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The San Diego Union-Tribune, Feb. 22, 2008—It's a tough year to be turning 62, baby boomers. Your
birthdays may seem like occasions to worry as well as cheer.

The media report that you, the first wave of the giant cohort eligible for Social Security's early retirement
benefits, may also be the first wave of economic fatalities as the Social Security and Medicare cupboards start
getting bare. But there is cause for celebration and optimism. Baby boomers have changed the nature of
work, why not the nature of retirement?

For one thing, boomers -- the 78 million born between 1946 and 1964 -- have better choices than their
parents. They have more options and more reasons to work longer instead of spending a third of their adult
lives retired, as many seniors do now. When Social Security was created in 1935, barely half of Americans
lived to see 65. Today, about half of all newborn girls will likely live to 100. Does it still make sense to retire
at 62?

About 348,000 Californians turn 62 this year. Another 378,000 will reach that milestone next year. By
working longer, they can add to their retirement nest eggs and relax a little because their retirement savings
won't have to cover so many years. Boomers who delay retirement can also bolster the sagging work force
and help foot the bill for retiree benefits and other government services.

Only 30 years ago, many firms had mandatory retirement ages and other ways to force employees out by 65
to make room for boomers. Now, most of these policies have been scrapped or tweaked to encourage older
employees to stay.

Many private employers have replaced their traditional pensions with 401(k) plans, which don't penalize
workers for working longer. Such plans allow employees to take their retirement funds with them from job to
job, freeing them to try new careers. Now more than a quarter of full-time workers in their early 50s change
careers before they're through. Most earn less but say they enjoy these new jobs more.

San Diego's Scripps Health, El Segundo's Aerospace Corp. and other like-minded employers are dangling
innovative benefits in front of older workers, including flexible work schedules, job sharing and extended
leave. Then there's phased retirement, which allows employees to cut back on work hours and duties
gradually. Expect to see more of these arrangements as employers feel the pinch of losing seasoned leaders
and utility players.

Granted, a potential crisis still looms, with fewer workers to fuel the economy and generate future tax
revenue. In just nine years, Social Security is expected to begin paying out more in benefits than it collects in
taxes.

So how do we make birthdays something to look forward to again? For starters, requiring employees over 65
to use employer-sponsored health insurance before claiming Medicare benefits no longer makes sense. That
policy discourages employers from hiring and retaining older workers just because their health care costs are
relatively high.

Next, why should government force older workers to continue paying Social Security payroll taxes even when
they won't gain much more in benefits? That's 6.2 percent of wages that comes out of their paychecks.
Another 6.2 percent is paid by their employers–money that would otherwise go to workers' wages.

The U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission could provide another shot in the arm for boomers by
clarifying once and for all that employers who offer them flexible age-related work arrangements will not run
up against age-discrimination laws. Similarly, tax law shouldn't keep older employees from receiving
traditional pension benefits while they're still working. (One in five private-sector employees and nearly all
government workers still have traditional pensions.)

It may even be time to increase Social Security's early and regular retirement ages, so long as people who
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It may even be time to increase Social Security's early and regular retirement ages, so long as people who
can't work are protected.

Working longer will bolster retirement incomes and help ease the economic pressures of an aging work force,
but we also need to control the soaring health care costs that are eating into retirees' Social Security checks,
employer profits and government budgets. We need to find new ways to encourage saving, particularly for
the roughly half of private-sector workers without employer pensions. And we need to help retirees spend
their 401(k) savings on annuities, which provide monthly payments for life, instead of taking hard-to-manage
lump sums.

Reaching conventional retirement age need not spoil birthdays if people have real options. And these will
multiply if Medicare rules, payroll taxes and age-discrimination and tax laws become more congenial to work.
As the generation that questioned authority starts questioning traditional retirement, there could be real
cause for celebration.

Richard Johnson is a principal research associate in the Urban Institute's Income and Benefits Policy Center.
He can be reached via e-mail at feedback@ui.urban.org.
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