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Introduction 

Remote work grew dramatically during the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic, reaching 

the highest levels yet seen during a 20-year shift away from in-person full-time employment in 

the United States. This new workforce dynamic was not optional for most workers; their offices 

closed to meet public health guidelines. More than two years later, many companies have 

reopened and offer remote work as a real choice—providing a host of flexible employment 

opportunities to many people who can’t access a central workplace or prefer not to work there. 

Yet this option is not equally available for all workers, especially people in low-wage jobs. Early 

research on the impact of the pandemic suggests that there are significant disparities between 

the prevalence of remote work opportunities for lower-income workers versus higher-income 

workers.1  

Although remote work is currently far more available to people in higher-income positions, it’s 

important to ask whether these new opportunities can be made accessible for people in lower-

income positions—especially low-income older workers. This population, which we believe has 

many of the skills and attributes needed to succeed in remote work—and is capable of learning 

more—has so far largely been an afterthought to employers developing talent strategies for the 

recovering economy. 

This paper explores how remote work might be made more accessible for low-income older 

workers as part of the new economic landscape—and how these opportunities may promote 

these individuals’ economic advancement and expand employer talent pipelines. We offer these 

ideas based on research about low-income workers and older workers and the fact that there is 

more to uncover about workers who have both characteristics and the remote jobs that might be 

available to them. We also root our argument in the belief that low-income older workers can 

play a valuable role in our ever-evolving economic future. We focus on low-income older 

workers for three reasons: This group (1) was hardest hit by the COVID-19 recession, (2) faces 

considerable challenges to finding and keeping employment in general, and (3) has so far been 

largely left behind by transitions to remote work. 

To make this case, we show that low-income older workers were disproportionately affected by 

pandemic-related job cuts and are having a hard time getting back into the workforce. In April 

2020, workers with a high school degree but no postsecondary credential—an education level 

closely associated with low-wage work and low-income households—had more than double the 

unemployment rate of workers with a bachelor’s degree.2 Further, workers 55 and older were 17 

percent more likely to lose their jobs in the first six months of the pandemic than were workers a 

few years younger.3 By June of 2021, it’s estimated that 1.7M workers 50 and older had left the 

labor market entirely.4 This phenomenon is what is now known as the Great Resignation, 
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reflecting a significant drop in the labor market participation rate of older workers that may be 

permanent, with substantial implications for the broader economy. 

 And yet, despite these sobering statistics, older workers will continue to make up a significant 

part of the U.S. labor market moving forward. By 2026 almost one-quarter of the workforce will 

be over the age of 55, according to one estimate.5 Without question, this population will 

continue to make up a significant portion of the labor market post-recession and offer a source 

of much-needed talent as employers look to grow.   

Notably, the challenges to positioning this population for remote work opportunities include the 

barriers traditionally faced by older workers. These include employers who allow ageism to 

shape hiring practices and make assumptions about older workers’ career goals, along with 

widespread misinformation about older workers and skill gaps. Generally speaking, older 

workers who want to work are less likely to be employed the older they get.6 Lower-income 

workers face unique challenges, including accessing affordable housing, health care, and career 

advancement opportunities. They typically have lower levels of educational attainment. Being 

both older and lower-income can compound the effects of these challenges on unemployment 

and reemployment, including remote work opportunities. This is particularly true for lower-

income, older workers of color and lower-income, older women of all racial backgrounds.  

Just because low-income older workers have yet to see the benefits of the transition to a remote 

work economy doesn’t mean this needs to remain the status quo. Through this paper, JFF is 

exploring what we know—and don’t know—about low-income older workers and remote work 

and how we might jump-start efforts to build a more inclusive and valuable remote work 

economy. 

Our research recognizes that low-income older workers need to be positioned both for a 

workplace featuring remote job opportunities and for high-quality jobs within the changing 

ecosystem. Despite the fact that remote work is a constantly evolving form of employment, 

much of the work to define high-quality work should apply in a remote work setting as well. This 

paper attempts, therefore, to address remote work possibilities in the context of high-quality 

jobs and careers as much as possible.  

Looking to the future, the paper explores many of the unknowns about remote work that may 

shape the landscape, particularly in light of the lifting of most pandemic-related public health 

guidelines in the United States. We explore the targeted efforts by employers, education and 

training providers, and public workforce development entities that will be required. We offer 

three suggestions for pilot efforts to test strategies that might best position low-income older 
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workers for the remote-worker marketplace while engaging employers and/or education and 

training providers to support this valuable population.  

 

Defining Our Terms 

Who Are Low-Income Older Workers? 

This paper defines “older workers” as people ages 50 and over, to align with AARP 

Foundation’s focus. The paper additionally defines workers with “low incomes” as people 

earning less than $15 per hour or $30,000 per year.  

JFF recognizes that neither term—and neither definition—is ideal. Language matters, and 

neither one captures the variety of individual experiences. “Low income,” for example, is 

defined in different ways by different sources. It also does not account for vast differences 

in the cost of living in different parts of the country.  

In some cases, the research used in this paper does not fully align with these definitions, or 

it pertains only to older workers—or only to workers earning a low income—as opposed to 

people who meet both criteria. Similarly, the federal economic and workforce data cited in 

this paper do not align with our use of the term “older.” Most commonly, federal age data 

are divided into cohorts, including ages 45 to 54, ages 55 to 64, and ages 55 and over. 

Federal data in this paper refer to people ages 55 and over. Despite these limitations, we 

believe that we have enough preliminary information to infer important lessons about the 

experiences of workers 50 and older who make $15 an hour or less.   

Do Low-Income Workers Have ‘Low’ Skills? 

Earning a low income is often equated with having low skills. In the broadest sense, this is 

inaccurate. Low-income people have a multitude of skills that they use in the context of 

their work and lives every day. However, the phrase “low skill” is also used to mean lower 

levels of formal education, especially postsecondary education. Statistically speaking, this is 

accurate; lower-income people typically have less formal education than higher earning 

individuals. This paper uses the phrase “low skill” to refer to individuals with lower levels 

of educational attainment. 
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Section 1: The Remote Work Landscape 

Remote work has become a viable and necessary option during the pandemic, and now 

employers and others say it’s here to stay.7 Recently, as the economy has begun to recover, we’ve 

seen a surprising trend that could help low-income older workers, based not just on record 

unemployment but on record job vacancies. The lead article in The New York Times on June 6, 

2021, pointed out that many employers are being more flexible in order to draw people back to 

work: “Up and down the wage scale, companies are becoming more willing to pay a little more, 

to train workers, to take chances on people without traditional qualifications, and to show 

greater flexibility in where and how people work.”8 All of these factors may make it easier for 

low-income older workers to find their way back into the labor market and even into remote 

jobs.  

Low-Wage Work Is Rarely Remote 

In the brief history of remote work, low-wage jobs typically have not been part of the work-from-

home wave, and remote work during the pandemic was no exception. Early research on the 

pandemic’s impact suggests that much of the initial transition to remote work arrangements 

were predominantly available to people with higher-wage jobs, including STEM professionals, 

health professionals, and managers.9 A decade ago, remote work—more frequently called 

teleworking or telecommuting at that time—was often considered a privilege reserved for more-

tenured, higher-wage employees. By 2015, research showed that telecommuters were more 

highly educated, on average, than other employees, with 53 percent holding a bachelor’s 

degree.10 

And while many lower-wage jobs have not yet become remote-friendly, that doesn’t mean they 

can’t become remote-friendly. Some, like business administration roles, are already fairly easy 

to convert to work-from-home positions, while others, like those in I.T., sales, and even health 

care, are remote-possible with changes in work arrangements, technology, and training. Just 

because most low-wage jobs haven’t yet transitioned to being remote-friendly doesn’t mean that 

they won’t, and we want to be ready when they do. 

Remote Work Overall Is Growing 

Remote work demonstrated consistent growth between 2005 and 2017, as the number of U.S. 

workers who principally worked from home at least half time increased 159 percent (see Figure 

1).11  
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Figure 1. Trends in Remote Work Growth, 2005-2017 

All percentages in the table show the growth of remote work through the year 2017. 

 

Source: Brie Weiler Reynolds, “159% Increase in Remote Work Since 2005: FlexJobs & Global Workplace Analytics 
Report,” FlexJobs, accessed June 17, 2021, https://www.flexjobs.com/blog/post/flexjobs-gwa-report-remote-
growth. 

In 2020, the pandemic forced millions of people who had never worked from home before to do 

so. By one estimate, as of the first week in April 2020, roughly half the workers in the United 

States were working from home, a jump of about 35 percent from just a few weeks earlier.12 

Recent research and surveys of employers and employees indicate that remote work is here to 

stay for many, driven by an increased appreciation of its flexibility and newfound confidence in 

its effectiveness.13 

A recent survey of employers predicts that by 2025, the number of remote workers will nearly 

double compared with the pre-pandemic level—reaching nearly 62 million people, accounting 

for more than a third of the labor market (see Figure 2).14 With this expansion should come 

opportunities for all workers.   

Figure 2. Survey: Hiring Managers Compare Future Work Arrangements With Prior 

Remote-Work Levels, December 2020

 

Source: Adam Ozimek, Economist Report: Future Workforce, Upwork, December 2020, 
https://www.upwork.com/press/releases/economist-report-future-workforce. 

https://www.flexjobs.com/blog/post/flexjobs-gwa-report-remote-growth/
https://www.flexjobs.com/blog/post/flexjobs-gwa-report-remote-growth/
https://www.upwork.com/press/releases/economist-report-future-workforce
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Skills In Demand in the Remote Work Labor Market 

The skills needed for successful remote work build on essential skills that are key to success in 

most jobs. People operating from a remote location need to communicate with others, function 

as part of a team, track time, solve problems, and perform much the same way they would in an 

office or other workplace setting. In this section, we summarize the key skills that all remote 

workers, regardless of role or income level, need to thrive in their jobs, based on our review of 

relevant research. 

Digital Skills Are Foundational 

Digital skills, such as the ability to locate information online and to effectively adopt new 

technological platforms, are foundational because of the information and communications 

technology required in most organizations. Remote employees need to be able to work entirely 

from home—or to move seamlessly between the office and home—which requires facility with 

email, chat, and other digital communication tools, as well as the ability to access, edit, and 

share digital documents. Due to those practical technology needs, companies will increasingly 

rely on cloud applications and services so their remote workers can be productive and access 

corporate resources from any location.15  

Below, we identify four skill groupings that are most often referenced in research on remote 

work, with some additional context on older workers where applicable. All of these skills are 

necessary in most work environments; however, they are especially relevant for remote work. 

Self-Direction, Motivation, and Time Management 

Being self-directed and able to manage one’s work effectively is key to success in remote work. 

This includes the ability to set work-related goals, manage projects, and manage one’s time. 

These are important as workers move away from in-person controls, like a supervisor 

monitoring time spent on a task. A 2019 study found that employees who worked remotely part 

of the time used self‐reward, self-goal setting, and visualization of successful performance on the 

days they worked at home.16  

This skill set plays to the strengths of older workers. Older people have been found to have 

higher job satisfaction and a stronger commitment to their organizations than younger 

workers.17 The strong work ethic of many older workers is a major advantage as well: Pew survey 

data of a cross-section of adults found that about 75 percent of respondents believed that older 

workers have a better work ethic than their younger colleagues.18 Studies have also found that 

people who are most comfortable with remote work are most likely to be freelancers, rather than 

permanent employees of one company, and one academic study found that 49 percent of 

freelancers were over 50 years of age, and that self-satisfaction for freelancers went up as they 
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aged.19 20 If low-income older workers possess similar skills, including a strong work ethic and 

self-motivation, they might be well positioned to become freelancers. The explosive growth of 

remote work due to the pandemic has expanded the geographic boundaries in which such 

workers could explore freelancing opportunities. 

Tech-Enabled Collaboration 

Collaborating in a remote environment involves mastering different tools for facilitating group 

work, collectively codeveloping content, communicating with one another, and managing 

projects and tasks, both in synchronous and asynchronous contexts. Mastering the complex skill 

set needed for remote collaboration requires dedicated training—something some companies 

are beginning to realize. Google, for example, considers collaboration to be such an important 

skill that it built one of its Grow with Google training modules for remote workers entirely 

around the topic.21  

Older workers are more likely than their younger colleagues to perceive that they have a 

technology gap. A wide-ranging 2019 survey of workers in the United States and the United 

Kingdom showed that 77 percent of U.S. millennials felt they had the tech skills necessary to get 

a new job, while only 56 percent of U.S. baby boomers felt the same.22 In contrast, only 14 

percent of U.S. millennials felt unqualified to get a new job because of their tech skills, 

compared with 28 percent of U.S. boomers.23 Addressing this perceived or real technology skill 

deficit will require employers to ensure that older workers have, and are confident that they 

have, the skills necessary to use tech-enabled collaboration tools. 

Communication 

Remote workers need strong proactive communication skills such as the ability to speak up 

when they have questions, seek clarification on work requests, and voice opinions or suggest 

ideas. Likewise, remote work impedes people’s ability to read the nonverbal cues that are 

typically perceived during in-person interactions. People tend to instead over-rely on written 

communication, which, when unclear, can lead to misunderstandings. Strong written 

communication skills are necessary to overcome this challenge.24 Additionally, communicating 

clearly and proactively can help employees build trust with their supervisors and managers.25  

Older workers tend to have stronger written and nonverbal communication skills than their 

younger colleagues, in large part because they remember when communication wasn’t 

dominated by email, texting, or social media; they know the value of other, more formal 

communication, such as handwritten thank-you notes for clients and referral sources.26 And the 

rapid digitization of the U.S. economy as a whole has meant that workers of all ages have had to 

develop new and more comprehensive technology skills.27  



 

 

12 

Adaptability and Flexibility 

Remote work requires a high degree of adaptability. This is, in part, driven by the nature of the 

workspace, where the demands of one’s job can occur at the same time as the demands of home. 

For workers forced into remote positions as a result of COVID-19, this is a familiar challenge 

and a reminder of the importance of creating work-from-home spaces that include closeable 

doors and other physical separations from family members or housemates.  

It is important to note that this may be a particular challenge for older workers with low 

incomes. Some live with multiple generations of their family in crowded places with limited 

access to personal space. One research study conducted before the pandemic indicated that 

increased suitability of the workspace at home strengthened all measured outcomes of remote 

work (overall satisfaction with the arrangement, perceived advantages of remote work, career 

opportunities, and increases in self-reported productivity).28  

Because remote work jobs are often intrinsically tied to technology, and technology is constantly 

evolving, remote workers also need a flexible mindset that enables them to continually expand 

their skills and a willingness to use the tools that will help them adapt. 

In-Demand Skills Identified in Online Job Postings 

Of course, it is always important to ask employers what they are looking for when hiring. Below 

are the results of analysis JFF performed on online job postings to identify the skills that were in 

high demand for remote jobs in 2020 (see Figure 3). The findings confirm the need for strong 

communication skills, as noted above, including writing, typing, and computer literacy. Some 

low-income older workers may need training to develop these skills. 

Figure 3. High-Demand Baseline Skills for Remote Jobs, 2020  

Full-year 2020 data on the top 10 skills sought in the 422,994 online postings for “work from home” jobs 
requiring less than a four-year degree (inferred). 

 
Source: Burning Glass Technologies Labor Insight data, accessed February 2021, https://www.burning-glass.com.  
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Below are the skills in high demand for occupations with the highest number of workers ages 55 

and older (see Figure 4). Again, strong communication is at the top of the list of skills required, 

along with computer literacy.  

Figure 4. High-Demand Baseline Skills for Occupations With the Highest Number 

of Workers Age 55+ 

Full-year 2020 data on the top 10 skills sought in online postings for top 5 occupations with the highest 
number of workers ages 55 and older. The skills below are drawn from all postings for these 
occupations, including both remote and non-remote roles. 
 

 
Source: Emsi 2021.1 Class of Worker Data was used to understand the presence of older workers by occupation. Job 
postings are from Burning Glass Technologies Labor Insight data, accessed March 2021, https://www.burning-
glass.com.29 

Expansive growth in remote work opportunities is happening now and is likely to continue. The 

skills needed to succeed in remote work are identifiable. It is critical, therefore, to determine 

ways in which this trend and information might be leveraged to make remote work more 

accessible to low-income and low-skill workers.  

  

https://www.burning-glass.com/
https://www.burning-glass.com/
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Section 2: Low-Income Older Workers 

As previously noted, low-income older workers disproportionately lost jobs during the 

pandemic. By definition, this population lacks the financial resources to offset the shock of 

unemployment, and they cannot afford to retire. It is imperative to explore ways our country 

might be able to prepare low-income older workers for remote work in order to increase their 

viability in the labor market. 

Older Workers and Low-Income Workers Hit Hard by Pandemic 

As of February 2021, near the peak of COVID-19 infections in the United States, the 

unemployment rate for people age 55 and older was 5.3 percent, more than double the rate just 

one year earlier, before the coronavirus started to spread widely here.30 This group also tends to 

include a high percentage of people considered involuntary unemployed—people who have 

stopped looking for work and left the labor force completely because they haven’t been able to 

find a job, as well as people who are seeking work but are unsuccessful for long periods of time.  

When the pandemic began, most low-income older workers worked in roles that required their 

physical presence at the job site, such as restaurant service and retail sales. When employers 

were forced to close businesses, many low-income older workers were laid off, either 

temporarily or permanently. In contrast, higher-income older workers in so-called knowledge-

based positions were more likely to remain employed because they were able to do their jobs 

from home.31 

In particular, older non-white and older female workers sustained higher levels of job loss in the 

early months of the pandemic. Nearly 20 percent of non-white older workers lost their jobs from 

March to June 2020, and a higher share of non-white workers stopped looking for work and left 

the labor force entirely compared with older white workers.32 The share of older workers who 

exited the labor force after losing their jobs was 5.4 percent of white men, compared with 10.2 

percent of non-white men, and 7.5 percent of white women, compared with 11.8 percent of non-

white women.33 By May 2021, over half (52.5%) of jobseekers ages 55 and over were long term 

unemployed.34 Additionally, roughly 1.1 million older workers age 55+ exited the workforce 

between August 2020 and January 2021 due to the pandemic recession.35 

These figures indicate that determining ways to support low-income older workers is also a 

matter of equity.  

The financial burden of unemployment and lost earnings critically affects low-income workers. 

Households earning less than $30,000 per year were almost twice as likely as households 
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earning above $75,000 annually to report lost income in April 2020 as a result of the 

pandemic.36 The economic toll on low-income older workers was likely further exacerbated by 

factors that cause older workers to take nearly twice as much time to find a new job as younger 

workers.37 

Clearly, these populations have been disproportionately displaced from the workforce by the 

pandemic, and their specific challenges and strengths need attention in order for them to benefit 

from future growth of remote work. As the economy reignites post-COVID-19, if we are to 

maintain a robust, prepared, and more equitable workforce, the role of people ages 50 and older 

must be carefully considered. 

Identifying Sectors With High Representation of Low-Income Older 

Workers Affected by COVID-19 

Given our focus on low-income older workers who are unemployed or have lost hours and wages 

due to the pandemic, we conducted research to determine the occupations in which these 

workers were employed pre-pandemic and to compare those with the occupations hardest hit by 

COVID-19. Our research shows that low-income older workers are more represented in some 

low-wage jobs than in others. The tables below list, by education level, the low-wage jobs that 

employed the largest numbers of older workers, although the data do not include workers over 

age 65 (see Figures 5-7).38 Note that in several cases, the occupational groups with the highest 

percentage of older workers—such as cleaning and pest control, and retail sales—are also the 

types of jobs with the greatest number of low-wage workers. Additionally, many of these 

occupations faced massive layoffs or furloughs in the face of COVID-19. This double 

uncertainty—regarding both financial and job insecurity—can create exceptional stress for 

people working in these jobs.  
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Figure 5. Most Common Occupations for Workers Ages 51-64 With a High School 

Diploma or Less 

This table represents the most common occupational groups for individuals ages 51-64 with a high 

school diploma or less. The total number of individuals ages 51-64 with a high school diploma or less is 

5.6 million. These workers are more likely to work in construction or manufacturing, or to operate 

motor vehicles. They constitute 10 percent of all low-wage workers.  

Occupation Group # of Low-Wage 
Workers, Ages 
51-64, With a 
High School 
Diploma or Less 

% of Low-Wage 
Workers, Ages 
51-64, With a 
High School 
Diploma or Less 

Share of All 
Workers in 
Occupation 
Who Earn a Low 
Wage 

Building cleaning and pest 
control workers 

580,580 10% 75% 

Retail sales workers 359,280 6% 76% 

Motor vehicle operators 345,220 6% 50% 

Material-moving workers 298,400 5% 66% 

Cooks and food preparation 
workers 

282,380 5% 87% 

Other personal care and 
service workers 

243,570 4% 81% 

Other production occupations 227,420 4% 53% 

Construction trades workers 227,000 4% 47% 

Information and records clerks 208,950 3% 61% 

Material recording, scheduling, 
dispatching, and distributing 
workers 

205,330 3% 57% 

Source: The Brookings Institution “Meet the Low-Wage Workforce.” Data in the second column do not sum to 5.6 
million because only the top occupational groups by employment are listed. 39 
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Figure 6. Most Common Occupations for Workers Ages 51-64, With Some 
Postsecondary Education but No Degree  

The total number of people in this category and represented in the table below is 2.3 million. These 
workers have some education beyond high school but do not have a degree. Workers in this category are 
most likely to work in administrative positions and constitute 4 percent of all low-wage workers.  

Occupation Group # of Low-Wage 
Workers, Ages 
51-64, With 
Some 
Postsecondary 
Education but 
no Degree 

% of Low-Wage 
Workers, Ages 
51-64, With 
Some 
Postsecondary 
Education but 
No Degree 

Share of All 
Workers in 
Occupation 
Who Earn a Low 
Wage 

Retail sales workers 170,170 8% 76% 

Information and records clerks 152,950 7% 61% 

Motor vehicle operators 123,370 5% 50% 

Secretaries and administrative 
assistants 

121,780 5% 45% 

Building cleaning and pest 
control workers 

107,730 5% 75% 

Other personal care and 
service workers 

101,710 5% 81% 

Other office and administrative 
support workers 

96,340 4% 50% 

Financial clerks 84,380 4% 47% 

Material recording, scheduling, 
dispatching, and distributing 
workers 

82,300 4% 57% 

Nursing, psychiatric, and home 
health aides 

79,420 4% 74% 

Source: The Brookings Institution “Meet the Low-Wage Workforce.” Data in the second column do not sum to 5.6 
million because only the top occupational groups by employment are listed.40 
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Figure 7. Most Common Occupations for Workers Ages 51-64, With an 
Associate’s Degree or More  

The total number of people in this category and represented in the table below is 2.4 million. These 
workers hold an associate or bachelor’s degree and are most likely to work in education. They comprise 
5 percent of the low-wage workforce.  

Occupation Group # of Low-Wage 
Workers, Ages 
51-64, With an 
Associate’s 
Degree or More 

% of Low-Wage 
Workers, Ages 
51-64, With an 
Associate’s 
Degree or More 

Share 
of All Workers 
in Occupation 
Who Earn a Low 
Wage 

Preschool, primary, secondary, 
and special education school 
teachers 

196,780 8% 27% 

Retail sales workers 170,730 7% 76% 

Information and records clerks 142,910 6% 61% 

Secretaries and administrative 
assistants 

109,360 5% 45% 

Other personal care and 
service workers 

95,290 4% 81% 

Other management 
occupations 

93,660 4% 21% 

Other office and administrative 
support workers 

87,580 4% 50% 

Other education, training, and 
library occupations 

78,930 3% 73% 

Motor vehicle operators 78,380 3% 50% 

Financial clerks 66,160 3% 47% 

Source: The Brookings Institution, Meet the Low-Wage Workforce. Data in the second column do not sum to 5.6 
million because only the top occupational groups by employment are listed.41  

 

Clearly, there is a need to focus on lower-income older workers who lost jobs during the 

pandemic and to provide opportunities for remote work when possible. Yet, figuring out how to 

build that bridge is not obvious. The next section tackles some of the issues.  
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Section 3: Opportunities For Low-Income Older 

Workers In The Remote Work Labor Market 

Low-Income Older Workers Would Benefit From Remote Work 

There is no research yet on the advantages that remote work offers low-income older workers in 

particular, or on the ways in which this population is a good fit for remote work. However, 

remote work offers many benefits for workers generally that would benefit low-income older 

workers as well. They include the following:  

• Greater protection against serious health threats like COVID-19. 

• Expanded access to job opportunities beyond commuting distance. 

• The ability to continue to work despite disabilities or health conditions that make it 

difficult to access or work in a central office. 

• Reduced transportation costs.  

• The potential for increased opportunities for career advancement for roles that require 

remote work experience. 

• Advancement potential, leading to financial stability. 

• General job satisfaction, including feelings of empowerment, autonomy, and trust. 

• Less stress due to greater autonomy, better work-life balance, or other factors. 

Keeping in mind the benefits of remote work generally, it seems reasonable to consider how it 

might offer a bridge to greater income stability for some low-income older workers. One hope is 

that the ability to work remotely could open up new job opportunities with better pay for this 

population. Another is that gaining remote work experience could enable this population to gain 

new skills that would make it easier to find a subsequent remote job with better pay. Further, 

the expansion of job opportunities beyond commuting distance would provide low-income older 

workers who live in rural areas with access to urban job centers.  

Employers Would Benefit From Low-Income Older Workers in Their 

Remote Workforces 

It is not only low-income older workers themselves who are likely able to benefit from remote 

work; it is their employers, too—particularly those that want to build a multigenerational 

workforce. Many low-income older workers already have skills that would make them a good fit 

for remote work. In addition to the in-demand skills noted in the previous section, research cites 

other crucial assets older workers can provide to employers. Please note that this research 

applies to all older workers; it is not specific to low-income older workers.  
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Employability Skills 

Research has found that older workers score highly on assessments of essential employability 

skills. They often bring institutional knowledge, which can be particularly valuable for training 

newer employees, and they are often viewed as more reliable than younger workers.42 Many 

older workers have been found to possess strong skills such as leadership, attention to detail, 

organization, listening, writing, loyalty, reliability, productivity, and problem-solving.43 As noted 

above, many of these skills are critical for remote work success. Older workers can be an 

excellent source for these skills.44 

Workplace Productivity 

In a 2018 FlexJobs survey, 65 percent of respondents said they were more productive in their 

home offices than at a traditional workplace.45 Greater productivity may well be the norm under 

typical work-from-home scenarios. COVID-19 certainly complicated work-from-home situations 

by often forcing whole families to be home together, sharing limited space and technology for 

learning and working. However, a May 2020 survey showed that baby boomers, all of whom are 

now over the age of 55, were the second-most-likely generation to respond that they were very 

productive working from home during the pandemic: Eighty-three percent of them gave that 

reply, compared with 85 percent of Generation X (some of whom are over 50), 76 percent of 

Generation Y (millennials), and 44 percent of Generation Z.46 

Workforce Retention 

Research through the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics has shown that workers ages 55-64 have 

on average been at the same company three times longer than workers ages 25-34, with more 

than half of older workers being employed by their current employer for 10 or more years.47  

Job Categories That May Offer Remote Work Opportunities for Low-

Income Older Workers 

In order to provide recommendations for the potential transition of low-income older workers to 

remote work positions, JFF analyzed labor market data that reflect where older workers with 

limited educational credentials are most likely to be employed, where remote work possibilities 

exist, and which transferable skills older workers have and may use in new work opportunities. 

We examined data for both industries and occupations because there is overlap for some roles. 

For example, the occupation of sales manager exists across multiple industries, such as 

wholesale trade, retail trade, and information technology.  

Occupational data show that remote work historically has been most common among managers, 

salespeople, and office and administrative workers. Other occupations with a high prevalence of 
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remote work before the pandemic were business and professional jobs and personal care and 

service jobs. As for industries, professional, scientific, and technical services account for the 

largest share of remote positions—17 percent of the total. Other industries where remote 

workers are more likely to be employed are health care and social assistance, finance and 

insurance, information technology, manufacturing, educational services, and real estate and 

leasing.48 

The potential for low-income older workers to transition to these occupations will depend on 

three factors. First, we believe that many low-income older workers have skills that will help 

them transfer into these new sectors, and we believe these skills can be effectively documented 

as part of their work experience, particularly as employers become more flexible and inclusive in 

recruiting talent. Workers may require less direct training to acquire new workplace skills but 

need help translating and documenting prior learning and work experience in creative, effective 

ways. Second, we also recognize that in many instances, moving between jobs and industry 

sectors will require postsecondary training as well, and ensuring that older workers have access 

to targeted, affordable training options will be important. Third, many industries are changing 

the ways they interact with customers and that workers will need assistance translating the 

traditional customer service skills they may already have to a remote, digital marketplace 

context.  

Emerging Demand: Remote Job Posting Data 

With the onset of the pandemic, many workers—including those age 50 and over—have been 

seeking opportunities to work remotely, and many have had remote work thrust upon them and 

happily discovered its rewards. JFF analyzed employer demand for remote workers based on job 

postings from January to December of 2020. Figure 8 shows the jobs with the highest volume of 

posts offering remote positions. 
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Figure 8. Number of Remote U.S. Job Postings, by Category 

Full-year 2020 data on “work from home” jobs that do not require heavy lifting or physical skills. Note 

that the relatively low percentages of remote jobs are likely a reflection of the fluid nature of remote 

work. Employers may not yet feel the need to list jobs as remote even though they are open to hiring 

remote workers in those positions for fear it would limit their talent pool. Or they may not yet find that 

job applicants are explicitly seeking out remote-only opportunities. This is an area that needs more 

research.   

Occupation Group Total number 
of job 
postings in 
category in 
2020 

# of postings 
that were both 
remote and 
excluded 
physical skills 

Share of job 
postings that 
were both 
remote and 
excluded 
physical skills 

Insurance Sales Agents 218,800 62,100 28% 

Customer Service Representatives 866,700 51,367 6% 

Software Developers, Applications 984,000 45,806 5% 

Sales Representatives, Wholesale 
and Manufacturing, Except 
Technical and Scientific Products 

938,800 42,841 4.5% 

Computer Occupations, All Other 842,200 36,232 4% 

Source: Burning Glass Technologies Labor Insight data. https://www.burning-glass.com.  

Three of the five jobs listed above with high posting volumes for remote positions might be 

within reach of low-income older workers—if they receive some targeted training: 

• Customer service representative. 

• Sales representative. 

• Insurance sales agent. 

These positions are commonly held by older workers, and all three require similar transferable 

skills, without requiring additional postsecondary education. As these industries shift away from 

direct sales in brick-and-mortar stores or offices, they will still require employees with 

communication skills, including the foundational skills noted above, along with direct sales 

capabilities. Older workers will need to demonstrate the portability of their skills across these 

adjacent sectors and should be open to additional training where needed. 

In an effort to determine the occupations most likely to employ workers over the age of 55 who 

might be candidates for in-demand remote positions, JFF extracted data on occupations that 

https://www.burning-glass.com/
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employ the largest number of workers in that age group. Such jobs span a range of occupational 

groups but are particularly concentrated in health care and office and administrative positions. 

Based on 2020 data, the occupations with the largest number of workers over age 55 are listed 

in Figure 9. All of these roles require a typical entry level of education of less than a bachelor’s 

degree, except for registered nurses. 

Figure 9. Detailed Occupational Data 

Occupations with the greatest number of workers ages 55 and older, earnings, and insights into the risk 

of automation* for each of these roles 

Occupation Group 
Number of 
Workers 

Median Hourly 
Wage 

Automation 
Index 

Home Health and Personal 
Care Aides 

1.3 million $12.15 93.6 

Retail Salespersons 1 million $12.14 93.4 

Office Clerks, General 897,600 $16.37 102.0 

Registered Nurses 804,400 $35.24 85.3 

Secretaries and Administrative 
Assistants, Except Legal, Medical, 
and Executive 

774,600 $18.12 91.4 

Source: Emsi 2021.1 Class of Worker Data for U.S., accessed March 2021, http:/ www.economicmodeling.com. 

* The automation index is presented as a scale with a base of 100. An automation index greater than 100 indicates a 
higher-than-average risk of automation; an automation index less than 100 indicates a lower-than-average risk of 
automation. 

Potential Transitions From Retail Sales 

In this section, we will use a few hypothetical scenarios to illustrate how low-income older 

workers might move from jobs they held before the pandemic to remote-friendly jobs post-

pandemic. 

Considering that nonessential retail is one of the industries most negatively affected by COVID-

19, displaced retail workers could be viable candidates for transitioning to roles such as remote 

customer service representative or sales representative. As noted above, more of these jobs are 

becoming remote, and the skills required are likely to be transferable from the retail industry.  

Retail salespeople require a wide range of skills and abilities that might help them transition 

into remote-feasible roles such as online shopping assistants, customer service representatives, 

and sales personnel in nonretail settings. Such skills include sales and marketing capabilities; 

http://www.economicmodeling.com/
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the ability to use technologies such as point-of-sale software, database user interfaces, and word 

processing applications; and customer service skills such as persuasiveness and active listening. 

Such roles would also likely leverage foundational English language and mathematic skills.  

It is not hard to imagine scenarios where these retail sales clerks could transition to the remote-

feasible roles with some support and training. Consider the following transitions a retail 

salesperson could make and the skills they would need to succeed. 

• Online shopping assistants—Transitioning to this role would require knowledge of 

the products for sale; the ability to answer consumer questions, likely by accessing 

company databases; digital skills, such as using artificial intelligence-enabled chat 

systems to handle real-time digital communication with multiple consumers 

simultaneously; and effective communication skills to handle customer requests over the 

phone as well as via chat and email. 

• Customer service representatives—Transitioning to this role would require a 

slightly higher level of self-direction, task ownership, and critical thinking skills, in order 

to handle the review of customer requests, determine whether a return or exchange is 

warranted, and make other kinds of independent decisions. In these positions, former 

retail sales clerks would be able to apply their customer interaction skills and combine 

them with new knowledge of business systems and processes. They would need support 

in learning order-processing, billing, and shipping systems. They would also need strong 

one-on-one speaking, writing, and video communication skills. 

• Insurance and financial product salespeople—Transitioning to this role would 

require a range of new product knowledge that is likely very different from the physical 

inventory the employee would be familiar with, as well as skills of persuasion and 

customer relations to negotiate and close deals. Training in the sales cycle and the use of 

a customer relationship management system to track and follow up on leads would be 

critical. This role would also require the use of email and other digital communication 

systems, as well as increased self-direction, task ownership, and critical thinking. 

While transitioning from retail to a customer service or online shopping assistant position might 

not yield better pay, it could provide a way to gain remote work skills and experience that could 

lead to career pathways offering higher wages.  

Potential Transitions From Home Health Care 

As seen in Figure 9 above, home health aide is the most common role for workers ages 55 and 

over. It’s also one of the top 10 occupation groups for workers ages 51-64 with some 

postsecondary education but no degree. The health care industry was affected by COVID-19 in 



 

 

25 

significantly different ways than other industries, and it’s not hard to imagine that many of those 

workers would prefer to work remotely.  

As with retail sales clerks, home health aides also possess a range of skills, knowledge, and 

abilities that would help them move into remote work such as telemedicine patient support. 

Telemedicine support requires active listening, a service orientation, critical thinking, the ability 

to monitor and assess situations, and strong problem-solving and inductive reasoning skills. As 

a telemedicine patient support specialist, the home health aide would need to learn a range of 

new communication tools, including email; videoconferencing; and database systems for 

reviewing, tracking, and entering patient information. As the medical field continues to embrace 

new technologies, such roles may also require working with patients to ensure that data from 

medical monitoring and tracking devices are linked to their electronic health records. 

Other Potential Transitions 

Other job transitions might also be considered for low-income older workers, such as the 

following: 

• Bookkeeping, accounting, and auditing clerks could consider a transition to remote 

financial services. 

• Certified nursing assistants could consider a transition to medical billing. 

• Truck drivers could consider a transition to logistics support, supply chain, or scheduling 

jobs. 

The process of matching skill sets between roles currently held by low-income older workers and 

possible remote positions can be explored through a skill adjacencies analysis. This involves 

economists and labor market researchers aligning occupational skill profiles and demographic 

profiles to allow for the establishment of connection points between the jobs workers are coming 

from and those they might readily transition into. This type of research will require deeper 

exploration in the future.  

Potential Barriers That Could Prevent Low-Income Older Workers 

From Accessing Remote Work 

One cannot imagine transitioning low-income older workers into remote work without 

addressing the multiple barriers that they may face. Many low-income workers are employed in 

frontline positions that require them to be physically present to do their jobs. Grocery store 

clerks, office cleaners, pest control workers, and retail sales workers could not do their jobs from 

home when the pandemic allowed many higher-wage workers to shelter in their homes and 
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work remotely. As much as low-income older workers might want to take advantage of remote 

work opportunities, they face some key barriers that were clear in our research.  

Internet Access or Other Technology Barriers 

The use of information and communications technology and, is a must for remote work and, 

therefore, digital skills, are essential. Pre-pandemic research indicated that 40 percent of people 

were teleworking at least occasionally, and when they did, they used technology that includes 

the internet, smartphones, home computers, laptops, tablet computers, and teleconferencing 

and videoconferencing tools.49 Still, nearly 20 percent of households are at or below the federal 

poverty level and are less likely than wealthy households to have broadband access.50 

Nevertheless, many workers today say they don’t know how to use the technology needed to do 

their jobs and lack confidence in their technology skills. Almost 30 percent of U.S. adults ages 55 

to 65 are not digitally literate.51 As noted above, only 56 percent of baby boomers said they felt 

they had the technology skills necessary to get a new job, compared with 77 percent of 

millennials.  

Lack of Prior Experience as a Remote Worker 

Prior experience is often a preferred or required qualification for job candidates, even for entry-

level positions. Although employers are not currently stipulating that potential employees must 

have prior remote work experience as a prerequisite for being hired or for being allowed to work 

from home, many of the employment guides published during the pandemic advised jobseekers 

to show that they possess the skills needed for this kind of work. Because of the pandemic, more 

jobseekers than ever before can point to their remote work experience. Those who cannot may 

instead emphasize complementary skills, such as being a self-starter, an excellent 

communicator, and an outstanding time manager.52 

Education, Training, and Degree Requirements 

Degree inflation in job postings is a common practice for non-remote jobs, with many employers 

requiring a bachelor’s degree for positions that don’t truly require that level of education. 

Examples include bookkeepers and secretaries.53 Although research has yet to be done on degree 

inflation for remote job postings, this practice may carry over to remote work postings as well. 

Degrees can be a default signal for work readiness, especially for jobs with additional risks to the 

employer, such as remote jobs. Even as more employers, including IBM and Google, are 

recognizing alternative credentials, it is not clear whether the number of jobs that do not require 

a college education are increasing. Although many remote-ready jobs do not necessarily require 

a bachelor’s degree, research has found the share of jobs that can be performed at home is 

strongly positively correlated with a metropolitan area’s median household income and its share 

of college graduates.54 This may be a challenge for low-income older workers, 55 percent of 
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whom have a high school education or less and only 16 percent of whom hold a bachelor’s 

degree or higher credential.55 

Age Discrimination 

Older workers have consistently experienced age discrimination, according to longitudinal 

studies conducted on behalf of AARP in 2002, 2007, and 2013. The 2013 Staying Ahead of the 

Curve survey of 1,502 workers ages 45 to 74 found that the proportion of respondents ages 45 to 

56 who had seen or experienced age discrimination had steadily declined. Meanwhile, the 

proportion of respondents ages 57 to 64 who had seen or experienced age discrimination had 

increased. In all three studies, at least three out of five older workers reported having seen or 

experienced age discrimination in the workplace. The 2007 survey showed a drop from 67 

percent to 60 percent of respondents who had seen or experienced age discrimination. However, 

the 2013 survey indicated a reversal, with 64 percent reporting that they had seen or 

experienced age discrimination.56 Given that there appears to be little research about how such 

discrimination may affect remote workers, this may be a topic for further exploration. 

Lack of Physical Space 

As noted earlier in this paper, a suitable remote workspace has been shown to strengthen 

measured outcomes of remote work; yet some low-income older workers may live in crowded 

spaces where it can be challenging to set up a distraction-free work area. 

While low-income older workers face multiple barriers to obtaining remote work, they also bring 

attributes that are a good fit for a work-from-home arrangement. Clearly, this population will 

need wraparound support services (such as assistance setting up equipment, mentorship on 

successful work-from-home strategies, or training on new platforms or technologies) to make 

such transitions. This will require partnerships between willing employers, education and 

training providers when needed, and workforce development organizations. With the growth in 

remote work opportunities and the needs of this population, it is an effort whose time has come. 
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Section 4: Much Remains Unknown 

There are a number of unknowns that will be shaping the remote work landscape over the next 

several years. These variables will affect the number and quality of opportunities in remote work 

for low-income older workers as well as the overall workforce. Continued research in this area 

must consider the following: 

• Which industries and occupations will be most transformed by COVID-19? 

• Which jobs will stay remote following the pandemic? 

• Will companies’ that shifted to remote work arrangements during the pandemic for high-

wage jobs requiring postsecondary education now consider opening a broader range of 

jobs to remote work? 

• Just because a low-wage job becomes remote-accessible doesn’t mean that it is a high-

quality job. Will workers have opportunities for career advancement, including wage 

growth, over time? Which jobs and sectors provide better pathways? 

• Older workers appear to be a great fit for remote jobs, but can we confirm this? What are 

the best ways to test this hypothesis? 

• Which lower-skill jobs are currently being done remotely? 

• What would it take (new technology, training opportunities, changes in job descriptions 

and requirements, infrastructure improvements), and what would employers need to see 

(cost savings, higher productivity, greater worker retention, greater job satisfaction), in 

order to support the shift to remote work for lower-wage jobs?  

• It may be that older workers have low confidence that they possess the digital skills 

needed for remote work. Is this true, and is it based in real vs perceived skills gaps? If 

real, what types of training can boost these skills? If not, how can their confidence in 

their capabilities be increased?  

• Low-income workers face considerable barriers if they are to access and succeed in 

remote work. What entities are best situated to provide assistance in overcoming these 

barriers?  

• Is it possible to convince employers of the value of low-income older workers as potential 

remote worker talent? 

Given that long list of considerations, it’s not too soon to begin testing how opportunities might 

be created for low-income older workers to access and benefit from this emerging marketplace.  
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Section 5: Recommendations 

Research to date and in this paper has dealt primarily with national trends and observations 

about older workers and/or low-income workers and, whenever possible, the intersection of the 

two. Research shows the potential that remote work holds for low-income older workers, but 

much remains to be learned about remote work in general and how this population might take 

advantage of remote opportunities.  

JFF recommends that in addition to conducting further research to track the evolution of 

remote work for low-income older workers, we bring a practical focus to this field of inquiry by 

exploring pilot initiatives with a direct focus on low-income older workers and remote work.  

Initial pilots might focus on the following:  

1. Increase employer commitments to building a remote-ready 

multigenerational workforce, with a focus on increasing the number of 

remote jobs for lower wage/skilled and frontline older workers. The pandemic 

showed many companies that remote work was possible. The next phase is to be more 

intentional about creating equitable access to remote work for older lower wage workers. 

This means rethinking job descriptions and occupational skill sets to emphasize remote 

working skills, developing training and providing supports to help older workers thrive 

in these new roles, and investing in technologies to make remote work more easily 

accessible.  In addition, it will be important to consider and hire qualified older workers. 

AARP, AARP Foundation, and program partners have done a lot of work to encourage 

and get companies to consider and hire low-income older workers to fill their talent 

needs and provide access for a more diverse and inclusive workforce. This work is 

ongoing, as age discrimination continues to be a persistent and increasing challenge for 

older workers. Now is the time for all key workforce stakeholders to connect these 

employers more directly with organizations and resources that support low-income older 

adults by changing the hiring paradigm in the face of evolving remote work practices.  

This involves identifying and promoting use of skills assessment tools to demonstrate 

individuals’ readiness for remote work and a process for building skills through 

appropriate and proven education and training providers, establishing ways for low-

income older workers pathways to family sustaining wage jobs that are remote.  

Potential Strategy: Work closely with employers to increase the number of remote ready 

opportunities and develop and provide supports, processes, and tools to identify, test, and 

compile to encourage broader employer hiring of low-income older workers for remote jobs 

across sectors and the country.  
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2. Equip low-income older workers with technical and other skills to meet 

employer needs by working remotely. To take advantage of remote jobs, low-

income older workers may need skills and technical training, particularly since many 

lack access to education and training programs and resources. There are a number of 

pre-existing initiatives like SkillUp, Verizon Skills Forward and Grow with Google that 

already focus on pairing lower-wage workers with new career opportunities in in-

demand jobs, and which partner with community colleges and other training providers. 

It would be relatively straightforward to modify these types of programs to better meet 

the needs of older workers, with the growing jobs highlighted in this report to specifically 

target older workers that includes training for remote work customizing recruitment, 

and providing wraparound student supports. This would also be a great opportunity to 

raise awareness about the importance of including older workers in conversations 

around equity and economic opportunity, and to dispel some of the myths around older 

workers and tech jobs.  

Potential Strategy: Develop a matrix to map potential short-term training programs and 

strategies to prepare low-income older workers for remote work.  

3. Take advantage of shifts resulting from COVID-19 to find remote job 

solutions for highly impacted low-income older workers. In communities most 

impacted by the virus, older adults have a critical need to connect to organizations that 

support low-income older adults or work specifically with unemployed members of this 

population. As well, there is a chance to tap into funding and initiatives specifically 

geared to recovery. To meet immediate needs, organizations would assess participants’ 

interest in remote work, identify prior experience relevant to new employment 

opportunities, and provide targeted, just-in-time rapid retraining to address skills gaps 

and to prepare to successfully work remotely.  

Potential Strategy: Identify or develop appropriate skills interest and assessment tools to 

determine level of readiness for remote work and recommend a transitional and efficient 

process for building needed skills. Engaging sector or regional employers with a new interest in 

hiring remote workers and a willingness to employ low-income older workers who meet their 

hiring criteria would be a critical strategy. 

Each of the above approaches begins with the employer, the program, or the learner as a way to 

build bridges to remote work for low-income older workers. And each one needs to be addressed 
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from the point of view of both supply and demand—and where they intersect. The combined 

intended outcomes of the pilots would be to gain specific insights to inform the following:  

• What are the most common skills needs among low-income older workers, and what are 

effective processes for making sure they are prepared for and able to succeed at remote 

work? 

• What are the other barriers impeding low-income older workers from competing for 

remote work positions?  

• What types of remote work are employers most likely to hire and support low-income 

older workers to do? 

• What employer needs must be met in order to increase their willingness to hire low-

income older workers?     

Conclusion 

Our research has balanced the need to know more about emerging opportunities for working 

remotely with the consideration of how they might translate into opportunities for low-income 

older workers. The number of variables and unknowns when considering both low-income older 

workers and the future of remote work can be daunting. However, it is a juxtaposition that offers 

employment possibilities not previously available if we make a concerted effort.  

Our research makes a strong case for employing low-income older workers in the expanding 

remote-job market. Remote jobs would provide them with flexibility and an opportunity to 

prove their worth in jobs that depend on self-motivation and commitment. Additionally, these 

workers can transfer and build the essential and technical skills employers need and foster their 

digital productivity.  

At the same time, however, it will be necessary to make the business case for hiring these 

workers, who are not typically seen as having the access, resources, or experience to transition 

effectively into remote jobs. The stigmatization of older workers, and particularly those earning 

lower wages and/or with lower skill levels, is exacerbated in today’s fast-paced economy. 

Increasingly, these low wage or lower skill older workers will need to master new skills in order 

to compete. If we can help them feel more confident and provide access to learning 

opportunities to build their skills and competencies, we can help to ensure that they will have a 

place in the new economy.  

Fortunately, this shift in perspective comes at a time when employers are looking beyond 

traditional degrees and hiring practices to broaden the talent pipeline and create a more diverse 
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and inclusive workforce. For lower-income older workers, this could level the playing field and 

help them compete with more traditional job applicants in general and, more specifically, as 

remote workers who bring valued experience, skills, and traits to new jobs.  

The business case can be made, however, that remote work both alleviates some of the physical 

and logistical barriers that hamper some older workers and elevates the importance of the 

employability skills they have developed throughout their lives. We can make the case to 

employers that building a multigenerational workforce leads to better productivity, as the 

evidence has shown. This population is worth investing in as businesses explore how remote 

work can make their workforces more stable and productive.  

To do this, we hope to work with employers to develop some specific examples of how remote 

work can benefit them and low-income older workers alike by providing opportunities for many 

who have been displaced in the current job market and demonstrating their value. The 

recommendations in this report need to be elevated, demonstrated, and highlighted in real 

world conditions across a range of employers and sectors to test and prove their power.  

Two trends are reshaping the American workforce: an increasing number of older workers in the 

workforce and the emergence of flexible, remote work opportunities. And yet, more could be 

done to find the intersection between these two trends, with the goal of creating pathways for 

low-income workers into better jobs and higher wages. The time is right to show how we can 

create new spaces for low-income older workers, establish their value, and ensure a talent 

source for years to come. 
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