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Jean Miller came out of retirement to become a 
clockroom attendant at a hairdressers.

Guardian newspaper, 1st August 2015

“I retired at 60, in 
1993. But I couldn’t 
stand it. I now work 
three days a week, 
from 9am to 4.30pm, 
and I get my hair done 
all the time. I am 
included on all the 
nights out. They are 
absolutely hectic.”



• Kanabar (2015) found that 5.3% of male English retirees unretired.

• However, this value seems low, because:

• another study found that 13% of former NHS employees on disability 
retirement returned to paid work within 1 year (Pattini et al. 2011).

How common is 
unretirement in the 

UK?

Kanabar R. 2015. Post-retirement labour supply in England. Journal of the Economics of Ageing. 6, 
123–32;   Pattani S, Constantinovici N & Williams S. 2004. Predictors of re-employment and quality of 
life in NHS staff one year after early retirement because of ill health; a national prospective study. 
Occupational and Environmental Medicine. 61, 572–6.



It is a myth that retirement is an 
absorbing state.
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Retirement ages among men and women in the British 
Household Panel Survey (ages 56–79 only)
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Retirement & unretirement ages among men and 
women in the British Household Panel Survey
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Around 20% of participants in the British Household Panel 
Survey unretired within 5 years of retiring.
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Around 23% of men and 18% of women unretired 
within 5 years of retiring.
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• Around 600,000 people will reach age 65 years annually, 
according to data from the UK 2011 census.

• Making the courageous assumption that they had been in paid 
work to retire from...

• ...a 25% unretirement rate could be expected to lead to at least 
150,000 people unretiring each year.

Back-of-the-envelope 
calculation



• What are the factors that predict unretirement?

Who unretires?



Only gender, education, 
housing tenure & health 

predicted unretirement
Covariates Hazard ratio
Gender
Male Reference
Female 0.77*
Highest educational level
Post-secondary academic qualification Reference
A-Level, O-Level, CSE 0.75†
No academic qualifications 0.54***
Latest reported housing tenure
Owned outright Reference
Owned with mortgage 1.46**
Rented (local authority, private, etc.) 1.37†
Self-rated health
Excellent, very good, good Reference
Fair, poor, very poor 0.74*

Model also adjusted for: birth decade, retirement age (3 categories), retirement year, occupational 
pension, subjective evaluation of finances, whether spouse (if any) in work. 
N=1855 Britons (BHPS/UK-HLS).                                         †p<0.1, *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001



One-quarter of British retirees subsequently unretire, mostly within the 
first 5 years following retirement.

People are more likely to unretire if they are:
• male,
• better educated,
• in better health,
• and if they own a home with a mortgage.

But there was no association with subjective evaluation of finances 
(how well the respondent felt they were managing financially).

To conclude



• Retirement is not an absorbing state. Around one-quarter of 
retirees unretire.

• There are implications for inequalities in unretirement.

• Interest in protecting and developing human capital (health & 
qualifications) as well as ensuring functioning labour markets for 
older workers (age discrimination, suitable support services).

Policy 
implications

Business in the Community, International Longevity Centre, & The Prince’s Initiative for Mature 
Enterprise. (2015). The Missing Million: Pathways back into Employment. London: Business in the 
Community. 
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loretta.platts@su.se

Questions

http://www.wherl.ac.uk/
http://www.wherl.ac.uk/


• 1855 participants from the British Household Panel 
Survey (1991–2008). If possible, participants were 
followed into Understanding Society (2010–2014). 

• Britons aged 55–69 years who were born 1920–1949 
and for whom a work=>retirement transition was 
observed. 

Data
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