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Preface 

This paper is linked to the topic ‘Engagement – including the elderly’s participation 
in work and working life’, which is part of the programme ‘Demographic Change, 
Equality and Wellbeing’, initiated by Joint Programming Initiative – “More Years – 
Better lives” (JPI MYBL).  

In line with the assignment from the Norwegian Research Council (NRC), which 
has funded the project, the aim of this paper is to summarise international research 
on older people’s participation in work and working life, and to outline how their 
participation is influenced by demographic change, as well as how their participation 
may, in turn, influence demographic change. The paper’s focus is limited to partici-
pation in paid work, although it also touches upon the question of how prolonged 
participation in the labour market may influence the extent to which older people 
participate in voluntary work, caring and other activities outside working life. 

The review of literature and knowledge in the field is mainly based on earlier re-
views and comparative studies. Information has also been collected from a selected 
group of stakeholders and researchers from within the JPI countries. 

The paper is written by Tove Midtsundstad, except section 3 (page 16-17) which is 
written by Anne Inga Hilsen, who has collected and summarised the inputs and pro-
posals from stakeholders and partners. 

The paper was finished in July 2018 and presented at a working conference in Ven-
ice 4th of October 2018. The goal of the working conference was to assist the JPI MYBL 
in identifying priorities for future work.  

18. January 2019

Tove Midtsundstad 
Project manager 
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1 Introduction 

The aim of the programme ‘Demographic Change, Equality and Wellbeing’, initiated 
by Joint Programming Initiative (JPI), is: 

“to better understand what can be done, in the context of demographic change, 
to promote a society in which the distribution of resources and opportunities 
is more equal, and which promotes the wellbeing of all its people”. 

 
This paper, which focuses on older workers’ participation in the labour market, is 
linked to the topic ‘Engagement – including the elderly’s participation in work and 
working life’. In line with the assignment from the Norwegian Research Council 
(NRC), the aim of this policy paper is to summarise international research on older 
people’s participation in work and working life, and to outline how their participation 
is influenced by demographic change, as well as how their participation may, in turn, 
influence demographic change. In consultation with the NRC and JPI, the paper’s fo-
cus has been limited to participation in paid work, although it also touches upon the 
question of how prolonged participation in the labour market may influence the ex-
tent to which older people participate in voluntary work, caring and other activities 
outside working life. 

The review of literature and knowledge in the field is mainly based on earlier re-
views and comparative studies. In addition, the paper’s descriptions and proposals 
are based on relevant findings from reports and statistics published by the UN, OECD 
and Eurofound. In order to pinpoint the main knowledge gaps in the field and identify 
relevant future research needs, information has also been collected from a selected 
group of stakeholders and researchers from within the JPI countries. 
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2 Demographic changes  

Over the last two decades, the ageing of the population in Europe and the industrial-
ised world has been high on policy agendas. This has led to several policy reforms 
intended to lengthen working careers such as reforms to pension systems as well as 
reforms of labour market regulations and labour market policy. These policy reforms 
and changes seem to have been a success, since employment rates among older work-
ers have increased in most industrialised countries. It is also well known that demo-
graphic changes have influenced not only the policy in the field, but also older peo-
ple’s labour market behaviour.   

However, these changes in policy and resulting increased employment rates 
among older workers also have other outcomes: they influence the earning distribu-
tion among older workers, which may in turn have an impact on social equality be-
tween generations, as well as between groups of older people, both in the short and 
long term. They may also have an impact on workplaces and working life more gen-
erally, including working conditions, wage levels, the prevalence of irregular work 
etc. In addition, they may affect older people’s health and activity outside the labour 
market. These are all factors that impact wellbeing, and the distribution of resources 
and opportunities. 

The paper first describes the main policy measures chosen by governments to pro-
mote longer working careers and increased participation in the labour market. Then 
an overview is given of the changes observed in older workers’ participation rates and 
patterns, and in late career trajectories in recent decades. Thereafter, findings on the 
consequences of the policy implemented, in terms of changes to older people’s earn-
ings and income, health and wellbeing, and activities outside the labour market are 
summarised. The summary includes a discussion of how these changes may, in turn, 
influence demographic changes, and is followed by a summing-up of contributions 
from stakeholders and other researchers. Finally, the paper points to what appear to 
be the main knowledge gaps and research needs in the field. 

2.1 Policy to promote active ageing 
In response to demographic changes caused by reduced birth rates and increased life 
expectancy, governments in industrialised countries have passed and implemented a 
whole range of different policy reforms to ensure the future sustainability of their 
economy. Almost all countries have reformed their pension systems to increase the 
labour market participation of older people. Several countries have increased statu-
tory pension ages, linked retirement age to life expectancy or introduced actuarially-
neutral pension systems to make it more financially favourable to prolong working 
careers. A number have removed or restricted early retirement options, moved from 
wage indexation to price indexation, and/or strengthened the relationship between 
years of contribution and benefit level (cf. OECD, 2017; Naegele & Bauknecht, 2015; 
Kohli & Arza, 2011).  

In addition to reforms to pensions systems, several countries have encouraged 
companies and organisations to implement an active ageing policy in accordance 
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with EU guidelines and proposals. However, the measures chosen by governments to 
promote a more age-friendly policy and practice, both in working life and society as 
a whole, vary considerably. Most countries have chosen to promote an active ageing 
policy through information campaigns and circulating examples of so-called ‘good’ 
or ‘best’ practice. This policy has to some degree changed employers’ attitudes to-
wards older workers and increased the prevalence of age-friendly policy (van Dalen 
et al., 2009; Naegele & Bauknecht, 2015). However, the effect on the labour market 
participation of older workers is unclear (Poulsson et al., 2017; Hilsen & Midtsund-
stad, 2015). 

A few countries have, in addition, introduced new legislation and incentives to 
make it more favourable for employers to retain and recruit older workers, including: 
reducing taxes or introducing subsidies for employing older employees; making it 
easier to hire on a temporary basis; introducing or strengthening anti-discrimination 
laws; and raising or even removing upper age limits for employee dismissal (Naegele 
& Bauknecht, 2015).  

So far, the pension reforms seem to have resulted in the desired increase in partic-
ipation rates. Whether companies’ different retention programmes have contributed 
to delaying retirement is harder to say, although studies have shown that some of the 
measures offered have reduced the probability of early retirement (Poulsson et al., 
2017; Naegele & Bauknecht, 2015). The effects of other strategies and practices are, 
however, diverse and/or uncertain, partly due to methodological difficulties in meas-
uring whether the chosen policy and practice have actually had the expected impact 
on older workers’ participation or not.   

2.2 Changing patterns of participation 
Employment rates among both men and women aged 55−64 have increased steadily 
over the last 20 years (cf. table 1). The increase is, first and foremost, related to the 
fact that younger cohorts are healthier and better educated than older generations, 
but can also be related to changes in pension systems and labour market policy.  

The share of older people working beyond 65 has also increased considerably in 
most western countries since the beginning of the millennium, although there are 
huge differences between countries (cf. table 1). It may also increase further in the 
years to come. According to the 2012 Eurobarometer (cited in Scherger, 2015), a third 
of EU citizens said in 2012 that they would like to continue working after they reach 
the age when they can draw an old age pension (varying from 16% in Slovenia to 57% 
in Denmark). 

In most countries, it is mostly those in higher socioeconomic groups and the self-
employed who continue to work beyond statutory retirement age (Duboise & Ander-
son, 2012). The share continuing working is also higher among men than women, 
although widows or divorced women more often continue working than men on av-
erage. It is also interesting to note that the share of working pensioners in many 
countries seems to be high both at the lower and higher ends of the income scale 
(although the share is lowest among those with the lowest income) (Lain, 2015). This 
pattern is observed in Norway too, where the majority of those working beyond the 
age of 67 (the former statutory pension age) are manual workers, academics or self-
employed (Nielsen & Midtsundstad, 2016). The reason for prolonging careers among 
low-income and high-income groups respectively, are, however, different. While 
low-income groups mostly state that they continue to work out of financial need, 
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high-income groups more often state that they work because they want to do some-
thing useful, or because they enjoy their work tasks or just appreciate the social en-
vironment at work (Duboise & Anderson, 2012). Among the poorest, however, health 
problems or a lack of relevant skills are given as reasons for not working (Lain, 2015; 
Hokema & Lux, 2015; Midtsundstad, 2005; Midtsundstad & Nielsen, 2013). Hence, 
avoiding poverty is an important factor explaining work beyond retirement, although 
the poorest often lack the ability as well as the opportunity to increase their income 
by working longer. In addition, those who work to avoid poverty often work under the 
worst conditions (Lain, 2011). 

Table 1 Employment rates by age (55-59, 60-64 and 65+) in JPI member countries 2000 and 2017. 

 55-59 60-64 65+ 
 2000 2017 2000 2017 2000 2017 

Austria 44.3 74.2 12.4 28.2 2.7 4.8 

Belgium 42.2 70.8 12.4 29.3 1.5 2.5 

Canada 62.7 75.7 36.2 55.0 6.0 14.2 

Denmark 76.8 83.5 34.4 58.8 2.5 7.4 

Finland 66.3 82.1 24.9 53.7 3.7 10.8 

France 58.8 77.2 14.5 31.2 1.3 3.1 

Germany 65.9 82.6 21.6 60.8 2.7 7.0 

Israel 60.5 75.1 41.1 62.7 9.2 21.2 

Italy 38.7 67.7 19.2 41.5 3.3 4.4 

Netherlands 54.8 78.4 19.1 59.6 3.2 7.7 

Norway 78.3 81.0 54.5 65.0 11.1 18.6 

Poland 41.0 66.6 22.3 34.4 8.0 5.5 

Slovenia 32.9 68.9 14.4 21.6 8.4 4.0 

Spain 51.4 72.2 29.3 44.7 1.6 2.1 

Sweden 82.1 88.8 52.6 72.1 10.3 17.5 

Switzerland 79.4 84.9 48.4 63.3 9.5 12.0 

UK 66.3 77.0 38.2 54.1 5.3 10.2 

Source: OECD (2018). 

In addition to increased participation rates among older people, the boundaries be-
tween working life and retirement are now more blurred (Scherger, 2015). Older peo-
ple are opting for a more flexible transition into retirement than before, by combin-
ing a pension with continued work either full or part time (at pre- and post-pension 
age) or working for a number of years after pension age without drawing their pension 
(pension deferral). The flexible transition might also entail a change of employer, 
employment status (employed/self-employed), occupation, working arrangement 
(hours worked) or employment contract (permanent/causal/temporary). Some restart 
working after a period of inactivity while others simply continue in the same job as 
before. In addition, some choose ‘bridge employment’, which often involves a shift 
away from the primary career path (Parry & Wilson, 2014). Although such flexible 
work arrangements are favourable for employers, they may also increase older work-
ers’ income insecurity in old age. 
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2.3 Effects on health, income, volunteering and  
other activities 
When solely focusing on employment rates among older people, the policy to pro-
mote longer working careers in order to reduce future public spending on old age 
pensions seems to have been effective. It is also clear that people who are healthy 
and have less strenuous work tasks – and thus are capable of working longer – (often 
those with high education in high-income jobs) benefit from the new systems: they 
have both better opportunities to prolong their working careers than before and can, 
in most cases, expect a higher annual old age pension than previous generations 
when they finally decide to withdraw from the labour market.  

There are, however, some unexpected and unfortunate results (for some) of the 
chosen policy that have become more visible over the years, such as the increased 
income inequality among older people. Some researchers have also questioned the 
fairness of the new policy (Scherger, 2015), and the possible negative effects of pro-
longing working careers on voluntary work and health in old age.  

The main argument used to defend the comprehensive pension system reforms is 
that more people have to work longer in order to carry the financial burden of an 
ageing population. This argument rests on the assumption that most older people 
today are better educated, healthier and live longer than earlier generations, and thus 
capable of working longer. In 2002, Walker (2002: 137) described productive ageing 
as ‘good for everyone’. Over a decade later, van Dyk (2015: 291) finds this ‘simple 
win-win narrative’ to be challenged by empirical evidence: ‘the productivity claim is 
not just problematic with regard to political implications, but it falls short of the real 
lives of older persons’.  

Although the average life expectancy at age 60 is rising among men as well as 
women (see Table 2) and is expected to rise further in the years to come, the increase 
in life expectancy is unevenly distributed among socioeconomic groups and between 
countries (especially the number of years they can expect to live without major health 
problems) (Luijben et al. 2013). For example, life expectancy is lower amongst indi-
viduals with lower levels of education (OECD Health at a Glance 2017).  On average 
among 25 OECD countries people with the highest level of education can expect to 
live around six years longer than people with the lowest level of education at age 30 
(53 versus 48 years) (James, Devaux &. Sassi, 2017). White-collar workers also live 
longer than blue-collar workers on average (Dubois & Anderson, 2012). In addition, 
the life expectancy gap appears to be increasing, especially the number of years one 
can expect to live without major health problems (Lis, 2018). 
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Table 2 Life expectancy at age 60 in JPI member countries 2000-2015. 

 Male life expectancy at age 60 Female life expectancy at age 60 
 2000-2005 2005-2010 2010-2015 2000-2005 2005-2010 2010-2015 

Austria 20.26 21.16 21.78 24.23 25.01 25.54 

Belgium 19.83 20.85 21.60 24.14 24.88 25.41 

Canada 21.07 22.16 23.08 24.75 25.55 26.17 

Denmark 19.28 20.28 21.42 22.54 23.37 24.43 

Finland 19.77 20.77 21.61 24.27 25.33 25.82 

France 20.79 21.88 22.88 25.85 26.79 27.32 

Germany 19.82 20.79 21.39 24.02 24.69 25.09 

Israel 21.28 22.36 23.05 23.96 24.87 25.56 

Italy 20.93 21.95 22.65 25.27 26.00 26.46 

Netherlands 19.71 21.02 21.99 23.71 24.65 25.38 

Norway 20.52 21.58 22.45 24.31 25.03 25.58 

Poland 17.04 17.76 18.67 22.10 22.90 23.70 

Slovenia 18.06 19.60 20.89 23.21 24.28 25.23 

Spain 20.79 21.73 22.68 25.47 26.33 27.15 

Sweden 21.06 21.93 22.71 24.52 25.09 25.59 

Switzerland 21.44 22.51 23.25 25.43 26.20 26.60 

UK 20.03 21.34 22.43 23.37 24.34 25.18 

Source: UN, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2017) 

There are a multitude of explanations for the life expectancy gap between socioeco-
nomic groups, ranging from differences in living conditions in childhood, different 
income and living conditions later in life, differences in working careers and working 
conditions, and differences in lifestyle throughout the life course. However, differ-
ences in working conditions still explain a significant proportion of health problems 
in old age that may lead to disability and early retirement. While the share of em-
ployees reporting to have physically-demanding work tasks is decreasing due to tech-
nological development and automation of work processes, there are still a consider-
able number of employees who report having a demanding work situation and state 
that they are being exposed to work conditions known to be a health risk (Poulson et 
al., 2017). Moreover, some of those entering their sixties today have been exposed to 
working environments earlier in their career that might lead to health problems later 
in life. After all, ill health is found to be an important reason for early retirement in 
most Western European countries (Radl, 2012; Hasselhorn & Apt, 2015; Poulson et 
al., 2017). 

There is, therefore, increasing recognition among policy-makers that the ability of 
individuals to work into older age may depend on some form of re-education and job 
mobility. Individuals may need to move jobs because they find themselves out of 
work, or because the work they do is no longer suitable for them. However, the avail-
ability of new employment for older workers is dependent upon employers finding 
positions for older unemployed workers and workers with health problems. 
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Furthermore, not all older people who want or need to continue working for financial 
reasons will find a suitable job. Older workers who have been dismissed or outside 
the labour market for a period may find it difficult to secure employment. In addition, 
demand for older workers often decreases in times of rapid technological change and 
efficiency improvements (Andreev, 2016). Several studies have also found that peo-
ple in poor health are more likely to become unemployed in the first place, and to 
remain unemployed (Korpi, 2001; Virtanen et al., 2013, Schuring et al., 2007). Adding 
to this, Tøge and Blekesaune (2015) found that older workers who became unem-
ployed experienced a drop in self-rated health.  

A large share of older workers also lacks the skills that are necessary to fully func-
tion in today’s labour markets. Although lifelong learning has been on the political 
agenda for decades, older employees participate to a lesser degree than younger em-
ployees in learning and training activities which could strengthen their position on 
the labour market (Blossfeld et al., 2014). Hence, they also miss other positive out-
comes that might follow from continued education and learning, such as higher earn-
ings, upward occupational mobility, and improved health and self-esteem, all effects 
documented to be the results of participating in lifelong learning (Meyers et al., 2014; 
Field, 2012) – although the effects vary considerable between countries (Blossfeld et 
al., 2014). There is also a social gradient in today’s participation pattern in adult ed-
ucation and learning, which, according to Blossfeld et al. (2014), increases rather 
than reduces social inequality over the life course.  

In general, the share of long-term unemployed among unemployed older workers 
is high. According to Dubois & Anderson (2012), contributing factors are, beside a 
lack of formal educational qualifications and skill-based technological change, age 
discrimination in recruitment behaviour. In Norway, employers hesitate to recruit 
workers when they are over the age of 58.6 (on average), and employers claim that 
they want experienced employees, but not older workers (Dalen, 2016). According to 
a study by Solem (2015), a majority of managers in Norway, especially in the private 
sector, seem to hesitate to call in applicants because of their age alone. Solem sug-
gests that the degree of market exposure and the pressure for productivity growth 
may be contributing factors, as well as the fact that ageing is often conceived of as 
harmful to growth.  

According to a representative survey by Midtsundstad (2014), about half of all Nor-
wegian personnel managers regard employees over the age of 62 as more expensive 
to employ than younger workers. The same managers were also asked to evaluate the 
consequences of a five-year increase in their staff’s average age on the company’s 
productivity, competence, labour costs, sickness absence rate and use of new tech-
nology.  Almost two out of three managers associated the ageing of staff with in-
creased labour costs. One in four expected that the use of new technology would de-
crease with the increase in average age. Meanwhile, 42 percent predicted that overall 
competence would increase. One in five expected the sickness absence rate to in-
crease and productivity to decrease. A study by Conen et al. (2012) also found that a 
combination of tenure-linked wages and employment protection rules increased the 
probability that employers perceive a widening labour cost–productivity gap due to 
the ageing of their workforce. They also found that the expected labour cost-produc-
tivity gap negatively affected both the recruitment and retention of older workers. 
Adding to this, a Swedish study (Ahmed et al., 2004) finds that age discrimination 
may be a bigger problem than ethnic discrimination in recruitment processes. Thus, 
the extension of working lives is to a large degree influenced by employers’ attitudes, 
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and hence willingness to retain and/or re-integrate older workers into the labour 
market.  

Given this backdrop, it seems doubtful that all older workers have the opportunity 
to prolong their working careers. Research shows that there are still groups of older 
people that strive to or are unable to compensate reduced pension benefits by work-
ing longer, due to a combination of health problems, lack of relevant skills and poor 
working conditions (Lain, 2015; Hokema & Lux, 2015). A study by Radl (2012) also 
shows that social class strongly influences the retirement processes, especially the 
risk of involuntary retirement. He also found that employment constraints (push fac-
tors) and economic incentives (pull factors) affect workers in different class positions 
in markedly different ways. Hence, for many older workers in lower socioeconomic 
positions, the change in policy over the last decades seems to have worsened both 
their possibility of retiring early and the financial benefits they finally receive when 
retiring, which in turn has forced many to prolong their working careers, despite 
health problems and a poor work environment, in order to receive an acceptable in-
come (Scherger, 2015). 

Impact on the distribution of income among older people 
The rise in the demographic dependency ratio (the ratio of young and elderly people 
to working people) presents a challenge to pension sustainability. In order to meet 
this challenge, most countries have adjusted pensions benefits and/or retirement 
ages in line with increasing life expectancy. Hence, when living longer, older workers 
are expected to work longer.  

However, although the number of years one can expect to live beyond age 60 differ 
between men and women, and between different socioeconomic groups, it is common 
to link the rise of pensionable ages to cohorts’ average life expectancies. The conse-
quence, as stated by Dubois & Anderson (2012: 20), is that: 

“pension transfer can thus imply a net transfer of resources from groups with 
low life expectancy to groups with high life expectancy: from poor to rich, from 
men to women and from those in low-quality jobs or long-term unemployment 
to those in high-quality employment.” 

 
Replacement rates are expected to decrease considerably between 2008 and 2048 in 
most EU Member Countries (European Commision 2012a, 2012b; Määttänene et al. 
2014; OECD 2017). The majority of older workers are able to compensate reductions 
in pension benefits by working longer. However, this is, as described earlier in this 
paper, not the case for many low-income, low-educated groups with health problems. 
The expected long-term consequence of adjusting pension benefits and/or increasing 
pension ages to average life expectancy is therefore increasing income inequality 
among older people, leading to increasing gaps in wellbeing, resources and opportu-
nities in old age.  

Health consequences of delayed retirement  
Although many researchers and politicians underline the health-promoting aspects 
of work and claim that working longer helps to delay physical and cognitive ageing, 
the research evidence is still scarce, and recent studies provide mixed findings (Mat-
thews & Nazroo, 2015). According to the review of literature in Matthews & Nazroo 
(2015), the results of current studies are inconclusive. Some groups may benefit fi-
nancially, physically, psychologically and socially from working longer, however, this 
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is not the case for all older workers. The effects depend to a large degree on individual 
resources (health, competence and wealth), as well as career, job and workplace char-
acteristics (number of years in employment, how demanding the current and earlier 
jobs is/were) over the life course.  Thus, there is both a cumulative advantage and 
disadvantage of working longer.  

When investigating the health effects of continued working based on data from the 
English Longitudinal Study of Ageing, Matthews & Nazroo (2015) found that those 
in favourable occupations might see benefits from prolonging their working career, 
while those who are forced (economically) to prolong their careers in jobs with poor 
working conditions are likely to experience a deterioration in health, especially in 
mental wellbeing. Coe et al. (2012) found a negative relationship between retirement 
and the rate of decline in cognitive functioning. Adding to this, a longitudinal study 
by Westerlund et al. (2010) among French employees in the railway sector found that 
those retiring early (in their fifties) reported to have better physical health after re-
tiring than those who continue working. Likewise, Syse et al. (2016) found, when 
comparing differences in health and wellbeing between those retiring and those con-
tinuing working after the age of 62 in Norway, that continuing working did not nec-
essarily result in health gains for all groups studied.  

Furthermore, Matthew and Nazroo (2015) found that involuntary retirement due 
to redundancy and dismissal, or illness (their own or another’s) increased the proba-
bility of depression, which is in line with findings from earlier research (Buxton et al., 
2005; Butterworth et al., 2006; van Solingen & Henkens, 2007). The same was true 
for those with lower levels of wealth in retirement. On the other hand, volunteering 
after retirement seems to have a positive effect on wellbeing among older people 
(Matthews & Nazroo, 2015). However, volunteering in old age is also unevenly dis-
tributed towards those who are younger, wealthier and in better health than the av-
erage older individual, thus it rather adds to, than reduces the social inequality in old 
age. 

A review of the literature on the health effects of working longer versus retiring 
(early) undertaken by Schaap et al. (2018) also finds huge differences between socio-
economic groups. The reason seems to be that older peoples’ resources, lifestyle and 
activity outside work also differ, hence it is difficult to separate the possible positive 
health effects of working longer from other health-promoting activities they may do 
(or have the opportunity to do). 

Consequences for voluntary work, caring and activities outside work 
Historically, people in their fifties and sixties (especially women) have been an im-
portant resource for their families and societies, taking care of their grandchildren as 
well as elderly or sick parents and other relatives. With increasing female participa-
tion in paid employment over the last 30 to 40 years, this situation has changed con-
siderably. However, research finds that women are still more likely than men to bring 
their planned retirement forward if their own or their partner’s health status changes 
(Cobb-Clark & Stillman, 2009, cited in Vickerstaff, 2015), and to work part time in 
order to accommodate caring responsibilities (Slagsvold et. al., 2012, cited in Vick-
erstaff, 2015). 

Since life expectancy is increasing, more and more older employees now need to 
plan for living longer. In addition, they may have one or both parents alive when they 
themselves are in their sixties and seventies. This reality can impact the ability and 
willingness of older workers to delay retirement.  
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However, whether caring for elderly parents is an obligation the individuals and their 
families have to tackle on their own depends to a large degree on the health and el-
derly care systems in their country of residence. The demand upon older sons and 
daughters to take care of their parents, and its possible impact on their labour market 
participation, can therefore be expected to vary between countries. According to 
Vickerstaff (2015:5) there is, however, not  

“any widespread attention to the impact of caring for elderly parents, on the 
labour market participation of older workers, although there is increasing 
awareness that older workers may be part of a sandwich generation with caring 
responsibilities for both younger and older family members.” 

 
Another problem, underscored by some researchers in some countries, especially in 
relation to the financial crises of 2008, is an increasing number of adult children (25+) 
still living or moving back to their elderly parents’ home, because of unemployment 
and financial difficulties (Dubois & Anderson, 2012). The prevalence of such arrange-
ments and the possible consequences they might have on older peoples’ financial 
situation and wellbeing, however, we do not know. 

Grandparenting may also affect people’s availability for work as well as their desire 
to continue working (Vickerstaff, 2015). However, the research published to date has 
not pointed to any differences in attitudes to retiring early between grandparents 
who look after grandchildren and those who do not, and grandparents are not less 
likely to care for grandchildren when rates of employment are higher and access to 
formal child care easier (Vickerstaff, 2015). However, in countries with an insufficient 
system for maternity leave and without affordable child care, grandparents, espe-
cially grandmothers, are an important childcare resource, and, in many cases, a pre-
requisite for their daughters’ (and sons) ability to continue working. A consequence 
of increased labour market participation among older employees in these countries, 
especially grandmothers, might then, in some cases, be deferred child births or even 
reduced birth rates in the younger generations. 
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3 Contributions from stakeholders 
and partners 

A total of 7 contributions were received: 2 European (Austria, Netherlands) and 5 
Norwegian (Skills Norway (Kompetanse Norge), The Norwegian Labour and Welfare 
administration (NAV), Statens seniorråd, The Norwegian Confederation of Trade Un-
ions (LO) and Centre for Senior Policy (SSP)). 

 
1 Within your area of expertise, where do you see the biggest challenges to the 

elderly’s participation in work and working life in the years to come? 
 

Due to the transition from a service to a knowledge society and the crowding-out of 
low qualified workers, a low education level among older workers constitutes an ob-
stacle to older unemployed workers finding a job in many European countries. Con-
cerns regarding competence, lifelong learning and mobility in the labour market are 
thus expressed in both the Norwegian and European contributions. In other words: 
How do we tackle the challenge of the lower education level of older workers, which 
is as an obstacle to being hired in case of unemployment, looking to extend one’s 
working career? 

Lifelong learning is often portrayed as the key to staying active in the labour mar-
ket. However, there appears to be a lack of consciousness of its importance among 
employers and employees. How, therefore, do we make sure that lifelong learning is 
recognised by employers and employees as an important pathway to sustained labour 
market activity?  

Both the Norwegian and the European contributions also share concerns regarding 
the pension system, discrimination legislation and re-retirement (i.e. return to work 
after a period outside the labour market due to retirement or unemployment). This is 
already important topics in some European countries such as the UK, where people 
with low pension incomes may struggle to make ends meet. In many countries, op-
portunities for older employees to return to the labour market from retirement are 
lacking.  

Age-discrimination in recruitment may also hinder return to work for older work-
ers who lose their job or become unemployed for a period. Again, this is about a com-
bination of the mind-set of employers and structural factors. 

The OECD’s ‘Pensions at a glance 2017’ report points to structural changes in the 
pension system and steadily rising statutory retirement age combined with increased 
longevity as a challenge. ‘Live longer, work longer’ might be a policy ideal, but the 
practical and structural challenges are numerous.  
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2 On which topics do we need more research to address these challenges? 
 

• Efficient ways to prevent age discrimination in companies 
• Efficient ways to establish lifelong learning  
• Alignment of the labour market and the pension system  
• The sustainability of a steadily-rising statutory retirement age 
• Employment opportunities taking the needs of older employees into account 
• Re-retirement  
• Establishing life-course policies 

 
Motivation for change and new learning among older workers is not sufficiently un-
derstood. Why are older workers less involved in lifelong learning and what would it 
take to change this trend? 

We can also look at how to increase opportunities for mobility among older work-
ers. While there is fairly extensive research on pension systems and statutory retire-
ment age, there is less research on employers’ motivation to hire older workers and 
what can be done to increase this. 

Several stakeholders also point to the need for practical knowledge of what works 
and how to facilitate necessary changes at the company level, in particular by chang-
ing the attitudes and practices of both employers and older workers. 
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4 Knowledge gaps and  
research needs 

Due to demographical changes over the last decades, most governments have 
changed their policy in order to make it more difficult for older workers to leave the 
labour market early and more beneficial to continue working. This policy has led to 
increased participation rates and given older people the possibility to prolong their 
working careers. Although increased pensions ages and more actuarially-neutral 
pensions have made it easier and more beneficial for older workers to continue work-
ing, it has also pushed some older workers to continue working in order to make ends 
meet.  However, not all older workers have the opportunity to prolong their working 
careers, due to age discrimination and a lack of demand for older workers in many 
industries. At the same time, not all older people are able to continue working due to 
health problems, a lack of relevant skills or a particularly demanding work environ-
ment.  

So, although the emphasis on active ageing policy has helped the majority of older 
workers to continue being active and productive contributors to society, it has also, 
to some degree, worsened the situation for a minority of older workers. 

The long-term effects of prolonged working careers on health and life expectancy 
are difficult to foresee. But based on current policy and policy changes, employers’ 
attitudes and practices, and older employees’ labour-market behaviours, we can pre-
dict that longer working careers might lead to increased health differences among 
retirees and increasing differences in life expectancy between socioeconomic groups.  

From the review this paper presents of current knowledge on demographical 
change and older workers’ participation in work and working life, as well as the con-
tribution from stakeholders and partners, it seems important that research and policy 
focus more on:   

 
1 Long-term consequences of postponing retirement on health and wellbeing during 

work and after retirement for different socioeconomic groups. In particular, more 
knowledge is needed on the potential negative consequences of longer and cumu-
lative exposure to occupational hazards. As part of this, we also need to know 
which interventions to improve working environments and reduce health deterio-
ration, disability and risk of early retirement actually work. 

2 The consequences of increased income inequality among older people for individ-
uals and society.  

3 How an increased rate of employed pensioners and retirees impacts labour markets, 
workplaces and employee rights. Will an increased supply of older workers in-
crease the share of precarious work, temporary employment and part-time work-
ers? And will an ageing workforce impact productivity and innovation, wage levels 
and work time arrangements in different industries?  

  

https://www.dinordbok.no/engelsk-norsk/?q=deterioration
https://www.dinordbok.no/engelsk-norsk/?q=deterioration
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4 Motivation for change and new learning among older workers, and what it would 
take to change the current patterns of participation in formal and non-formal 
learning. In particular, we need more knowledge on how to engage low-educated 
older workers in lifelong learning, and more knowledge on what types of adult 
learning and training will increase their employability, and hence, contribute to 
prolonged working careers. 

5 Employers’ motivation to hire older workers and what can be done to increase this, 
including knowledge of what interventions or policies work and how to facilitate 
necessary changes at the company level. Related to this, it is also necessary to look 
more closely at the workplace perspective, and how the needs of the workplace can 
be met. 



Fafo-paper 2019:04 
20 

References 

Ahmed, A. A., Andersson, L. & Hammarstedt, M. (2011). Does age matter for employability? 
A field experiment on ageing in the Swedish labour market, Applied Economic Letters, 
19(4): 403-406. 

Blossfeld, H. P., Kilpi-Jakonen, E., de Vilhena, D. V., & Buchholz, S. (Eds.). (2014). Adult 
learning in modern societies: An international comparison from a life-course perspective. 
Edward Elgar Publishing.  

Butterworth, P., Gill, S.C., Rodgers, B., Anstey, K.J., Villamil, E. & Melzer, D. (2006), 
Retirement and mental health: Analysis of the Australian national survey of mental 
health and wellbeing, Social Science & Medicine, vol. 62(5): 1179-91. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2005.07.013 

Buxton, J.W., Singleton, N. & Melzer, J (2005), The mental health of early retirees, Social 
Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemiology, vol. 40(2): 99-105.  
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-005-0866-5 

Coe, N. B., von Gaudecker, H. M., Lindeboom, M., & Maurer, J. (2012). The effect of 
retirement on cognitive functioning. Health economics, 21(8), 913-927. Doi: 
10.2139/ssrn.1572400 

Conen, W.S., Dalen, H.P. van & Henkens, C.J.I.M. (2012). Ageing and employers' perceptions 
of labour costs and productivity: a survey among European employers. International 
Journal of Manpower 33 (6): 629-647 

Dalen, E. (2016). Norsk Seniorpolitisk Barometer 2016. Kommentarrapport. LEDERE I 
ARBEIDSLIVET. 6. oktober 2016. Oslo, Ipsos. 

Dubois, H. & Anderson, R. (2012). Income from work after retirement in the EU. Dublin: 
European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions. 

European Commission (2012a). Demography, active ageing and pensions: Social Europe 
Guide Volume 3. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union.  

European Commission (2012b). White paper: An agenda for adequate, safe and sustainable 
pensions, COM(2012) 55. Brussel: European Comission. 

Field, J. (2012). ‘Is lifelong learning making a difference? Research-based evidence on the 
impact of adult learning’. In: D.N Aspin, J.D Chapman, K. Evans & R. Bagnall (Eds.), 
Second International Handbook of Lifelong Learning. Dordrecht, Springer. 

Hasselhorn, H-M. & Apt, W. (2015). Understanding employment participation of older workers: 
creating a knowledge base for future labour market challenges. Research report. Federal 
Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (BMAS) and Federal Institute for Occupational 
Safety and Health (BAuA). BMAS/BAuA, Berlin, 2015, 120 Seiten. 

Henkens, K., van Dalen, H.P., Ekerdt, D.J., Hershey, D.A., Hyde, M. Radl, J., van Solinge, H., 
Wang, M., & Zacher, H. (2017) What We Need to Know About Retirement: Pressing 
Issues for the Coming Decade, The Gerontologist, gnx095, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnx095 

Hilsen, A. I. and T. Midtsundstad (2015). Domain: Human resource management and 
interventions. It is the full report of the respective chapter in: Hasselhorn HM, Apt 
W (2015), Understanding employment participation of older workers: Creating a knowledge 
base for future labour market challenges. Research Report. Federal Ministry of Labour 
and Social Affairs (BMAS) and Federal Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 
(BAuA). BMAS/ BAuA, Berlin. http://www.jp-demographic.eu/wp-
content/uploads/2015/07/Domain-HRM-and-interventions1.pdf  

  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2005.07.013
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1572400
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1572400
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnx095
http://www.jp-demographic.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Domain-HRM-and-interventions1.pdf
http://www.jp-demographic.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Domain-HRM-and-interventions1.pdf


Engagement – including the elderly’s participation in work and working life  
21 

Hokema, A. & Lux, T. (2015). The Social Stratification of Work Beyond Pension Age in 
Germany and the UK: Quantitative and Qualitative Evidence. In: S. Scherger (ed.) Paid 
Work Beyond Pension Age. London: Palgrave Macmillan. Doi: 10.1057/9781137435149 

James, C., M. Devaux and F. Sassi (2017), "Inclusive growth and health", OECD Health 
Working Papers, No. 103, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/93d52bcd-en. 

Kohli, M. & Arza, (2011). The Political Economy of Pension Reforms in Europe. In: S. J. 
Cutler, J. Hendrichs & J.H. Schulz, Handbook of Ageing and the Social Science. 7th edition. 
London: Academic Press. 

Korpi, T. (2001). Accumulating disadvantage: longitudinal analyses of unemployment and 
physical health in representative samples of the Swedish population. European Social 
Review 17(3):255-273. 

Lain, D. (2015). Work Beyond Age 65 in England and the USA. In: S. Scherger (ed.) Paid Work 
Beyond Pension Age. London: Palgrave Macmillan. Doi: 10.1057/9781137435149 

Lain, D. (2011). Helping the poorest help themselves? Encouraging employment past 65 in 
England and the USA. Journal of Social Policy, vol. 40(3):493-512. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017011426312 

Lis, M. (208). INEQUALITY DYNAMICS AND PROLONGING WORKING LIVES Evidence from 
Global FEM for Belgium and Italy. Presentation, ‘Impact of Inequality on the Future 
Elderly Policy Tools and Actions Workshop’, Paris, 05.04.2018. 
http://www.oecd.org/health/health-systems/COPE-PAU-Workshop-Presentation-
Maciej-Lis.pdf  

Luijben, A. H. P., Galenkamp, H., & Deeg, D. J. H. (2013). MOBILISING THE POTENTIAL OF 
ACTIVE AGEING IN EUROPE. Trends in Healthy Life Expectancy and Health Indicators 
Among Older People in 27 EU Countries. http://mopact.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2013/10/D5.1-Health-Well-being-Trends-in-HLE.pdf   

Matthews, K. & Nazroo, J. (2015). Later-life Work, Health, and Wellbeing: Enduring 
Inequalities. In: S. Scherger (ed.) Paid Work Beyond Pension Age. London: Palgrave 
Macmillan. Doi: 10.1057/9781137435149 

Määttänen, M., Võrk, A., Piirits, M., Gal, R.I., Jarocińska, E., Ruzik-Sierdzińska, A. & Nijman, 
T. (2014). The impact of living and working longer on pension income in five European 
countries: Estonia, Finland, Hungary, the Netherlands and Poland.  MoPAct-paper. 
Scheffield: Univeristy of Scheffield. http://mopact.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2013/10/D4.1-Pensions-impact-of-living-and-working-longer.pdf  

Midtsundstad, T. (2014) Voksende seniorengasjement i norsk arbeidsliv. En 
virksomhetsundersøkelse fra 2013. [A growing engagement in Age Management in 
Norwegian working life]. Fafo-report 2014: 30. Oslo: Fafo Institute for Labour and Social 
Research. 

Midtsundstad, T. (2005). Ikke nødvendigvis sliten … En analyse av tidligpensjonering og 
seniorpolitikk i staten. [Analysis of early retirement and active ageing in public sector]. 
Fafo-report 482. Oslo: Fafo Institute for Labour and Social Research. 
http://www.fafo.no/media/com_netsukii/482.pdf  

Midtsundstad, T. & Nielsen, R.A. (2013). Arbeid, pensjon eller begge deler? En analyse av 
kommunalt ansattes pensjoneringsadferd. [Analysis of retirements behaviour among 
municipality employees]. Fafo-report 2013:12. Oslo: Fafo Institute for Labour and 
Social Research. http://www.fafo.no/images/pub/2013/20302.pdf   

Myers, K., Frenette, M., Sweetman, A., Dostle, B. & Langlois, C. (2014). State of knowledge 
review of the wider benefits of adult learning. Adult Learning and Returns to Training 
Project. Ottawa: Social research and Demonstration Corporation 

Naegele, G. & Bauknecht, J. (2015). MoPAct – Mobilising the Potential of Active Ageing in 
Europe. Conceptual Framework. Workpakage 3, task 1. MoPAct-paper. Scheffield: 
Univeristy of Scheffield. http://mopact.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2013/10/D3.1-Extending-working-lives-conceptual-framework.pdf  

OECD (2018) www.oecd.org/els/employmentpoliciesanddata/LFSNOTES_SOURCES.pdf 
OECD (2017). Pensions at a Glance. OECD publishing, Paris. 
OECD (2017). Preventing Ageing Unequally. OECD publishing, Paris. 

https://doi.org/10.1787/93d52bcd-en
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017011426312
http://www.oecd.org/health/health-systems/COPE-PAU-Workshop-Presentation-Maciej-Lis.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/health/health-systems/COPE-PAU-Workshop-Presentation-Maciej-Lis.pdf
http://mopact.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/D5.1-Health-Well-being-Trends-in-HLE.pdf
http://mopact.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/D5.1-Health-Well-being-Trends-in-HLE.pdf
http://mopact.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/D4.1-Pensions-impact-of-living-and-working-longer.pdf
http://mopact.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/D4.1-Pensions-impact-of-living-and-working-longer.pdf
http://www.fafo.no/media/com_netsukii/482.pdf
http://www.fafo.no/images/pub/2013/20302.pdf
http://mopact.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/D3.1-Extending-working-lives-conceptual-framework.pdf
http://mopact.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/D3.1-Extending-working-lives-conceptual-framework.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/els/employmentpoliciesanddata/LFSNOTES_SOURCES.pdf


Fafo-paper 2019:04 
22 

OECD (2017). Health at a Glance. OECD publishing, Paris. 
Parry, E. & Wilson, D.B. (2014). Career transitions at retirement age in the United Kingdom: 

Bridge employment or continued career progress? In: C.-M. Alcover, G. Topa, E. Parry, 
F. Fraccaroli and M. Depolo (eds.). Bridge Employment. A research handbook. New York: 
Routledge, pp. 138-53. 

Poulsen, O. M., Fridriksson, J. F., Tomasson, K., Midtsundstad, T., Mehlum, I.S., Hilsen, A.I., 
Nilsson, K. and Albin, M. (2017). Working environment and work retention. TemaNord 
2017: 559. Copenhagen: Nordic Council of Ministers. 

Radl, J. (2012). Labour Market Exit and Social Stratification in Western Europe: The Effects of 
Social Class and Gender on the Timing of Retirement, European Sociological Review, Vol. 
29(3): 654–668, https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcs045  

Schap, R., de Wind, A., Coenen, P., Proper, K. & Boot, C. (2018). The effects of exit from work 
on health across different socioeconomic groups: A systematic literature review. Social 
Science & Medicine, vol. 198(2018):36-45. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2017.12.015  

Scherger, S. (ed.) (2015). Paid Work Beyond Pension Age. London: Palgrave Macmillan. Doi: 
10.1057/9781137435149 

Schuring, M., Budorf, L., Kunst, A., Mackenbach, J. (2007) The effects of ill health on entering 
and maintaining paid employment: evidence in European countries. Journal of 
Epidemiology & Community Health 61 (7): 597-604. 

Solem, P.E. (2015). Ageism and age discrimination in woking life. Nordic Psychology (2015):1-
16. 

Syse, A., Veenstra, M., Furunes, T., Mykletun, R. J, and Solem, P.E. (2015). Changes in Health 
and Health Behavior Associated with Retirement, Journal of Aging and Health 1–29. 
DOI: 10.1177/0898264315624906. 

Tøge, A. G. & Blekesaune, M. (2015) Unemployment transitions and self-rated health in 
Europe: A longitudinal analysis of EU-SILC from 2008 to 2011. Social Science & Medicine 
143 (2015):171-178. 

United Nations. Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2017). 
World Population Prospects: The 2017 Revision, DVD Edition. New York: UN,  

Van Dalen, H. P., Henkens, K., & Schippers, J. (2009). Dealing with older workers in Europe: a 
comparative survey of employers' attitudes and actions. Journal of european social 
policy, 19(1), 47-60. https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928708098523 

Van Dyk, S. (2015). The Decline of ‘Late Freedom’? Work, retirement and Activation – 
Comparative Insight from Germany and the USA. In: S. Scherger (ed.) Paid Work Beyond 
Pension Age. London: Palgrave Macmillan. Doi: 10.1057/9781137435149 

Van Solinge, H. & Henkens, K. (2007), Involuntary retirement: The role of restrictive 
circumstances, timing, and social embeddedness, The Journals of Gerontology Series B: 
Psychological Sciences & Social Sciences, 62(5): 295-303. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/62.5.S295  

Vickerstaff, S. (2015). Domain: Domestic or Household Factors. It is the full report of the 
respective chapter in: Hasselhorn, H-M. & Apt, W. (eds.). Understanding employment 
participation of older workers: creating a knowledge base for future labour market 
challenges. Research report. Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (BMAS) and 
Federal Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (BAuA). BMAS/BAuA, Berlin, 
2015, 120 Seiten. http://www.jp-demographic.eu/wp-
content/uploads/2015/07/Domain-Domestic-and-household-factors1.pdf  

Virtanen, P., Janlert, U. Hammarström, A. (2013) Health status and health behaviour as 
predictors of the occurrence of unemployment and prolonged unemployment. Public 
Health 127 (1):46-52. 

Walker, A. (2002). A strategy for active ageing. International Social Security Review, vol. 
55(1): 121-39. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-246X.00118   

Westerlund H., Vahtera J., Ferrie J.E. et al. (2010). Effect of retirement on major chronic 
conditions and fatigue: French GAZEL occupational cohort study. British Medical 
Journal 2010; 341:c6149.  

http://www.fafo.no/index.php/nb/zoo-publikasjoner/fafo-notater/item/the-impact-of-the-working-environment-on-work-retention-of-older-workers
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcs045
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2017.12.015
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928708098523
https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/62.5.S295
http://www.jp-demographic.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Domain-Domestic-and-household-factors1.pdf
http://www.jp-demographic.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Domain-Domestic-and-household-factors1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-246X.00118




Engagement – including the elderly’s  
participation in work and working life 

##Forfatter##
##T

ittel##This paper is part of the topic ‘Engagement – including the 
elderly’s participation in work and working life’, which is 
part of the programme ‘Demographic Change, Equality and 
Wellbeing’, initiated by Joint Programming Initiative ‘More 
Years – Better Lives’ (JPI MYBL). The aim of the paper is to 
summarise international research on older people’s participation 
in work and working life, and to outline how their participation 
is influenced by demographic change, as well as how their 
participation, in turn, influence demographic change. The paper 
is based on earlier reviews and comparative studies in the field. 
Information has also been collected from a selected group of 
stakeholders and researchers.

Borggata 2B
P.O.Box 2947 Tøyen
N-0608 Oslo
www.fafo.no

Fafo-paper 2019:04
ISSN 0804-5135
Order no. 10294


	Blank Page
	10294-innmat.pdf
	Contents
	Preface
	1 Introduction
	2 Demographic changes
	2.1 Policy to promote active ageing
	2.2 Changing patterns of participation
	2.3 Effects on health, income, volunteering and  other activities
	Impact on the distribution of income among older people
	Health consequences of delayed retirement
	Consequences for voluntary work, caring and activities outside work


	3 Contributions from stakeholders and partners
	4 Knowledge gaps and  research needs
	References

	Blank Page



