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Abstract
Using data from the China Health and Retirement Longitudinal Study, this research inves-
tigates how post-retirement employment influences older people’s expenditure in urban
China. By broadening the understanding of post-retirement employment behaviour from a
consumer welfare perspective, this study expands the literature on retirement consumption
and provides theoretical explanations, empirical insights and policy recommendations.The
findings reveal that post-retirement employment behaviour reduces urban retirees’ house-
hold expenditure and has a more significant effect on men than on women, but this effect
diminishes as consumption levels rise. Increasing income, promoting social participation
and improving subjective health outcomes are all potential channels through which post-
retirement employment can affect consumption. Further analysis shows two main reasons
why post-retirement employment reduces older people’s expenditure: first, the increase
in subjective health levels resulting from post-retirement employment reduces healthcare
expenditure; second, post-retirement employment does not promote social participation
and self-rated health for all consumption levels and all genders of retirees – it also decreases
expenditure. Preliminary evidence suggests that internet use positively moderates the neg-
ative impact of post-retirement employment on older people’s expenditure. These findings
provide policy implications for retirement policies and the promotion of the silver economy.

Keywords: consumption; internet use; post-retirement employment; self-rated health; social participation

Introduction
Over the last few decades, the way older people spend their retirement and their
responses to the extension of working life have become frequently discussed topics
in both academia and politics. Most theoretical and empirical evidence emphasises
how consumption drops dramatically after people retire (referred to as ‘the retirement
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consumption puzzle’), which is not consistent with lifetime optimising behaviour
(Banks et al. 1998; Battistin et al. 2009; Schwerdt 2005; Smith 2006; Wakabayash
2008). These studies suggest that the retirement consumption decline may be related
to unexpectedly low pensions, little accumulated wealth, involuntary retirement and
uncertainty surrounding health shocks (Bernheim et al. 2001; Hamermesh 1982; Hurst
2008). These findings have been evidenced in different countries, both developed and
developing (Li et al. 2015). Declines in expenditure at the time of retirement result in
reduced life quality levels for elderly persons, placing pressure on them in regard to
healthy and active ageing.

Acceleration of the ageing process also poses a challenge to different countries’
sustainable development. Specifically, an ageing population leads to a shortage of
working-age populations and rising labour costs, which reduces the competitiveness of
labour-intensive industries in international markets (especially for developing coun-
tries). In addition, the growing population life expectancy causes a serious shortfall
in pension funds during the transition from a pay-as-you-go system to an investment-
based system, which places pressure on national financial systems. One possible option
to alleviate the pressures of ageing is to extend the length of older people’s working lives
(B ̈orsch-Supan et al. 2014). For instance, the USA has raised the retirement age for
full pensions from 65 to 67, and Japan has postponed the retirement system for three
periods at the ages of 60, 65 and 70. Postponing retirement policies have also been
advocated for by some in countries such as France, Italy, Korea and Germany, which
are suffering from a serious ageing problem and poor birth rates (Galasso 2008). To
deal with the negative effects of an ageing population, China has officially put postpon-
ing retirement reform on the policy agenda of government departments. Despite this
measure, which is currently maintaining the social pension security system in a sus-
tainablemanner, the appropriate retirement age and the pace of policy implementation
still need to be deliberated (Caliendo et al. 2023; Fisher et al. 2016).

As mentioned, there has been a considerable amount of research on the issues of
retirement consumption and the work participation of older people. However, lit-
tle is known about the relationship between post-retirement work and older people’s
consumption expenditure. Does post-retirement employment increase older people’s
spending? Is there any difference between groups at different consumption levels
or genders? What driving mechanism underlies this phenomenon? This article aims
to find answers to these questions by investigating the influencing mechanism of
post-retirement employment on older people’s consumption.

Using data from the 2018 China Health and Retirement Longitudinal Study
(CHARLS 2018) – a set of high-quality microdata representing households and indi-
viduals aged 45 and over in urban China – we explore how post-retirement employ-
ment can influence older people’s consumption expenditure. The expenditure of the
urban older people who do not work after retirement is used as the control group, with
a propensity scorematchingmodel.The benefit of thismeasure is that it prevents endo-
geneity problems due to sample selection bias, as post-retirement employment is often
driven by individual choices. Specifically, urban older people who are less well-off may
be more willing to work in retirement, or there may be older people in better health
who are more willing and able to do so, thus creating the problem of adverse selection.
The propensity scorematchingmodel solves this issue by aligning other factors outside
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of whether to work after retirement. Thus, we employ the propensity score matching
model to robustly examine the impact of post-retirement employment onolder people’s
expenditures and the channels through which it operates. Additionally, we employed
the kinky least squares (KLS) method as a supplementary approach to further reduce
the effect of endogeneity.

In order to test how post-retirement work affects older people’s expenditure, we
focus on the coefficients across different consumption levels and genders, based on a
baseline estimation.Thebaseline estimation results suggest that, rather than promoting
retirees’ spending, post-retirement employment reduces their consumption expendi-
ture, a situation that diminishes as older people’s consumption levels rise. Moreover,
compared to women, the consumption of male retirees is more negatively affected.

This study investigates the influencing mechanisms that may account for why post-
retirement employment leads to older people’s consumption expenditure declines.
Three possible channels are examined, including income, social activity participa-
tion and self-rated health status, which explain the findings of this paper. Results of
the mechanism analysis suggest that post-retirement employment enhances retirees’
income, participation in social activities and self-rated health. Notably, the improve-
ments in self-rated health can reducemedical care expenditure for older people, which
accounts for 43.66 per cent of their household consumption expenditure. However,
the three channels of influence show differential effects at the levels of consumption
and gender. For example, post-retirement employment only promotes participation in
social activities among the high consumption group. Re-entry into employment has a
negative impact on the subjective health outcomes of the low consumption group and
no significant impact on female retirees’ self-rated health status. In addition, the use of
socialmedia and electronic paymentsmoderates this negative effect on elderly persons’
spending.

This article makes three main contributions to existing research. First, it broad-
ens the literature regarding retirement consumption by considering post-retirement
work. The traditional life cycle theory assumes that rational individuals organise their
consumption over time according to their lifetime income, rather than their current
income (Friedman 1957; Modigliani and Brumberg 1954). However, the emergence
of ‘the retirement consumption puzzle’ has shaken this theoretical assumption. For
instance, post-retirement consumption expenditure declines may be due to work-
related expenditure (e.g., transport, clothing, etc.) and food expenditure – a notion that
is supported by a number of studies (Hurd and Rohwedder 2006; Hurst 2008). Other
research confirms the existence of ‘China’s retirement consumption puzzle’, suggest-
ing that the decline in post-retirement consumption is reflected in different categories
of spending (Chen et al. 2017; Deng et al. 2022; Li et al. 2015, 2016; Zou and Yu
2015).While a reduction inwork-related expenditure after retirement has been proven,
whether post-retirement employment can change this situation for the better remains
unknown. This study contributes to this strand of research by providing new evidence
of how post-retirement work affects retirees’ spending, verifying possible influencing
channels.

Second, the possibility of extending the working lives of older people is explored
from a consumer welfare perspective. Since extending the retirement age has become a
commonly used measure to tackle ageing, there is growing interest in the employment
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behaviour of older populations. In most societies, post-retirement work is regarded
as a major component of active ageing (Deeming 2009). However, research on the
post-retirement labour force participation of older people is limited, especially in
sociological fields. Maestas (2010) suggests that one reason for the relative lack of
research on retirement employment is that it has long been assumed to be a relatively
rare phenomenon. Early theoretical studies of retirement behaviour have focused on
demonstrating the existence of and trends in post-retirement employment behaviour
(Blau 1994; Hayward et al. 1994; Herz 1995; Pleau and Shauman 2013; Rust and Phelan
1997). As retirees increasingly return to work, there is concern about the causes and
consequences of post-retirement employment. These research findings suggest that
demographic factors (e.g., gender, health, education, psychological, etc.) and social
contexts (e.g., work-related factors, pension, nationalities, etc.) might be related to
retirees’ back-to-work behaviour (De Wind et al. 2018; Madero-Cabib and Kaeser
2016; Schreurs et al. 2011; W ̈ohrmann et al. 2016).

These findings emphasise the complexity and diversity of factors influencing older
people’s post-retirement work. In contrast to the factors affecting older people’s post-
retirement work, less is known about the outcomes arising from post-retirement
employment. So far, results regarding the impact of post-retirement employment have
focused on health-related outcomes. Some results imply that post-retirement work
has negative effects on health. For instance, high-strain jobs could lead to low levels
of health and well-being, as well as low productivity, task performance and job sat-
isfaction (Dingemans and Henkens 2020). In addition, working after retiring could
threaten life satisfaction if retirees feel forced to work for financial reasons (Dingemans
and Henkens 2014). On the other hand, several studies show a positive relationship
between post-retirement work and health outcomes.There is a beneficial effect of post-
retirement work on self-assessed health and depressive symptoms for both women
and men (Silver et al. 2020). Specifically, older people who decide to work after retire-
ment for recreational reasons experience higher levels of life satisfaction andwell-being
(Dingemans and Henkens 2019). Studies to date have typically focused on the effect of
post-retirement work on health and have ignored the effect of going back to work on
consumption. An individual’s consumer behaviour is closely linked to well-being and
life satisfaction. By exploring the spending of older people after returning to work, it is
possible to provide a more objective and realistic view of extending the working lives
of older people.

Third, the contribution of the adoption of information and communication tech-
nologies (ICTs) is considered in this study, adding to the literature on post-retirement
consumption with the consideration of internet use. The advent of information tech-
nology has had persistent influences on the lifestyles of people today (e.g., social
behaviour, consumer behaviour, etc.). On the one hand, using ICTs can contribute to
improving socio-emotional outcomes by supporting older adults to overcome time and
distance in establishing or maintaining social relationships, thereby reducing social
isolation and loneliness (Antoci et al. 2014; Cotten et al. 2013; Shi et al. 2023). On
the other hand, the rise of e-commerce platforms, the popularity of internet use and
the convenience of electronic payments may change traditional consumer behaviour
(Fowler et al. 2015; Niu 2013; Zhang and Guo 2020), which holds true for older
people as well (He et al. 2022). In this study, ICT applications, such as social media
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and electronic payments, are employed as moderators in the analysis of the impact of
post-retirement employment on consumption.

The remainder of this article is organised as follows: the next section describes the
background and hypotheses, while the third section introduces the methodology, the
model design, the measurement of the variables and the descriptive statistics of the
study. Then come two sections that present the results and explanations, and a dis-
cussion of the proposed models, before the final section provides conclusions for and
limitations of the study.

Background and hypotheses
Retirement system in China
Since the 1950s, the retirement system in China has operated under a mandatory
scheme that regulates the official retirement age (according to the Labour Insurance
Regulations 1953 and the Provisional Provisions on the Retirement of Workers and
Staff (Draft) 1958). The system sets different retirement ages for different occupational
positions – generally 60 for men and 55 for women for ‘cadres’, and 60 for men and
50 for women for ‘workers’. In addition, the retirement age is suitably early for those
who are engaged in special types of work such as high-risk (e.g., underground, high-
altitude, high-temperature), hazardous work or those who have lost the ability to work
due to a work-related illness. Regular administrative retirement (i.e., retirement pro-
cedures) includes regular retirement, early retirement and internal retirement. The
1990s and early 2000s can also be seen as a transitional period of massive growth in
China, during which small businesses proliferated, migrants surged and unstable gov-
ernment policies became pervasive in urban areas. In this market environment, the
mandatory retirement age for workers was not strictly enforced (Che and Li 2018).
Furthermore, a significant proportion of the rural population exhibits employment
flexibility, as they engage in both agricultural activities in their own households and
temporary urban work (e.g., as migrant workers). This implies that their duration of
work is determined by individual choices and is not influenced by China’s retirement
policies. Therefore, it is possible for older people to continue working, despite the law
stipulating the retirement age.

Post-retirement employment behaviour
Post-retirement employment (i.e., bridge employment) is generally defined as any kind
of paid employment that elder people engage in after retiring from a career (Mitchell
1992) or it may represent transitional work before full retirement (Shultz 2003; Zhan
and Wang 2014). That is, older people can choose to take up paid work on a full-
time, part-time or self-employment basis when approaching or after retirement (Beehr
and Bennett 2015). The emergence of this type of employment has changed the com-
mon perception that older people’s retirement is a permanent withdrawal from the
labour force (Wang et al. 2008), which presents possibilities for older people to extend
their working lives. Some studies indicate that, while the proportion of older people
opting for post-retirement employment remains low, the trend is increasing. Maestas
(2010) points out that the average length of employment after retirement tends to be

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X24000461 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X24000461


6 Di Lu et al.

around four years. Gilleard andHiggs (2014) suggest that post-retirement employment
behaviour is linked to a change in the culture of ageing, with older people choosing
to work not only for greater financial resources but also for the social appreciation
they desire. Changes in perceptions and attitudes towards age, affected by positive age
ideologies, have resulted in older people having different expectations of their own per-
sonal achievements and consequent changes in behaviour (Moulaert and Biggs 2013).
Specifically, post-retirement employment for older people provides work-related sat-
isfaction and the intrinsic benefits associated with success, as well as financial security
(Alcover 2017).

As China has a mandatory retirement system, in our opinion, post-retirement
employment for urban elderly persons in China refers to choosing to return to work
for pay after formal retirement (having received a pension).

Hypotheses
According to the life cycle hypothesis (LCH), rational consumers’ marginal utility
will smooth out over their lifetime, and expected declines in income (e.g., due to
retirement) will not affect the consumer’s consumption path. However, ‘the retirement
consumption puzzle’ confirms that, if older people do not prepare sufficient savings for
retirement consumption, it may lead to a reduction in their spending levels. Moreover,
work-related expenses also decline when older people retire. Thus, according to the
rational person assumption, if older people engage in paid work after retirement, the
rise in income and work-related activities may increase their spending levels. Re-
entering the workforce after retirement also enhances the self-rated health of older
people, which may reduce medical care-related expenditure. Thus, in this study, we
examine three channels of influence – income, activity participation and self-rated
health status – in order to conduct an influencemechanism analysis of the relationship
between post-retirement employment and elder people’s expenditure.

We focus on these three channels because each has a strong relationship with
work and consumption. First, income enhancement is a direct benefit stemming from
post-retirement employment (Alcover 2017). According to a range of consumption
theories (e.g., the absolute income hypothesis, the relative income hypothesis, the life
cycle hypothesis, etc.), income is the most important factor influencing consumption.
Theoretically, as more income is earnt from paid work, the willingness of older people
to consume increases. As a result, the possibility for retirees to reduce their spending
due to the uncertainty of risk is reduced.

Second, post-retirement employment may affect the social participation of older
people, with an indirect impact on their living expenses. Specifically, social participa-
tion directly enhances the work-related spending of older people, such as spending on
food, clothing and transport. In addition, the consumption of older people in China
is more likely to be influenced by the country’s ‘collectivist culture’ than by individual
consumption decisions (Tian 2020). Consumption in countries with a strong collective
mindset has more cultural connotations, such as strengthening friendships, gaining
affirmation, improving communication and releasing stress (De Mooij 2019). Post-
retirement employment allows older people to reintegrate themselves into the work
community, and those who have worked in a group for a long time tend to emulate

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X24000461 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X24000461


Ageing & Society 7

the consumption behaviour of others, which increases their willingness to consume.
However, in contrast, more time spent at work reduces the frequency with which older
people socialise with friends and participate in recreational activities, which in turn
reduces their spending on leisure activities to some extent.

Third, previous studies have confirmed that health shocks have a significant impact
on consumption decisions (Islam and Maitra 2012; Mitra et al. 2016). According to the
consumption capital asset pricing model (CCAPM), when health is treated as a risky
asset for individuals, it generates a shock in regard to consumption (Edwards 2010).
Health risks depend on the current and expected states of health, which are related
to the judgement of health risk information embedded in the subjective perception of
health. Older people’s subjective perceptions of health can contain more information
about health risks than those of younger generations (Atella et al. 2012). Uncertain
risks regarding health status could prompt retirees to engage in precautionary savings
in order to ensure that they can afford future out-of-pocket health-related expenditures
(Yogo 2016).

Through this discussion, it is evident that there is no consensus regarding whether
post-retirement employment has a positive or negative impact on older people’s sub-
jective health perceptions (i.e., self-rated health status). Although self-rated health
status is one of the main channels through which retirement employment acts in rela-
tion to consumption, the direction of its impact remains unknown. Therefore, with
three different channels at work, it is difficult to determine whether post-retirement
employment can increase expenditure in old age. We thus propose the following
hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1: Post-retirement employment has an impact on older people’s expen-
diture, which may be realised through changes in income, social engagement and
health levels.

With the advent of the information age, the adoption of ICTs (represented here by
internet use) is constantly changing people’s consumption patterns and behaviours.
On the one hand, the internet broadens consumers’ access to information and satisfies
their information needs for consumer decisions. On the other hand, the convenience
of transactions through online electronic payments plays a positive role in consumers’
purchase intentions (Niu 2013). As older people use information technology such as
the internet with increasing regularity, the internet as a new social medium also pro-
vides an effective means of interaction between older people and the external world
(Hunsaker and Hargittai 2018). In terms of the impact of the internet on the lives of
older people, first, online social media allows older people to cross the limits of time
and space, enhancing the frequency of their social interactions and access to rich infor-
mation (Schehl et al. 2019). Second, use of the internet can reduce the cost anddifficulty
of activities for older people when purchasing goods, which stimulates their willing-
ness to spend (Van Deursen and Helsper 2015). Therefore, we propose the following
hypothesis.

Hypothesis 2:The internet plays amoderating role in the relationship betweenpost-
retirement employment and older people’s expenditure.
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Methodology
Model design
Our empirical work estimates the impacts of post-retirement employment on older
people’s expenditure, which is expressed as

lnexpij = 𝛼 + 𝛽PREij + 𝛾Xij + 𝜆Zij + 𝛿ij + 𝜀ij (1)

where lnexpij refers to the logarithm of the per capital household expenditure of retiree
i of household j. The key variable is ‘whether the retiree has retired in the previous
survey period but still has a working status in this survey’, which is represented by
PREij; PREij is a dummy variable equal to one if the retiree is employed after retirement,
and zero otherwise, while 𝛽 measures the influence of post-retirement employment on
older people’s expenditure. A vector of the control variables Xij measures the retirees’
demographic characteristics, including age, gender, schooling years, the logarithm of
pension, insurance, the presence of common diseases and activities of daily living
(ADL) disability. A vector of the control variables Zij refers to family characteris-
tics, including marital status, number of children, the logarithm of the family’s assets,
whether taking care of grandchildren or not and the average time spent taking care of
grandchildren last year (in hours). We also control for the province fixed effects, 𝛿ij.
The error term is denoted as 𝜀ij.

Using the specification model outlined in Equation (1), two comparisons can be
made. First, to explore cohort differences in the impact of post-retirement employment
on consumption, we extend this model to different consumption levels. Specifically, we
compare retirees at different spending levels. Second, we compare retirees by gender.
The purpose of this approach is to allow for improved sensitivity analyses, as well as to
further check the robustness of the baseline results.

Due to the presence of endogeneity issues, including potential measurement
errors, omitted variables and reverse causality, the utilisation of ordinary least squares
(OLS) estimation alone is insufficient to establish a causal relationship between post-
retirement employment and older people’s expenditure. To overcome and mitigate
these endogeneity concerns, we employ robust methodologies, as follows. First, since
sample self-selection is present, we adopt the propensity scorematching (PSM)method
to mitigate this issue. Specifically, less wealthy older people may be more likely to need
to work after retirement, or there may be healthier older people who are more able to
do so, whichmay bias the results of the impact of post-retirement employment on con-
sumption. The PSM model is used to test the impact of post-retirement employment
on consumption by matching people working and people not working after retire-
ment with similar characteristics. The advantage of using the PSM model is that it
controls for individual-level and household-level factors other than the behaviour of
post-retirement employment, which can reduce endogeneity bias. Second, to address
any potential concerns regarding the weak instrument, we employ the KLS method.
TheKLSmethod constructs a regressionmodel without the need for instrumental vari-
ables by utilising non-orthogonal conditions in the form of boundary acceptance of
endogeneity. This approach offers the advantage of avoiding reliability and accuracy
issues that may arise from potential weaknesses or invalidity of instrumental variables
(Kiviet 2020).
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Data sources
Weuse theCHARLS 2018 dataset to empirically examine the hypotheses.TheCHARLS
dataset was launched in 2011 by the Institute of Social Science Survey of Peking
University in China, with the latest survey conducted in 2018. The CHARLS respon-
dents are mainly individuals aged over 45 and their families. The sample covers a
total of 12,400 households and 19,000 individuals across 28 provincial administrative
regions by using a multi-stage probability sampling procedure. The CHARLS dataset
provides a wealth of information on the demographic and economic characteristics of
the respondents, including household expenditure and detailed information on retire-
ment andwork. In addition, other expenditure-related information, such as family ties,
individual financial situation and health status, are available.

As the Chinese retirement system is only for urban residents, urban respondents’
survey data from 2018 are used in this article. We focus on male respondents aged
over 60 and female respondents aged over 50 or 55 (depending on their type of occu-
pation) in the urban sample. Further, we restrict the sample to individuals who have
already retired and are under 80 years old. The sample was chosen in this way for three
reasons. First, due to differences in economic development and the labour market in
each province, employees may not retire in full compliance with the mandatory retire-
ment age. We ensure that the study participants have already retired and received their
pensions, which meets the prerequisites for choosing employment after retirement.
Second, the age of the sample was restricted to under 80 because respondents in that
age range are often physically capable of performing work. Third, respondents in this
age range are moving into old age and experiencing a significant change in mentality,
which leads to a significant impact on their consumer behaviour.

Measurements
Dependent variable
Individual consumption is generallymeasured on a household basis. It includes spend-
ing on clothing, food, housing, durable goods,medical care, transportation, recreation,
education and communication, among other factors. Certain studies on ‘the retire-
ment consumption puzzle’ suggest that the reduction in post-retirement consumption
is mainly caused by a decrease in work-related clothing and transport expenditure
(Cho 2012) and that changes in retirement also lead to a decline in spending on
items such as food (Bai et al. 2010). We hypothesise that post-retirement employ-
ment behaviour affects older people’s expenditure through income, social participa-
tion and self-rated health, with all three channels of action associated with different
consumer expenditures. Thus, we have chosen the logarithm of retirees’ household
expenditure per capita as the dependent variable, rather than concentrating on a par-
ticular consumption item. Due to the presence of outliers in the questionnaire, a
1 per cent two-tailed winsorisation is applied to the data to avoid the effect of extreme
values.

Independent variable
Post-retirement employment refers to the behaviour of older people who have
not withdrawn from the labour market after formal retirement (Alcover 2017).
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Although studies have suggested that post-retirement employment could be consid-
ered a formof incomplete retirement (Shultz 2003), this notion is less appropriate in the
Chinese context. The compulsory retirement system implemented in China specifies
the statutory retirement age and imposes restrictions on voluntary retirement; while
there is a possibility of not retiring in full compliancewith the statutory age, the chances
of such a situation are low. To ensure the accuracy of the post-retirement employment
behaviour variable in this study, we targeted respondents who have already begun for-
mal retirement (including regular retirement, early retirement and internal retirement)
and received a pension, but who are now working again. The independent variable is
denoted by PRE.

For comparison purposes, we redefine post-retirement employment using informa-
tion regarding whether an individual is working after reaching the statutory retirement
age, based on themandatory retirement system implemented in China.This variable is
denoted by PRE_2, with the value of one assigned to those still working after reaching
the statutory retirement age, and zero otherwise.

Moderating factor and control variables
Internet use has a significant effect on older people’s consumption (Bui 2022). We
chose online social media use (six social media applications in total) and e-payments
(e-payment use = 1; no e-payment use = 0) as moderating variables. Online social
media broadens the range of information channels and social activities of older peo-
ple, while e-payments facilitate consumption behaviour, as discussed in the previous
analysis. In addition, another concern with the selection of moderating variables is the
correlation between internet use and other control variables, such as age or educational
attainment. The social media software included in the sample (e.g., WeChat, Weibo)
includes communication methods such as voice calls, short videos and photos, which
are relatively simple to operate and avoid barriers to adoption caused by low educa-
tion levels. This also applies to e-payments. Thus, another benefit of using social media
applications and e-payments as proxy variables for internet use is that it excludes the
correlation of moderating variables with control variables.

Among the control variables, factors that may influence consumption at both the
individual and the household levels are selected. Respondent demographic informa-
tion includes age (age range 50–80 years), gender (male = 1; female = 0), years
of schooling years (range 0–19), insurance (insured = 1; uninsured = 0), common
diseases (13 types in total), ADL disability (cannot work = 1; can work = 0) and
the logarithm of pension. (The education levels of retirees in different consumption
groups and by gender are shown in Table A2 in the Appendix. The low consump-
tion group has the fewest years of schooling, with an average of about six to six
and a half years. Men have, on average, two more years of schooling than women.)
Specifically, commondiseases andADLdisability are utilised as proxy variables tomea-
sure the health status of older people. Respondents’ household information includes
marital status (with a spouse = 1; without a spouse = 0), number of children,
the log of household assets, whether taking care of grandchildren or not (yes = 1;
no = 0) and the average time spent taking care of grandchildren last year (in hours).
Unlike Western family cultures, which are more often independent of each other,
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Chinese culture establishes strong ties between family members of different gen-
erations. Due to the cultural concepts of ‘three generations living together’ (‘san
dai tong tang,’ ‘三代同堂’) and ‘children and grandchildren around’ (‘zi sun rao xi,’
‘子孙绕膝’), it is common for Chinese grandparents to provide intergenerational
care for their families (Ko and Hank 2014). The opportunity cost of household time
paid for by intergenerational caregiving (Bai et al. 2010) and the gift motive have
impacts on retiree household consumption. Therefore, we incorporate the variables
‘whether taking care of grandchildren or not’ and ‘the average time spent taking care
of grandchildren last year (in hours)’ into the set of household information vari-
ables. Due to the differences in economic level, industrial structure, employment
and social environment across the provinces of China, we also control for provincial
variables.

Empirical results
Descriptive statistics
Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics of the research sample. In our sample, around
21.40 per cent of retirees are involved in post-retirement employment, while the
proportion of thosewho remain in the labourmarket after reaching the statutory retire-
ment age is about 25.08 per cent. These figures are consistent with the findings of Song
et al. (2023), which demonstrate a trend of diversification in the retirement trajectories
of older people in urban China. The ‘active ageing’ policy and more flexible informal
employment opportunities enable retirees to re-enter the labour market.

In this sample, around 52.24 per cent of retirees were male and 47.76 per cent were
female, with an average of two to three adult children. Around 76.28 per cent were
married or cohabiting.The average age of retireeswas around 65 years and their average
years of schooling was more than eight years. The mean number of chronic diseases
among respondents was around two to three. About 98.91 per cent of retirees had one
or more insurance policies. Approximately 40.15 per cent of the survey respondents
reported taking care of their grandchildren last year. Additionally, 15.19 per cent of
the survey respondents reported being able to use e-payment methods.

On average, respondents spent about 43.66 per cent of their annual household
expenditure on medical care, while only about 17.93 per cent was spent on clothing
and transport. As the dataset does not contain information on annual household food
expenditure, no specific descriptions of this are included.

Furthermore, when examining the differences in sample means between retirees
who choose to work after retirement and those who do not, we find a significant reduc-
tion in consumption growth among elderly individuals who opt for re-employment,
while there is no significant change in the proportion of healthcare expenditure to total
expenses. Retirees who aremale, younger, married, have higher levels of education and
enjoy better health tend to be more likely to engage in post-retirement employment.
Additionally, post-retirement employment leads to evident improvements in income,
social participation, self-rated health status and digital literacy.

Figure 1 shows the distribution of retirees’ household expenditure and the results
of the distribution of consumption expenditure by gender. The peak of the distribu-
tion curve is to the left, proving that the annual per capita household expenditure of
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Figure 1. Distributions of the kernel estimated density of retirees’ household expenditure.

Figure 2. Consumer spending by retirees compared to the previous survey wave.a
aThe data used in this study are sourced from CHARLS. Due to sample size limitations, there are 160 individuals in the
sample who were traced and identified as being employed in the current survey wave, while in the previous survey
wave they were recorded as having retired. Additionally, there are 635 individuals in the sample who were traced and
identifiedasbeing retired inboth thecurrentand theprevious surveywaves. Toensurecomparability, theconsumption
expenditure in the current survey wave is adjusted relative to the baseline period of the previous survey wave.

retirees is mainly up to CNY10,000, with a lower density of low and high consump-
tion groups. After annual per capita household expenditure reaches CNY10,000, the
cluster density gradually decreases as the level of consumer spending continues to
rise. The distribution curve of male household expenditure is flatter than that among
women, with male household spending per capita mostly concentrated in the range of
CNY10,000 to CNY40,000 per annum. The cohort density of female retirees spend-
ing below CNY10,000 and above CNY40,000 is higher than that of men, with clear
polarisation.

Figure 2 presents the data on consumption expenditure for individuals who tran-
sitioned from retirement to post-retirement employment, compared to those who
remained retired, in both the current survey wave and the previous survey wave. The
black line represents the changes in consumption expenditure for individuals who
engaged in post-retirement employment. In comparison to the previous survey period
when they were in a retired state and had not yet chosen to re-enter the labour market,
their consumption has declined.
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Table 2. Baseline regression

log exp.

OLS KLS OLS KLS

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4)

PRE −0.323***
(0.051)

−0.309**
(0.138)

PRE_2 −0.257***
(0.045)

−0.299***
(0.082)

Age −0.002*
(0.003)

−0.006*
(0.003)

−0.003*
(0.003)

−0.005*
(0.003)

Gender −0.133***
(0.037)

−0.227***
(0.048)

−0.135**
(0.035)

−0.215***
(0.040)

Marriage −0.257***
(0.048)

−0.266***
(0.050)

−0.283***
(0.041)

−0.307***
(0.042)

Schooling years 0.019***
(0.005)

0.021***
(0.005)

0.023***
(0.005)

0.025***
(0.005)

Insurance 0.152
(0.196)

0.122
(0.232)

0.317**
(0.147)

0.257**
(0.157)

Chronic diseases 0.017*
(0.009)

0.027***
(0.009)

0.009
(0.009)

0.016
(0.008)

ADL disability −0.043
(0.060)

0.020
(0.062)

−0.031
(0.052)

0.033
(0.052)

Children −0.047**
(0.015)

−0.066**
(0.016)

−0.044***
(0.013)

−0.060***
(0.052)

Log pension 0.102***
(0.021)

0.121***
(0.023)

0.144***
(0.017)

0.167***
(0.015)

Log asset 0.005
(.005)

0.005
(0.005)

0.008
(0.005)

0.008
(0.005)

TCG 0.101**
(0.046)

0.092*
(0.051)

0.142***
(0.045)

0.158***
(0.056)

TCG_H 0.001
(0.001)

0.001
(0.001)

0.001
(0.001)

0.000
(0.001)

Constant 8.806***
(0.312)

8.014***
(0.391)

8.184***
(0.269)

7.386***
(0.286)

Province FE Y Y Y Y

R2 0.150 0.249

Note: Obs. = 1,290. Robust standard errors are presented in parentheses, ***p< 0.01, **p< 0.05, *p< 0.1.

Baseline regression
Table 2 shows the baseline results for the relationship between post-retirement employ-
ment and retirees’ household expenditure, which are reported in Columns (1) and (2).
The results for the relationship between the behaviour of participants still working after
the official retirement age and expenditure are shown in Columns (3) and (4). All the
regressions control for province-fixed effects.
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Table 2, column (1), presents the OLS baseline regression results, indicating a
significant negative correlation between post-retirement employment and retirees’
household expenditure. The estimates suggest that retirees who re-enter the labour
market exhibit lower expenditures compared to those who do not engage in post-
retirement employment. Column (2) of Table 2 displays the effects of post-retirement
employment on retirees’ household expenditure using KLS regression. The KLS esti-
mation result indicates a negative impact of post-retirement employment on retirees’
household expenditure, with statistical significance at the 5 per cent level. This con-
firms that post-retirement employment reduces old people’s expenditure.Hypothesis 1
is thus partially validated.

Columns (3) and (4) of Table 2 present the results of the OLS and KLS regressions,
respectively, examining the relationship between individuals who continue working
after reaching the statutory retirement age and retirees’ household expenditure. We
observed that individuals who continue working after reaching the statutory retire-
ment age exhibit lower expenditures compared to those who exit the labour market
upon reaching the retirement age. The result from KLS regression confirms the nega-
tive effect of continuing work behaviour after the statutory retirement age on retirees’
household expenditure.

The estimated coefficients for the control variables are consistent with the literature
on retirees’ household expenditure. For instance, elderly people who are getting older
and have spouses and children prefer to savemore and spend less due to considerations
of future risks and legacies. Older people who have been educated for longer, have a
pension and have multiple chronic conditions show higher levels of spending, such as
on recreational leisure or healthcare items.

Robustness check
In this subsection, we address some potential concerns regarding endogeneity and
heterogeneity, and then check the robustness of the empirical results.

The results of the impact of post-retirement employment on their expenditures
could be biased due to differences in the economic status or gender of the retirees.
In order to better comprehend the effect of post-retirement employment on retirees’
household expenditure, we analyse the differential impact of post-retirement employ-
ment by distinguishing between respondents according to their level of consumption
and gender. We estimate the differential effects using KLS regressions.

Robustness check: propensity score matching analysis
We employed retirees’ demographic characteristics (age, gender, years of schooling,
logarithm of pension, insurance coverage, presence of common diseases and ADL
disability) and family characteristics (marital status, number of children, logarithm
of family assets, whether taking care of grandchildren or not and hours spent tak-
ing care of grandchildren last year) as matching variables based on the PSM method
(K nearest-neighbor matching) to create a 1:1 matched sample of treatment and con-
trol group data. The PSM-matched samples satisfy the common trend assumption,
thereby mitigating estimation errors arising from observable variables. The before and
after matching kernel density distribution plots and balance test results are presented
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Table 3. Average estimated treatment effect

Matching method Differences in ATT T-Value SE

Post-retirement employment

K-nearest neighbour matching −0.337*** −5.59 0.060

Radius matching −0.344*** −6.20 0.055

Kernel matching −0.341*** −6.14 0.055

Still working after official retirement age

K-nearest neighbour matching −0.234*** −4.18 0.056

Radius matching −0.270*** −5.34 0.051

Kernel matching −0.269*** −5.33 0.050

Note: ***p< 0.01, **p< 0.05, *p< 0.1.

in Figure A1 and Table A1, respectively. Following matching, the differences between
the control and the treatment groups reduced, indicating the effectiveness of the
matching procedure.

Table 3 presents the PSM matching results, where, in addition to k-nearest neigh-
bour matching, we also utilised radius matching and kernel matching, yielding
consistent results. As expected, the average expenditure difference between post-
retirement employed and non-employed individuals is statistically significant at the 1
per cent level, indicating that post-retirement employed individuals have lower expen-
ditures. For comparative purposes, individuals who continue working after reaching
the statutory retirement age were also matched with those who do not work. The
difference in average treatment effect on the treated (ATT) suggests that, under
similar individual and family characteristics, retirees who fully retire after reaching
the statutory retirement age have higher expenditures compared to those who con-
tinue working. The PSM results support the rationality of the baseline regression
results.

Regression results: different consumption levels
Table 4 reports the estimation results of the impact of post-retirement employ-
ment on retirees’ household expenditure by different consumption levels. We classify
the household consumption of retirees into four groups according to the quantile
scale – specifically, a low level (QR_25), a middle level (QR_50), a medium-high level
(QR_75) and a high level (QR_90). The quantile regressions are performed following
Equation (1).

Columns (1) to (4) present the estimated effects of post-retirement employment
on retirees’ household expenditure by these four groups’ consumption levels. The
estimated coefficients are −0.348, −0.310, −0.261 and −0.075, respectively, and are
statistically significant at the 1 per cent or 10 per cent level, suggesting that return-
ing to work after retirement has a significant negative impact on retirees’ household
expenditure by different levels of consumption. This disincentive gradually weakens
as consumption levels increase. This finding implies that post-retirement employment
reduces, to various degrees, the household consumption of retirees at different levels.
The comparison of estimated coefficients is presented in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Coefficients of different consumption levels.

Columns (5) to (8) show the estimated effects of the behaviour of those still working
after the official retirement age on retirees’ household expenditure by these four groups’
consumption. In Columns (5) to (7), the estimated coefficients of the core independent
variable are all negative and statistically significant at the 1 per cent level. In Column
(8), however, the estimated coefficients of the behaviour of those still working after the
official retirement age is not significant.This finding is likely to be related to the sample,
which may include those who are not fully retired after reaching the statutory age. The
high consumption group ismostly concentrated in occupational categories with higher
income and social status, which may delay their retirement, and this group cannot be
considered as retirees.

Regression results: men and women
Studies suggest that the work needs and goals of male and female retirees are different.
According to social gender role theory (Eagly et al. 2000), people’s expectations and
beliefs stemming from gender differences foster some of the differences in individuals’
cognition and behaviour (Eddleston et al. 2006; Zhan et al. 2015). Thus, the sensitivity
of consumption to the effects of post-retirement employment behaviour may differ
betweenmen andwomen, and, consequently, the results of this studymay also differ on
this basis.We therefore examine the impact of post-retirement employment on retirees’
consumption by gender, with the results shown in Table 5.

Columns (1) and (3) depict the estimated effects of post-retirement employment
on the expenditure of male and female retirees, respectively. Controlling individual
and family influencing factors, the coefficients of post-retirement employment remain
statistically significant. Compared to women, men’s consumption is more likely to be
influenced by post-retirement employment, which reduces spending by 37.9 per cent
for male retirees. The comparison of estimated coefficients is shown in Figure 4.
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Table 5. Robustness check: by gender

Log exp. (males) Log exp. (females)

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4)

PRE −0.379***
(0.062)

−0.229***
(0.070)

PRE_2 −0.292***
(0.059)

−0.225***
(0.058)

Age −0.004
(0.004)

−0.007
(0.004)

0.001
(0.004)

0.000
(0.003)

Marriage −0.482***
(0.077)

−0.409***
(0.069)

−0.105*
(0.059)

−0.203***
(0.049)

Schooling years 0.017**
(0.007)

0.017***
(0.007)

0.024***
(0.007)

0.031***
(0.006)

Insurance 0.326
(0.364)

−0.050
(0.248)

0.023
(0.259)

0.552***
(0.184)

Chronic diseases 0.018
(0.013)

0.009
(0.013)

0.021*
(0.012)

0.009
(0.011)

ADL disability −0.159**
(0.076)

−0.107
(0.069)

0.080
(0.085)

0.049
(0.069)

Children −0.063***
(0.020)

−0.055**
(0.018)

−0.010
(0.022)

−0.024
(0.017)

Log pension 0.148***
(0.029)

0.185***
(0.023)

0.058**
(0.029)

0.125***
(0.018)

Log asset 0.002
(0.007)

0.009
(0.007)

0.006
(0.007)

0.005
(0.006)

TCG 0.204***
(0.067)

0.174***
(0.063)

−0.024
(0.066)

0.113*
(0.060)

TCG_H −0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.001)

0.001
(0.001)

0.000
(0.001)

Constant 8.471***
(0.517)

8.495***
(0.425)

8.947***
(0.439)

7.834***
(0.329)

Province FE Y Y Y Y

Note: Obs. of male = 671, obs. of female = 619. Robust standard errors are presented in parentheses, ***p < 0.01,
**p< 0.05, *p< 0.1.

We estimate the effects of working after the official retirement age by gender. The
results are reported in Columns (2) and (4) for men and women, respectively. The
corresponding results are consistent with the baseline results; the behaviour of those
still working after the official retirement age decreases retirees’ household expenditure,
regardless of gender.

The results of the effects of the control variables show that age has a significant effect
on men’s consumption only, while education level has a stronger effect on women’s
consumption. Men may be more likely to spend money on outings and activities,
which decreases as they get older. The higher the educational level of women in
China, the more financially independent they are, which has a positive effect on their
consumption.
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Figure 4. Coefficients of male and female retirees.

Discussion
Mechanism analysis
This subsection explores potential mechanisms through which post-retirement
employment leads to retirees’ lower levels of expenditure. As summarised in the pre-
vious analysis, post-retirement employment affects consumption through a series of
factors, including objective circumstances and subjective behaviour. Due to the avail-
ability of data, we focus on the three channels of transmission and provide exploratory
evidence regarding these three aspects: income, social participation and self-rated
health status.

First, we explore the results of the average effect of post-retirement employment
behaviour on the three channels that influence consumption. As shown in Table 6,
Columns (1) to (6), respectively, present the effects of post-retirement employment
behaviour on retirees’ income, social participation and self-rated health status. For
social participation, we select data on participation in activities among older people
(13 events in total) from the CHARLS data as a proxy variable. With regard to self-
rated health status, the CHARLS data classify the self-rated health status into five levels,
from ‘very good’ (denoted by Level 1) to ‘very poor’ (denoted by Level 5). For analy-
sis purposes, we reverse the ranking of the self-rated health levels, from ‘very poor’
(denoted by Level 1) to ‘very good’ (denoted by Level 5). The results in Table 6 indi-
cate that post-retirement employment behaviour enhances retirees’ income, promotes
social participation and improves self-rated health status. As anticipated, the PSM
results reveal that individuals engaged in post-retirement employment exhibit higher
incomes, greater social participation and better self-rated health status. According to
the previous theoretical analysis, higher incomes and increased social participation
contribute to higher consumption expenditure among older people, but improved
self-rated health status reduces older people’s medical care spending, which accounts
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Table 6. Different mechanism channels

Log income Social participation Self-rated health status

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Variables PSM KLS PSM KLS PSM KLS

PRE or Differences in ATT 2.634***
(0.331)

2.591***
(0.201)

0.256*
(0.151)

0.223**
(0.101)

0. 249*
(0.140)

0.148**
(0.065)

Control variables – Y – Y – Y

Province FE – Y – Y – Y

Obs. 1,209 1,209 1,209 1,209 1,249 1,249

Note: PSM: T-statistics of (1), (3) and (5) are 7.96, 1.70 and 1.78, respectively. Standard errors are presented in parentheses,
***p< 0.01, **p< 0.05, *p< 0.1.

for 43.66 per cent of older people’s total expenditure. Thus, the average impact of
post-retirement employment on older people’s consumption in the presence of this
cross-effect is negative, mainly due to the loss of spending on healthcare.Hypotheses 1
is thus confirmed. In the following subsection, we specifically explore whether changes
in income, social participation and self-rated health all have consistent effects across
different levels of consumption and across gender using the KLS method, as shown
in Tables 7 and 8.

Second, post-retirement employment significantly raises the incomes of retirees at
different consumption levels and by gender. The extent of the effects is stronger on the
income of themiddle-consumption-level group, on that of the high-consumption-level
group and on women. This partly explains why the negative impact of post-retirement
employment on the consumption of female retirees is weaker than that for male
retirees.

Third, post-retirement employment enhances the social participation of only
the high-consumption-level group. High-consumption retirees are concentrated in
groups with high educational attainment and higher social status. The types of
post-retirement employment occupied by the more educated population and pop-
ulations with higher social status tend to be in managerial and high-end tech-
nical positions, such as professors, doctors and corporate executives (Ameriks
et al. 2020; Dingemans et al. 2016). These types of work are more sensitive to social
engagement – specifically, the interchange of resources, social relationships and wider
social activities involved in the work to improve the social participation of retirees
(Manski 2000). In contrast, the less educated population and populations with lower
social status represent a more homogeneous type of post-retirement employment in
China, including security guards, construction workers, housekeepers and domestic
workers, for example. These types of work instead take up the retirees’ time avail-
able to communicate with others and thus do not enhance their social participation.
This finding suggests that the effect of increased social participation due to post-
retirement employment on consumption does not exist for all retirees, explaining why
post-retirement employment reduces the spending of retirees instead.

Fourth, we explore the effects of post-retirement employment on self-rated health
status for different consumption levels and genders. Post-retirement employment
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Table 8. By gender: different mechanism channels

Sample

Dep. var.

Log income (obs. = 1209) Activities (obs. = 1209) SHS (obs. = 1249)

Male Female Male Female Male Female

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

PRE 1.817***
(0.274)

3.735***
(0.294)

0.197
(0.123)

0.171
(0.167)

0.195**
(0.085)

0.079
(0.100)

Control variables Y Y Y Y Y Y

Province FE Y Y Y Y Y Y

Note: Robust standard errors are presented in parentheses, ***p< 0.01, **p< 0.05, *p< 0.1.

behaviour significantly enhances the self-rated health of retirees at middle, medium-
high and high consumption levels, but has a significant negative effect on self-
rated health at low consumption levels. Across genders, post-retirement employment
increases the self-rated health only ofmale retirees. Low-consumption retirees are con-
centrated in low-education and low-social-status groups, who tend to work in jobs that
are more sensitive to health conditions. The high physical intensity and relatively iso-
latedworking environment reduce the self-rated health status of this group. In addition,
post-retirement employment can bring about health benefits and emotional satisfac-
tion (Silver et al. 2020). Compared to female retirees, male retirees are more likely to
derive a sense of fulfilment from their work and find it rewarding, which enhances
their self-rated health. There are two reasons why post-retirement employment does
not enhance the self-rated health status of female retirees: First, the labour market
discriminates against the older female workforce, making it more difficult for older
women to secure employment after retirement (Neumark et al. 2019). Even when post-
retirement employment is achieved, the discrimination in the labour market does not
enhance the sense of achievement of female retirees. Second, for female retirees, the
emotional satisfaction of family care and work is largely equal (Griffin and Hesketh
2008), so the act of post-retirement employment does not significantly enhance their
self-rated health.

To summarise, the exploratory evidence discussed indicates that, in the context
of this study, changes in income, social participation and self-rated health status
are channels through which post-retirement employment influences older people’s
expenditure. However, these channels have different effects on different consump-
tion levels and gender groups. While increased social participation from post-
retirement employment stimulates spending intentions, rising incomes and self-rated
health levels do not lead to an increase in spending. Positive changes in self-rated
health instead reduce both healthcare spending and total expenditure among older
people.

Estimating the moderating effects of internet use in post-retirement employment
In this subsection, we further employ the KLS method to investigate the role
that the use of the internet, represented by social media and electronic payments,
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Table 9. Results of moderating effects

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4)

PRE −0.282***
(0.049)

−0.369***
(0.059)

−0.285***
(0.040)

−0.337***
(0.055)

Social media 0.059***
(0.013)

0.035**
(0.014)

– –

PRE * social media – 0.110***
(0.033)

– –

e-pay – – 0.134**
(0.049)

0.060
(0.053)

PRE * e-pay – – – 0.297**
(0.116)

Control variables Y Y Y Y

Province FE Y Y Y Y

R2 0.223 0.230 0.216 0.221

Note: Obs. = 1,290. Robust standard errors are presented in parentheses, ***p< 0.01, **p< 0.05, *p< 0.1.

plays in the relationship between post-retirement employment and older people’s
expenditure.

In the current digital economy, the adoption of ICTs such as the internet is grad-
ually changing the way older people live and work. The intensity of the impact of
post-retirement employment on consumption can vary depending on the digital lit-
eracy of older people. We select the number of social media uses (six in total) and
whether electronic payments are applied (use = 1; no use = 0) as moderating vari-
ables with which to determine whether the moderating effect of internet use holds.
Specifically, socialmedia use broadens older people’s access to information about prod-
ucts and services, while electronic payments simplify the payment process. These two
variables represent both the perception process and the application process involved in
internet use.

The results of the moderating effect are presented in Table 9. In Column (2), the
coefficient of the impact of social media on retirees’ household expenditure and the
coefficient of the interaction term between social media and post-retirement employ-
ment on retirees’ household expenditure are both statistically and positively significant.
In Column (4), the interaction term between e-payment and post-retirement employ-
ment has a significant positive effect on expenditure. Internet use thus plays a moder-
ating role in the effect of post-retirement employment on older people’s expenditure,
which holds for Hypothesis 2. Additionally, the coefficient on the interaction term
is positive, acting in the opposite direction to the main effect (i.e., post-retirement
employment negatively affects consumption), suggesting a mutually suppressive
relationship. This proves that social media and e-payment use diminish the nega-
tive impact of post-retirement employment on older people’s spending. Columns (1)
and (3), respectively, present the results for the effects of social media and e-payment
use without the interaction term, both showing positive and significant influences.
All results control for individual and household characteristics and province-fixed
effects.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X24000461 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X24000461


Ageing & Society 27

Conclusion
Using the CHARLS 2018 dataset, our study proposes and empirically investigates
the hypothesis that, through income, social participation and self-rated health sta-
tus, the behaviour of post-retirement employment affects elderly people’s spending,
which is closely associated with both retirement consumption and the consequences
of additional work for the older labour force.

Extending the working lives of older people is an important issue for ageing soci-
eties. Our findings specify how extending one’s working life affects the economic
behaviour and well-being of older people through the impact of post-retirement
employment behaviour on consumption. We find that post-retirement employment
behaviour reduces retirees’ consumption expenditure and this effect diminishes as
the level of consumption increases. In addition, the spending of male retirees is
more likely to be influenced by post-retirement employment than that of female
retirees. The evidence from the mechanism analysis suggests that post-retirement
employment significantly increases older people’s income, promotes social partici-
pation and improves their self-rated health, while reducing older people’s expendi-
ture despite this positive effect. While the income of older people has increased,
the improvement in self-rated health reduces their spending on healthcare, which
accounts for an average of 43.66 per cent of their total expenditure. The effects of
post-retirement employment on social participation and self-rated health do not exist
for all consumption levels and genders; for example, post-retirement work promotes
social participation only among older people with high consumption levels, while
this behaviour reduces the self-rated health status of those with low consumption
levels. Social isolation and a decline in self-rated health levels also lead to a ten-
dency for older people to increase their savings to combat future health risks, while
reducing current consumption expenditure. Use of the internet in post-retirement
employment, such as through the use of multiple social media software and electronic
payments, could attenuate the negative impact of post-retirement employment on
consumption.

Our findings provide insights into the ongoing debate on ‘delayed retirement’
policies, as well as ‘the retirement consumption puzzle’. First, while our results find
that post-retirement employment behaviour reduces older people’s expenditure, this
reduction is brought about by a decline in spending on healthcare. One positive
aspect of the post-retirement employment impact is that it promotes both financial
rewards and subjective health outcomes for most retirees, which is advocated for
by active ageing. Hence, the impact of post-retirement employment behaviour on
older people’s well-being is positive. The measures needed to promote the spending
of older people must increase their level of social security and change the consump-
tion structure of elderly persons, rather than increasing their financial income through
post-retirement employment. Second, while it is confirmed that older people have an
additional capacity to work, the education and gender discrimination in the labour
market is detrimental to the health and well-being of lower consumption groups and
female retirees. The high physical intensity and the limited type of work available do
not allow for the economic rewards and emotional entitlements that retirees should
receive. This situation similarly reduces their current expenditure as they attempt
to prevent unknown risks. Hence, in exploring the implementation path for elderly
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employment and delayed retirement ages, there is a need to consider not only the
supply but also the demand in the labour market for older people. Finally, internet
use in the employment of older people has a moderating effect on consumption. It
has also been documented that appropriate use of the internet enhances the men-
tal health and well-being of older people (Shi et al. 2023). Improving the digital
literacy of older people and narrowing the digital divide between elderly popula-
tions and younger adults may be helpful in changing ‘the retirement consumption
puzzle’.

There are several limitations in this study. First, post-retirement employment
behaviour is also determined by individual personalities, which we could not obtain
from the sample. Personalities also influence the spending preferences of older peo-
ple. For example, older people with cheerful dispositions spend more on travel.
Alternatively, preferences or needs regarding money may lead individuals in urgent
need of funds to re-engage in work while reducing expenses. Second, although the
CHARLS database is one of the most comprehensive surveys of the elderly popu-
lation, the available data obtained through data cleaning and processing are limited
to approximately 1,290 individuals or fewer. Due to a limited number of traceable
observations and a substantial amount of missing values in the variables, conduct-
ing a longitudinal analysis of post-retirement employment over multiple periods
was not feasible. As a result, this study employs only a comparative analysis within
the same survey period to examine the differences between individuals who choose
post-retirement employment and those who do not. With a larger and more sub-
stantial sample, studies could obtain more supportive evidence. Third, this study did
not employ instrumental variable (IV) methods for endogeneity testing but instead
utilised PSM and KLS methods to address endogeneity issues, although it is rec-
ommended that the KLS method be used in conjunction with IV methods (Kiviet
2020). Among the existing studies on post-retirement employment, only the study
by Silver et al. (2020) employed eligibility for early retirement social security ben-
efits and the full social security benefit eligibility of the respondent’s spouse as IVs,
while excluding information on individuals without a spouse. However, these IVs are
not feasible for our research question. We attempted to identify suitable IVs from the
perspectives of policy, time opportunity cost and macroeconomics. Nonetheless, due
to limitations in data availability, we were unable to obtain appropriate and exoge-
nous IVs. Fourth, the sample is mainly drawn from older Chinese ‘baby boomers’,
whose similar life trajectories (e.g., experiences of the send-down movement and
unified work assignment) and educational experiences make them more consistent
in their behaviour and accustomed to working and living in groups. The emotional
rewards of hard work and dedication are important to them. In future studies on
post-retirement employment behaviour and consumption related to older people, sam-
ples may exhibit individualised and differentiated behaviour, which warrants further
consideration.
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Börsch-Supan A, Härtl K and Ludwig A (2014) Aging in Europe: Reforms, international diversification,
and behavioral reactions. American Economic Review 104, 224–229. https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.104.5.
224.

Bui HT (2022) Exploring and explaining older consumers’ behaviour in the boom of social media.
International Journal of Consumer Studies 46, 601–620. https://doi.org/10.1111/ijcs.12715.

Caliendo FN, Casanova M, Gorry A and Slavov S (2023) Retirement timing uncertainty: Empirical evi-
dence and quantitative evaluation. Review of Economic Dynamics 51, 226–266. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
red.2023.01.002.

Che Y and Li X (2018) Retirement and health: Evidence from China. China Economic Review 49, 84–95.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chieco.2018.01.005.

ChenQ,DengT, Bai J andHeX (2017)Understanding the retirement-consumption puzzle through the lens
of food consumption-fuzzy regression-discontinuity evidence from urban China. Food Policy 73, 45–61.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2017.09.006.

Cho I (2012) The retirement consumption in Korea: Evidence from the Korean Labor and Income Panel
Study. Global Economic Review 41, 163–187. https://doi.org/10.1080/1226508x.2012.684472.

Cotten SR, Anderson WA and McCullough BM (2013) Impact of internet use on loneliness and contact
with others among older adults: Cross-sectional analysis. Journal of Medical Internet Research 15, e2306.
https://doi.org/10.2196/jmir.2306.

DeemingC (2009) ‘Active ageing’ in practice: A case study inEast London,UK.Policy andPolitics 37, 93–111.
https://doi.org/10.1332/030557309x397946.

De Mooij M (2019) Consumer Behavior and Culture: Consequences for Global Marketing and Advertising,
3rd edn. London: Sage.

DengT, ZhaoWandHuY (2022) Retirement and household tourism consumption—Acase study inChina.
Tourism Economics 29, 1055–1073. https://doi.org/10.1177/13548166221090170.

DeWind A, ScharnM, Geuskens GA, van der Beek AJ and Boot CR (2018) Predictors of working beyond
retirement in older workers with and without a chronic disease – Results from data linkage of Dutch
questionnaire and registry data. BMC (BioMed Central) Public Health 18, 1–12. https://doi.org/10.1186/
s12889-018-5151-0.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X24000461 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://https://doi.org/10.1257/mac.20170403
https://https://doi.org/10.1257/mac.20170403
https://https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-013-9863-z
https://https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-013-9863-z
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbankfin.2011.11.025
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbankfin.2011.11.025
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chieco.2010.04.003
https://https://doi.org/10.1920/wp.ifs.1995.9504
https://https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.99.5.2209
https://https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.99.5.2209
https://https://doi.org/10.1093/workar/wau007
https://https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.91.4.832
https://https://doi.org/10.2307/2951478
https://https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.104.5.224
https://https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.104.5.224
https://https://doi.org/10.1111/ijcs.12715
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.red.2023.01.002
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.red.2023.01.002
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chieco.2018.01.005
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2017.09.006
https://https://doi.org/10.1080/1226508x.2012.684472
https://https://doi.org/10.2196/jmir.2306
https://https://doi.org/10.1332/030557309x397946
https://https://doi.org/10.1177/13548166221090170
https://https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-018-5151-0
https://https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-018-5151-0
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X24000461


30 Di Lu et al.

Dingemans E andHenkens K (2014) Involuntary retirement, bridge employment, and satisfaction with life:
A longitudinal investigation. Journal of Organizational Behavior 35, 575–591. https://doi.org/10.1002/job.
1914.

Dingemans E and Henkens K (2019) Working after retirement and life satisfaction: Cross-
national comparative research in Europe. Research on Aging 41, 648–669. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0164027519830610.

Dingemans E andHenkens K (2020) Job strain in working retirees in Europe: A latent class analysis.Ageing
& Society 40, 2040–2060. https://doi.org/10.1017/s0144686x19000473.

Dingemans E, Henkens K and Solinge HV (2016) Access to bridge employment: Who finds and who does
not find work after retirement? Gerontologist 56, 630–640. https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnu182.

EaglyAH,WoodWandDiekmanAB (2000) Social role theory of sex differences and similarities: A current
appraisal. Developmental Social Psychology of Gender 12, 9781410605245–12. https://doi.org/10.4324/
9781410605245-12.

Eddleston KA, Veiga JF and Powell GN (2006) Explaining sex differences in managerial career satis-
fier preferences: The role of gender self-schema. Journal of Applied Psychology 91, 437. https://doi.org/
10.1037/0021-9010.91.2.437.

Edwards RD (2010) Optimal portfolio choice when utility depends on health. International Journal of
Economic Theory 6, 205–225. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1742-7363.2010.00131.x.

FisherGG,ChaffeeDSandSonnegaA (2016)Retirement timing:A review and recommendations for future
research. Work, Aging and Retirement 2, 230–261. https://doi.org/10.1093/workar/waw001.

Fowler JG, Gentry JW and Reisenwitz TH (2015) Analyzing Chinese older people’s quality of life through
their use of the internet. International Journal of Consumer Studies 39, 324–334. https://doi.org/10.1111/
ijcs.12194.

FriedmanM (1957)Thepermanent incomehypothesis. InATheory of the Consumption Function. Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 20–37.

Galasso V (2008) Postponing retirement: The political effect of aging. Journal of Public Economics 92,
2157–2169. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2008.04.012.

Gilleard C and Higgs P (2014) Cultures of Ageing: Self, Citizen and the Body. Abingdon: Routledge.
Griffin B and Hesketh B (2008) Post-retirement work: The individual determinants of paid and volun-

teer work. Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology 81, 101–121. https://doi.org/10.1348/
096317907x202518.

Hamermesh DS (1982) Consumption during retirement: The missing link in the life cycle. National Bureau of
Economic Research Working Paper 0930. https://doi.org/10.3386/w0930.

Hayward MD, Hardy MA and Liu MC (1994) Work after retirement: The experiences of older
men in the United States. Social Science Research 23, 82–107. https://doi.org/10.1006/ssre.1994.
1004.

He Y, Li K and Wang Y (2022) Crossing the digital divide: The impact of the digital economy on elderly
individuals’ consumption upgrade in China. Technology in Society 71, 102141. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
techsoc.2022.102141.

Herz DE (1995) Work after early retirement: An increasing trend among men. Monthly Labor Review 118,
13. https://www.bls.gov/mlr/1995/04/art2full.pdf.

Hunsaker A and Hargittai E (2018) A review of internet use among older adults. New Media and Society
20, 3937–3954. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444818787348.

HurdMD and Rohwedder S (2006) Some answers to the retirement-consumption puzzle. National Bureau
of Economic Research Working Paper 12057. https://doi.org/10.3386/w12057.

Hurst E (2008) The retirement of a consumption puzzle. National Bureau of Economic Research Working
Paper 13789. https://doi.org/10.3386/w13789.

IslamA andMaitra P (2012) Health shocks and consumption smoothing in rural households: Does micro-
credit have a role to play? Journal of Development Economics 97, 232–243. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jdeveco.2011.05.003.

Kiviet JF (2020) Testing the impossible: Identifying exclusion restrictions. Journal of Econometrics 218,
294–316. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeconom.2020.04.018.

Ko PC and Hank K (2014) Grandparents caring for grandchildren in China and Korea: Findings from
CHARLS and KLoSA. Journals of Gerontology Series B: Psychological Sciences and Social Sciences 69,
646–651. https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbt129.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X24000461 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://https://doi.org/10.1002/job.1914
https://https://doi.org/10.1002/job.1914
https://https://doi.org/10.1177/0164027519830610
https://https://doi.org/10.1177/0164027519830610
https://https://doi.org/10.1017/s0144686x19000473
https://https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnu182
https://https://doi.org/10.4324/9781410605245-12
https://https://doi.org/10.4324/9781410605245-12
https://https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.91.2.437
https://https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.91.2.437
https://https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1742-7363.2010.00131.x
https://https://doi.org/10.1093/workar/waw001
https://https://doi.org/10.1111/ijcs.12194
https://https://doi.org/10.1111/ijcs.12194
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2008.04.012
https://https://doi.org/10.1348/096317907x202518
https://https://doi.org/10.1348/096317907x202518
https://https://doi.org/10.3386/w0930
https://https://doi.org/10.1006/ssre.1994.1004
https://https://doi.org/10.1006/ssre.1994.1004
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techsoc.2022.102141
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techsoc.2022.102141
https://www.bls.gov/mlr/1995/04/art2full.pdf
https://https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444818787348
https://https://doi.org/10.3386/w12057
https://https://doi.org/10.3386/w13789
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jdeveco.2011.05.003
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jdeveco.2011.05.003
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeconom.2020.04.018
https://https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbt129
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X24000461


Ageing & Society 31

LiH, Shi X andWuB (2015)The retirement consumption puzzle in China.American Economic Review 105,
437–441. https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.p20151007.

Li H, Shi X and Wu B (2016) The retirement consumption puzzle revisited: Evidence from the mandatory
retirement policy in China. Journal of Comparative Economics 44, 623–637. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jce.
2015.06.001.

Madero-Cabib I and Kaeser L (2016) How voluntary is the active ageing life? A life-course study on the
determinants of extending careers.European Journal of Ageing 13, 25–37. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10433-
015-0355-y.

Maestas N (2010) Back to work expectations and realizations of work after retirement. Journal of Human
Resources 45, 718–748. https://doi.org/10.1353/jhr.2010.0011.

Manski CF (2000) Economic analysis of social interactions. Journal of Economic Perspectives 14, 115–136.
https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.14.3.115.

Mitchell OS (1992) [Review of Bridges to Retirement: Older Workers in a Changing Labor Market, by P. B.
Doeringer]. Journal of Economic Literature 30, 214–216. www.jstor.org/stable/2727908.

Mitra S, Palmer M, Mont D and Groce N (2016) Can households cope with health shocks in Vietnam?
Health Economics 25, 888–907. https://doi.org/10.1002/hec.3196.

Modigliani F and Brumberg R (1954) Utility analysis and the consumption function: An interpretation of
cross-section data. In The Collected Papers of Franco Modigliani: Volume 6. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
388–436. https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/1923.003.0004.

Moulaert T and Biggs S (2013) International and European policy on work and retirement: Reinventing
critical perspectives on active ageing and mature subjectivity. Human Relations 66, 23–43. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0018726711435180.

Neumark D, Burn I and Button P (2019) Is it harder for older workers to find jobs? New and improved
evidence from a field experiment. Journal of Political Economy 127, 922–970. https://doi.org/10.1086/
701029.

Niu HJ (2013) Cyber peers’ influence for adolescent consumer in decision-making styles and online
purchasing behavior. Journal of Applied Social Psychology 43, 1228–1237. https://doi.org/10.1111/jasp.
12085.

Pleau R and Shauman K (2013) Trends and correlates of post-retirement employment, 1977–2009.Human
Relations 66, 113–141. https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726712447003.

Rust J and Phelan C (1997) How social security and medicare affect retirement behavior in a world of
incomplete markets. Econometrica: Journal of the Econometric Society 65, 781–831. https://doi.org/10.
2307/2171940.

Schehl B, Leukel J and Sugumaran V (2019) Understanding differentiated internet use in older adults:
A study of informational, social, and instrumental online activities. Computers in Human Behavior 97,
222–230. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2019.03.031.

Schreurs B, Van Emmerik H, De Cuyper N, Notelaers G and De Witte H (2011) Job demands-resources
and early retirement intention: Differences between blue-and white-collar workers. Economic and
Industrial Democracy 32, 47–68. https://doi.org/10.1177/0143831x10365931.

Schwerdt G (2005) Why does consumption fall at retirement? Evidence from Germany. Economics Letters
89, 300–305. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econlet.2005.06.014.

Shi JG, LiuM, Fu G and Dai X (2023) Internet use among older adults: Determinants of usage and impacts
on individuals’ well-being. Computers in Human Behavior 139, 107538. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.
2022.107538.

Shultz KS (2003) Bridge employment:Work after retirement. In AdamsGA and Beehr TA (eds), Retirement:
Reasons, Processes, and Results. New York: Springer, 214–241.

Silver MP, Dass AR and Laporte A (2020) The effect of post-retirement employment on health. Journal of
the Economics of Ageing 17, 100180. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeoa.2018.11.005.

Smith S (2006) The retirement consumption puzzle and involuntary early retirement: Evidence from the
BritishHousehold Panel Survey. Economic Journal 116, C130–C148. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0297.
2006.01080.x.

Song YP, Zhang GY and Zhang JW (2023) De-standardisation patterns and gender differences of elderly’s
retirement trajectories in urban China: A life course approach. Population Research 47, 87–100. https://
rkyj.ruc.edu.cn/EN/. In Chinese.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X24000461 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.p20151007
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jce.2015.06.001
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jce.2015.06.001
https://https://doi.org/10.1007/s10433-015-0355-y
https://https://doi.org/10.1007/s10433-015-0355-y
https://https://doi.org/10.1353/jhr.2010.0011
https://https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.14.3.115
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2727908
https://https://doi.org/10.1002/hec.3196
https://https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/1923.003.0004
https://https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726711435180
https://https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726711435180
https://https://doi.org/10.1086/701029
https://https://doi.org/10.1086/701029
https://https://doi.org/10.1111/jasp.12085
https://https://doi.org/10.1111/jasp.12085
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726712447003
https://https://doi.org/10.2307/2171940
https://https://doi.org/10.2307/2171940
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2019.03.031
https://https://doi.org/10.1177/0143831x10365931
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econlet.2005.06.014
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107538
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107538
https://https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeoa.2018.11.005
https://https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0297.2006.01080.x
https://https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0297.2006.01080.x
https://rkyj.ruc.edu.cn/EN/
https://rkyj.ruc.edu.cn/EN/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X24000461


32 Di Lu et al.

Tian ZF (2020) Collectivism and household consumption: New empirical evidence from China. Journal of
Financial Research 5, 132–150. www.jryj.org.cn/EN/Y2020/V479/I5/132. In Chinese.

Van Deursen AJ and Helsper EJ (2015) A nuanced understanding of internet use and non-use among the
elderly. European Journal of Communication 30, 171–187. https://doi.org/10.1177/0267323115578059.

Wakabayashi M (2008) The retirement consumption puzzle in Japan. Journal of Population Economics 21,
983–1005. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00148-006-0113-8.

Wang M, Zhan Y, Liu S and Shultz KS (2008) Antecedents of bridge employment: A longitudinal investi-
gation. Journal of Applied Psychology 93, 818. https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.93.4.818.
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Appendix

Figure A1. Distribution of propensity score matching between before matching and after matching sam-
ples.
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Table A1. Balance test of PSM

Mean T-test

Variables Sample Treated Control % Bias T-statistic P>|t|

Age Before Matching 64.318 68.55 −49.8 −6.65 0.000

After Matching 64.397 64.425 −0.3 −0.04 0.970

Gender Before Matching 0.623 0.492 26.5 3.62 0.000

After Matching 0.620 0.627 −1.6 −0.17 0.862

Marriage Before Matching 0.860 0.744 29.5 3.80 0.000

After Matching 0.859 0.858 0.2 0.02 0.982

Schooling years Before Matching 9.064 8.847 5.8 0.78 0.434

After Matching 9.103 9.179 −2.1 −0.23 0.818

Insurance Before Matching 0.996 0.993 4.1 0.53 0.599

After Matching 0.996 0.994 1.9 0.22 0.827

Chronic diseases Before Matching 2.186 2.883 −35.7 −4.72 0.000

After Matching 2.192 2.216 −1.2 −0.14 0.886

ADL disability Before Matching 0.046 0.152 −35.7 −4.32 0.000

After Matching 0.047 0.049 −0.7 −0.11 0.914

Children Before Matching 2.275 2.420 −10.0 −1.32 0.187

After Matching 2.278 2.294 −1.1 −0.12 0.908

Log pension Before Matching 10.019 10.216 −22.3 −3.01 0.003

After Matching 10.037 10.081 −4.9 −0.51 0.608

Log asset Before Matching 8.194 8.204 −0.3 −0.04 0.969

After Matching 8.226 8.371 −4.1 −0.45 0.654

TCG. Before Matching 0.419 0.399 4.1 0.56 0.573

After Matching 0.419 0.428 −1.9 −0.20 0.840

TCG_H. Before Matching 18.439 21.670 −8.2 −1.10 0.271

After Matching 18.596 18.108 1.2 0.15 0.884

Note: The biases for all variables are less than 10 per cent after sample matching and have passed the balance tests.
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Table A2. Educational attainment of retirees by consumption level and gender

Different consumption levels Gender

Schooling years Low(Q_25) Middle(Q_50) Middle-high(Q_75) High(Q_90) Male Female

Mean. 6.48 8.40 8.99 8.98 9.07 7.38

SD 4.24 3.89 3.94 4.34 3.92 4.43

Min. 0 0 0 0 0 0

Max. 16 16 19 19 19 16

Cite this article: Lu D, Feng X and Ji S (2024) Post-retirement employment behavior and older peo-
ple’s expenditure: New evidence from urban China. Ageing and Society, 1–35. https://doi.org/10.1017/
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