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Executive summary
Although employment participation of older workers and 
their timing of (early) retirement is often modelled as an 
individual-level decision, the opportunities for late career 
employment, and restrictions that older workers poten-
tially face, are largely shaped by labour market contextual 
factors. These may include labour market regulations and 
policies, attitudes of employers, as well as other dynamics 
between employers and employees and/or their associa-
tions. Much of the research in this field focuses on the sup-
ply side of the labour market. That is, when and why older 
workers want to continue working, and what the effects of 
policy changes are on the supply side. Although growing in 
importance, there is less understanding of how employers’ 
attitudes and behaviour affect employment participation 
rates of older workers.

Core findings 

 ↘  Older workers are less likely to lose their job than 
younger workers, but when they do, they are much 
less likely to find reemployment. When they do find 
reemployment, they are often faced with wage cuts. 
Some older workers move from unemployment into 
self-employment.

 ↘  Employers in countries with strong deferred com-
pensation schemes, e.g. steep wage-tenure profiles or 
increasing wages with seniority, are less likely to hire 
older workers than employers in countries with more 
equal compensation schemes.

 ↘  Many companies employ, but do not hire older work-
ers. That is, they hire them when they are young and 
employ them into old age, but they are much less likely 
to hire older workers out of the labour market. 

 ↘  The opportunities for older workers to work past nor-
mal retirement age are very limited. Many countries do 
not have explicit policies for this, and employers appear 
very reluctant to offer these opportunities to older 
workers that wish to continue working.

 ↘  Self-employment is quite common among older work-
ers. However, there are different reasons why people 
move into self-employment. Some choose this form of 
employment because they would like to remain active, 
possibly working part-time, after their career job. 
Meanwhile others move into self-employment because 
they cannot find employment with a decent income. 

 ↘  Planned migration of older workers, e.g. to Southern 
Europe, or migration of immigrants back to their coun-
tries of origin can affect the timing of retirement and 
the transition into self-employment or bridge jobs.

 ↘  Early retirement provisions significantly shortened the 
employment participation of older workers in the past. 
Not only those wishing to retire early could afford to 
do so, also many of those with the intention to remain 
in the labour force could be pressured to leave by their 
employers.

 ↘  Most countries have, by now, implemented policies that 
largely discourage or prevent early retirement. In addi-
tion, most “alternative pathways” to early retirement, 
often covered by disability insurance funds or unem-
ployment benefits, have been largely closed. This has 
effectively risen the retirement age in most countries. 

Analysis of research 

 ↘  Given that the labour market is so complex, many of 
the studies have a rather limited focus, and often do 
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not directly have individual employment participation 
as an outcome variable. 

 ↘  The majority of studies in the field originates from 
economics. Economists use concepts of labour demand 
and labour supply or perform macro-level policy analy-
ses.

 ↘  In the analysis of labour market contextual effects on 
the employment participation of older workers, the 
use of quantitative methods is very common, while 
qualitative methods are very rare. Many studies take 
a macro-level perspective and use register data or 
data from large surveys such as SHARE. There are also 
quantitative studies about employers’ attitudes and 
behaviour that use smaller national datasets.

Consideration of the cross-national 
diversity

 ↘  There are reports on national labour market contexts 
published by the OECD. For example, a large compara-
tive cross-national report was published in 2006, and  
a new one has been announced.

 ↘  Most of the research originates from North-Western 
Europe. There is also a lot of intriguing research from 
the U.S., yet the conclusions drawn are not always 
applicable to Europe.

Research needs 

 ↘  Work participation among older female workers ap-
pears under-researched. Much of the existing research 
focuses on men. The question why there is such a large 
difference in the employment participation among 
older women remains largely unanswered.

 ↘  More cross-national comparative research is needed 
to understand how labour supply varies as a result of 
available alternatives to employment or other income 
sources, considering e.g. the pension level and the eligi-
bility for disability or unemployment benefits.

 ↘  More focus is needed on the sectorial differences in the 
employment of older workers. For example, are there 
differences in employers’ perceptions of older workers 
by sector or industry? What are the implications for 
employers’ behaviour? How are employers in the vari-
ous sectors and industries affected by collective labour 
agreements? 

 ↘  Equally lacking is longitudinal research about employ-
ers‘ attitudes and their behaviour towards older work-

ers, both inside their firm, in terms of retaining older 
workers, and outside their firm, in terms of hiring older 
workers. Cross-national studies in this field would help 
understand the effects of national labour market insti-
tutions and regulations.

 ↘  There are also gaps in cross-national comparative 
research investigating the effects of labour market 
policies, like anti-age discrimination laws or incentive 
programs targeted at employers.

Research policy options

 Given the significant differences in labour market institu-
tions and regulations across Europe and the limited un-
derstanding of employers’ attitudes and their behaviour, 
there is a need for a cross-national and longitudinal survey 
of relevant variables on the employer side.
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