
Economic Influence of Retirees 
on Selected Southeastern Communities 

A steady stream of older Americans is migrating 
to the Southeast. The influx is so strong that in 
some parts of the region as much as one fourth of 
the personal income comes from public retire-
ment funds. In a previous article, we identified 
counties in the region that have experienced the 
fastest gains in retired resi-
dents and those areas that 
have higher than average 
concentrations of Social 
Security income.1 

Obviously, the econom-
ic impact of retirement 
income in these counties 
is substantial. As consum-
ers, older citizens purchase 
a particular mix of goods 
and services. What are the retirees' income and 
spending patterns? If the wave of retirees migrating 
to the South continues, how will they transform 
the economic structure of local communities 
with growing retiree populations? 

Background: Retirees Head South 
In the six Sixth District states, the 65-plus 

population grew much faster (49 percent) than 
did the general population (24 
percent) in the 1970s. Since the 
1980 Census, the above-average 
growth of senior citizens in the 
District has continued. While the 
District's overall population grew 

The increasing flow of older Americans in the 
Southeast is often publicized Less well-known, 
however, is the fact that older Americans 
control an increasing share of the nation's 
discretionary income. Taken together, those 
two trends promise to transform the econo-
mies of some communit ies in the region. 

by almost 4 percent between April 1980 and July 
1, 1982, the 65-and-over population increased 
by nearly 6 percent. 

Not only did the number of elderly expand 
faster than the general population, but much of 
that growth was from in-migration. The increase 

in the number of elderly 
men and women who 
moved from one state to 
another in the last decade 
was almost five times as 
large as the increase from 
1960 to 1970. 

More than a fourth of 
all interstate migrants took 
up new residence in Flori-
da duringthe last decade. 

Florida's percentage of residents over 65 was 1 7 
percent in 1980, the highest by far of any state. 
Arkansas, another Sunbelt state, was a distant 
second, with just under 14 percent. In Arizona, a 
haven for affluent retirees, only 11 percent of the 
population is 65 and over. 

Although it has been known for some time that 
many of the elderly who m igrated were taking up 
new residence in the Sunbelt, the staggering 
increase during the 1970s was surprising because 

it occurred during a period of 
economic adversity—three reces-
sions and the worst outburst of 
inflation in the postwar period. 

Many factors are responsible 
for the accelerated elderly migra-
tion. One frequent explanation 
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Table 1. Public Retirement Income: A Growing Share of Personal Income in the Region, 1970, 1980 

State 
Retirement Income 

Percent of Total 
Personal Income 

State 1970 1980 1970 1980 
($ 000) 

Alabama 643,100 2,728,435 6.4 9.4 
Florida 2,034,400 10,033,500 7.9 11.3 
Georgia 767,300 3,455,900 5.0 7.9 
Louisiana 600,500 2,459,400 5.4 6.9 
Mississippi 374,800 1,578,600 6.6 9.5 
North Carolina 819,433 3,667,919 5.3 8.0 
South Carolina 433,816 2,015,375 5.6 8.9 
Tennessee 708,000 2,982,300 5.8 8.4 
Region Total 6,381,349 28,921,429 6.4 9.1 
U. S. Total 43,348,000 166,267,000 5.3 7.7 
Region Total as 

% of U. S. 14.7 17.4 — 

Source: U. S. Department of Commerce, Survey of Cur rent B u s i n e s s , unpublished tabulations, and the Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta. 

is that today s older population is relatively more 
affluent than previous generations because of 
changes in Social Security, pension income, and 
property income. Another important reason is 
that numerous World War II veterans and their 
spouses reached their retirement years between 
1970 and 1980. They may be more receptive to 
relocation than prior generations. Moreover, they 
are more familiar with the wide range of oppor-
tunities than prior generations. They may be 
especially familiar with the Southeast, where a 
disproportionate share of military bases is located. 
The region's attractions also include lower taxes 
and housing costs as well as a warmer climate. 

I n a previous issue of the Economic Review, we 
discussed an important consequence of the 
marked inflow of retirees: Social Security pensions 
have grown cornmensurately with the influx of 
retirees and now comprise a significant share of 
income in the Southeast. In 1970, the $6.4 billion 
in public retirement income that f lowed into the 
eight-state Southeast2 represented only 6 per-
cent of its total personal income. By 1980, 
retirement income had increased over fourfold 
to $28.4 billion and accounted for 9 percent of 
personal income (Table 1). This income source 
also rose rapidly at the national level over the 
period, but by less than in the Southeast. The $43 
billion in public retirement income in 1970 

represented slightly over 5 percent of all personal 
income in the nation. By 1980, these plans were 
disbursing $166 billion in retirement benefits, 
representing almost 8 percent. Today, the south-
eastern region is the geographic destination for 
17 percent of public retirement income, up 
sharply from just under 15 percent 10 years 
earlier. 

In our previous article, we identif ied 120 
counties in six states that looked to Social Security 
for a higher percentage of personal income 
than even the Southeast. For example, nearly a 
fourth of the income received by residents of 
Pasco County, Florida, is from public retirement 
pensions, over twice the statewide proportion of 
11.3 percent. Crenshaw County, Alabama; Quit-
man County, Georgia; Yalobusha County, Missis-
sippi; Sabine Parish, Louisiana' and Stewart County, 
Tennessee, all depend much more on public 
pension income than does the rest of the state 
(see Map 1). 

To understand the degree to which consumption 
patterns in these communities differ from those 
of other localities, we will examine income pat-
terns, taxable sales and information from local 
experts. If the retirement population in the 
region continues to grow more rapidly than the 
rest of the population, our analysis of spending 
patterns in local areas with many retirees could 
aid in understanding how the elderly wil l shape 
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Retirement Income as Percent 
of Total Income, 1980 
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Source: U S. Department ot Commerce Survey of Cur rent Bus ines s , unpublished tabulations, and the Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta. 
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Top Southeastern Counties in Retirement Income 

ALABAMA FLORIDA GEORGIA LOUISIANA 

Crenshaw 
Covington 
Randoiph 
Hale 

Butler 
Conecuh 

Henry 

Cooee 
Franklin 
Talla poo sa 

Chambers 
Manon 
Total Count« 
State Tout 
U a Total 

Retirement Income 
1970 1.900 

($ 0001 

Hit Incoo» ment income Retirement 1 
P«t&ona! Income 

1970 1980 County 
Retirement ir 

1970 1980 

as Percent of 
Personal Income 

1970 10An 1970 
Personadrv 

(«000) <S000) 
8Ä 136 Pasco 34.548 298.448 165 24.1 Quitman 348 1,651 109 192 83 

129 
Citrus 9.629 80.574 18.8 23.8 Towns 875 4565 9.9 155 BO 129 Charlotte 18,467 109,274 20.0 21.8 Union 1,172 6,170 9.2 15 4 10.5 12.7 Hernando 6.292 60.745 128 20.9 Stewart 1381 4.132 8.7 154 »3 11.9 Highlands 10.649 62.967 115 17.8 Calhoun 1,321 4.535 9.9 14', 8.2 11.7 Pinellas 295^43 1.164.900 143 16.6 Tahaferro 514 1,815 99 13 9 

89 
9.4 

11.7 Volusia 74.291 342,530 123 16.5 Randolph 1.688 6,102 89 13.8 89 
9.4 11.7 Sumter 4.456 23.571 12 7 16.4 

Rblj 
604 2,007 9.2 13.7 

105 

I IS Washington 
26.282 

12.709 
141,828 
135,041 

107 
19.1 

16.2 

158 

Rblj 1,641 
1.138 
2,294 

7,769 
5.469 « 13.3 

123 71 
11.2 Manatee 44,372 207.506 13.3 16.6 Pierce 1,820 7.692 71 12.7 

7.9 
n o 

Putnam 8.699 46,515 9.2 155 Chattooga 3,550 15,934 86 12.0 

81 
88 

n o Sarasota 
Liberty 
Lee 

69,029 

46,683 
3,089 12? 

16-2 

Franklin 
Greene 

2,354 
1.973 722 9.4 

9.3 10Ä Osceola 9,033 48.902 12.4 15.1 Emanuel 2̂ 569 12,553 
1.185 

81 11 ? 
7.6 

102 
10.0 

Okeechobee 2.327 '-Mil 7.8 135 Webster 286 
12,553 

1.185 82 108 

86 
102 
10.0 

Total Counties 703.265 3.391.241 13.7 163 Toombs 3,200 13,814 87 10 4 

7.7 

102 
10.0 State Total 2,034.400 10,033,500 79 11.3 Twiggs 

863 
3,940 56 96 

7.7 U. S Total 43.348.000 166.267.000 53 7.7 Total Counties 
State Total 

31,222 

43348.000 166.267,000 s '79 

Sa Dine 
Grant 
West Carro» 

Washington 
Claiborne 

DeSoto 
Avoyelles 
Catuhouia 
Evangeline 

Retirement Income 
1970 ~ IS 

IS 000) 
5.925 1 
2.807 1 

3.260 

3,461 

MISSISSIPPI NORTH CAROLINA SOUTH CAROLINA TENNESSEE 

Yalobusha 
Attala 
Lawrence 

Montgomery 

Kemper 

George 
Cooiah 
Noxubee 
Tallahatchie 

Leake 
Pike 
Walthall 
Marion 
Sharkey 
Total Counties 
State Total 

56.797 
374.800 

43.348.000 

10.219 
15.200 
9.444 

Retirement Income 
as Percent of 

_Perspnallncome_ 
_i?70 i960 

Currituck 
Perquimans 
Carteret 

Cherokee 
Northampton 
Camden 
Hyde 
Chowan 

Alleghany 

Total Counties 
State Total 
U. S Total 

7.405 
1,840 
3,305 

1.013 
1.003 
2.243 
8.947 

5,745 
13,792 
10,758 Clarendon 

Colleton 
Martboro 
Sumter 
Jasper 
Lee 
Hampton 

Newbeny 
Bamberg 
Charleston 

Horry 
Orangeburg 
Chester 
Georgetown 

Retirement Income 
as Percent o» 

Personal Income 

&277 
4.739 
4.066 

3046 
5.645 
6.178 
2.425 

50.826 

11,860 

17,236 
60,387 

8,081 

Fentress 
Peny 
Campbell 
Cumberland 

Weakley 
Lauderdale 
Henry 
Overton 
Crockett 
Grundy 

Retirement Income 
as Percent oí 

Personal Income 

2.787 
5.475 
5.876 

8.374 
4.394 

25.644 
19.922 
10.683 
5.528 

13.094 
15.333 
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the future economic structure of other localities 
in the region. 

Senior Citizens as Consumers 
For obvious reasons, older people spend their 

money differently than younger ones. About 70 
percent of them own their homes and 80 per-
cent of them have paid off their mortgages, so 
they can be expected to spend less on housing 
than younger people. They also spend more on 
food, medical care, and utilities, and comprise a 
growing market for travel, vacation homes, new 
automobiles, entertainment and restaurants Those 
who are in good health devote a larger proportion 
of their spending to outdoor recreation—golf, 
tennis, fishing, tourism, and camping. They spend 
less on such items as clothing, durable goods, 
and education. 

Consider a recent study by the Consumer 
Research Center , Confe rence Board, and 
Bureau of the Census, which estimated discre-
tionary income by age of householder. According 
to this study, roughly a third of American house-
holds had at least some spendable income in 
1980. In contrast, only a fourth of the nation's 
households with elderly heads had some discre-
tionary income. However, the elderly house-
holds' $33.6 billion of discretionary income in 
1980 represented 1 7 percent of the total discre-
tionary income in the country, although the over-
65 population represents only 11 percent of the 
population. Per capita income of members of 
households headed by persons 65 and older is 
helped by the fact that these households are, on 
average, smaller than younger households. In-
deed, per capita discretionary income of mem-
bers of elderly households in 1980 was 55 
percent higher than average and more than 
twice as much as per capita income of those who 
live in households headed by people under 35 
years old (Chart 1). 

The older residents' higher discretionary in-
come has an important effect on the economy. 
Retirement income is steadierthan employment 
income. (Table 2 shows how the portion of all 
disposable income comprised of public retire-
ment funds has been rising since 1959 for the 
states in the District) Monthly checks from Social 
Security, military, civil service, state, local, and 
private pensions come regularly in good times 
and in bad times. The steadiness of this income is 
especially critical to local communities that de-
pend on retirement income, as many in the 

Chart 1 . Index of Spendable Discretionary 
Income by Age of Householder 

Index 
200 

160 

120 

(Average income for 
all households = 100) 

1 5 - 3 4 3 5 - 4 4 4 5 - 6 4 
Age of Householder 

6 5 + 

Southeast do, to keep the wheels turning. In 
younger households that rely on employment 
income for most of their family income, the 
unexpected loss of a job can devastate the 
family's budget. For older householder-families, 
where a larger proportion of income is discre-
tionary, spending goes on almost irrespective of 
the state of the economy. Therefore, communities 
that rely more heavily on incomes of the elderly 
should be affected less by recessions than other 
communi t ies . In our v iew, the graying of the 
population in the United States and particularly 
in the Southeast could cause this nation and the 
region to become less cyclically sensitive than in 
the past. 

Furthermore, since a larger proportion of spend-
able discretionary income goes to the elderly, 
they spend proportionately more on nondurables 
and services than the rest of the population. 
Consequently, the nondurable and service sectors 
should become an even larger source of jobs and 
income to the Southeast. 

Retirement Income on the Rise 
The fact that the southeastern economy relies 

heavily on public pension income should come 
as no surprise to those familiar with the region's 
demographic composition. In 1970, slightly over 
11 percent of the population in the region was 
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Table 2. Importance of Public Retirement Income 
to Sixth District States, 1959-1980 
(millions of dollars) 

State 
ALABAMA 

Disposable Income 
Public Retirement Income 
Percent 

FLORIDA 
Disposable Income 
Public Retirement Income 
Percent 

GEORGIA 
Disposable Income 
Public Retirement Income 
Percent 

LOUISIANA 
Disposable Income 
Public Retirement Income 
Percent 

MISSISSIPPI 
Disposable Income 
Public Retirement Income 
Percent 

TENNESSEE 
Disposable Income 
Public Retirement Income 
Percent 

DISTRICT STATES 
Disposable Icome 
Public Retirement Income 
Percent 

UNITED STATES 
Disposable Income 
Public Retirement Income 
Percent 

1959 

4,300 
169.8 
.040 

8,404 
476.5 

.057 

5,646 
196.2 
.035 

4,714 
146.1 
.031 

2,388 
101.3 
.042 

4,959 
197.6 
.040 

1965 

6,093 
338.3 

.056 

12,783 
1,002.8 

.088 

8,481 
402.1 

.047 

6,640 
305.9 

.046 

3,374 
200.9 

. 0 6 0 

7,048 
378.9 

.054 

30,421 44,419 
1,287.5 2,628.9 

-042 .059 

1970 

8,743 
643.1 

.074 

22,375 
2,034.4 

.091 

13,168 
777.3 

.059 

9,831 
600.5 

.061 

4,999 
374.8 

.075 

10,634 
708.0 

.067 

69,750 
5,138.1 

.074 

335,007 471,557 689,190 
13,805 24,727 43,589 

.041 .052 .063 

1975 

14,714 
1,452.8 

.099 

41,591 
5,007.2 

. 1 2 0 

21,988 
1,808.1 

.084 

16,431 
1.333.0 

.081 

8,500 
847.7 

.10 

17,231 
1.592.1 

.089 

120,455 
12,040.9 

.10 

1,090,778 
91,890 

.084 

1980 

24,659 
2,728.4 

. 1 1 1 

77,017 
10,003.5 

.130 

37,165 
3,455.9 

.093 

30,519 
2,459.4 

.081 

14,390 
1,578.6 

. 1 1 

30,231 
2,982.3 

.099 

213,981 
23,208.1 

.10 

1,817,702 
166,267 

.092 

Source: Disposable personal income from Survey of Cur rent B u s i n e s s (various issues) and public retirement income from unpublished tabulations 
from U. S. Department of Commerce. 

65 years of age and over. Rapid in-migration of 
retirees in recent years, as well as aging of the 
local population due to declining birth rates and 
increasing life expectancy, has raised the proportion 
to 13 percent today. Therefore, given the increase 
in relative size of the population sub-group that 
relies more extensively on retirement income, 
we would also expect the share of income from 
this source to have become more important 

However, the fraction of personal income 
from retirement has grown even faster than the 

above-average growth of the retirement population. 
The fraction of personal income from this source 
is less than the percentage of the population that 
is retirement age in all eight states and the nation. 
However, the percentage of income from retire-
ment has grown faster than the percentage of 
retirement population over the last 10 years. For 
instance, in 1970 public retirement income ac-
counted for just over 6 percent of personal 
income, while the 65 and over population com-
prised about 11 percent Therefore, the elderly 
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received little more than half of the income they 
would have received had their income been in 
line with their representation in the population. 
By 1980, this fraction had risen to almost four-
fifths. The sharp rise suggests that per capita 
income of retirees who depend exclusively upon 
one or more government-administered retire-
ment plans increased noticeably in the last few 
years. 

Military, Social Security, railroad retirement, 
civil service, and state and local retirement systems 
account for roughly half the income of the 
elderly. To improve our understanding of retirees' 
economic influence on the southeastern econ-
omy, we expanded our income measure beyond 
public pensions to include all incomes of families 
headed by persons 65 and over, including wages, 
interest, rents, royalties, and dividends from stocks. 
65 and over. We compared their incomes with 
those of families whose heads were under 65 
years of age to determine if their non-pension 
income also was rising. The product of mean-
family income and number of families was com-
puted for four age groups to ascertain a measure 
of aggregate income for each group. We focused 
on the six states in the Sixth District. Where 
possible, we included data for North Carolina 
and South Carolina as well. 

Income of household heads 65 and over is 
indeed a significant fraction of family income in 
the Southeast, and the economic impact of these 
older families increased noticeably during the 
last decade. These families' income rose from $5 
billion, 11 percent offamily income and just over 
8 percent of personal income in 1969, to nearly 
$18 billion, which is almost 14 percent of family 
income and 10 percent of personal income, by 
1979. 

In Florida, the most popular state for retirees, 
families with householders 65 and over had an 
aggregate income in 1979 of $10.8 billion. Not 
only was this income large, it comprised a signifi-
cant fraction of income in the state. Households 
wi th heads 65 and over received almost 19 
percent of the $57.7 billion incomes of families, 
or nearly 14 percent of the state's personal 
income While Florida's elderly families accounted 
for a larger share of family income than in other 
southeastern states, elderly families also repre-
sented a significant proportion of family income 
in those other states. Elderl^householder families 
in other southeastern states received between 9 
and 11 percent of total family income in 1983. 

The dramatic improvement in relative economic 
status of the elderly also can be seen by com-
paring average family incomes. These income 
comparisons are shown in Tables 3 and 4 for the 
six states in the District Average incomes 
of older families are less than those of younger 
families in those southeastern states. Florida, 
where the elderl^householder families received 
about 20 percent less than their proportionate 
share, is the only state in the District where fami-
lies headed by the elderly come even close to 
equaling their fraction of households. Louisiana 
is a distant second to Florida in that families 
headed by persons 65 and over received an 
aggregate income only 70.1 percent of what 
might be expected based on their representation 
in that state's population. 

While cross-sectional comparisons of the relative 
status of elderly families are interesting, changes 
in their relative income can be even more infor-
mative. Social Security taxes were raised sub-
stantially over the last decade to keep the trust 
fund solvent Our analysis suggests that the 
elderly gained significantly in relation to younger 
families during the 1970s. The average family 
income for the elderly ($6,052) rose from 67 
percent of the average for all families ($9,035) in 
the region in 1969 to 75 percent in 1979. This 
implies that the elderly households witnessed a 
10 percent increase in their relative standard of 
living in the District between 1969 and 1979. 

This improvement in the relative economic 
position of elderly families duringthe last decade 
represents a turnaround from the 1960s. During 
the 1960s, incomes of families headed by people 
65 and over fell from 45 percent of their pro-
portionate share of all families at the beginningof 
the decade to 40 percent at its end.3 The 
remarkable rise in relative incomes of the 
elderly during the 1970s occurred in all six 
states. In Louisiana, elderly families rose from 66 
percent of median incomes of householders 
under 25 to 76 percent by 1979. In Alabama, 
older families' income rose from 62 percent of 
median-family income in the state in 1969 to 73 
percent in 1979. In Florida where the elderly 
families receive about as much income as families 
in general, their relative status was 18 percent 
greater than younger (25-34) family heads in 
1979. 

Retirees' enhanced economic position is even 
more startling considering that older families 
generally are smaller than younger families. Ala-
bama, for instance, counted 3.3 members per 
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Table 3. Number of Families, 
Average and Per Capita Income 
By Age of Householder, Southeast 1979 

ALABAMA 

Average Per 
Number of Family Capita 

Age Families Income Income 

15-34 320,724 16,756 5,010 
35-44 270,705 16,073 5,051 
45-64 339,308 22,568 7,040 
65+ 164,834 12,673 5,117 

Total 1,105,571 18,893 5,689 

FLORIDA 

15-34 660,262 17,663 5,540 
35-44 485,336 24,313 6,178 
45-64 929,742 25,205 8,394 
65+ 631,145 17,156 7,640 

Total 2,706,485 21,328 7,019 

GEORGIA 

15-34 472,993 17,294 5,235 
35-44 315,148 24,149 5,951 
45-64 461,265 24,400 7,629 
65+ 182,925 14,341 5,835 

Total 1,432,331 20,713 6,223 

LOUISIANA 

15-34 366,668 18,282 5,439 
35-44 217,201 24,359 5,642 
45-64 345,874 25,673 7,671 
65+ 144,734 15,046 5,977 

Total 1,074,477 21,454 6,243 

MISSISSIPPI 

15-34 201,641 15,838 4,552 
35-44 127,497 20,815 4,767 
45-64 208,495 20,481 6,163 
65+ 107,820 11,788 4,583 

Total 645,453 1 7,642 5,110 

TENNESSEE 

15-34 388,133 16,859 5,194 
35-44 258,605 22,676 5,688 
45-64 414,667 23,945 7,737 
65+ 190,821 13,635 5,622 

Total 1,252,226 19,952 6,177 

DISTRICT 

15-34 2,410,421 17,281 5,250 
35-44 1,674,492 22,437 5,714 
45-64 2,709,351 24,231 7,702 
65+ 1,422,279 15,182 6,385 

Total 8,216,543 20,260 6,304 

Table 4. Number of Families 
Average and Per Capita Income 
By Age of Householder, Southeast 1969 

ALABAMA 

Average Per 
Number of Family Capita 

Age Families Income Income 

15-34 241,681 7,775 2,088 
35-44 180,731 9,911 2,132 
45-64 324,879 9,253 2,682 
65+ 127,368 4,973 1,899 

Total 874,659 8,357 2,288 

FLORIDA 

15-34 427,744 8,598 2,349 
35-44 353,677 11,501 2,576 
45-64 646,276 11,670 3,684 
65+ 383,670 7,390 3,269 

Total 1,811,367 10,005 2,991 

GEORGIA 

15-34 363,981 8,569 2,333 
35-44 244,676 10,949 2,389 
45-64 406,227 10,561 3,097 
65+ 134,887 5,836 2,257 

Total 1,149,771 9,459 2,594 

LOUISIANA 

15-34 254,608 7,838 2,010 
35-44 186,401 10,150 2,061 
45-64 317,592 9,769 2,776 
65+ 114,171 5,611 2,137 

Total 872,772 8,743 2,292 

MISSISSIPPI 

15-34 143,662 7,180 1,828 
35-44 105,659 8,712 1,759 
45-64 197,460 7,898 2,144 
65+ 87,663 4,165 2,069 

Total 534,444 7,253 1,947 

TENNESSEE 

15-34 291,360 7,996 2,206 
35-44 209,821 10,077 2,254 
45-64 375,682 9,591 2,901 
65+ 147,583 5,165 2,039 

Total 1,024,446 8,599 2,440 

DISTRICT 

15-34 1,723,036 8,144 2,191 
35-44 1,280,965 10,511 2,274 
45-64 2,268,116 10,186 3,024 
65 + 995,342 6,052 2,510 

Total 6,267,459 9,035 2,530 

Source: U. S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 1 9 8 0 
C e n s u s of Populat ion: Detai led Populat ion Character i s t i cs , 
Uni ted S ta tes S u m m a r y and Se l e c ted S ta tes (PC80-1-B2). 

Source: U. S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 1 9 8 0 
C e n s u s of Populat ion: Detai led Populat ion Charac te r i s t i c s , 
United S ta tes S u m m a r y and Se l e c ted S ta tes (PC80-1-B2). Digitized for FRASER 
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Table 5. Retail Sales in Tennessee Retirement Counties,* 1972 and 1980 

Vendor Category 

Five Retirement Counties 
(dollars) Annual 

Percent 
1972 1980 Change 

Tennessee 
(dollars) 

1972 1980 

Annual 
Percent 

Building materials, hardware, 
garden supply, and mobile home 
dealers 7 , 7 8 8 2 4 , 3 5 2 2 6 . 6 5 2 5 , 2 6 8 1 , 2 2 5 , 7 4 1 16 .7 
General merchandise group 
stores 9 , 2 6 9 3 9 , 1 2 7 4 0 . 3 1 , 2 1 2 , 5 6 4 2 , 3 5 1 , 0 4 0 1 1 . 7 

Food stores 4 2 , 3 1 8 9 9 , 9 8 4 1 7 . 0 1 , 8 2 5 , 5 6 1 4 , 6 7 4 , 3 4 9 1 9 . 5 
Automotive dealers 3 1 , 7 4 4 5 1 , 9 5 9 8 . 0 1 , 9 4 6 , 8 3 0 3 , 3 8 5 , 1 1 8 9 . 2 

Gasoline service stations 1 2 , 8 7 6 3 1 , 7 9 9 1 8 . 4 6 6 3 , 0 4 4 2 , 0 1 2 , 9 9 6 2 5 . 5 
Apparel and accessory stores 5 , 6 0 5 1 0 , 2 9 6 1 0 . 5 4 1 8 , 6 2 5 7 3 4 , 7 7 4 9 . 4 

Furniture, home furnishings, 
and equipment sales 4 , 7 3 6 1 0 , 6 2 3 1 5 . 5 3 9 4 , 7 2 0 6 7 5 , 3 4 3 8 . 9 
Eating and drinking places 1 4 , 5 6 4 2 5 , 1 0 9 9 .1 5 1 0 , 0 6 4 1 , 4 0 5 , 4 3 4 2 1 . 9 
Drug stores and proprietary 
stores 5 , 2 1 9 1 1 , 3 6 7 14 .7 2 7 1 , 0 6 6 5 8 9 , 1 1 8 1 4 . 7 

Miscellaneous retail stores 1 7 , 5 8 9 1 8 , 6 4 3 0 . 6 6 9 8 , 3 7 4 1 , 4 2 8 , 5 6 4 13 .1 

Total retail sales 1 5 1 , 9 7 8 3 2 3 , 2 5 9 1 4 . 1 8 , 4 6 6 , 1 1 6 1 8 , 4 8 2 , 4 7 7 1 4 . 8 

Source: 1972 Census of Retail Trade: Area Statistics and untabulated sales by vendor from the Tennessee Department of Revenue. 
"Campbell, Cumberland, Henry, Houston, and Stewarts Counties 

family in 1980 but only 2.4 members per family 
headed by persons over 65. Thus, comparing 
median income for elderly families to median 
incomes of all families in Alabama understates the 
relative affluence of older Alabama families. To 
adjust median incomes for differences in family 
size, we compared per capita income of members 
of families headed by householders over 65 to 
per capita income of people in all households. 

As would be expected, adjusting for differences 
in family size significantly raised the economic 
position of members of families headed by those 
over 65 relative to per capita income of family 
members in general. In Alabama, the adjustment 
raised the 1979 relative income of family members 
with heads over 65 from 49 percent of per capita 
income in 25-34 year old families to 74 percent 
On the other hand, the rise in relative income of 
older households is less when the per capita 
measure is used ratherthan median. Between 1969 

and 1979, relative median income of older 
families leaped 31 percent in Alabama while per 
capita income available to members of house-
holds headed by people over65 rose 24 percent 
Slower relative growth of per capita income is 
due to more pronounced declines in the number 
of people in the younger families. 

The relative improvement in prosperity of 
elderly families in the District and their growing 
economic impact in the economy is even stronger 
when we consider their declining labor force 
participation rates. For example, the percentage 
of Alabama's over-65 population either working 
or looking for work declined from 22 percent in 
1969 to 1 7 percent by 1979. On the other hand, 
the participation rate of all of Alabama's popu-
lation declined only slightly—from 73 percent in 
1969 to 72 percent in 1979. Labor force partici-
pation among males over 65 declined sharply 
while the participation rate among females 65-
plus generally increased. But all states in the 
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Table 6 . Retail Sales in Mississippi Retirement Counties,* 1972 and 1980 

Four Retirement Counties Mississippi 
Annual Annual 
Percent Percent 

Vendor Category 1972 1980 Change 1972 1980 Change 

Building materials, hardware, 
garden supply, and mobile home 
dealers 6,287 17,059 17.1 246,860 675,515 15.8 
Automotive Dealers 16,085 24,703 5.4 962,001 1,608,068 6.1 
Furniture and 
home furnishings 3,300 4,476 3.6 176,042 419,430 12.6 
General merchandise 
group stores 7,650 30,985 30.5 460,390 1,468,819 18.7 
Gasoline service stations 7,618 29,940 29.3 307,331 1,475,688 31.7 
Apparel and accessory stores 3,866 3,265 -1 .6 235,149 317,847 3.2 
Eating and drinking places 2,450 6,533 16.7 188,697 795,005 29.2 
Food stores 25,514 64,898 15.4 955,397 2,765,562 17.2 
Miscellaneous retail stores 8,997 48,061 43.4 429,600 881,490 9.6 

Total retail sales 81,767 229,924 18.1 3,961,424 10,407,424 14.8 

Source: 1 9 7 2 C e n s u s of Reta i l T rade : Area Stat i s t ics and untabulated sales by vendor from the Mississippi Department of Revenue. 
•Yalobosha, Attala, Lawrence, and Newton Counties. 

Southeast witnessed a decline in labor force 
participation among those over 65. 

Economic Impact 
What goods, services, and investments are 

purchased by those receiving retirement income? 
Where are they making these purchases? Are 
there any unmet needs of these persons suf-
ficient to encourage new business endeavors? 

To begin to answer these questions, we analyzed 
the pattern of sales in five Tennessee and four 
Mississippi retirement counties (Tables 5 and 6). 
Retail sales rose 14.1 percent a year between 
1972 and 1980 in the five retirement counties in 
Tennessee, slightly less than the 14.8 percent 
increase per year for the state. This is typical of 
areas with an influx of retirees. However, the 
impact is on the mixture of sales rather than the 
total quantity. 

In fact, we found sales by vendors of building 
materials, hardware, gardening supplies, furniture, 

general merchandise, and apparel in these pre-
dominate ly rural Mississippi and Tennessee 
counties growing much more rapidly than in the 
state as a whole. Demand for materials used in 
building new housing and remodeling existing 
homes raised the demand for material and home 
furnishings by 26.6 percent a year from 1972 to 
1980 in the five counties, compared with 16.7 
percent per year for the state. Sales by general 
merchandise stores (mostly department stores) 
rose 40 percent annually over the same period, 
more than triple the 12 percent annual increase 
for the state. Apparel stores apparently also 
benefited as retirees revised their wardrobes to 
go with their new lifestyles. Sales at clothing 
stores in the retirement counties rose 10.5 per-
cent annually compared with 9.4 percent a year 
for the state. Retail merchants experiencing 
slower growth were food stores, automobile 
dealers, gasoline service stations, and eating and 
drinking places. 

Although taxable sales information is available 
in too little detail to allow us to determine 
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T a b l e 7 . Retai l Spend ing Patterns in Ret i rement Count ies in Miss iss ippi and Tennessee* 
(Selected Years) 

Four Ret i rement Count ies Mississippi 

Vendor Class 1972 

Percent 
of 

Total 1982 

Percent 
of 

Total 1972 

Percent 
of 

Total 1982 

Percent 
of 

Total 

Durables 25 ,672 31 46 ,238 20 1,384,903 35 2,703,413 26 

Nondurab les 56,095 69 183,686 8 0 2 ,576,564 65 7,704,001 74 

Total 81 ,767 229 ,924 3,961,467 10,407,414 

Five Ret i rement Count ies Tennessee 

1972 

Percent 
of 

Total 1982 

Percent 
of 

Total 1972 

Percent 
of 

Total 1 9 8 2 

Percent 
of 

Total 

Durables 44 ,268 29 86 ,934 27 2,864,818 34 5,286,202 28 

Nondurab les 107,710 71 236 ,325 73 5 ,601,298 66 13,196,275 72 

Total 151,978 323 ,259 8,466,116 1 8 ,482,477 

Nine Ret i rement Count ies Miss iss ippi and Tennessee 

1972 

Percent 
of 

Total 1982 

Percent 
of 

Total 1972 

Percent 
of 

Total 1982 

Percent 
of 

Total 

Durables 69 ,940 30 133,172 24 4 ,249,721 34 7,989,615 28 

Nondurab les 163,805 70 420 ,011 76 8 ,177,862 6 6 20 ,090 ,276 72 

Total 233,745 553 ,183 12,427,583 28,079,891 

Source: 1 9 7 2 C e n s u s of Retai l T rade : A rea Stat i s t i cs and unpublished reports from State Departments of Revenue. 

'Ret irement counties in Tennessee are Campbell, Cumberland, Henry, Houston, and Stewart For Mississippi, retirement counties include Yalobusha, 
Attala, Lawrence, and Newton. 

specific commodities experiencing rapid growth, 
the concentration of retirees near lakes provides 
some clues. Judging from our study, those who 
specialize in boats, fishing tackle and other 
recreational goods should be primary beneficiaries 
of the inflow of retirees. Vendors of goods and 
services for other leisure activities such as golf 
also should benefit. Land values should increase 
along w i t h the demand for shelter, and the 
proper ty tax base also should increase. 

Our analysis of taxable sales in retirement 
counties of Mississippi and Tennessee also sup-
ports the view that retirees spend proportionately 
less on durables than nondurables. In the nine 
retirement counties—five in Tennessee and four 

in Mississippi—we observed less spending on 
durables than in the states in general. Durable 
goods sales fell proportionately more than non-
durables in both the Tennessee and Mississippi 
counties between 1972 and 1982, partly because 
of substantially higher interest rates in 1980 
(Table 7). Durable goods vendors accounted for 
30 percent of 1972 sales in the nine retirement 
counties compared with 34 percent for the two 
states. By 1982, durables could claim only 24 
percent of sales in retirement counties versus 28 
percent in the two states. 

As in Tennessee, sales of building materials 
rose faster in the four Mississippi retirement 
counties than they did in the state in general and 
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Table 8 . Eat ing Out in Florida's Ret i rement Counties, 1972 and 1983 
(in thousands of dollars) 

Percent of 
Food Dollars 

Spent for 
Din ing Away 

Food Stores Eating and Drinking Total f rom Home 

1972 1983 1972 1983 1972 1983 1972 1983 

Pasco 47 ,800 237 ,504 9,445 95,158 57,245 332 ,662 16.5 28.6 

Ci t rus 15,602 78,479 2,922 27,717 18,524 106,196 15.8 52.2 

Char lo t te 20,807 89,979 5,246 40,789 26 ,053 103,768 20.1 31.2 

Hernando 11,223 55,507 1,991 17,101 13,214 72,608 15.1 23.6 

H igh lands 17,433 71,443 3,219 23 ,810 20,652 95 ,253 15.6 25.0 

Pinel las 298 ,752 1,134,869 132,002 647 ,594 430 ,754 1,782,463 30.6 36.3 

Volusia 114,650 401 ,623 52,210 231 ,589 166,860 633 ,212 31.3 36.6 

Sumter 6 ,734 24,100 2,811 13,468 9,545 37 ,568 29.5 35.9 

Wash ing ton 5,570 16,942 707 3,685 6,277 20,627 11.3 17.9 

Lake 42 ,199 1 54,246 9,175 77,552 51 ,374 231 ,789 17.9 33.5 

Mar ion 42 ,006 191,121 14,970 79,969 56 ,976 271 ,090 26.3 29.5 

Manatee 58,741 238,052 19,481 124,110 78,222 362 ,162 24.9 34.3 

Putnam 18,759 67 ,654 3,143 20,924 21,902 88 ,578 14.4 23.6 

Sarasota 88 ,850 348 ,617 29,813 215,776 118,663 564 ,393 25.1 38.2 

Liberty 1,138 3,976 (D) 519 (D) 4 ,495 (D) 11.6 

Lee 73,551 366 ,272 22,721 191,373 96,272 557 ,645 23.6 34.3 

Osceola 16,906 85,057 4,865 62,597 21,771 147,654 22.4 42.4 

O k e e c h o b e e 8,703 37 ,945 2,893 13,904 11,596 51,849 24.9 26.8 

Total Count ies 889 ,424 3,603,386 317 ,614 1,887,635 1,205,900 5,464,012 26.3 34.5 

State Total 4 ,011,173 14,607,751 1,575,219 8,161,943 5,586,392 22 ,769 ,694 28.2 35.8 

Source: 1 9 7 2 C e n s u s of Retai l T rade : Area Stat i s t i cs and untabulated sales by vendor from the Florida Department of Revenue. 
D = Disclosure Unavailable. 

specialty retail merchants also relinquished sales 
to general merchandise stores. General merchan-
dise stores in our group of retirement counties 
witnessed a 31 percent annual increase in sales 
compared with 19 percent for the state as a 
whole. The fact that building material sales in-
creased disproportionately in these four Missis-
sippi counties suggests that much of their new 
construction was for remodeling or perhaps 
public housing. Indeed, home furnishings sold 
less actively in these counties than in the rest of 
the state. 

Surveying experts in the retirement counties, 
we found many communities already undertaking 
creative marketing efforts to meet the needs of 
the elderly. One area of innovation merchants 
have discovered—or perhaps rediscovered—is 
home delivery of all sorts of seivices. For example, 
retirees in Pasco County, Florida, can obtain 
laundry pickup and delivery, grocery delivery, 
hot meals, hair dressing barbering, house cleaning, 
newspapers, magazines, and books, and other 

personal services in their homes. Health services 
are also available in Pasco County's other com-
munities by home delivery. Restaurants provide 
another marketing opportunity in retirement 
counties. 

Patterns of food and drink consumption in 
each of Florida's 20 retirement counties suggest 
that senior citizens are dining out much more 
often. The economic impact of that trend is 
shown in Citrus County, where restaurants' and 
bars' share of total food and drinksales increased 
from 16 percent in 1972 to 52 percent in 1983 
(see Table 8). 

Many more opportunities for expansion require, 
as a first step, recognition that home delivery of 
health services is not just for "o ld people on 
welfare." The vast majority of retirees are well 
above the poverty line and many need and 
would benefit from home delivery of more 
paramedical services. 

We also found mass communications being 
used creatively to enhance retail shopping by 
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BOX 1 
PENSION INCOME IN THE CAROLINAS 

Not all locations within the region have shared equally 
from the influx of retirement income. In our previous 
article, we identified 120 counties in the six-state 
Southeast where retirement income tended to be of 
greater relative importance than in the nation or the 
region. Those counties tended to be clustered near 
military bases universities large lakes in the mountains 
of eastern Tennessee and northern Georgia and in 
rural areas 

Expanding the geographic focus of our previous 
study to the Carolinas further confirms the general 
findings of our analysis Retirees were indeed attracted 
to those communities that include such features as 
lakes, mountains, universities, and military bases. The 
Fort Bragg Military Reservation in Fayetteville, North 
Carolina and the nearby World's Golf Hall of Fame are 
primarily responsible for the influx of retirees to 
neighboring Moore County and, to a lesser degree, to 
Richmond County. The population of Moore, his-
torically a rural county, rose almost 30 percent in the 
last 10 years and retirement income increased 66 
percent faster than the growth of personal income. In 
1970, only $74 of each $1,000 in personal income 
consisted of public retirement money. By 1980, this 
source was responsible for $123 per $1,000 of per-
sonal income. While the proportion of retirement 
income grew slightly less in Richmond County, retire-
ment income exceeded other income growth by 46 
percent because the population there increased only 
18 percent. 

Richmond apparently was gaining fewer retirees 
from Fort Bragg than was Moore County; nearly 19 
percent of public retirement income in Moore County 
came from the military, compared with only 6.4 percent 
in Richmond County. 

North Carolina enjoys a locational advantage over 
other states in attracting retirees To the east, the 
state is gifted with the Outer Banks, and to the west 
are perhaps the most beautiful mountain areas east 
of the Mississippi. We found Clay and Cherokee 
counties, on the western North Carolina border, to 
have the highest share of personal income from 
retirement—$169 per $1,000 of personal income—of 
North Carolina's 100 counties Clay County's population 
grew by 35 percent over the last decade, more than 
twice the 17 percent growth rate for the state. People 
60 years of age and over made up 15 percent of net in-
migration into Clay County in the last decade. Retire-
ment income rose 75 percent faster than other income 
sources, making Clay County the fastest-growing 
retirement community in North Carolina Other wes-
tern counties that experienced marked increases in 
retirement income were Swain, Yancey, Avery, and 
Alleghany, all located along the scenic Blue Ridge 
Parkway. Retirees also have been locating along the 
eastern shoreline. 

Northhampton and Halifax Counties (just across 
from Virginia) have the advantage of being located 

along Interstate 95, a route many northerners travel 
to Florida. Second, both counties contain frontage on 
Lake Gaston, a large recreational lake formed from an 
inlet of the John Kerr Reservoir in Virginia. 

South Carolina's highest concentration of retire-
ment income is in McCormick County, on the Savannah 
River between Anderson, South Carolina and Augusta 
Georgia It is also in the heart of the Sumter National 
Forest; in fact, many of the counties with a high 
concentration of retirement income are in or near 
scenic areas. The long shoreline along the Savannah 
River attracts many retirees. Homes, golf courses 
marinas restaurants and shopping facilities are under 
construction all along the riverfront. Easy access to 
Atlanta via Interstate 20 also enhances the area's 
attractiveness 

Clarendon County, between Columbia and Charles-
ton, South Carolina is yet another county with an 
important settlement of retirees Clarendon County, 
part of the Santee-Cooper resort area has a large real 
estate development just east of Interstate 95. Lake 
Marion, with more than 160 acres is nearly four times 
as large as Lake Lanier near Atlanta Retirement 
villages with views overlooking either the lake or one 
of two 18-hole golf courses attract Florida travelers 
along I-95. In 1970, public retirement income repre-
sented only $66 per $1,000 of personal income. The 
development and promotional efforts of the Santee-
Cooper area propelled the proportion to $122 per 
$1,000 by 1980. 

Orangeburg County, west of Clarendon County, 
also has frontage on Lake Marion. It too has witnessed 
a sharp increase in retirement income. Indeed income 
from public retirement rose 60 percent faster than did 
income from other sources over the last decade. 
Sumter County also experienced a sharp increase in 
retirement income due to an inflow of military retirees 
from the Fort Jackson Military Reservation in nearby 
Columbia. Nearly a third of all retirement income in 
Sumter County derives from payments to retired 
military personnel, compared with 15 percent for the 
state of South Carolina 

On the coast, Charleston, with a concentration of 
military facilities has a significant percentage of 
income from retirement. The $104 per $1,000 of 
personal income in 1980 was 65 percent greater than 
the $63 per thousand of personal income 10 years 
earlier. Indeed, the $55 million in military retirement 
payments represents 23 percent of the $234 million 
from all public retirement income programs flowing 
into the coastal county. 

Other South Carolina coastal counties important to 
retirees are Horry (Myrtle Beach), Georgetown, Colle-
ton, and Jasper. Oceanfront retirement homes are 
being constructed from North Carolina to the Georgia 
line. Oconee County, in the western tip of the state in 
the foothills of the Great Smoky Mountain Park also 
ranks high in retirement income. 
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elderly whose mobility is constrained. For example, 
a radio station in Stewart County, Tennessee, 
sponsors regular morning programming whereby 
listeners, primarily elderly, call to offer goods and 
services or to solicit them from other listeners. A 
local firm has been established to transport 
traded items. A retirement development called 
Bradford Village in Santee, South Carolina, pro-
vides an on-site shopping mall, a modern medical 
facility linked to the home through an electronic 
hook-up, and organized recreational activities. 

We found housing developments for retirees 
in many of these counties to be much more than 
just "o ld folk homes." Many communities have 
condominium developments that incorporate 
most essential basic services. One such develop-
ment is located in Winter Haven, Florida. It 
includes a condominium-apartment complex, a 
grocery store, a barber/beauty shop, florist-card-
sundry shops, a pharmacy, a cafeteria, and a 
chapel. On the other side is a medical facility, a 
recreation center, and a management office 
providing assistance with a wide range of per-
sonal and financial needs. 

Conclusion 

Older Americans now control over 1 7 percent 
of the nation's discretionary income, and much 
of that income is f lowing into the Southeast as 
retirees seek the region's sunshine and recre-
ational opportunities. Some local communities, 
particularly those near lakes, military bases, uni-
versities, beaches and mountains, are benefiting 
most from the wave of incoming dollars. That 
trend, which is expected to continue, should 
transform the economic structure of many of 
these local communities. Nondurable goods and 
services wil l become major factors in these local 
economies, with food, travel, recreation, entertain-
ment and medical care leading the way. 

More important, since retirement income is 
less sensitive to business cycles than other in-
come, the influx of retirees could reduce the 
entire region's sensitivity to such cycles in the 
future. 

—Charlie Carter 

N O T E S 

'"Public Retirement System: Crucial to the Southeastern Economy?" 
E c o n o m i c Review, Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta, July 1983. 

"The six states all or partially included in the Sixth Federal Reserve 
District—Alabama. Florida. Georgia Louisiana, Mississippi and Tennessee-
plus North Carolina and South Carolina Where possible, [his article 
discusses the eight state region 

^Some might argue that our analysis is limited by focusing on families with 
household heads 65 and over because such families represent only a 
small fraction of those over 65. But our analysis of Census data rebuts this 
accusation. In 1980, more than 46 percent of Georgia s residents over 65 
lived in married-couple families with householders over 65. When those 
65-plus householders in families where no spouse was present are 
included, the share of Georgia's over-65 residents living in families rises to 
58 percent. So our analysis covers over half of Georgia's elderly. 
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