The working lives of
optometrists
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Today 28 per cent of those on the GOC
Register and around 60 per cent of new
recruits are women. The full-time equivalent
values (FTEs) of OOs as a function of their
age and sex in mid-1986 have been estimated
by French (1987). The effective strength of the
registered men is 82 per cent and that of
registered women 68 per cent. The overall
strength of the Register is 78 per cent and
women contribute 25 per cent of this total
which for mid-1986 was equivalent to 4,970
full-time optometrists.

Unfortunately, these figures do not permit
us to estimate the relative contribution of the
men and women recruits without an
investigation of their working lives. The
strengths are for men and women on the
Register and attention needs to be taken of
differential losses and gains in Register
numbers due to immigration and emigration,
death and retirement. Analysis of the 1986
questionnaire (French, 1987) and statistics
for the GOC permit us to obtain the missing
information.

Retirement

Comparison of the annual GOC statistics
enables us to assess the losses to the Register
(eg, French and Loran, 1983a). There is, of
course, a marked increase in the region of 65
years of age for men but the lack of older
women amongst OOs leaves a question mark
over their likely retirement age. They might
tend to retire at the same age as men. It has
been suggested that on average a woman
0O's working life could be longer than a
man's because not only do they live longer but
on average they are younger when they begin
their course (French and Loran, 1983b).
Against this, they might be expected to retire a
couple of years earlier because of their younger
husbands (2.1 years on average according to
the questionnaire results) or five years earlier
because of the long-term statutory retirement
age differential (60 for women as against 65
for men). Tables 1 and 2 show the median,
quartile and 5 percentile expectations for end
of full-time working and final working as a
function of age and sex. The differences
between medians for each sex revealed here
are generally zero to five years. The difference
anticipated by veterinary surgeons planning
to retire during the next ten years is six years
with expected ages of 63 for men and 57 for
women (Ministry d¥ Agriculture, 1985).
Thus, what evidence there is suggests that the
traditional difference is expected to be
maintained. 674
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Table 1 shows that there are significant
numbers of men (as well as women) who
anticipate ceasing full-time practice at age 55
or earlier, and Table 2 shows there are a few
who expect to retire completely by 50 or 55.

Assuming that a student goes straight from
school to join an optometry course and then
qualifies a year after graduation, he would
normally expect to have a potential working
life of 43 years to take him to 65 years of age.
Each OO was asked to estimate his/her past
and future full-time and part-time working,
excluding time off work, and the findings are
given in Figure 1 in terms of Full Time years
and in Table 3 expressed as a percentage of the
43 years. The youngest men estimated their
working life at 36 FTE years on average —
less than the theoretical 43 available between
22 and 65. There was a small increase in
working life estimates by people as they
approached retirement age, which can be
accounted for by the loss of people from the
Register with plans for retiring early.

The youngest women (those under 25 years
of age) estimated their working lives at 31 or
32 FTE years — five years less than that of the
corresponding men. But the estimates for
older women instead of increasing (as the
men's had done) decreased to a minimum of
22 to 25 FTE years for those in their late 30s
and early 40s. There is more than one
interpretation of the lower estimates given by
older women. There may be a tendency
amongst the youngest women to under-
estimate the time they will take off due to
family commitments and for the older women
to make more realistic assessments, or it
could be that younger women intend to make
their career a more full-time one.

Leaving the Register

Earlier studies have assumed that OOs tend to
stay on the Register when they cease
practising for a while, and this also appears to
be the practice amongst women dentists
despite the high cost of their annual retention
fee (Seward and McEwen, 1987). But our
sample suggested 4 per cent of all registered

OOs have left it at one time or another. Table
4 shows the proportion of people in the
sample who admitted leaving for temporary
periods as a function of their age and sex.
There is no difference between men and
women amongst those in their 20s. For men
between 30 and 65, estimates vary between 1
and 4 per cent to give a weighted average of 2.2
per cent. For women over the age of 30 the
proportion is higher at 7.3 per cent.
Table 5 shows clearly that 93 per cent of
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Figure 1: Estimated average length of working lives in full time equivalent years as a function of sex
and current age of optometrist. The SE mean for men under 70 and women under 35 is one year.
That for women between 35 and 49 is two years. Dashed lines indicate the weighted mean FTE
working life is 27.2 years for women and 36.8 for men on the Register.
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women OOs have married by the time they
reach their 30s so it is clear that the extra 5 per
cent temporarily leaving the Register
represents a very small proportion of those
with  family commitments. The great
majority of women remain on the Register
like their male counterparts.

Respondents were asked to give details if
they had left the Register. Most of the 37 men
involved did not indicate their reasons for
leaving the Register but assuming they did not
differ from the rest and weighting their
responses this would suggest (from a very
small sample) that around 49 per cent had
gone abroad, 28 per cent had forgotten to pay
their fees, 17 per cent had undertaken other
work and 6 per cent had been ill.

Amongst the 31 women who had left the
Register only 15 gave reasons. Analysis of
their responses tentatively suggests 54 per
cent had been abroad, 39 per cent had been
looking after their children and 7 per cent had
forgotten. Thus, for both sexes, the major
reason for temporarily leaving the Register is
going abroad. People who forgot to pay their
fees usually carried on practising — in most
cases the period of time in question was very
short but at least one person had been off the
Register for three years. Breaks from the
Register for all reasons varied from just a few
weeks to 20 years for both sexes. It was
possible to estimate the length of the break
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with the GOC for 28 out of 31 women. These
gave a weighted median period of three years.
Based upon responses of 22 out of 37 men
their median break was one year. (The
arithmetic mean break was five years for both
men and women.)

Of course this does not tell us how many
men or women have left the Register
permanently prior to normal retirement age.
Seward and McEwen (1987) made very
strenuous efforts indeed to trace women who
had left the Dental Register and asked them
whether they were likely to return to practice.
Out of over 3,000 women in their sample they
found amongst those who declared they
would never return to dentistry 11 who had
found another job outside dentistry, four who
had ceased to practise on marriage, six who
had left because of pregnancy, and five who
had no desire to work at all. When age was
taken into account they found all told only 27
fit, working-age women — less than one per
cent of their respondents —who had deserted
that profession for good.

No efforts were made to trace optometrists
not currently on the Register. Instead, as
already discussed, we asked people to
indicate when they thought they would retire.
The results (Table 1) made clear that
substantial numbers of men intended to retire
before 65 and significant numbers of women
before 60, but the 5 percentile point for all age
and sex groups was 50 years of age or over.
Only three out of 647 men and one out of 508
women indicated a retirement age of less than
45.

People do not always leave the Register
upon retiring and as a consequence one would
expect the loss for this to be less at the given
ages. But expected statistics cannot take into
account unanticipated factors like perm-
anent retirement due to death, ill-health or
emigration and are therefore perhaps likely to
underestimate withdrawals.

Register loss rates

The GOC's annual statistics give the number
of men and women OOs born in five-year
periods and have been used as the basis for
calculating withdrawal rates from the
profession (Alpine, 1970; French and Loran,
1983a). Despite variations from year to year it
is probable that 99 per cent of admissions to
university optometry departments are less
than 40 years of age. It follows that almost all
new Register recruits from degree courses will
be less than 45, an age at which virtually all
questionnaire respondents anticipated they
would still be working. Because of this the
current analysis of the annual statistics is
divided into two parts: (i) the under-45s, and
(i) the 45s and over.

Analysis of changes in the GOC five-year
totals each year enable us to calculate likely
future GOC losses for ages over 45 (see Table
6), reflecting net changes from all sources —
emigration and immigration, ill-health, death,
family reasons and lapses in memory, and
examine the variations over a 20-year period.
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Calculation of withdrawal rates for those
under 45 years of age is more of a problem.
There will be the net change due to the losses
and gains already discussed but these will also
be confounded with gains from the new
optometry graduate registrations. The latter
can be calculated by subtracting the GOC's
Table M total from its Table N [Ss. 3.(3)] total.
Unfortunately, the age distribution of these is
not known, nor is the proportion of women
amongst the Table M total, although it is
usually quite small. If we assume the last is 70
per cent male we can estimate the probability
of someone leaving the Register for ages
under 45 for both men and women.
Aggregating the data for all average ages
under 45 we find the loss rates also presented
in Table 6.

It is interesting to note that the overall
average withdrawal rate over 20 years for
under 45s is 0.5 per cent per annum, exactly
that assumed by French and Loran (1983a)
and equivalent to the 2.5 per cent for five-year
spans assumed by others — Bennett (1978),
and Alpine and Jack (1978a, 1978b).

The proportion of single men and single
women on the Register both decline with age,
as would be expected, but it is interesting to
note that amongst women aged over 45 there
is a higher proportion who are single. The
proportion of widowed, divorced and
separated women is also unexpectedly high
amongst the over-50s compared with the
men, although it needs to be emphasised that
the sample size here is rather small.

A similar but less marked trend with a
substantial sample is shown amongst women
dentists (see Table 7; data from Seward and
McEwen, 1987) with the percentage of
married women falling from its maximum in
the 90s to 72 per cent. This probably suggests
that married women over the age of 50 are
more likely to leave the Register than single,
widowed or divorced. It is a factor which
should be monitored in future years.

Computer simulations using the latest
wastage rates in Table 6 and estimated ages at
registration suggest a recent median time
between registration and full retirement for
both men and women OOs of 43 years, with 25
per cent working 37 years or less and 25 per
cent 49 years or more. Using the FTE values
found by French (1987) they also suggest
recent average (arithmetic mean) working
lives of 36.2 FTE years for men and 26.1 for
women.

It is interesting to compare these recent
(but still past) working lives with the plans
revealed by the questionnaire responses for
the future. According to these, men expect to
work a median of 41 years and women 38
years before retiring completely. These
figures are shorter than those obtained from
the computer model. But when optometrists'
plans for full- and part-time working are
examined we obtain an arithmetic mean of
36.8 full-time years for men and 27.2 full-time
years for women (weighted values of the data
summarised in Figure 1). These FTE working
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lives are marginally longer than those
suggested by the computer simulation and
this may be of note. But it is more interesting
that these figures are not only very close to the
computer simulation but that they show
virtually the same sex ratio of close to three-
quarters, despite being derived from an
entirely independent source.

Verification of Register
model

The computer model used for the GOC
Register is written in Turbo Pascal for an IBM
PC compatible and is a development of that
first used by French and Loran (1983),
originally written for a Sinclair Spectrum.
With any computer model its success or
failure is dependent upon the quality of the
information it is provided with. 'Garbage in'
will mean 'garbage out'. Computer tech-
nology cannot make a silk purse out of a sow's
ear. Instead, considerable care needs to be

taken to ensure that sound information
provides sound predictions. The most recent
model was validated by setting up a 20-year
simulation. It was provided with the Register
totals for 1966, the five-year wastage rates
provided by Table 6, and annual recruitment
figures were taken as the GOC's Table N less
the total given in section 3.3 of Table M.
Seventy per cent of the Table M figures were
assumed to be male and the age distribution
of the new recruits was assumed to be similar
to that given in French and Loran, 1983a.
The 1965 Register totals are dated October
25, but from 1968 onwards the date appears to
be fixed at December 31. Unfortunately, the
Professional Qualifying Examinations have
not occurred on the same dates every year. As
a consequence, the timing of the main annual
influxes to the Register has varied. This is
probably one reason why yearly loss rates
show a significant variation about the
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figures given in Table 6 and may be why the
model over-estimates totals for some years
and under-estimates for others.

The biggest discrepancy over the 20-year
period is an over-estimation of 73 for 1972and
the relative timing of the PQE exams may be a
factor, but at the end of the period the
prediction for 1986 is just 15 too low for the
men and only one too low for the women.
Table 8 shows the predicted and actual age
distributions. Here the major discrepancies
may be due to the lack of detailed knowledge
of the age distributions of the new recruits
over the years but examination of the
predicted and actual professional strengths
(Table 8) shows that these variations are
relatively inconsequential with all the
predicted strengths being within 15 FTE
O0s.

Expressed in terms of a percentage of the
predicted Register totals the discrepancy is
just one per cent for each measure. Variations
in the proportion of overseas optometrists
amongst the new registrations will also
contribute a little towards subsequent
variations in loss rates amongst the under 45s.

Not unexpectedly, the use of 20-year (Table
6) instead of five-year average wastage rates
leads to inferior predictions for 1986 with
resulting totals 30 too low for the men and 53
too high for the women.

Conclusions

Register loss rates are presented as a function
of age and sex for five-year periods from 1966
until 1986.

Women recruits tend to be younger than
men, but retire earlier. As a consequence it is
not surprising that the period between
registration and eventual retirement for both
men and women in recent years is estimated at
43 years with a lower quartile of 36 and upper
quartile of 49. The plans of optometrists
suggest shorter future median working
periods of 38 years for women and 41 for
men.

Analysis of GOC registration data and
reported attendance times suggest recent full-
time equivalent lives of women 72 per cent of

those of men — 26 as against 36 FTE years.
The independent plans of today's OOs
suggest a very similar ratio of 74per cent — 27
as against 37 FTE years.
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