Yes, Covid-19 death rates increase with age
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But older workers are in their 50s and 60s, not 85+!

Working longer is the best way to ensure a secure retirement, and people
appear to have gotten the message. But | worry that the COVID-19 pandemic
could reverse the trend towards increased labor force participation of older
people. With the constant commentary about older people being more
vulnerable, individuals may simply withdraw, viewing the environment - in
the absence of a vaccine - as too treacherous. Or employers, whose
enthusiasm for older workers is always questionable, may discourage them
from participating.

| wanted to take a look at the underlying relationship between age and
COVID-19. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) report
deaths from COVID-19 by age group (see Table 1). The death counts, which
are available through June 6th are based on death certificates. Since it takes
several weeks for death certificates to be submitted and processed, the
totals are substantially lower than those reported by state and local health
departments. The data in Table 1 show that the death rate increases with

age.
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Table 1. Deaths Involving COVID-19 by Age, February — May, 2020

Age COVID-19 deaths* Per 100,000
<24 years 137 0.1
25-34 years 640 1.4
35-44 years 1,649 4.0
45-54 years 4,588 11.2
55-64 years 11,439 26.9
65-74 years 19,857 63.1
75-84 years 25,520 159.8
85 and older 31,778 481.1
Total 95,608 29.1

* Includes all deaths with confirmed or presumed COVID-19, coded ICD-10 code U07.1 from 2/1/2020 to 6/6/2020.
Sources. Calculations using U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 2020. “Provisional Death Counts for
Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19)”; and U.S. Census Bureau. 2020. “National Population by Characteristics: 2010-
2019.”

The question is how to think about these numbers in the context of older
workers. The very high death rates for those ages 85 and older and for those
75-84 are not really relevant for a discussion of workforce issues. The more
pertinent question is whether a death rate of 27 per 100,000 of the
population for those 55-64 compared to 11 per 100,000 of the population for
those 45-54 is something that should determine whether it is wise to keep
working. Of course, both these percentages are currently higher as the total
number of deaths has surpassed 112,000, but the ratio of one age group to
another probably hasn't changed.

The only other thing | could think of was to compare the pattern of COVID-19
to deaths from some other illness. The CDC groups together influenza and
pneumonia, and the death rates by age from these two diseases is shown in
Table 2 for a similar four-month period during the peak of the 2017-2018 flu
season. Again, the pattern is age-related, but remains relatively low for

those ages 55-64. And, interestingly, while the death rates for influenza and



pneumonia are lower than those for COVID-19, the relative risk of dying for

people 55-64 compared to those 45-54 is actually similar for both.

Table 2. Deaths from Influenza and Pneumonia by Age, December 2017 — March, 2018

Age Influenza and pneumonia deaths* Per 100,000
<24 years 380 0.4
25-34 years 264 0.6
35-44 years 502 1.3
45-54 years 1,441 1o
55-64 years 3,330 7.8
65-74 years 5,144 16.3
75-84 years 1812 48.9
85 and older 13,985 P4 114
Total 32,908 10.0

* Pneumonia is often a complication of influenza. Includes deaths where Influenza or Pneumonia is aa underlying

cause of death, coded ICD-10 code J09-J18 from 12/1/2017 to 3/31/2018.

Sources: Calculations using U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 2020. “Provisional Death Counts for
Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19)”; and U.S. Census Bureau. 2020. “National Population by Characteristics: 2010-
2019.”

The bottom line from all these numbers is that most older workers are ages
55-64, not 85+ where the shockingly high death rates have occurred. They,
like the rest of us, need to be careful as the economy opens up. But their
situation does not differ dramatically from that of prime-age workers 45-54,
and should not be a major determinant of their work/retirement decision.



