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1. Introduction 

 

1.1 The challenge of ageing in European societies 

The problem faced by European societies due to the growing proportion of an ageing, dependent 

population, resulting from declining fertility rates and rising life expectancy, combined with the 

related shrinking of the workforce, is already well-established and has been a known phenomenon 

for years now (European Commission 2004; SPC 2015a). This important demographic trend has 

significant economic and social consequences. The increased percentage of an older dependent 

inactive population generates strong pressure on social protection resources, as rising expenditure 

(health-care, long-term care, pensions etc.) must be financed through the contributions and taxes 

ǇŀƛŘ ōȅ ŀ ǎƘǊƛƴƪƛƴƎ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ǿƻǊƪŦƻǊŎŜ Lƴ ǘƘŜ 9¦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ƛǎ ŜǾŜƴ ƘƛƎƘŜǊΥ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ ǎƘƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ 

long-term expenditure is now constrained by the lasting budgetary limitations imposed by the EU 

economic governance framework in the context of the European Monetary Union (EMU) and the 

persisting consequences of the economic crises faced by Europe since 2007. Social protection is 

caught between the wish to maintain/improve the adequacy of provisions and the need to preserve 

the long-term sustainability of social systems. This is a common challenge faced by all EU countries, 

although to differing degrees according to their national circumstances.  

In the context of globalisation, the ageing of populations is considered to be a worldwide concern, 

leading international institutions such as the United Nations (UN), and its agencies the World Health 

Organisation (WHO) and the International Labour Organisation (ILO), the Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD), the World Bank (WB) and the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF) to develop analyses and strategic policy planning to cope with the consequences of ageing in 

developed societies. The adaptive capacity of people, firms and societies, as well as the ability of 

policy makers and institutions to induce sound behavioural adjustments will play a key role in the 

outcomes of ageing (Bussolo et al. 2015). The multidimenǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ά!ŎǘƛǾŜ !ƎŜƛƴƎέΣ 

promoted by the EU, has been forged through the work of these institutions, reflecting the need to 

develop integrated approaches to the multi-faceted ageing issue. According to the definition given by 

the WHO in 2002, which is used in European institution documents, άŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƎŜƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ 

optimizing opportunities for health, participation and security in order to enhance quality of life as 

people age. It applies to both individuals and population groups. Active ageing allows people to 

realize their potential for physical, social, and mental well-being throughout the life course and to 

participate in society, while providing them with adequate protection, security and care when they 

need1έ (WHO 2012:12). The notion of Active Ageing enlarges the scope of action from financial 

systemic sustainability to overall social inclusion, participation in society and quality of life of 

ƘŜŀƭǘƘƛŜǊ ŀƎŜƛƴƎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƻ ōŜ άŀŎǘƛǾŜέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ŜŎonomic, 

cultural, spiritual and civic affairs and is not limited to having a job or not. Although the need to 

increase the size of the workforce by inciting older persons to remain active as long as possible has 

become one of the main drivers of policy reforms in the EU countries, the wider framework of Active 

Ageing must also be taken into account so that policies can be integrated in an appropriate fashion 

and the ageing question can be tackled in an adequate and sustainable manner. The following figure, 

                                                             

1
  The WHO policy framework identifies six key determinants of active ageing: economic, behavioural, 

personal, social, health and social services, and the physical environment (WHO 2012). 
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taken from an IMF report, depicts the interactions between the different facets of the ageing 

question in Europe in terms of challenges and opportunities.  

Figure 1:  Challenges and opportunities created by demographic drivers and the economic 

consequences of ageing 

 

Source: Bussolo et al. 2015. 

1.2 European Union context 

Since the turn of the millennium, the European Union has been involved in strategies concerning the 

ageing workforce. Since the Luxembourg Jobs Summit in November 1997, with the launch of the first 

European Employment Strategy (EES) and the introduction of the Open Method of Coordination 

(OMC), concepts such as employability, combatting unemployment and providing equal 

opportunities have been enshrined in the European strategy2.  

However, the issue of older workers was specifically addressed only from the Lisbon Strategy, 

encompassing the period 2000-2010. The Lisbon strategy was meant to be a response to the 

challenges of globalisation and ageing, with the objective for the EU "to become the most dynamic 

and competitive knowledge-based economy in the world by 2010 capable of sustainable economic 

ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ Ƨƻōǎ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƘŜǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘέΦ ¢ƘŜ 

Strategy was compounded by two targets specifically referring to older workers: the Stockholm 

target and the Barcelona target. The former, defined after the Stockholm European Council in 2001, 

ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǘƻ άǎŜǘ ŀ 9¦ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ 9¦ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ǊŀǘŜ ŀƳƻƴƎ ƻƭŘŜǊ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ 

                                                             

2  http://eur -lex.europa.eu/legal-content/SK/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3Ac11318  

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/SK/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3Ac11318
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men (55-64) to 5л҈ ōȅ нлмлέΦ ¢ƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΣ ŀƴ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ŀǊŎŜƭƻƴŀ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ƻŦ нллнΣ 

ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άŀ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƻŦ ŀōƻǳǘ р ȅŜŀǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ŀƎŜ ŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

ǎǘƻǇ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ōȅ нлмлέ ό/ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻf the European 

Communities 2003). In 2005, the Lisbon Strategy was re-launched with a focus on growth and jobs, 

ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊƭȅ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΩǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ό9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ нлмлύΦ 

An evaluation of the Lisbon Strategy in 2010 determined that the most important goals had not been 

reached: the employment rate had not reached 70%, neither had R&D expenditure reached 3% of 

GDP (European Commission 2010). However, according to the evaluation, the Strategy helped build a 

broad consensus on the reforms needed in the EU, made the economy more resilient, and delivered 

concrete benefits for EU citizens and businesses. It also stressed that the importance of 

interdependence in a closely integrated economy had not yet been sufficiently recognised.  

The Stockholm and Barcelona targets were not met by 2010 either. Looking at Eurostat data for 

2010, it can be concluded that both the EU and the Eurozone fell short of the 50% target 

employment rate among older workers by 2010 set in Stockholm. As for the Barcelona target, the 

effective retirement age in the EU was still 61% in 2010 (OECD).  

Although the quantitative targets set by the Lisbon, Stockholm and Barcelona Councils were not 

reached, it is important to note that issues concerning older workers and challenges posed by ageing 

had been highlighted, and have continued to be embedded in EU strategies since then. 

The Lisbon Strategy was followed by the Europe 2020 Strategy, which sets, among other targets, the 

goal of raising the employment rate of the population aged 20-64 to at least 75%. In practice, this is 

ǎƘƻǿƴ ƛƴ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƻƭŘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΥ ŀǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΣ ΨǘƘŜ 

employment rate is particularly low for women (62.4% compared to 74.6% for men aged 20-64 in 

2012) and older workers, aged 55-сп όпуΦф҈ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ сл҈ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦{ ŀƴŘ ср҈ ƛƴ WŀǇŀƴύΩ3. Indeed, 

many European countries, in order to meet the employment target set by Europe 2020, will need to 

focus on specific labour market groups such as female and oldŜǊ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΦ  !ƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨŀŎǘƛǾŜ 

ŀƎŜƛƴƎΩ ƛǎ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ нлнлΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛƻƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 

to meet the challenge of promoting a healthy and active ageing population to allow for social 

cohesion and higher ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΩ ό¢ȅƳƻǿǎƪƛ нлмрύΦ !ƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ нлнл ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ 

Ψ9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ LƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ tŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƻƴ !ŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ IŜŀƭǘƘȅ !ƎŜƛƴƎΩ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ 

the approach of the EU4. According to the European Commission, Active Ageing can be defined as 

ΨƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎǘŀȅ ƛƴ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƎŜ ŀƴŘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩ5. 

Active ageing was brought to the top of the agenda in 2012, the European Year for Active Ageing and 

Solidarity between Generations. Preparatory efforts involved public consultation with various 

stakeholders and resulted in the creation of the 'EY2012 Coalition', managed by the network AGE-

Platform Europe (Tymowski 2015). The objectives of the European Year included: promoting the 

value of active ageing and solidarity between generations, holding debates and exchanges, 

promoting activities aimed at overcoming age-related discrimination, and creating an Active Ageing 

Index. During the year, hundreds of separate initiatives concerning active ageing took place at 

European and national level. In 2014, the Committee on Employment and Social Affairs requested an 

ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¸ŜŀǊΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻǳǘ ōȅ 5D 9tw{Φ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ 

                                                             

3
  http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/themes/18_employment_target.pdf  

4
  http://ec.europa.eu/research/innovation-union/index_en.cfm?section=active-healthy-ageing&pg=about  

5  http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1062  

http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/themes/18_employment_target.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/research/innovation-union/index_en.cfm?section=active-healthy-ageing&pg=about
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1062
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four specific objectives set by the Decision establishing EY2012 were largely met, even if it was not 

ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ƛǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƳŀƴƴŜǊΩΦ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƛǎǎǳŜ ǿŀǎ 

given much attention, including with respect to the level of female representation among speakers 

and participants in the events. 

An important legacy of the European Year for Active Ageing and Solidarity between Generations is 

the joint preparation by the Employment Committee and the Social Protection Committee of a list of 

guiding principles to promote active ageing among the EU Member states. These principles were 

endorsed the EU Council in its 2012 Declaration on the European Year for Active Ageing and 

Solidarity between Generations: The Way Forward. The following table presents these principles, 

which are still relevant today. 

Table 1:  Guiding Principles for Active Ageing and solidarity between generations of SPC and 

EMCO 

Employment 

Continuing vocational 
education and training 

Offer women and men of all ages access to, and 
participation in, education, training and skills development 
allowing them (re-)entry into and to fully participate in the 
labour market in quality jobs. 

Healthy working 
conditions 

Promote working conditions and work environments that 
maintain workers' health and well-being, thereby ensuring 
ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƭƛŦŜ-long employability. 

Age management 
strategies 

Adapt careers and working conditions to the changing needs 
of workers as they age, thereby avoiding early retirement.  

Employment services for 
older workers 

Provide counselling, placement, reintegration support to 
older workers who wish to remain on the labour market. 

Prevent age 
discrimination 

Ensure equal rights for older workers in the labour market, 
refraining from using age as a decisive criterion for assessing 
whether a worker is fit for a certain job or not; prevent 
negative age-related stereotypes and discriminatory 
attitudes towards older workers at the work place; highlight 
the contribution older workers make. 

Employment-friendly tax 
/ benefit systems 

Review tax and benefit systems to ensure that work pays for 
older workers, while ensuring an adequate level of benefits. 

Transfer of experience 
Capitalise on older workers' knowledge and skills through 
mentoring and age-diverse teams. 

Reconciliation of work 
and care 

Adapt working conditions and offer leave arrangements 
suitable for women and men, allowing them as informal 
carers to remain in employment or return to the labour 
market.  

Participation in 
society 

Income security 
Put in place systems that provide adequate incomes in old 
age preserving the financial autonomy of older people and 
enabling them to live in dignity. 

Social inclusion 
Fight social exclusion and isolation of older people by 
offering them equal opportunities to participate in society 
through cultural, political and social activities.  

Senior volunteering 

Create a better environment for volunteer activities of older 
people and remove existing obstacles so that older people 
can contribute to society by making use of their 
competences, skills and experience. 

Life-long learning 

Provide older people with learning opportunities, notably in 
areas such as information and communication technologies 
(ICT), self-care and personal finance, empowering them to 
participate actively in society and to take charge of their 
own life. 
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Participation in decision 
making 

keep older women and men involved in decision making, 
particularly in the areas that directly affect them. 

Support for informal 
carers 

Make professional support and training available to 
informal carers; ensure respite care and adequate social 
protection to prevent social exclusion of carers.  

Independent 
living 

Health promotion and 
disease prevention 

Take measures to maximise healthy life years for women 
and men and reduce the risk of dependency through the 
implementation of health promotion and disease 
prevention. Provide opportunities for physical and mental 
activity adapted to the capacities of older people. 

Adapted housing and 
services 

Adapt housing and provide services that allow older people 
with health impairments to live with the highest possible 
degree of autonomy. 

Accessible and 
affordable transport 

Adapt transport systems to make them accessible, 
affordable, safe and secure for older people, allowing them 
to stay autonomous and participate actively in society. 

Age-friendly 
environments and 
goods and services 

Adapt local environments as well as goods and services so 
that they are suitable for people of all ages (design-for-all 
approach), in particular by making use of new technologies, 
including eHealth; prevent age discrimination in the access 
to goods and services. 

Maximising autonomy 
in long-term care 

For people in need of help/care, ensure that their autonomy 
and participation are augmented, preserved or restored to 
the greatest possible extent and that they are treated with 
dignity and compassion. 

Source: authorǎΩ elaboration, 2016. 

Another legacy of the European Year for Active Ageing and Solidarity between Generations was the 

Active Ageing Index (AAI), constructed on the basis of four distinct domains: (1) employment, (2) 

participation in society, (3) independent, healthy and secure living, (4) capacity and enabling 

environment for active ageing (AAI, 2014). In 2014, an evaluation of the AAI was carried out across 

the 28 Member States: a rise in the AAI was observed in the majority of EU countries compared to 

2012; however, greater policy efforts were said to be required to fully mobilise the potential of active 

ageing. The ranking of EU countries remained stable, with Nordic countries as top performers while 

Greece and the Central and Eastern European countries lagged behind. The same assessment 

highlighted that women fared worse than men in almost all countries, and, more specifically, there 

ǿŀǎ Ψŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŘƛǎǇŀǊƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƻƭŘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩ 

(UNECE/European Commission 2015). 
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Figure 2:  The Active Ageing Index in 2014 

 

Source: (UNECE/European Commission 2015). 

The research methodology for the PAWEU project was discussed in some detail in another document 

produced by the OSE6. We will thus only briefly recall here some of its key features. 

The project focuses on the labour market patterns of older persons in the EU, including their 

employability in terms of skills and competences. Special attention is paid to the reforms in the policy 

domains of social protection and employment implemented by the EU Member States to cope with 

the challenges of ageing populations and workforces. Older workers are the first group of older 

persons that is considered in the report, with the subsequent research question of what is being 

done to incite them to stay as long as possible in the labour market. The older unemployed are the 

second group of older persons considered in the report, with a focus on what is being done in EU 

countries to help them to (re)enter the labour market. The first chapter presents a number of points 

concerning the challenges related to ageing populations, as well as the EU policy framework 

regarding ageing challenges. The second chapter provides a detailed overview of the situation of 

older workers and unemployed in the EU. The third chapter investigates the social protection and 

employment policy responses implemented by the Member States. The fourth chapter describes 

practices implemented by companies to improve the management of ageing workers. The fifth 

chapter presents national case studies (SE, UK, CZ, DE) to provide a deeper insight into national policy 

reforms. The last chapter draws some conclusive remarks. 

                                                             

6  European Social Observatory ς OSE (2016), Methodological note for the PAWEU project. 
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2. The situation of ageing workers in the EU 

 

In 2015, the EU-28 population aged 50 or more amounted to 97% of the number of people aged 

between 20 and 49 years old (table 1, Annex 2). The 50-64 year olds (50%), as well as those older 

than 65 years (47%), each amounted to around one half of the 20-пф ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻƭŘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ άƻƭŘŜǊ 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƛǎ ǘƘǳǎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ population compared to its younger counterpart in all 

EU countries. While the demographic challenge of ageing populations is of concern to all EU 

countries, the intensity of political action taken has varied. In the current context of limited economic 

growth and public budgetary constraints in Europe, countries may choose to adapt their policy 

responses according to the pressing nature of the ageing challenge. The demographic pressure is 

particularly severe in certain countries such as DE, FI and IT, but also in numerous other EU Member 

States (HR, BG, FR, EL, LT, LV, NL, DK, SI, BE, MT, SE and EE). At the opposite end of the scale, the 

pressure is lower in a group of countries (IE, CY, LU, SK, PL, RO CZ and ES) where the older population 

amounts to only around 80% of the younger working age group.  

2.1 Activity 

The activity rate of the 50-74 years old group covers both employed and unemployed persons 

actively seeking a job, so allows a first broad insight into the populations of older workers and 

unemployed being studied in PAWEU. Figure 3 below shows the activity rates for the year 2014. 

Figure 3:  Activity rates of 50-74 year olds - 2014 

 

Source: Eurostat EU-LFS, online database, accessed 03/16. 
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In 2014, 46.8% of the EU-28 population aged between 50 and 74 years old was active (table 2a, 

Annex 2). This EU average conceals marked differences among countries. Activity rates of the older 

population are higher in SE, EE, DE, LT UK, LV, DK and FI, where they exceed 50%, but much lower in 

MT, EL HR and HU where they are below 40%. This diversity between countries is also noticeable 

with respect to gender differences, although in all the EU countries the activity rates of men are 

higher than those of women. The gender difference is particularly striking in certain countries (MT, 

CY, IT, EL, IE, PL, NL, RO, LU, CZ) while it is lower in another group of Member States (FI, FR, LV, EE, 

SE, LT, BG, DE, DK, SI). 

Since the beginning of the century, the activity rates of older persons have increased in all European 

countries, except in Romania where a decrease has been observed over the period (-11%) (table 2b, 

Annex 2). The average rise in activity rates since the early 2000s for persons aged from 50 to 74 years 

old in the EU-28 was 9.1%. The countries with the highest % increases are DE (+16.6%) and, to a 

lesser extent, BG, BE, LV, SK, NL and LU (around +14%). However, in one group of countries the 

increase in the activity rates of older persons is almost insignificant, lower than 3% (CY, EL, DK, SE, 

PT). While for Sweden and Denmark this modest increase could be partly explained by the already 

high level of activity rates prevailing in the country, this is not the case for the remaining countries of 

this group. In nearly all the EU countries the increase in activity rates is pointedly higher among the 

female older population. This is particularly the case in ES, IE, and LV, where female activity rates 

have risen much faster than male rates. In certain countries the gender trend has differed across 

time, as the increase in female activity rates has been accompanied by a drop in male activity rates 

(MT, CY, EL, PT). Romania appears to be an outlier in the EU, with decreasing activity rates observed 

for both male and female older populations, with the drop being even greater for women. 

2.2 Employment 

As discussed earlier, a methodological choice was made in the PAWEU project to consider a broad 

age group of older workers, the 50-69 year olds, in order to better grasp policies and social 

protection interactions. For practical reasons related to data availability, this group has generally 

been enlarged in this report to the group of 50-74 year olds. However, it has to be kept in mind that 

such a large group may hide variations occurring between smaller age groups of ageing workers, that 

are not without importance when issues such as (early) retirement are considered. A recent OECD 

study, on employment barriers faced by diverse groups of persons, underlines the fact that broad 

ƎǊƻǳǇƛƴƎǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŘŜōŀǘŜΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άȅƻǳǘƘέ ƻǊ άƻƭŘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎέΣ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘ ƳŀŘŜ ǳǇ ƻŦ 

multiple distinct sub-groups facing very different combinations/accumulations of employment 

barriers, requiring different but coordinated policy approaches (Fernandez et al. 2016).  

While the report will be mainly focused on the broad category of 50-74 year olds, the following table 

gives us a quick overview of the patterns observed in EU countries for more precise age groups of 

ageing workers.  
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Table 2: Employment rates of different age groups older than 50 - 2014 

 From 50 to 
54 years 

From 55 to 
59 years 

From 60 to 
64 years 

From 65 to 
69 years 

From 70 to 
74 years 

  Average 

EU28 76.3 65.7 36.6 11.5 5.5   39.1 

BE 75.5 59.4 23.6 4.7 2.4   33.1 

BG 74.0 64.9 35.3 8.7 2.8   37.1 

CZ 87.9 76.9 32.2 9.1 4.5   42.1 

DK 82.5 78.2 47.5 15.9 6.7   46.2 

DE 83.5 77.2 52.6 13.8 5.9   46.6 

EE 80.0 74.2 53.0 26.5 13.5   49.4 

IE 69.1 61.4 43.6 18.2 8.7   40.2 

EL 58.7 43.9 24.1 6.5 2.1   27.1 

ES 64.0 54.0 33.0 4.3 1.1   31.3 

FR 80.2 67.8 25.3 5.6 2.0   36.2 

HR 65.7 47.6 23.9 6.2 3.2   29.3 

IT 69.1 60.1 31.1 8.3 3.9   34.5 

CY 69.8 57.9 35.3 11.3 8.8   36.6 

LV 77.1 69.9 40.6 15.9 10.1   42.7 

LT 78.9 69.0 40.9 14.1 5.3   41.6 

LU 78.7 58.1 23.1 7.1 3.6   34.1 

HU 77.4 63.2 19.4 4.3 1.8   33.2 

MT 63.2 52.5 22.3 9.1 4.8   30.4 

NL 78.6 70.8 47.9 14.7 5.7   43.5 

AT 81.1 63.1 23.3 10.2 4.7   36.5 

PL 72.7 57.2 26.3 9.7 4.0   34.0 

PT 71.9 57.8 37.1 18.6 13.3   39.7 

RO 71.5 54.9 30.3 21.1 19.2   39.4 

SI 78.4 50.4 18.9 9.9 7.8   33.1 

SK 76.8 66.1 21.1 4.2 1.6   34.0 

FI 81.7 74.1 44.3 13.1 5.6   43.8 

SE 84.6 81.9 66.0 21.0 10.5   52.8 

UK 81.5 72.7 48.2 20.7 9.4   46.5 

Source: Eurostat, EU-LFS, data accessed online in March 2016. 

Employment rates decrease with age in all EU countries, but the situations differ among Member 

states. A first group is made up of countries with very high (SE, EE) and high levels of employment 

across all age groups of older workers (DE, UK, DK, FI, NL and to a lesser extent CZ and LV). However, 

employment rates are very low for all age groups in EL, HR, MT, ES, SI. Needless to say, the situation 

in terms of employment of ageing workers is particularly worrying in these countries. In between 

these opposites are the rest of the EU countries, whose performances in terms of the employment of 

particular age groups are more divergent, with some groups more affected than others. 

In all countries there is a strong fall in the employment rate once the age of 60 is reached7. This is 

notably the case in BE, HU and SK, where the reduction in employment rates concerns mainly 

persons older than 60. Nevertheless, in some countries somewhere between one quarter (EE) and 

one fifth (RO, SE, UK, PT, IE) of the 65 to 69 years old are still in employment (EU28: 11.5%). 

                                                             

7
  With the exception of Slovenia where employment rates already start to decline strongly in the 55-59 

years old group. 
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Employment rates of the 70+ age group are also remarkably high in RO (19.2%) and, to a lesser 

extent, in EE, PT, SE, LV and the UK (around 10% vs 5.5% for EU-28). 

2.2.1 Standard employment 

In 2014, 43.5% of the EU-28 population aged between 50 and 74 years old are in employment (Figure 

4 below and table 3a, Annex 2).  

Figure 4:  Employment rates of 50-74 years old - 2014 

 

Source: Eurostat, EU-LFS, data retrieved online in March 2016. 

In one group of countries, around one half of the age-group is in employment (SE, EE, DE, UK, DK, NL, 

LT, LV, FI), while this share falls to one-third in another group of countries (EL, MT, HR, ES, HU).  

The age ratios show that compared to the group of individuals aged 25-49y, older workers are about 

twice less present in employment, with rates around one half of those of the younger age group 

(0.56 for EU-28). The range of age ratios is narrow, fluctuating from 0.42 in MT to 0.66 in EE.  

Employment rates for male workers are usually higher than those of female workers, and the older 

population is no exception (for the EU-28, respectively 49.3% vs 38%). However, there are marked 

differences among EU countries in the extent of the underrepresentation of women in employment. 

The gender ratios range from 0.38 in MT to 0.98 in FI, while the EU average is 0.77. Male and female 

employment rates are nearly equal in FI, but also in LV, EE, FR, SE and LT (around 0.9). On the other 

side, the gender difference is more marked in MT EL, IT, CY, PL, HR and LU, where female 

employment rates stand at only around two-thirds of male rates.  

Since the beginning of the century the employment rates of the 50-74 age group have risen in nearly 

all the EU countries, although to different extents (table 3b, Annex 2). The average increase for the 
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EU 28 over the period has been 8.2%. In DE, EE, BG, LV, BE and SK the employment rates have risen 

by around 15% since 2000. The increase has been much more limited in DK and SE (around 2%) 

where the initial levels of employment of older workers were already high in 2000. More worryingly, 

employment rates have decreased in some EU countries. In RO there has been a marked decrease (-

11%) affecting both male and female older workers. In EL, CY and PT, the drop in overall employment 

rates (around -3%) is the result of differentiated gender trends, with employment rates increasing for 

women while decreasing for men. The same diverging evolution of gender rates can be seen in ES, IE 

and MT, where low reductions in male employment rates are counterbalanced by significant 

increases in female employment rates. 

2.2.2 Non-standard employment 

Á Temporary work 

In 2014, 7.2% of the EU-28 population aged between 50 and 74 years old was working under a 

temporary contract (figure 5 below and table 4a, Annex 2). Temporary contracts are nevertheless 

more frequent for older workers in certain EU countries such as PL (18.2%) or PT, ES, CY and HU 

(around 10%). However, the temporary employment rates of ageing workers are very low (less than 

4%) in several EU countries (BE, DK, EE, DE, LV, LT, AT and RO).  

Figure 5:  Temporary employment rates 50-74 year olds - 2014 

 

Source: Eurostat, EU-LFS, data retrieved online in March 2016. 

The proportion of temporary employment is significantly lower for the ageing population than for 

the younger EU-28 age group of 25-49 years old (7.2% vs 12.8%). However, age ratios show divergent 

patterns across EU countries. In some countries temporary employment rates of older workers are 

slightly higher than (MT, LV, LT, UK), or similar to (HU, BG, CZ), those of the younger age-group. Some 
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countries also display temporary employment rates close to parity between both age-groups (SK, EE, 

IE). At the bottom of the distribution are a group of countries where temporary employment rates 

are around twice higher for younger than older workers (FI, SI, PT, HR, NL, CY, AT, DK, BE, ES and IT). 

DE has the lowest ratio of temporary employment for older workers in the EU (0.39). 

The main pattern of gender representation points to the same average incidence of temporary 

employment for older men and women. The EU 28 average gender ratio of 1.01 confirms that there 

are no significant gender differences in the majority of EU countries. Nevertheless, in CY (1.93) and 

MT (1.50) the gender balance is clearly on the female side. This is also the case in other countries (FI, 

FR, BE), but to a lesser degree (around 1.35). In countries such as EE or LV, however, the (low) 

temporary work rate is about twice as high for the older male population. Male temporary 

employment rates are also significantly higher than the female temporary employment rates in 

another group of countries (IE, HU, LU, PL, HR), but in a more moderate range (around 0.75).  

Trends in temporary employment rates for older workers since the early 2000s reflect a divergent 

pattern among EU countries (table 4b, Annex 2). PL shows the highest rise in temporary employment 

rates in the EU (+10.6%). Temporary employment rates have risen significantly in HR, HU and CY for 

both genders (around 5%). Over the same period, temporary employment rates have increased in 

other countries, but very slowly (from 0.3 in EE to 3.3% in FR). In a number of EU countries, a decline 

in the temporary employment rates can be seen since the beginning of the century. The reduction in 

temporary employment rates is however very limited in nearly all these countries (from -0.3% in ES 

to -2.9% in LT). CZ appears as on outlier with a reduction of 5.3% in the temporary employment rate 

since 2000. The trend in temporary employment rates among genders is also diverging between 

Member States. In one group of countries temporary employment rates have increased for both 

older men and women (PL, HR, HU, CY, FR, MT, SK, SE, FI). In another group, the temporary 

employment rate for older men has risen while the temporary employment rates for women 

decreased over the period (IE, NL, AT, SI, PT, BE). In some countries, temporary employment rates 

decreased for both genders (DE, DK, LV, UK, ES, BG, LT and CZ).  

Á Part-time work 

In 2014, nearly one in four individuals aged 50 to 74 years are in part-time employment (23%) (figure 

6 below and table 5a, Annex 2). The incidence of part-time employment among older workers is 

particularly high in the NL (50%). Part-time employment rates are also higher in UK, DE, BE, AT, SE, 

and IE (around 30%). In one group of countries part-time employment rates are nevertheless lower 

for older workers (EE, ES, LT, PL, LV, HU, HR, CZ and EL) (around 10%). In SK and BG part-time 

employment rates are the lowest in the EU (around 5%).  
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Figure 6:  Rates of part-time work for older people aged 50 to 74 - 2014 

 

Source: Eurostat, EU-LFS, data retrieved online in March 2016. 

There is a strong gender differentiation in nearly all countries of the EU regarding the incidence of 

part-time employment (table 5a, Annex 2). Female part-time employment rates are much higher 

than male rates in several countries. In these countries, as shown by the gender ratios, the part-time 

employment rates of ageing women are between two (PL, LV, SK, CZ, SE, EL, DK, UK, NL) and four (DE, 

ES) or five times (LU) higher than those of ageing men. The NL appears again as an outlier with by far 

the highest rates of part-time employment in the EU, for men (27.6%) but especially for women 

(80.4%). At the opposite end of the spectrum, the rates for older women and men are similar in PT 

and FI. 

An analysis of age ratios shows that the incidence of part-time employment is usually higher in the 

age-group of older workers than for their younger counterparts aged between 25 and 49 years old. 

This difference is marked in countries such as PT, RO, HR, PL, EE, HU, SI, CZ and LV, where part-time 

employment is two to three times more frequent among ageing workers. AT is the only country 

where gender differences in the incidence of part-time employment are negligible. In EL, ES and IT, 

part-time employment rates are slightly higher for the younger age group. 

Part-time employment rates have increased for ageing workers since the early 2000s in nearly all EU 

countries (table 5b, Annex 2). A significant rise of around 10% is observed in several countries (AT, 

MT, LU, BE, DE and NL). In IT, IE and ES the increase in part-time employment rates for ageing 

workers is also significant (around 5%). At the opposite end of the range, part-time employment 

rates for ageing workers decreased slightly in CZ, PT, BG and BG and LV, but more markedly in HR, RO 

and PL (down by around 10%). In one group of countries (AT, MT, LU, and IT) part-time employment 

rates grew more strongly among ageing women than men. In another group, part-time employment 
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rates increased among men but decreased among women (IE, CY, UK, DK, EE, and particularly PT). 

Finally, a last group consists of countries where part-time employment rates diminished significantly 

for both men and women (LV, HR, RO and PL). 

Part-time work is tending to increase in all Europe, including among ageing workers. Part-time work 

could be a way for older workers to reconcile professional and personal life, notably for those 

needing to care for dependents. However, an important number of part-time workers have not 

opted voluntarily for that form of work. In 2000, 21.7% of EU-28 part-time workers declared that 

they had not chosen to work part-time (table 5c, Annex 2). Behind the EU average there are strong 

diverging national patterns. In certain countries around half of older part-timers of both genders 

would have preferred to work longer durations (BG, EL, ES, IT, CY). In another group of countries, the 

rates of IPT (Involuntary Part-time) are on the contrary much lower. In SI, BE, NL, LU, MT, HR and CZ 

the IPT rates are around 10%. In BE (5.2%) and SI (2.9%) these rates are even lower. Age ratios 

indicate that in the majority of EU countries IPT is less frequent for the older age group compared to 

the younger group. This is notably the case in countries such as SI, RO, HR, PT and HU. A noticeable 

exception is EE, where the IPT rate is 1.5 times higher for the group of older workers. In DE, IE ES, FR, 

IT there is almost no gender differentiation. The main divergences appear between a group of 

countries where IPT is twice as high among female workers (CZ, DK, EE and PT) and another group 

where IPT is higher among male older workers (RO, HR, IE and UK). 

Á Self-employment 

First, it should be noted that for this category of employment the available data at EUROSTAT does 

not include the age bracket of 50-74 years old. The numbers therefore refer to a narrower age group, 

55 to 64 year olds. 

In 2014, 9% of the EU-28 population aged between 55 and 64 years old was working as self-

employed (figure 7 below and table 6a, Annex 2). In the EU, the self-employment rates of the ageing 

population are relatively modest, ranging from 5.6% in EE to 14.2% in RO. The large majority of 

countries is situated in a narrow bracket between 5 and 10%, although self-employment rates are 

slightly higher in some countries such as RO, EL, PT and IE (around 13%).  
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Figure 7:  Rates of self-employment of people aged 55 to 64 years old - 2014 

 

Source: Eurostat, EU-LFS, data retrieved online in March 2016. 

The age ratios indicate that on average for the EU 28 self-employment is less frequent for the 

younger cohort than for the ageing group (0.73). This is particularly the case in SK, CZ, BE, SI, MT and 

PL, where age ratios are equal or lower to 0.6. At the opposite end of the range, in some countries 

(RO, FI, DE, SE) self-employment rates for the older cohort are similar to those of the younger cohort 

(around 1). In PT this higher incidence of self-employment in the older group is even more significant 

(1.23). 

Self-employment is more frequent for ageing men than for ageing women in all the EU. Self-

employment rates are usually around twice as high for older males in all countries. The gender 

differences appear more marked in favour of men in CZ, SK, EE, RO, IE and MT, where gender ratios 

are lower than 0.4. Older women are more frequently in self-employment in LU, LT, PT and CY (more 

than 0.6) than in other EU countries. 

The expansion of self-employment among the population aged 55 to 64 years old has been relatively 

modest since the beginning of the century (table 6b, Annex 2). The EU-28 average points to a rise of 

0.7%. In one group of countries, the rise in self-employment rates is more important than in the rest 

of the EU. This is the case in SK, CZ, NL, EE and UK where self-employment rates have progressed by 

around 3%. In another group of countries, self-employment rates have on the contrary been 

declining since the early 2000s. This is notably happening in RO (-11.1%), PT (-6.1%) or CY, EL and PT 

(around -3%). Both rises and falls in self-employment rates are usually more important for the male 

than for the female population. This is particularly illustrated in RO, where the male self-employment 

rate has decreased from 17.5% since the early 2000s, but the female rate has fallen by only 5.6%. 
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2.3 Unemployment 

In 2014, the unemployment rate of the EU-28 population aged between 50 and 74 years old was 

7.2% (figure 8 and table 7a, Annex 2).   

Figure 8:  Unemployment rates 50-74 years old - 2014 

 

Source: Eurostat, EU-LFS, data retrieved online in March 2016. 

Levels of unemployment among ageing workers are the highest (15 to 20%) in one particular group 

of countries (ES, EL, CY). In another group, rates are around 11% (HR, PT, SK, BG). At the opposite end 

of the range, unemployment rates are lower in a larger group of countries, where they are equal to 

or lower than 5% (SE, CZ, DK, DE, LU, AT, UK, RO).  

In the majority of EU countries there is no marked difference between unemployment rates for 50-74 

year olds and 25-49 year olds. However, age ratios show that unemployment is more frequent for 

the younger age-group than for the older age-group in IT and RO (around 0.5) and, to a lesser extent 

also in BE and EL (around 0.6). 

Neither are there significant differences across EU countries in the gender incidence of 

unemployment rates of the older population, as indicated by an EU 28 gender ratio of 0.92. The 

range for countries goes from 0.63 in IE to 1.26 in CZ. 

Trends in unemployment rates since the 2000s show a contrast between two groups of countries in 

the EU (table 7b, Annex 2). In the first group are countries where unemployment rates of the older 

population have declined. This is particularly the case of DE (-6.1%) and EE (-5.2%) and also to a 

lesser extent in BG, PL, LT, AT, SK and LV (around -2%). In the second group of countries, however, 

unemployment rates have risen significantly since the beginning of the century. This is notably the 
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case in EL (+14.2%), ES and CY (around + 11%). In PT, IE, NL and HR unemployment rates increased 

from 3.9% (HR) to 8.6% (PT). From a gender perspective, the increases in unemployment are more 

pronounced in the male population in several countries (CY, ES, PT, IE). In the countries where falls in 

unemployment can be seen, these are more marked for the female population in some countries 

(AT, BG, DE). But this is not the case in EE and LT, where the decline in unemployment rates is more 

important for the male than the female population. In SK there are contradictory trends: the male 

unemployment rate has fallen while the female rate has risen over the same time period.  

In 2014, 61% of unemployed persons in the EU are in a situation of long-term unemployment, having 

spent 12 months or more in unemployment protection schemes (table 8a and 8b Annex 2). This is a 

considerable share of the total population of older unemployed. Long-term unemployment rates are 

particularly high in EL, SK, PT and IE (around 75%). Long-term unemployment is also at higher levels 

in countries such as BE, HR, BG, ES, SI and IT, where nearly two-thirds of the older unemployed are 

long-term unemployed. FI, DK and particularly SE have the lowest incidences of long-term 

unemployment in the EU (around 40%). In another group of countries, the long-term unemployment 

rates are also more moderate (AT, UK, LV).  

The incidence of long-term unemployment is expected to be higher among the older unemployed 

age-group than in the younger age-group of long-term unemployed, as older job seekers face 

additional obstacles to finding and starting new employment (skills obsolescence, health, hiring 

discrimination, etc.) than their younger counterparts (Fernandez et al., 2016). However, this age 

pattern is clear in only 3 countries according to the age ratios: AT and FI (around 1.7), and especially 

LU (2.27). In DK, NL and DE, long-term unemployment is also higher for the older age group (around 

1.45). However, in the rest of the EU countries there are no marked differences between the two 

age-groups.  

The gender distribution of long-term unemployment rates is remarkably neutral, as indicated by the 

narrow range of national gender ratios, varying from 0.92 in LU to 1.08 in CY and UK. 

2.3.1 Transitions and job preferences of the older unemployed 

Unfortunately, there are only limited information at European level concerning labour market 

transitions of older unemployed persons. However, data on transition flows of the whole population 

of working age (15-74 years old) do exist8, allowing us to have an insight into the general dynamics of 

the labour markets in the European countries (table 9, Annex 2). According to this data, in 2015, 

18.4% of the unemployed population found employment. This means also that for 2 out of 3 persons 

unemployed in the EU there was no transition at all (65.7%). Transitions to employment are higher in 

DK where 33% of the unemployed found a job and, to a lesser extent, also in EE, AT and SE and FI 

(around 25%). EL appears as an outlier, with transitions to employment much lower than in rest of 

the EU (5.6%). Moreover, 16.7% of the EU unemployed swung directly to inactivity in 2015. This 

trend is more marked in countries such as IT (37.6%) or LV, LU, NL and FI (around 25%). On the 

contrary, transition rates from unemployment to inactivity are very low (around 2.5%) in EL HR and 

SK, and also in CY, LT and HU (around 10%). The dynamics of the labour market appear to have little 

effect on the inactive population. 93% of the EU 27 inactive population remains in the same status 

                                                             

8  Flow statistics are experimental statistics derived from the longitudinal component of the EU-LFS data. 
Flow statistics quantify the quarter-on-quarter transitions between the labour market states of 
unemployment, employment and inactivity of all persons from 15 to 74 years of age. See: 
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Labour_market_flow_statistics_in_the_EU 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Labour_market_flow_statistics_in_the_EU
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from one year to another, as opposed to only 3.3% transiting to employment, and 3.2% to 

unemployment. But the size of the inactive population is growing more rapidly, with 16.7% of newly 

inactive persons transiting from unemployment, and even 2.2% directly from employment.  

As mentioned, these results concern only a broad age group, the 15-74 years old. Transition rates of 

the older unemployed are expected to be lower than these numbers, for accession to employment, 

and probably higher, for transitions from unemployment to inactivity. The possibilities of exiting 

unemployment therefore appear limited for the older unemployed given the relatively weak 

dynamics of the EU labour markets. The latest EESD in Europe 2016 presents detailed information 

about the transitions of the older unemployed, but unfortunately aggregated for the 24 EU countries 

available in the longitudinal component of the EU-LFS (table 10, Annex 2). The age groups of 50-64 

and 25-49 years old unemployed persons are compared. In average for the EU-24, 25,8% of the 

younger unemployed transited to employment, against 18,5% of the older unemployed. In both age 

groups the transition to employment rates decline significantly with the duration of unemployment. 

More worrying are the findings concerning the transitions from unemployment to inactivity. In both 

age groups, these transition rates are higher than those to employment, especially among aged 

unemployed. This means that the stock of inactive (older) persons continues to grow in spite of the 

flows to employment. In the EU 24, a quarter of the aged unemployed transit to inactivity (26.7%), 

but also 20,4% of the younger unemployed. Transitions rates to inactivity rise with the duration of 

the unemployment. Whether to employment or inactivity, transition rates of the older unemployed 

are around 10% lower than those of the younger unemployed (European Commission 2016).  

In addition to the overall outlook offered by these policy dynamics, the unemployed may also 

express personal preferences concerning the type of employment they are ideally seeking, reflecting 

their attitude to their forthcoming prospects in the labour markets. One EU-LFS indicator reflects the 

statements of unemployed individuals aged 50 to 74 years old concerning their preferred types of 

job9. In 2014, the majority of the EU older unemployed (64.6%) said that they were looking for either 

a part or full time job, with no preference (table 11, Annex 2). However, 20% are looking for a full-

time job exclusively, as opposed to only 8% searching specifically for a part-time job. Self-

employment is by far the least favourite option in the types of jobs sought by the older unemployed 

(2,5%).  

Full-time employment is the first preference in all EU countries, but this preference is much higher in 

certain countries (around 55%: CZ, LV, LT and AT) than in others (less than 10%: PT, IT, UK, SI). The 

preference for full-time jobs is similar for the older and younger age-groups. The age ratios are close 

to 1 in nearly all EU countries. Diverging patterns are however observed in SE, IT and DK, where there 

is a slightly higher preference for full-time in the older age-group compared to the younger cohort. In 

another group of countries, preference for a full-time job is significantly more frequently expressed 

in the younger cohort (around 0.75: PL, SK, RO, HU, LV and FR), and particularly in EE (0.61). There 

are few gender differences in preference for full-time work in a large group of countries. However, in 

another group the age ratios are low, indicating that in these countries full-time jobs are more 

                                                             

9  It is worth noting that this data needs to be read cautiously in terms of absolute comparability. There is 
some national variability between countries for this indicator on the EUROSTAT website. Certain items of 
this question are not (publicly) available in the Labour Force Surveys (LFS) of certain countries. Preference 
for part-time work is not proposed as an answer option in a broad group of countries (BE, EE, EL, HU, LT, 
LU, LV, MT, PL, PT and RO). Preference for self-employment is however an option in a limited number of 
countries (BE, CZ, DE, EL, ES, FR, IT, NL, PT, SE and UK). 
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sought-after by the younger cohort of unemployed (around 0.5: ES, SE, AT, DK, DE, BE and 

particularly NL (0.33). 

Part-time work is less of a preference among the older unemployed. Only 8% of the unemployed opt 

for this option in the EU 27. The range runs from 15.7% in AT to 3.4% in SK (excluding NL). However, 

in one group of countries (SI, FR, CZ, SE and BE) the age ratios indicate a marked preference for part-

time work in the older age group rather than the younger one (around 2). In other countries, 

however, the differences between age-groups are not very significant. There is a strong gender 

differentiation in EU countries in preference for part-time work. In all countries where the LFS 

questionnaire offers the possibility to choose between part-time and full-time items (ES, IT, DE, FR, 

UK, NL, SE, and CZ), the gender ratios are overwhelmingly female; ranging from 2.35 in SE to 8.56 in 

ES! It is only in CZ that the gender difference is more modest (1.39). A particular case is the NL. The 

country is a well-known outlier in the EU regarding the incidence of part-time work, notably among 

female workers. This peculiarity is reflected in the employment preferences of the unemployed. 

Many more of the Dutch unemployed (47.4%) would prefer a part-time job than elsewhere in 

Europe. But a similar share of Dutch unemployed also indicate a preference for a full-time job 

(43.9%). These strong preferences are of similar levels among the older and the younger cohort. The 

gender difference is also significant in the NL, with twice as many women opting for part-time work. 

Not many of the European older unemployed express a preference for self-employment rather than 

waged employment (2.5% in the EU). In UK and IE, the preference for self-employment is more 

significant (around 6%) than in the other countries. Age ratios are diverging among EU countries: 

there is a group where self-employment is a more marked preference of the older age-group of 

unemployed (BE, EL, IE, PT, UK), and another group of countries where the preference is stronger in 

the younger cohort (CZ, NL, SE and FR). Self-employment is also clearly a masculine option in the 

majority of countries (around 0.5%), again with the exception of the NL where there is no significant 

gender difference. 

For the older unemployed, as well as for its counterpart in employment, much attention has been 

given to the pathways to retirement as an alternative way for the ageing population to leave the 

active population early.  

2.4 Pensions and early retirement 

Early labour market exit towards retirement is commonly designated as a major factor explaining the 

lower activity of ageing workers and unemployed. Policies implemented in EU countries have taken a 

converging path: to increase the duration of working lives among EU citizens. In the framework of 

the 2000-2010 Lisbon Strategy, the European Council in Stockholm in 2001 agreed a quantified target 

in the European Employment Strategy (SEE) specifying that one half of the EU population in the 55-

64 age-group should be in employment by 2010. In 2002, the Barcelona European Council introduced 

a second target concerning ageing workers and the extension of their working life. By 2010 there 

should be a progressive increase of about 5 years in the effective average age at which people stop 

working in the EU. Although, since 2010, these targets are no longer on the EU agenda as quantified 

targets, they nevertheless remain in the current Europe 2020 Strategy through the EES component. 

In 2014, the EU 28 average duration of working lives was 35.3 years (figure 9 below and table 12, 

Annex 2). It is close to 40 years only in SE (41.1) and NL, DK, UK, DE. At the opposite end of the 

spectrum, the duration of working life is much shorter (around 30 years) in another group of EU 

countries (RO, BE, PL, HR, BU, EL, HU and IT).  
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Figure 9:  Duration of working lives in EU countries - 2014 

 

Source: Eurostat, data retrieved on line in March 2016. 

We mentioned earlier that the Stockholm target for employment of older workers was not reached. 

Neither was the Barcelona target on extending the duration of working life (table 12, Annex 2). 

Starting from 32.2 years in 2000, the duration of working life10 increased to only 34.5 years in 2010, 

reaching its peak in 2014 at 35.3 years. Only half of the targeted 5 years-increase in working life was 

reached during the Lisbon Strategy. And since then the progress has been very limited. The increase 

has been more significant (around 4 years) in the countries with the current longer durations of 

working life (SE, HU, MT, NL, LU, ES and DE). In other countries (BG, EE, AT, LV, FR, and CY) more 

limited progress was achieved (around 3 years). In some countries the duration of working life has 

scarcely changed since 2000 (DK, FI, LT, SK, PT, EL). In the cases of FI and DK this may be due to the 

already longer working life in the early 2000s. RO is the only EU country where a decrease in the 

duration of working life can be observed (-3.2 years).  

In nearly all EU countries, older individuals tend to retire earlier than the statutory age. This is 

illustrated in the following figure, which reflects the difference between effective age of retirement11 

and legal age of pension12 based on an OECD methodology (table 13, Annex 2). 

                                                             

10  According to EUROSTAT, the duration of working life indicator measures the number of years a person 
aged 15 is expected to be active in the labour market throughout his/her life. This indicator is calculated 
with a probabilistic model combining demographic data (life tables available from Eurostat to calculate 
the survival functions) and labour market data (Labour Force Survey activity rates by single age group). 

11
  According to the OECD, the average effective age of retirement is defined as the average age of exit from 

the labour force during a 5-year period. Labour force (net) exits are estimated by taking the difference in 
the participation rate for each 5-year age group (40 and over) at the beginning of the period and the rate 
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Figure 10:  Difference between effective and legal retirement ages in EU OECD countries 

 

Source: OECD online database; data retrieved in March 2016. 

In certain countries both women and men retire effectively later than the normal pension age (SI, LU, 

PT and EE). This is particularly noticeable among men in SI, who retire 3.6 years later. However, in 

other countries both genders retire much earlier than the normal age of pension, from 2 to 4 years 

earlier (DE, DK, FI, NL, AT, FR, ES). In some countries there are diverging patterns between genders. 

In SE, EE, CZ, HU and LU, men retire after the legal age while women retire earlier. The opposite is 

true in UK, PL and SK, where women retire after the legal age while men do not.  

An alternative measure of early retirement, developed in an ad hoc module of the EU-LFS in 2012 on 

transitions from work to retirement, is based on the declarations of the respondents to the survey 

(table 14, Annex 2). Early retirement appears very frequent in IT, IE, ES, AT and PT (60% and more) 

but also in HR, NL and HU (around 50%). However, early retirement is much less frequent in EE, EL 

and DK (around 10%) and especially in BG and CZ (around 5%). In all EU countries, except for IE, HU, 

SE, LV, DK, EL and FR, early retirement is more frequent among men than women. This is particularly 

the case in IT, AT, PT, PL and SK. 

The same 2012 ad hoc LFS module gives us a more precise insight into the reasons and behaviour 

leading Europeans to (early) retirement. It should be noticed that in this module the age group 

considered is people from 50 to 69 years old. 

                                                                                                                                                                                              

for the corresponding age group aged 5-years older at the end of the period. The official age corresponds 
to the age at which a pension can be received irrespective of whether a worker has a long insurance 
record of years of contributions. 

12
  The normal retirement age is the age at which an individual can retire in 2014 without any reduction to 

their pension having had a full career from age 20. 



PAWEU ς OSE ς Final report - Deliverable 2   25 

In 2012 in the EU 28, the main reason by far for economically inactive persons who receive a pension 

to quit working is because they have become eligible for a pension (37%) or because of their own 

health or disability status (20.9%) (table 15 Annex 2). Other reasons are less frequently invoked, such 

as having reached the maximum pension age (9.8%), or having lost their job without being able to 

find another job (7.5%) or taking the opportunity of favourable financial arrangements to leave 

(7.2%). Other job-related reasons and reasons related to family or care of dependent persons are less 

frequent (3.9%). Having become eligible for a pension is much more frequently mentioned in certain 

countries (BG, CZ, MT and SI) while much less so in another group of countries (DE, EE and PT: 

around 10%; BE, IE, ES, LT, SE and UK: around 20%). In CY, EL and LT, more persons than average 

declare that they are leaving work because of reaching the maximum retirement age (around 25%). 

In EE and PT (around 38%) and to a lesser extent in DK, DE, ES, HR; AT, LV, LU, RO and FI (around 

30%), reasons related to ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƻǊ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ 

given. The loss of the last job is given as a more frequent reason in EE and LV (around 25%) than in 

the rest of the EU. In IE, UK, CY, EE and RO, family or care-related reasons are more frequently 

ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘΦ Lƴ .9Σ L¢Σ [± ŀƴŘ b[Σ ΨƻǘƘŜǊ Ƨƻō-ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎΩ ŀǊŜ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ǘǿƛŎŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ 

declared than the EU average, but is difficult to see what these reasons could be. Finally, the 

existence of favourable financial arrangements encouraging the individual to leave work is more 

often cited as a reason to quit working in NL, IE and UK.  

There is thus a variety of reasons explaining why older workers leave the labour market. But for 

many Europeans the decision to stop working is not necessarily a voluntary option. In 2012, 28% of 

the EU 28 population aged 50-69 years old declared that they would have wished to stay longer in 

employment (table 16, Annex 2). This is particularly the case in PT and EE, where around 55% would 

have liked to have worked longer, and to a lesser extent also in a broader group of countries (CY, ES, 

DK, UK, LV, FI, IE) where around 40% of the population expressed the same wish. At the opposite end 

of the range, it is less common to wish to have worked longer (around 10%) in one group of countries 

(EL, LT, SI, PL).   

In other cases, the transition from activity to retirement is the result of a more voluntary and gradual 

shift. In 2012, 6.5% of the EU 24 population13 aged 50-69 years old stated that they had reduced their 

working hours in a move towards retirement (table 17, Annex 2). This relatively low European 

average, however, conceals national divergences, showing that not all Europeans are equal when it 

comes to preparation for an earlier exit from the labour market. In Nordic countries and BE a larger 

share of the population reduced their working time before retirement (around 15%). This is much 

less an option in another EU countries (BG, RO, CY, IT, DE, ES and HU), where only around 3% of older 

workers reduce their working time. In SK this share falls to 0.5%. 

However, some older Europeans continue to work even after retirement. This depends of course 

strongly on the legal framework in each country, with regard to the possibilities of combining work 

and pension. According to the data provided in the 2012 ad hoc module of the EU-LFS, 15.9 % of EU-

28 old-age pensioners continue working. Diverse reasons are invoked to explain the continuation of 

work after the retirement age (table 18, Annex 2). One of the main reasons is the economic need to 

work in order to provide sufficient personal/household income. In 2012, this reason was mentioned 

by 37.3% of Europeans. Ensuring financial resources for a decent lifestyle is by far the main reason 

why people continue to work after retirement age in numerous EU countries, notably in RO, EL and 

EE (around 85%) but also in HU, SK, PT, HR and LV (around 65%). However, this is much less the case 

in more affluent EU countries (AT, FI, SE, DK, ES, SI). The need to establish or increase future 

                                                             

13  No data for UK, IE, HR and LV. 
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retirement pension entitlements is more frequently given in countries such as IT LV, LT, EE, BE 

(around 12%) and particularly in ES (18.6%). The combination of both previous reasons is referred to 

in several countries as the main factor explaining continuation of work after retirement (LT, CY, ES, 

PL, FI and BG). It is much less the case in DK (5.9%) and particularly RO (1.6%). A significant share of 

retirees also, however, mention non-financial reasons, such as work satisfaction, for continuing 

workƛƴƎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎŀƭ ŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǘƛǊŜƳŜƴǘ όнфΦм҈ύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ΨǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ƛǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ 

frequently mentioned in the richest countries such as DK (78.8%) or AT, SE and SI (around 65%). In 

contrast, this reason is picked by only 10% or less of the retired in HU, LV, EE and SK. For RO this 

proportion falls to 2.2%. 

The need to secure sufficient income to live decently is a significant factor in the decisions of workers 

to defer exit from the labour market and/or to continue working after the legal retirement age. The 

transition to retirement is especially hard in countries where an old-age pension does not guarantee 

sufficient resources for retirement. 

2.5  The income situation of older workers 

The above findings highlight that financial motives are the main reasons for older people to delay exit 

from the active population and also to continue to work after the legal pensionable age is reached.  

Ensuring an adequate income after retirement depends on the opportunities available for individuals 

to have longer working careers but also on the capacity of pensions to replace previous earnings. The 

ΨŀƎƎǊŜƎŀǘŜ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘ ǊŀǘƛƻΩ ό!wwύ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ Ǌŀǘƛƻ ƻŦ ƎǊƻǎǎ ƳŜŘƛŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǇŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ƻŦ 

the population aged 65-74 years old relative to gross median individual earnings from work of the 

population aged 50-59 years, excluding other social benefits. This indicator allows a rough estimate 

of the income replacement capacity of pension systems (table 19, Annex 2). In a large group of 

countries, ARRs are around 0.5 (FI, NL, UK, BE, EE, DK, DE, LT, SI, BG, LV). In other words, retirement 

implies the loss of half of the previous income in these countries. ARRs are even lower in certain 

countries such as IE, CY and HR. In other EU countries, workers lose only around a third of their 

previous earnings when they retire (FR, IT, RO, PL, PT, HU, SK, EL, ES, AT and SE).  

Aside from this replacement capacity of pensions, the relative need to ensure sufficient income 

becomes a pressing necessity when older persons and workers are already in a situation of relative 

poverty. In the next section we focus on two poverty indicators for older workers and others. 

2.5.1 In-Work Poverty 

In EU statistics, in-work poverty is measured as the number of persons in employment (having 

worked at least 6 months in the previous year) and living in poor households. Poor households are 

those where the disposable income is below the threshold of 60% of national median income.  

In 2014, 8.3% of persons in the EU 28 aged 55 to 64 years old and working are also living in a poor 

household, in other words they are classified as working poor (see figure below and table 20a, Annex 

2). The proportion of older working poor is much higher in RO, EL and EE (around 15%). In-work 

poverty rates of older workers are, however, much lower than in the rest of the EU in one group of 

countries, where they range from around 3% (DK, CZ, BE, MT, and FI) to around 4% (HR, SK, NL and 

SE). The average age ratio for the EU 28 (0.86) indicates that in-work poverty of older workers aged 

from 55 to 64 years old tends to be lower than that of the younger workers (25-54). This is noticeable 

in a group of countries where age ratios are around 0.55 (MT, DK, BE, LT, CZ and SE). Older workers 

are more frequently working poor only in a small number of countries (SI, EL, PT, EE), and to a limited 

extent. However, IE appears to be an outlier, with an in-work poverty rate twice as high for older 
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workers as for younger workers. Gender ratios of the working poverty of older persons highlight a 

marked contrast between a group of countries with higher levels of in-work poverty among older 

female workers (LV, LT and DE) and another group of countries where women are less numerous 

than men in working poverty (SI, EL, LU, MT, SE, BE, ES and DK).  

Figure 11: In-Work poverty rates of 55-64 year olds ς 2014 

 

Source: Eurostat, EU-SILC, data retrieved online in March 2016. 

Since 2004, in-work poverty rates of older workers have stagnated in the EU, although in some 

countries the trend is more accentuated (table 20b, Annex 2). In-work poverty of older workers has 

decreased in RO and EL (around 5%) and also in LT, PL, ES and NL (around 3%). But in BG, LU and DE, 

in-work poverty has increased by around 3%, and even by 7.7% in EE. 

2.5.2 Poverty 

In 2014, 15.6% of people in the EU 28 aged 50-64 years were living in poverty14 (table 21a, Annex 2). 

Poverty rates among the elderly are noticeably higher in EE (24.4%) but also in EL, LV, ES, PT, DE, RO 

and HR (around 20%). At the opposite end of the scale, poverty is significantly lower in DK (4.7%) and 

in the group of countries with poverty rates around 10% (FI, FR, AT, SK, NL, BE). Both age and gender 

ratios show that there are not marked differences among EU countries. In EE, IE and to a lesser 

extent SI, poverty rates are higher for the older population, while they are, on the contrary, higher 

for the younger age-group of 25-49 year olds in DK, SE and RO. In CY, BE and AT, older women have 

higher poverty rates than men. 

                                                             

14
  Poor individuals living in households where the disposable income is below the threshold of 60% of 

national median income (Eurostat).  
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Figure 12:  Poverty rates of 50-64 year olds - 2014 

 

Source: Eurostat, EU-SILC, data retrieved online in March 2016. 

Since 2004, the poverty rate of the older population in the EU 28 has risen by 2.3% (table 21b, Annex 

2). In EE and DE, poverty increased steeply during this period (around 6%). Other countries also 

experienced significant increases in poverty (around 4%) among the older population (LU, SE and NL). 

Poverty rates have fallen in only a limited number of EU countries since 2004, and generally only to a 

small extent. In RO, HR and IE the decrease is slightly greater (around 2%), but poverty rates remain 

high in these countries. The trends in poverty rates are close to those observed for in-work poverty 

rates. 

2.6 Employability: education, adult learning and training 

In this section, the employability of older workers is assessed through their level of education and 

their access to lifelong learning and training. This reflects roughly the complex issue of competences 

and skills acquisition and maintaining such skills at an older age.  

In the debate about the ageing workforce, education and skills of older workers are usually 

associated with expected lower labour productivity due to the obsolescence of skills with age. Older 

ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŦŀŎŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΩ ƻōǎƻƭŜǎŎŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀƴ ȅƻǳnger ones and thus be less 

productive (Mayhew et al., 2008). As stated by the OECD, increasing activity rates among older 

people is dependent on being able to exploit their skills and experience and preventing the 

obsolescence of their skills as technological progress and the ageing process unfold (OECD, 2013). 

Evidence shows that older workers are generally less involved in new organisational work 

arrangements, but also in training and acquiring new skills, all of which may be associated with a 

higher degree of obsolescence and skill mismatch (Eurofound 2008). Other evidence indicates that 

specific groups of the EU population are found to face a greater risk of skills obsolescence, such as 
































































































































































