
Income and Wealth

Detailed characterizations of income and wealth 
over time are hallmarks of the HRS. Personal 
information like this can be difficult to obtain, but 
HRS’s innovative data collection methods have 
overcome many traditional survey obstacles and 
continue to yield in-depth and reliable measures.

Health and Use of Health Services

The HRS takes a multidimensional approach to 
health—studying the course of chronic diseases 
and the evolution of functional capacities. A 
signature feature of HRS is the direct assessment 
of cognitive abilities and how they change with 
age. Health insurance and the use of medical 
care are important for understanding health and 
the connections among health, employment, and 
economic resources.

Employment

For many people, retirement is anything but a 
simple one-step transition from full-time work 
to no work at all. The HRS tracks all the different 
ways people retire and “un-retire” and can relate 
these choices to their health, type of work, 
pension and health insurance coverage, and family 
situation. That’s the type of data needed to model 
the potential effects of new policies to encourage 
people to work longer. 

Family Connections

Family background shapes health and economic 
outcomes throughout life. Family members 
provide economic and emotional support and 
often provide physical care for each other. 
Understanding these connections and how they 
change with age has been a central concern 
behind the design of HRS from its beginning.

Building the Foundation
HRS began with a uniquely multi-disciplinary approach focused on four broad 
topic areas—income and wealth, health and use of health services, work 
and retirement, and family connections—which remain at the study’s core. 
This blend of economic, health, and social variables provides unprecedented 
potential to study increasingly complex questions about aging and retirement. 
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For consenting respondents, HRS data is linked at the individual level to 
administrative records from Social Security and Medicare claims, providing 
a wealth of detail beyond what surveys can achieve.


