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Retiring together?
Challenges for dual earners

The proportion of dual earners among
adults aged 60 years and over is
increasing. In the Netherlands, we find
that many older dual earners would like
to retire at the same time, but are put
off by the financial consequences. Due
to the gradual increase of the public
pension age, younger partners will have
to continue working long after the older
partner has retired.
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Increasing life expectancy and decreasing fertility put pressure on public pension sys-
tems around the globe. A common strategy to relieve the systems is to raise the age
of pension eligibility. The Dutch public pension age used to be 65 until 2013 and is
gradually rising to become 67 years and 3 months by 2021. After 2021, it is likely to
rise further, as it will be linked to the average life expectancy at age 65. Moreover, once
generous pathways into early retirement in the Netherlands were restricted between
2001 and 2006. Today, early retirement requires extensive private savings. These
changes have a profound impact on the individual pension plans of older workers and
entail special challenges for dual-earner couples.

The number of older dual-earner couples in the Netherlands is increasing due to the
growing labour force participation of older women. Thus, it is no longer an exception
for two working partners to stand at the threshold of retirement together. The pen-
sion system reforms affect dual earners particularly strongly if they intend to retire at
the same time. Due to age differences, this often requires flexibility and coordination.
However, it is unclear how many dual earners actually prefer joint retirement and
which barriers they encounter. In 2015, NIDI surveyed some 2,100 dual-earner cou-
ples aged 60 and over about their plans for joint retirement.
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Joint retirement

Retirement is often seen as a stage of life that
allows partners to spend more time doing joint
activities. Our survey shows that a majority (65%)
of the older workers had clear plans to spend
more time with their partner upon retirement.
Possibilities for joint leisure are particularly
large if one enters retirement at the same time.

Figure 1. Dual earners’ answers to the question “How important is it for you to stop working at approxi-

mately the same time as your wife/husband/partner?” by gender, Netherlands, 2015
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The NIDI Pension Panel Study is a study of older workers that started in 2015. Between May
and November 2015, around 6,800 workers (55% men, 45% women) ages 60 and older who
were employed for at least 12 hours a week and enrolled in one of three big pension funds
participated in the first wave (response rate: 44%).The pension funds in the study represent
the sectors civil service and education, care and social work, and construction.The aim of
this study is to gain insights into the retirement process with special interest for the role of
partners. Where relevant, partners were asked to participate in the study. About 2,100 partic-
ipants had a working partner who also participated (partner response rate: 84%).

However, there are large differences in the degree
to which dual earners evaluated joint retirement
as (very) important (see Figure 1). Less than half
(46%) of the dual earners of both genders thought
that joint retirement was (very) important. One
in five men and one in four women even rated
joint retirement as (very) unimportant. Same-age
couples had somewhat stronger preferences for
joint retirement. Slightly less than half (48%) of
the men and more than half (56%) of the wom-
en among these couples thought joint retirement
was (very) important. The relatively general wish
of dual earners to spend time with their partner
thus does not directly translate into a wish for
joint retirement. Dual earners seem to adjust
their preferences when they see few possibilities
to exit the labour market simultaneously.

Barriers and gender differences

Couples were asked about the most impor-
tant factors that interfere with joint retirement.
Generally, they most often named the age gap
between partners and the resulting financial
difficulties of joint retirement (see Figure 2).
However, while women most often named fi-
nances (69%) and the age gap between partners
(67%), men named finances (59%) and that their
partner enjoyed work too much to stop (57%) as
the most limiting factors. Interestingly, women
generally experienced more barriers than men
did. This could be explained by the fact that
the women in our sample were on average two
years younger than their partners. Therefore,
they reached public pension age later and were
more likely to have to consider their partners’
options than the other way around. As soon as
the older partner reaches public pension age, it
is difficult for him or her to continue working,
because workers’ contracts usually automatical-
ly end when this age is reached. For the younger
partner it is relatively easier to retire early, pro-
vided that the financial situation allows this.
Thus, the younger partner (usually the woman, in
our sample) is often the one who needs to adapt
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pension plans to the options of the older partner
(usually the man, in our sample). Therefore it is
not surprising that, in our sample, the women in
particular seemed to experience the financial dif-
ficulties related to the age gap as a more pressing
limitation than the men.

Future

The Dutch example shows that many dual earn-
ers would like to retire jointly, but that they
experience financial barriers. Couples who prefer
joint retirement and those who think joint re-
tirement is less important are likely to approach
retirement differently. They possibly also differ in
their lifestyle after retirement. Couples who want
to synchronize their retirement need to plan par-
ticularly thoroughly and take further changes in
the pension system into account.

Maria Eismann, NIDI, email: eismann@nidi.nl
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Figure 2. Barriers that limit possibilities for joint retirement according to dual-earners by gender (%)*,
Netherlands, 2015
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Source: NIDI Pension Panel Study.

VOLUME 34, SPECIAL ISSUE


https://doi.org/10.1037/pag0000205



