers appear to remain in
the labor force on a part-time basis because they want to, not because they have to for financial
reasons.

Public-sector workers’ preferences for gradual retirement highlight a potential opportunity for pub-
lic employers, as policies that facilitate phased retirement may help reduce abrupt retirements and the
workflow disruptions they might cause, especially in this era of rapid workforce aging. The key to cap-
italizing on this opportunity is to properly incentivize continued employment in the public sector. For
some public workers such incentives will not matter, as bridge employment provides an opportunity
to try a new line of work, perhaps in a new part of the country. For others, however, the choice

Table 8. Transitions from FTC employment by job and economic characteristics, HRS Core women on a FTC job at the time
of the first interview

Public sector Private sector

(%)

Bridge job/
(Bridge job +
No job)a (%)

Reduced
FTC job

hoursb (%)
Reentered

(%) (%)

Bridge job/
(Bridge job +
No job)a (%)

Reduced
FTC job

hoursb (%)
Reentered

(%)

All 100 47 13 14 100 49 8 15
Occupational status

White collar – high
skill

54 41 21 15 27 47 9 18

White collar – other 32 41 8 11 38 43 9 13
Blue collar – high skill 5 36 7 27 11 49 11 13
Blue collar – other 10 40 14 10 24 41 7 14

Health insurance status
None 4 56 36 33 8 62 10 19
Portable 89 46 13 13 79 47 8 15
Non-portable 7 57 7 19 14 54 4 15

Pension status
Defined-benefit 70 39 13 11 32 36 7 15
Defined-contribution 16 59 14 12 32 46 6 18
Both 5 53 12 20 3 45 5 12
None 9 77 18 27 32 63 11 12

Wage
<$15 36 55 10 12 62 50 7 14
$15–24 35 47 7 17 28 43 7 17
$25–49 27 38 23 11 10 52 12 16
$50 + 2 40 33 40 1 71 20 14

Wealth
$0k 5 50 15 14 6 57 4 14
$1–24k 23 47 10 14 37 53 8 13
$25k–99k 27 50 12 20 25 46 7 18
$100k–499k 36 46 17 13 26 48 9 14
$500k + 9 43 12 4 6 50 17 13

aDoes not include respondents who were not working for two consecutive waves following FTC employment and who later reentered.
bPercentage of respondents who experienced a reduction in career job hours of 20% or more.
Source: Authors’ calculations based on the Health and Retirement Study.
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between continued but part-time work in the public sector and part-time employment elsewhere could
be marginal, and the right incentives could shift the decision in favor of continued public-sector work.

In 2014, the Office of Personnel Management (OPM) offered a formal phased retirement option to
some federal workers, which is an important development (U.S. Office of Personnel Management,
2018).8 A key feature of this policy is that federal workers who qualify can receive a prorated pension
while reducing their hours. Perhaps more importantly, the size of workers’ pension benefits, when they
do retire completely, are not negatively impacted by reducing their work hours later in life, as would be
the case under final-average-salary formulas. Employees also continue to receive service credits
(adjusted for hours) while working.9

More broadly, however, typical benefit formulas within defined-benefit plans present challenges for
phased retirement options and highlight a key tradeoff relevant to the current retirement income land-
scape. On one side, the financial security that DB plans provide to public employees is a strong positive
attribute and can help public employers attract new workers through deferred compensation and also
encourage the departure of older workers through early retirement incentives. But these same

Table 9. Hourly wages in career and bridge employment, by gender, and sector, HRS Core respondents on a FTC job at the
time of the first interview

Bridge job wage

Career job wage <$15 $15–24 $25–49 $50 + Total

Men
Public-sector

<$15 13.3 4.7 1.6 0.8 20.3
$15–24 11.7 15.6 5.5 3.1 35.9
$25–49 14.8 5.5 17.2 2.3 39.8
$50 + 0.0 0.0 0.8 3.1 3.9
Total 39.8 25.8 25.0 9.4 100.0

Private-sector
<$15 32.2 3.9 1.2 0.2 37.4
$15–24 13.8 13.1 3.5 0.8 31.2
$25–49 6.6 2.7 13.8 4.1 27.3
$50 + 1.2 0.2 0.6 2.1 4.1
Total 53.8 19.9 19.1 7.2 100.0

Women
Public-sector

<$15 33.1 3.2 1.6 0.0 37.9
$15–24 16.9 12.9 4.0 0.8 34.7
$25–49 4.8 6.5 11.3 3.2 25.8
$50 + 0.0 0.8 0.8 0.0 1.6
Total 54.8 23.4 17.7 4.0 100.0

Private-sector
<$15 56.9 4.8 1.2 0.2 63.1
$15–24 10.1 10.8 2.4 0.5 23.9
$25–49 2.4 3.1 5.8 0.5 11.8
$50 + 0.5 0.0 0.2 0.5 1.2

Total 69.9 18.8 9.6 1.7 100.0

Source: Authors’ calculations based on the Health and Retirement Study.

8The OPM website describes the policy as follows: ‘Phased Retirement is a human resources tool that allows full-time
employees to work part-time schedules while beginning to draw retirement benefits. This new tool will allow managers to
better provide unique mentoring opportunities for employees while increasing access to the decades of institutional knowl-
edge and experience that retirees can provide […] This is yet another forward thinking policy that allows the Administration
to continue its efforts to deliver a Government that is effective, efficient, and supportive of economic growth’ (U.S. Office of
Personnel Management, 2018).

9Specifically, the OPM policy states: ‘Employees participating in phased retirement will be paid for the part-time service
they continue to provide the government and will receive additional credit for that service toward their full retirement. These
employees will also begin receiving partial annuity payments, prorated based on the portion of the workweek that they are not
scheduled to work’ (Chief Human Capital Officers Council, 2018).
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incentives can limit the gradual retirement options of older workers, however, thus prompting the
need for policies such as OPM’s new policy. How this barrier to phased retirement compares with
the net benefits of DB plans (net of the financial burden that such plans have imposed on local
and state governments) could inform policy decisions about the attractiveness of DB plans in the pub-
lic sector going forward.

Another important consideration is the balance between attributes of public- and private-sector
employment generally. The relative job stability, generous defined-benefit plans, and regular work
hours in the public-sector can counterbalance higher salaries in the private sector. As such, the well-
documented shift toward DC plans and away from DB plans in the private sector may have increased
the relative attractiveness of public-sector employment.

One aspect of this shift is that private-sector workers now bear more market risk in saving for
retirement. They are responsible for asset allocation decisions and for determining when and how

Table 10. Relative risk ratios from multinomial logistic regression, dependent variable: first transition from FTC job, HRS
Core respondents on a FTC job at the time of the first interview1,2

Men Women

Bridge job Direct exit Bridge job Direct exit

Rel. risk p-value Rel. risk p-value Rel. risk p-value Rel. risk p-value

Age
51–54 – – – – – – – –
56–61 0.831 0.298 1.714 0.004*** 0.917 0.673 1.835 0.004***
62–64 1.098 0.678 2.740 0.000*** 1.304 0.335 3.998 0.000***
65 or older 0.555 0.009*** 1.653 0.033** 0.368 0.000*** 1.218 0.461

Health status
Excellent or very good 1.325 0.066* 1.000 0.999 1.329 0.121 1.035 0.857
Good – – – – – – – –
Fair or poor 0.394 0.000*** 0.786 0.197 0.409 0.000*** 0.714 0.130

Educational attainment
Less than high school 1.087 0.637 1.141 0.463 1.028 0.903 1.241 0.350
High school – – – – – – – –
College 1.201 0.266 0.962 0.828 1.217 0.335 0.947 0.795

Occupation
White collar, highly-skilled – – – – – – – –
White collar, other 1.124 0.686 1.163 0.593 0.722 0.221 0.770 0.318
Blue collar, highly-skilled 0.797 0.328 1.038 0.868 1.012 0.976 1.015 0.971
Blue collar, other 1.005 0.985 1.480 0.105 0.583 0.084* 0.740 0.339

Pension status
No pension – – – – – – – –
Defined benefit 0.582 0.005*** 1.476 0.049** 0.442 0.000*** 1.649 0.034**
Defined contribution 1.049 0.812 1.441 0.086* 0.649 0.047** 1.333 0.215
Both 1.120 0.733 2.400 0.010** 1.390 0.587 2.700 0.096*

Health insurance
Portable 1.128 0.507 1.422 0.051* 0.758 0.169 0.895 0.582
Not portable – – – – – – – –
None 1.551 0.176 0.827 0.620 1.038 0.923 1.202 0.658

Married 0.257 0.000*** 0.207 0.000*** 0.367 0.010** 0.288 0.002***
Spouse’s health status

Excellent or very good 1.201 0.291 1.028 0.877 0.991 0.974 1.015 0.955
Good – – – – – – – –
Fair or poor 1.267 0.315 1.171 0.514 0.538 0.045** 0.559 0.068*

Spouse working 1.404 0.032** 0.985 0.926 1.095 0.707 0.931 0.774
Own home 0.812 0.345 0.795 0.307 1.255 0.305 1.017 0.942
Sector

Public 1.067 0.699 0.987 0.939 0.845 0.405 0.735 0.129
Private – – – – – – – –

[1] The following controls (not shown) are also included in the regression: ethnicity, presence of dependent child, wage, wealth, and region.
[2] Based on all bridge jobs if multiple bridge jobs are observed.
*Statistically significant at the 10% level; **statistically significant at the 5% level; ***statistically significant at the 1% level.
Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the Health and Retirement Study.
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to withdraw the money from their retirement accounts so that they do not outlive their assets. One way
to address the latter issue is to purchase annuities. Retirees currently have this option but relatively
few do so (Brown, 2007). Research has also shown that DC plan participation increases when
participation is the default and employees must opt-out if they do not want to participate
(Beshears et al., 2010; Butrica and Karamcheva, 2015). It is possible that an opt-out provision for
annuities could have a similar effect on the number of retirees that choose to annuitize all or part
of their retirement account.

Whether this type of arrangement is feasible will depend on the ability of companies to negotiate
the fees for setting up the annuity and to ensure that the insurance companies managing the annuity
payments are financially secure. It would also be necessary to determine the fraction of the retirement
account that is annuitized and whether the annuity payments are tied to inflation. Early research on
opt-out DC plans was conducted by getting a few companies to change the default (Holden and
VanDerhei, 2005). Employees could easily reverse this decision at any time, but it is more complicated

Table 11. Odds ratios from logistic regressions, dependent variable: part-time bridge employment, HRS Core respondents
who transitioned to bridge employment1,2

Men Women

Odds ratio p-value Odds ratio p-value

Age
51–54 – – – –
56–61 2.732 0.000*** 2.378 0.000***
62–64 10.959 0.000*** 6.958 0.000***
65 or older 19.095 0.000*** 8.626 0.000***

Health status
Excellent or very good 0.898 0.591 0.941 0.787
Good – – – –
Fair or poor 1.238 0.511 1.366 0.403

Educational attainment
Less than high school 1.197 0.458 1.014 0.962
High school – – – –
College 0.836 0.445 1.215 0.462

Occupation
White collar, highly-skilled – – – –
White collar, other 1.032 0.924 1.979 0.033**
Blue collar, highly-skilled 1.462 0.189 2.156 0.083*
Blue collar, other 0.845 0.601 1.689 0.193

Pension status
No pension – – – –
Defined benefit 1.513 0.127 0.926 0.784
Defined contribution 1.253 0.377 0.948 0.842
Both 1.034 0.928 0.787 0.643

Health insurance
Portable 1.409 0.172 1.223 0.408
Not portable – – – –
None 2.341 0.040 ** 0.641 0.277

Married 1.091 0.897 0.301 0.049 **
Spouse’s health status

Excellent or very good 1.258 0.322 0.979 0.942
Good – – – –
Fair or poor 0.812 0.523 1.602 0.251

Spouse working 0.957 0.837 1.472 0.175
Own home 1.222 0.479 0.910 0.741
Sector

Public 2.385 0.000 *** 1.431 0.172
Private – – – –

[1] The following controls (not shown) are also included in the regression: ethnicity, presence of dependent child, wage, wealth, and region.
[2] Based on all bridge jobs if multiple bridge jobs are observed.
*Statistically significant at the 10% level; **statistically significant at the 5% level; ***statistically significant at the 1% level.
Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the Health and Retirement Study.
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to get out of an annuity after payments have started. Fortunately, most workers will receive Social
Security, which provides risk-free fully-indexed annuity payments.

Many older Americans face financial challenges later in life, especially those without a defined-
benefit employer pension. One very important option for reducing financial insecurity later in life,
for those physically able to do so and with demand for their skills, is to continue working
(Munnell and Sass, 2008; Quinn and Cahill, 2016; 2018).10 Should a DB-to-DC shift take place in

Table 12. Odds ratios from logistic regressions, dependent variable: reduced FTC job hours and reentry, HRS Core
respondents on a FTC job at the time of the first interview1,2

Phased retirement Reentry

Men Women Men Women

Odds ratio p-value Odds ratio p-value Odds ratio p-value Odds ratio p-value

Age
51–54 – – – – – – – –
56–61 4.737 0.000*** 3.763 0.000*** 0.915 0.659 0.610 0.045**
62–64 9.217 0.000*** 3.939 0.001*** 0.755 0.276 0.590 0.100
65 or older 13.370 0.000*** 6.988 0.000*** 0.269 0.001*** 0.208 0.009***

Health status
Excellent or very good 0.677 0.040** 0.905 0.640 0.828 0.300 1.070 0.767
Good – – – – – – – –
Fair or poor 0.592 0.042** 0.938 0.834 1.036 0.892 0.431 0.021**

Educational attainment
Less than high school 1.077 0.762 0.917 0.774 0.788 0.311 1.705 0.074*
High school – – – – – – – –
College 1.749 0.010** 1.768 0.015** 1.042 0.844 1.256 0.427

Occupation
White collar, highly-skilled – – – – – – – –
White collar, other 0.776 0.400 1.092 0.725 1.146 0.639 0.582 0.088*
Blue collar, highly-skilled 0.598 0.048** 1.672 0.188 1.009 0.973 0.670 0.399
Blue collar, other 0.765 0.348 1.358 0.394 0.620 0.089* 0.486 0.092*

Pension status
No pension – – – – – – – –
Defined benefit 0.357 0.000*** 0.478 0.005*** 1.748 0.040** 0.905 0.738
Defined contribution 0.514 0.003*** 0.521 0.014** 1.710 0.052* 1.197 0.526
Both 0.390 0.015** 0.329 0.053* 1.565 0.251 0.684 0.547

Health insurance
Portable 0.833 0.414 1.392 0.203 1.100 0.664 1.097 0.718
Not portable – – – – – – – –
None 0.944 0.889 2.243 0.079* 0.424 0.088* 0.990 0.984

Married 0.819 0.621 0.368 0.094* 1.868 0.307 0.227 0.001***
Spouse’s health status

Excellent or very good 1.014 0.949 0.896 0.687 0.946 0.787 0.573 0.080*
Good – – – – – – – –
Fair or poor 1.073 0.812 0.394 0.037 0.469 0.007*** 1.167 0.679

Spouse working 0.862 0.461 0.988 0.964 0.392 0.000*** 0.875 0.648
Own home 0.833 0.448 1.075 0.802 3.291 0.000*** 3.361 0.002***
Wealth

<$24k 0.912 0.738 2.107 0.014** 5.204 0.000*** 3.862 0.000***
$25k–99k – – – – – – – –
≥$100k 1.346 0.144 1.620 0.044** 1.164 0.473 1.346 0.298

Sector
Public 1.140 0.535 1.531 0.064* 0.834 0.394 0.942 0.827
Private – – – – – – – –

[1] The following controls (not shown) are also included in the regression: ethnicity, presence of dependent child, wage, and region.
[2] Health, spouse’s health, marital status, presence of a dependent child, home ownership, wealth, and region are measured in the wave
prior to reentry for those who reenter.
*Statistically significant at the 10% level; **statistically significant at the 5% level; ***statistically significant at the 1% level.
Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the Health and Retirement Study.

10See Clark and Morrill (2016) for a discussion of the employer side of continued work later in life.
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the public sector, the retirement patterns of today’s public-sector workers suggest that continued work
later in life could help secure their financial well-being after retirement.

Several topics related to the retirement patterns of public-sector career workers are worth exploring
in future research. First, this paper focuses on transitions from public-sector career jobs later in life.
Transitions from public-sector career jobs earlier in an individual’s work history (e.g., in one’s early- to
middle-40s) could impact retirement transitions later in life. Second, the HRS provides information on
the desirability and ability to reduce career job hours, and this information could be used to further
understand the mechanisms behind the retirement transitions of public- and private-sector workers.
In a similar vein, a more detailed examination of occupational status, beyond the 4-way characteriza-
tion used in this paper, might also shed light on the determinants of retirement, as well as any impacts
due to differences in occupation by gender. Third, tax policies related to public-sector pension benefits
might also affect retirement behavior, and the impact of any increases in disposable income might be
worth exploring. Finally, transitions into public-sector employment might be worth some attention as
well, especially in the context of encore jobs – those that serve a social purpose in addition to providing
compensation. Such arrangements might benefit both career private-sector workers as well as public
employers, as they tap into a highly experienced workforce. Some policies may help facilitate these
arrangements. One option is to help reduce barriers to hiring older workers in the public-sector, per-
haps by streamlining the hiring and training process for more experienced applicants, or by offering
part-time positions with a set tenure commitment. Such a structure could be appealing to older
private-sector workers looking for meaningful work that contributes to the broader community.

4. Conclusion

This paper explores work after departure from career employment in the public and private sectors,
with a focus on bridge jobs, phased retirement, and labor market reentry. We find that the diverse
retirement patterns that have been well documented in the private-sector literature apply also to career
public-sector workers. Bridge employment is most common, with about one-half of workers transi-
tioning to a bridge job following FTC employment, followed by labor market reentry and phased
retirement, which are much less prevalent. Differences by sector exist with respect to hours worked
in bridge employment, with public-sector career workers being more likely to work part-time.
Among women, public-sector career workers are also more likely than those in the private sector to
experience phased retirement – defined here as a reduction in hours on the career job by 20% or more.

From a policy standpoint, what is most notable about the gradual retirements of public-sector car-
eer workers is that they are so similar to those in the private sector. To our surprise, public-sector
workers are not more likely than private-sector workers to choose one-time, permanent exits from
the labor force (‘traditional’ retirements). Instead, workers in both sectors exhibit remarkable flexibility
when it comes to continued work later in life, which is a bright spot among the many challenges our
aging society is confronting. The diverse retirement patterns of public- and private-sector workers
expand options for continued work later in life, helping to strengthen families’ financial well-being
and meet employers’ needs for a talented and experienced workforce and society’s goals for the pro-
duction of more goods and services to support our aging population.
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