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Employees in higher-level occupations
outlive manual workers. How long do they live
in retirement or (in)activity?

Florian Bonnet*, Carlo-Giovanni Camarda*, Emmanuelle Cambois*, and Ophélie Merville* *

People in higher-level occupations have a longer life expectancy than manual workers but retire later, on
average. Which occupational categories spend the most years in retirement? Are any gender differences
observed? How do career histories and the pension system affect time spent in retirement? To answer these

questions, Florian Bonnet, Carlo-Giovanni Camarda, Emmanuelle Cambois, and Ophélie Merville mea-
sure life expectancy across occupational categories at different ages, particularly around retirement ages.

Social inequalities in life expectancy are an important compo-
nent of the debate on retirement age as they affect both the
likelihood of reaching this age and the number of years spent
in retirement. Changes in activity status over a working career
and status at retirement age also differ across social groups and
are partly factored in by the solidarity mechanisms of the
pension system. Durations of employment, inactivity, and
unemployment matter because they determine not only pen-
sion entitlements but also the pension amount (Box 1). We
examine these durations at different ages and at retirement age
across the different occupational categories (OCs) in France.

Mortality data are used to calculate and analyse life expec-
tancy at different ages and the disparities across OCs. For each
OC, these years of life are then broken down according to the
periods of activity (employment and unemployment) and
inactivity (retirement, homemaking, or other reason) reported
by individuals in the census (Box 2). These ‘period’ indicators
describe average occupational situations within each OC and
at different ages for the period studied, circa 2018.

Men in higher-level occupations can expect
to live 6 years longer, on average,
than manual workers after age 35

In 2018, life expectancy at age 35 of individuals born in France
was 46 years 5 months formen and 51 years 7 months for women.
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For men in higher-level occupations (cadres in French), it was
5 years 8 months longer than for manual workers, and for
women, 3 years 5 months longer (Figure 1). These differences
remain large atage 62: 3 years 6 months for men (for a total male
life expectancy of 22 years) and 2 years 8 months for women (for
a total female life expectancy of 26 years). The life expectancy
of clerical workers is just above that of manual workers, while
intermediate occupations and the self-employed (farm, trade,
and craft workers with their own business) enjoy an advantage,
butasmaller one than higher-level occupations. Among women,
the self-employed have a lower life expectancy than those in
intermediate occupations; the reverse is true for men. The results
found here are similar to findings for earlier periods [1].
Disparities in the probability of reaching an advanced age are
also observed across OCs because premature mortality also affects
each category differently; although premature mortality is rela-
tively low. At age 35, 96% of men in higher-level occupations but
only 89% of male manual workers can expect to reach age 62. For
women, the proportions are 97% and 94%, respectively.

Seven years of inactivity or unemployment

for female manual workers after age 35

Figure 2 shows that the 53.3 years of life expectancy of women
in higher-level occupations break down as almost 27.5 years of
employment (around 51%) and slightly more than 24 years of
retirement (around 45%); they also include around 1 year of
unemployment and 1 year of inactivity (including due to dis-
ability). The life expectancy of female manual workers atage 35
includes slightly less than 24 years of retirement (47%), 8 months
less than women in higher-level occupations; their periods in
employment are much shorter—20 years on average (40%)—
with more years of unemployment or inactivity: 4 years and
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Figure 1. Life expectancies at ages 35 and 62 by occupational category and sex, France, 2018
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Interpretation: Under the mortality conditions of the period studied, the life expectancy at age 35 of people in higher-level occupations was 53.3 years for women
and 49.7 years for men.

Coverage: Employed, unemployed, or retired women and men aged 35 and over by occupational category at the time of the census survey (Box 2).

Source: Permanent Demographic Sample; annual census survey 2013-2019, Mortality in 2018 (2017-2019 data).

3 years, respectively (13%). Around half of women’s inactivity retirement (42% and 43% of life expectancy, respectively). They
is reported as time spent as a ‘homemaker’, corresponding to spend 3.4 more years in unemployment or inactivity.
career breaks often linked to childbearing or looking after the The differences between OCs are quite similar for men
home (more frequent among the older generations than those and women, but the years in employment represent a great-
of today). The other half corresponds partly to difficulties in er share of the remaining years of life after age 35 for men
keeping or finding a job, sometimes due to recognized or unrec- than for women.
ognized disability. Such situations are also frequent for male At legal retirement age (62 years for the period studied),
manual workers. there are fewer years of unemployment or inactivity, although
still slightly more for women than for men. As mortality
Two fewer years in retirement between ages 35 and 62 is quite low, the differences in years
for male manual workers than for men spent in retirement by OC at age 62 are similar to those at
in higher-level occupations age 35. At age 62, the differences in duration of activity are
Despite a younger retirement age than for men in higher-level large between people in higher-level occupations and the
occupations, male manual workers spend 2 fewer years in self-employed on the one hand, and intermediate occupations

Figure 2. Breakdown of years of life expectancy at ages 35 and 62
by activity status and occupational category
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Interpretation: On average, men aged 35 in higher-level occupations will be in employment for 27.4 years, unemployed for 1 year, inactive for 0.3 years and in
retirement for 21.1 years.

Coverage: Women and men aged 35 and over at the time of the annual census survey (Box 2).

Source: Permanent Demographic Sample. Annual census survey 2013-2019, Mortality in 2018 (2017-2019 data). Age breakdown of activity statuses recorded in the
2018 annual census survey.
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and manual workers on the other: the former continue work-
ing for another 2 years, partly due to later entry into the labour
market, and the latter for less than 1 year.

At ages 58 and 59, some male clerical workers
and women in intermediate occupations
are already retired

While most retirees are still working when they claim their
pension, a non-negligible share is unemployed or inactive.
Figure 3 shows the durations in each activity status by 2-year
age group around the retirement ages (58-59 years inclusive,
6061 years inclusive, and 62—63 years inclusive). Male clerical
workers have already spent, on average, one-third of these
2years to be lived between ages 58 and 59 in retirement, much
longer than the other OCs. This specificity is linked to the
existence of early retirement schemes for certain occupations
in this category (Box 1). At these ages, manual workers are
more frequently unemployed and inactive than the other OCs:
these periods account for almost 5 months (0.4 years), i.e. 20%
of these 2 years of life. Among women in the 58-59 age range,
those in intermediate occupations have a slightly longer
retirement period than other OCs. Female manual workers
have a lower duration of activity than the other OCs due to
a higher average duration of unemployment or inactivity
(8 months on average).

At ages 6061, just before the legal retirement age, men in
higher-level occupations are active for almost 1.5 of these
2 years, 3 times longer than manual workers, who have a
slightly longer period in retirement due to early retirement
schemes, but also have periods of unemployment or inactivity
3 times as long. Among women likewise, female manual
workers are in retirement for twice aslong as women in higher-
level occupations but are much more frequently unemployed
or inactive (almost 6 months on average); their period of
activity is shorter than for the other OCs (half that of self-
employed women, for example).

In the 2 years following legal retirement age (62—63 years),
fewer people are unemployed or inactive as workers are enti-
tled to claim their pension. Over the almost 2 years lived at
these ages, female manual workers, clerical workers, and
intermediate occupations spend between 18 and 20 months
in retirement, self-employed women spend 16 months, and
those in higher-level occupations 14 months. The duration in
activity of women in higher-level occupations is still 4 times
longer than that of female manual workers, as shown in Fig-
ure 2. In this age range, the situations of men and women in
each OC are similar, with comparable durations spent in
activity or retirement.

F*okk

At age 35, the number of years in employment is higher for
people in higher-level occupations than for manual workers who,
for their part, have worked for longer before age 35 and have a
higher risk of inactivity and unemployment. People in higher-
level occupations will also spend more years in retirement thanks
to their longer life expectancy. In addition, women’s longer life
expectancy translates as more years of retirement (3 to 4 more
years depending on the OC), but also of inactivity (1 to 2 more
years depending on the OC); within each OC, men and women
have a similar duration in employment.

Figure 3. Breakdown of partial life expectancies
(by 2-year age range) at retirement ages according
to activity status by occupational category
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Interpretation: On average, for men in higher-level occupations, the 2 years of
life between ages 58 and 59 inclusive correspond to 1.77 years of employment
(21 months), 0.1 years of unemployment (1 month), 0.01 years of inactivity
(0 months), and 0.1 years of retirement (1 month).

Coverage: Women and men aged 35 and above at the time of the annual census
survey (Box 2).

Source: Permanent Demographic Sample. Annual census survey 2013-2019,
Mortality in 2018 (2017-2019 data). Age breakdown of activity statuses recorded
in the 2018 annual census survey.

Just before the legal retirement age in the study period,
clerical and manual workers have already spent time in retire-
ment thanks to early retirement schemes. But these OCs have
also had longer periods of unemployment or inactivity than
the other OCs, probably due partly to difficulties in holding or
finding a job [2]. This result mirrors the years of life with
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Box 1. General principles
of the French pension system

The French pension system is based on a pay-as-you-go principle
whereby the pensions of retired former contributors are paid for
largely by current contributions. Eligibility to claim a pension depends
on two conditions: the minimum legal retirement age and the mini-
mum number of years of activity required to obtain a full pension.
Pension amounts thus depend on the duration of contributions and
the age at first entry into employment [3], and on the employment
statuses that count towards contribution periods (employment,
maternity, unemployment, and disability). Some workers remain in
employment beyond the legal retirement age, either to reach a full
pension entitlement (if they started working at a late age or have
periods of activity with no pension contributions), or to obtain a pen-
sion supplement. Others can retire before the legal age thanks to
special measures for workers with long careers or hazardous occupa-
tions. This mainly concerns intermediate occupations and skilled
manual and clerical workers [2]. Differences in these various param-
eters produce disparities in actual retirement durations [4].

Box 2. Data and methods

Estimating life expectancies by occupational category (OC)

Life expectancies are estimated using data from the French Perma-
nent Demographic Sample, which combines data from the Annual
Census Surveys (ACSs) and French civil records. We observe deaths
in 2017, 2018, and 2019 among individuals present in the five ACSs
preceding these 3 years (2013 to 2019). Each year, the observations
are broken down by age, sex (on the birth certificate), and OC (record-
ed inthe census). For reasons of data quality, the mortality estimates
(a) only concern persons born in France (including overseas territories),
for whom information on death is more robust; (b) exclude people
inactive at time of the ACS (except retirees) as we do not have infor-
mation on their previous OC in the ACS prior to 2016 (see Online
Appendix for more information); and (c) begin at age 35 and are
produced by summing the observations over the 3 years.

The study is based on 597,877 women and 539,481 men, and
24,173 and 23,330deaths, respectively. Age-specific mortality rates
are estimated independently for each OC and each sex using a
smoothing method (see [6]) and assuming an increase with age. They
are thenrefitted to the national mortality rates produced by the French
national statistics office (INSEE). The life tables are calculated from
these rates to obtain life expectancies at different ages.

Breakdown of years of life by activity status

Sullivan's method [5] is then used to distribute the life table per-
son-years for each OC according to the percentage by age of the
different statuses of activity (employment, unemployment) and
inactivity (retired, homemaker, otherinactive status including disabil-
ity). These percentages are drawn from the 2018 ACS data that can

be used to reclassify inactive individuals by their former OC.

disability between ages 50 and 65 already experienced more
frequently by manual and clerical workers than by people in
higher-level occupations, and by women compared to men at
identical ages [5].

Periods of non-employment before retirement, an indicator

adversely affect pension levels. Alongside the parameters of
age and duration of contributions, protective schemes for
people encountering difficulty in staying employed during their
working career and in the years before retirement remain key
challenges facing the pension system and social protection
more generally, for both present and future generations.
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—— Abstract

In 2018, life expectancy at age 35 was almost 50 years for men
in higher-level occupations versus 44 years for manual work-
ers, a gap of nearly 6 years. These differences remain large at
age 62: 3 years 6 months for men and 2 years 8 months for
women. Despite a younger retirement age, male manual
workers spend 2 fewer years in retirement than men in
higher-level occupations and almost 3.5 more years unem-
ployed or inactive. Moreover, manual workers frequently
experience years of unemployment or inactivity before
reachinglegal retirement age. Women spend 3to4 more years
in retirement than men of the same occupational category
but also have more years of inactivity.

—— Keywords

life expectancy, social inequalities, occupational category,
mortality, social classes, career, retirement, employment,
inactivity, manual workers, higher-level occupations, France
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