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1.

Organisations dealing with an ageing workforce:
views and behaviour across time and place

1.1. Introduction
Since the mid-1990s, European governments have been using various sets
of policy instruments to achieve extension of working lives and cope with
the consequences of an ageing population. In a labour market context,
active ageing refers to continuing participation in the labour force, ‘giving
older people the chance to participate fully in society’ and ‘promoting job
opportunities for older people’ (European Commission, 2012). But even
though policymakers at the country level may agree on and be convinced
of the necessity to extend working lives, whether this macro-goal can and
will actually be achieved depends on individual workers’ and employers’
behaviour. Acknowledging the role of different stakeholders in the process
of active ageing, this study seeks to provide more insight into whether
employers’ behaviour has been changing over time and how European
employers are behaving towards older workers.
It is important to study employers’ behaviour towards older workers for a
number of reasons: scientific reasons, reasons related to issues at the macro
level of society, reasons related to organisational policy-making and reasons
related to consequences of employers’ behaviour for older workers. First
of all, this study addresses several research questions regarding employers’
attitudes and behaviour towards older workers that have received limited
attention in the scientific literature to date. One gap this study addresses
is that although we know that governments have been changing the
institutional surroundings in order to prolong working lives, there is only
limited insight into whether employers have been changing their attitudes
and behaviour towards working longer over time. This study enhances our
knowledge ‘whether’ and ‘how’ employers make the transition from early
withdrawals to prolongation of working lives. A second void this study aims
to fill is the extent to which employers support the extension of working
lives from an internationally comparative perspective. To that aim, unique
data on employers’ attitudes and behaviour towards older workers has been
collected.
Furthermore, from a macro-level perspective, the combination of an ageing
population and early withdrawal from the labour force has substantial
consequences for welfare state expenditures. Therefore, according to

10

Chapter 1

governments and experts, nations and labour markets are in need of higher
participation rates of older workers. Knowledge of employers’ attitudes and
actions towards older workers and their views on prolongation of working
lives makes it easier to anticipate the feasibility of policy measures in this
field. But also on a meso-level, organisations may benefit from knowledge
of employers’ policies and practices towards older workers when developing
and introducing personnel policies.
A final reason for this study can be found in the consequences employers’
behaviour has on older people’s possibilities to (re-)enter or stay on the labour
market. In the near future, many older workers may want to, or financially need
to, work longer, but whether workers will be able to continue working will
also largely depend on the willingness of employers to continue employing
them. Knowledge of employers’ recruitment and retention behaviour and
implemented personnel policies gives more insight into the extent and type
of organisations that are supporting —or not supporting— prolongation of
working lives.
This study was carried out within the framework of a research project
called ‘ASPA’, which is an acronym for ʻActivating Senior Potential in
Ageing Europe’1. This project was initiated as a joint effort by Utrecht
University and Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute and
was funded as part of the EU 7th Framework research programme under the
Socio-economic Sciences and Humanities theme (2008-2011). Participating
research institutes in the project are from Denmark, France, Germany, Italy,
the Netherlands, Poland, Sweden and the United Kingdom. The project
aimed at examining the forces and mechanisms behind employers’, civil
society organisations’ and governments’ behaviour towards older people
1

This research was funded by the EU Framework Programme Seven (FP7/2007-2013) under
grant FP7-216289 (ASPA). I gratefully acknowledge all consortium members for data collection
and suggestions: Per Jensen from Aalborg Universitet (Denmark), Annemarie Guillemard,
Marielle Poussou-Plesse and Denis Duplan from Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales,
CEMS/IMM (France), Frerich Frerichs and Paula Aleksandrowicz from the Research Centre for
Ageing and Society (CAS) at the University of Vechta (Germany), Giovanni Lamura, Andrea
Principi and Carlos Chiatti from the Department of Gerontological Research of the Italian
National Research Centre on Ageing (INRCA) (Italy), Kène Henkens and Harry van Dalen
from the Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute, KNAW/NIDI (Netherlands), Joop
Schippers from Utrecht University (Netherlands), Jolanta Perek-Bialas and Konrad Turek from
Jagiellonian University, Krakow (Poland), Dominique Anxo from Centre for Labour Market
Policy Research, Linnaeus University (Sweden) and Robert Lindley and Beate Baldauf from
Warwick University (UK). See for more information: http://www.aspa-eu.com/
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and the resulting societal arrangements. In this book, the employers’ views
and practices towards older workers are central. Within the ASPA-project,
international survey data was jointly collected with all consortium partners
on the topic of employers’ attitudes and behaviour towards older workers.
Furthermore, all consortium partners conducted case study research at the
organisational level in their own country. Both the international survey data
and Dutch case study research are used in this book.
This study on employers’ attitudes and behaviour towards older workers
should be seen against the background of demographic trends, as well as
developments in labour market participation and changes in policy contexts
in Europe. This background will be described in section 1.2. In section 1.3,
I will elaborate on related previous research and the new research questions
this study addresses. Next, in section 1.4, I will discuss some theoretical
considerations concerning employers’ behaviour towards older workers. The
data will be discussed in section 1.5 and at the end of this introductory chapter
I will present a brief overview of the outline of this book and formulate the
central research questions.
1.2. Ageing and the labour market in Europe
1.2.1.
Demographic developments
In the coming years, European countries will face an unprecedented
transformation due to the ageing of the population. Although population
ageing affects all regions of the world, it is most advanced in Europe (Van
Nimwegen and Van der Erf, 2010). Figure 1.1 and figure 1.2 present the
demographic parameters which underlie the onset of an ageing population
and workforce; i.e. the total fertility rate and life expectancy at birth,
respectively. In this chapter, I will present figures on countries involved
in the ASPA project: Denmark, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands,
Poland, Sweden and the United Kingdom. Where possible, I will include an
EU average.
Figure 1.1 shows that the total fertility rate of European countries changed
considerably during the 20th century. The figure starts in the early sixties,
when Poland and the Netherlands had a relatively high fertility rate with more
than three children per woman, whereas Sweden, Germany and Italy had a
fertility rate near replacement level. With the commercial introduction of
the pill as contraception method, fertility rates dropped sharply. The overall
impression of fertility levels in European countries is that all countries went
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Figure 1.1. Total fertility rate (1960-2010) and projected total fertility rate
(2015-2060) in the ASPA countries, mean number of children per woman
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Sources: a Statistics for the period 1960-2010 are retrieved from Eurostat's
		
Demography database (2012);
b
Projections for the period 2015-2060 are retrieved from EUROPOP2010
(2012). More about methodology at http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/
c
Eventual missing figures for the period 1960-1985 are inserted from 		
United Nations Statistics Division (2012).

from a state of high fertility to a state below replacement levels – although
the pace and timing of the decline differs across countries. The communis
opinio among Eurostat forecasters seems to be that around 2060 fertility
rates converge around the level of 1.71 for the EU as a whole (European
Commission, 2011a); in all EU countries fertility rates are expected to stay
below the natural replacement rate in the period to 2060.
Figure 1.2 portrays the development in life expectancy of men and women
in Europe. One observation to be made is that life expectancy differed
considerably between countries in the sixties, but life expectancy at birth
converged during subsequent years. Second, whereas in 2010 life expectancy
of Northern, Western and Southern countries converged to a relatively high
level, Poland (and also other Eastern European countries) still lag behind.
Life expectancy is expected to increase further for the next fifty years and
around 2060 male life expectancy in Europe is projected to be 84.6 years,
while female life expectancy is projected to be 89.1 years (European
Commission, 2011a).

Organisations dealing with an ageing workforce

13

Figure 1.2. Life expectancy at birth (1960-2010) and projected life expectancy at
birth (2015-2060) in the ASPA countries, males and females,
mean number of years to be lived at birth
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Projections for the period 2015-2060 are retrieved from EUROPOP2010
(2012). More about methodology at http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/
c
Eventual missing figures for the period 1960-1985 are inserted from
United Nations Statistics Division (2012).
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The demographic developments described above have significant
consequences for the population structure in Europe. In all countries, the
share of people aged 15 to 64 —i.e. the share of the population from which
employers usually recruit their staff— will decline over the next decades.
Whereas the average share of people between 15 and 64 constitutes 67 per
cent on average in 2010, this will have decreased to around 57 per cent in 2050.
Within the group of people aged 15-64, the share of workers in the second
part of their career will increase, having major effects for organisations. On
the other hand, the share of people aged 65 and older will increase in Europe:
from on average 17 per cent in 2010 to 29 per cent in 2050 (Eurostat, 2012).
The process of an ageing population is not identical in all European countries.
The main reason for this is the moment fertility rates have started to decline
and the speed at which the fertility rate changed. As figure 1.3 shows,
Germany, Italy and Spain will be among the countries with the highest share
of older people in 2050, while the United Kingdom and the Nordic countries
will have a relatively young population. But also for these relatively ‘young’
countries the share of persons of 65 years of age and older will have almost
doubled during the first half of this century.
These demographic developments have significant consequences for the
number of old aged and the (potential) workforce over time. The old age
dependency ratio is an age-population ratio of those typically not in the
labour force (dependent) and those typically in the labour force (productive)
and measures the pressure on the productive population. Figure 1.4 presents
Figure 1.3.Percentage of population aged 65 years and over in Europe,
2010-2050

Source: Eurostat, 2012.

Organisations dealing with an ageing workforce

15

Figure 1.4. Old age dependency ratio (1960-2010) and projected old age
dependency ratio (2015-2060) in the ASPA countries, ratio of the persons aged
65 and more over the number of persons of working age (15-64)
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the ratio of the population aged 65 years or over (dependent) to the population
aged 15 to 64 (productive) in all relevant countries.
In the sixties, Poland had the lowest old age dependency ratio (9.5 persons
aged 65+ per 100 persons of working age) and France the highest (19 persons
per 100). Until 2010 the figure shows a gradual increase in the old age
dependency ratio, but the consequences of the ageing population will be felt
particularly in the coming decades as the potential labour force decreases
and the number of pensioners increases. In 2010 the number of old aged
as a percentage of the potential labour force in Europe is approximately 25
per cent, in other words: every pensioner is potentially supported by four
workers. The old age dependency ratio will increase steeply in the coming
decades as in 2060 every pensioner will probably be supported by two
workers. This old age dependency ratio increases dramatically in Poland,
Germany and Italy, and to a lesser extent in the United Kingdom, Denmark
and Sweden.
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1.2.2.
Changing contexts
The demographic developments as outlined in the previous section will
have major consequences for the welfare state. In countries with an official
retirement age of 65, the first post-war babies reached the age of 65 in 2010.
In the coming years, most members of the populous baby-boom generation
will leave the labour market. An increasing number of seniors will depend
on old-age pensions, and more people depending on care will lead to rising
health care costs. Furthermore, the share of people that contribute in terms
of taxes and social security premiums is falling. Enlarging the pool of
productive workers, including raising participation levels of older workers
and extending people’s working life, is seen by both experts and policy
makers as a key element in facing the consequences of an ageing population
and the rising welfare state expenditures.
The demographic developments will also have large consequences for the
labour market. The emphasis in the labour market will increasingly be
transferred towards older workers, as younger cohorts of men and women
will constitute a smaller share of the working population. Furthermore,
although in the short run the current economic crisis enlarges labour pools,
the ageing of the population is expected to have a negative effect on the
effective labour supply in the long run (cf. European Central Bank, 2008).
Predictions are that younger cohorts may not suffice to replace the large
number of retirees (i.e. labour shortages will arise), unless age and sex
specific participation rates will increase, or in a future scenario in which the
demand for labour decreases. In that light, raising the participation levels
of underrepresented groups —amongst which older workers— came to be
regarded as an important instrument to deal with expected demographicallyinduced labour shortages.
The 1994 EU Summit was the first to underline the need to improve
employment opportunities for older workers. In March 2001 the European
Council of Stockholm defined, for the first time, a quantitative and highly
ambitious target in this respect —in addition to the overarching strategic
goals set at the Lisbon European Council in 2000— by determining that by
the year 2010 the employment rate of older workers should rise to 50 per cent
(from 26.3% in 2000) (European Council, 2001). At the Barcelona European
Council it was clearly stated that responsibility for tackling issues arising
from an ageing population will need to be shared between the generations:
“A progressive increase of about five years in the effective average age at
which people stop working in the European Union should be sought by
2010” (European Council, 2002, p. 12).
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Later, the EU-Commission assessed the progress achieved towards the
Stockholm and Barcelona targets in its communication on ‘Increasing
employment of older workers and delaying the exit from the labour market’
and has judged it to be insufficient (European Commission, 2004). The
Member States were asked to take drastic action and develop comprehensive
active ageing strategies. This requirement has been endorsed by the report
of the Employment Taskforce (Employment Taskforce, 2003) which
emphasised that a radical shift in policy measures, away from a culture
of early retirement, was necessary and that the challenge was not only
to ensure a higher share of those currently aged 55 to 64 stayed in work,
but also to enhance the employability of those aged in their 40s and 50s.
The EU committed itself to supporting this development through policy
co-ordination, the exchange of experience and of best practices and through
financial instruments (European Commission, 2004). The EU Green Paper on
demographic change (European Commission, 2005) once again underlined
the nature of the challenge Europe is facing and the urgency to take action.
The Common actions for growth and employment report (European
Commission, 2005) promotes ‘active ageing’, which is seen as contributing
to the overall objective of the European Commission of improving people’s
living standards. In its communication entitled “The demographic future of
Europe – from challenge to opportunity” (European Commission, 2006) the
European Commission again highlights the importance of improving work
opportunities for older people and increasing potentially productivity and
competitiveness by valuing the contributions of both younger and older
employees. This initiative does not aim at adopting a new plan, but rather
to ask member states to systematically integrate ageing population in all
policies, and to reinforce their actions in this direction.
Between 2006 and 2011, the work of the Commission to stimulate increasing
labour force participation of older workers continued. The European
Commission organised a European Forum on Demography in 2006, 2008
and 2010 and installed a special expert group on demographic issues, with
“the main task of assisting and advising the Commission in the development
of policies geared to the Union's new demographic reality, as well as
monitoring population and workforce developments in terms of ageing”
(Commission Decision 2007/397/EC). The Commissionʼs Renewed Social
Agenda identified population ageing as one of the key drivers of societal
change in Europe (European Commission, 2008a) and under the theme of
Meeting Social Needs in an Ageing Society, the Demography Report 2008
appeared (European Commission, 2008b), providing an up to date inventory
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of needs and opportunities of an ageing population. The report Employment
and Social Developments in Europe 2011 (European Commission, 2011b)
contains an extensive chapter on active ageing and employment of older
workers. Finally, the Commission declared 2012 the European Year for
Active Ageing and Solidarity between Generations. According to the website,
the year is ‘intended to raise awareness of the contribution that older people
make to society and to encourage policymakers and relevant stakeholders
at all levels to take action with the aim of creating better opportunities for
active ageing and strengthening solidarity between generations’.
Of the year 2012, in many individual member states early exit has been
rethought. In the majority of (old) member states, e.g. in Austria, Belgium,
Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, the United
Kingdom and Sweden, there have been pension reforms to curtail or to
restrict access to early exit schemes and programmes. The motivations
for these changes were cost containment and financial balance in the face
of an ageing population (see OECD, 2000). This motivation may lead to
national policies promoting an increase in the number of working years,
without necessarily implementing a systematic approach to cope with the
consequences for the actors involved.
The average effective age of retirement visualises changes in retirement
behaviour. As shown in figure 1.5, between the early 1970s and the mid-1990s,
there was a clear trend for male and female workers to withdraw earlier
and earlier from the labour market. Early retirement was incited by both a
massive use of early exit routes, such as early retirement schemes, disability
pensions and unemployment benefits, and —in some countries— by the
lowering of standard pension ages. Increases in the effective retirement age
since the mid-1990s have only partially reversed these falls. From a historical
perspective, extension of working lives is a relatively new phenomenon.
Over the last decade, labour force participation of older workers has increased
and workers have been gradually extending their working lives (Eurostat,
2012). Rising participation rates of older workers are often ascribed to a
mixture of factors, such as changed institutional contexts inciting older
workers to extend working lives, higher educational attainment by later
cohorts of older workers, an increase in female labour force participation
(partly via women’s increased investment in education), and an increase
of non-standard employment contracts among older workers (such as
self-employment, temporary employment and part-time employment).
Nevertheless, not all member states met the Lisbon target set by the 2001
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Figure 1.5. Average effective age of retirement by gender in the ASPA countries,
1970-2007
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Table 1.1. Employment rate by age groups and gender in the ASPA countries,
2011 (percentage)
50-54 years
55-59 years
60-64 years
65-74 years
Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female
Geopolitical
entity
EU27
81.9 69.6
70.3 55.2
39.0 24.5 10.5
5.8
Denmark
83.6 80.0
78.1 74.8
49.6 36.2 14.8
6.6
France
85.3 75.4
67.4 60.5
20.4 17.4
4.5
2.8
Germany
86.4 77.5
80.1 67.7
52.2 36.3
9.4
5.0
Italy
85.4 56.4
67.4 43.8
29.5 12.8
8.7
2.5
Netherlands
86.8 73.1
82.2 61.9
49.2 30.8 12.1
5.2
Poland
73.3 66.4
62.0 39.1
30.3 13.5 10.7
5.0
Sweden
88.3 85.5
83.7 80.3
68.1 58.2 15.6
7.9
United Kingdom 83.0 77.0
74.1 65.8
54.6 34.1 17.5 11.2
Source: Eurostat, 2012.

Stockholm Council, targeting at a 50 per cent employment rate of older
workers by 2010. Furthermore, despite these upward sloping participation
trends, in most countries employment rates still drop considerably for
workers between 55-59 years and drop sharply after the age of 60 (see table
1.1). In addition, the mean and median age of retirement is often well below
the statutory age of retirement (Eurostat, 2012). In other words, in most
countries early retirement is still rather the rule than the exception. A country
such as Sweden is an exception, performing relatively well in retaining older
workers for the labour market.
European countries have implemented contrasting policies with different
results in relation to the work life extension and increasing labour force
participation of older workers. In 2012, Scandinavian countries have the best
results regarding retention of older workers on the labour market. Belonging to
the category of Social Democratic welfare states, most of these welfare states
are large and comprehensive but also very costly. This requires high labour
force participation rates (Esping-Andersen, 1990), and hence most segments
in the population have been mobilised to participate in the labour market
throughout history. Essentially, this always has been a necessary condition
to be able to ‘afford’ this type of welfare state. Although Scandinavian
countries are by no means homogenous in their policy approach towards
older workers and differ greatly in for instance employment protection and
labour market policies, these countries are similar in choosing to reinforce
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their active labour market policies towards people 45 years of age and older
throughout the last decades.
On the other hand, other European countries took a different path. For the
sake of saving jobs and fighting (youth) unemployment, many European
countries chose to compensate seniors for early withdrawal from the labour
market from the end of the 1970s to the mid-1990s. Those countries took
a path towards ‘early exit cultures’ and inactivation of seniors. Since the
mid-1990s, their ‘challenge’ to turn the tide has been much larger than
in Scandinavian countries. Some countries, such as the Netherlands and
Germany, have managed to put an end to early exit routes and increased
their labour force participation of older workers by developing activating
employment policies and by welfare reforms. Other countries, such as France,
Poland and Italy, have not been able to make impressive changes as yet. Box
1 gives a short description of relevant public policies in the countries under
study. On a general note, over the last decades there has been a stronger
focus on policies and programmes stimulating the supply of labour, than on
policies and programmes aimed at enhancing the demand for older workers.
1.3. Research on the labour market for older workers
Research on the labour market participation of older workers has been mainly
concentrating on attitudes and behaviour of older workers towards work
and retirement, or in other words: on the supply side of the labour market.
Against the background of earlier withdrawals from the labour market in
most advanced economies since the 1970s, questions on determinants of
early exit received increasing attention. A vast area of retirement research
flourished and has developed since, studying the impact on retirement
behaviour from various disciplines. Economists principally emphasize the
impact on retirement behaviour from financial incentives (e.g. Blundell et al.,
2002; Gruber and Wise, 2002) and non-financial constraints such as health
(e.g. Bound et al., 1999; Kalwij and Vermeulen, 2008); sociologists mainly
consider retirement behaviour to be socially determined by for instance the
employing organisation, family life spheres and earlier life experiences in
both work and family life (cf. Hayward et al., 1998; Henkens, 1998; Raymo
et al., 2010, 2011; Damman et al., 2011), and psychologists pay particular
attention to psychological processes and commitment that precede the act of
retirement (cf. Wang and Schultz, 2010).
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Box 1

Public policy background of the ASPA-countries

SWEDEN – History: Sweden belongs to the family of Social Democratic
welfare states, which are typically costly and can best be maintained ʻwith
most people workingʼ (Esping-Andersen, 1990, p. 28). Therefore, throughout
history most segments in the population have been mobilised for labour
market purposes. Like most European countries, Sweden went through a
phase of a shortening of working lives. However, already since the early
1950s the preference for the principle of employment promotion programmes
has dominated over benefit options for the unemployed. Although Active
Labour Market Policies [ALMP] measures have not explicitly targeted
older workers, programmes have had an indirect impact on older workers,
for instance by programmes aimed at enhancing prospects of long-term
unemployed (Anxo and Ericson, 2011). Present/Future: By international
comparison, employment rates among senior workers (and women) are high.
In Sweden, pensions are interlinked with life expectancy at retirement age.
Pensions consist of a guaranteed minimum pension from 65 years onwards,
and lifetime earnings which can be drawn between ages 61 and 67. At present,
there is a debate in Sweden whether to increase the retirement age to age 75.
DENMARK – History: Denmark also belongs to the Social Democratic
welfare states. Within this family, Denmark is often regarded as a liberal
outlier and characterized as a golden triangle version of flexicurity. This
means a reciprocal and interdependent relationship between three institutional
components: (1) low levels of employment protection, (2) generous social
security and welfare benefits, (3) an active labour market policy. Denmark has
traditionally favoured more passive labour market policies than countries such
as Sweden, for instance reflected in generous early retirement benefits and until
2006 older workers did not have full rights to become enrolled in active labour
market policy measures. In 2004, the statutory retirement age was lowered from
67 to 65 (Jensen and Madsen, 2011). Present/Future: Both female and older
workers' employment rates are high in a European perspective, but relatively
low compared to other Scandinavian countries. The current debates in Denmark
are about raising the retirement age back to 67 again —or even to 71— and
then from 2025 onwards to interlink the retirement age with life expectancy.
UNITED KINGDOM – History: The United Kingdom belongs to the Liberal
welfare states. From the 1970s to the mid-1990s, labour force participation
decreased, though not as much as in many other European countries. Over most
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of the period since the late 1990s older workers employment rates have been
rising; particularly women were causing the increased growth of older labour
force participation. The Lisbon target of a 50 per cent employment rate for older
workers had been achieved by the year 2000. During the 2000s, both supply side
and demand side oriented measures were initiated. Especially the New Deal 50plus placed an emphasis on providing counselling services to help job-seekers
into work. Furthermore, the British government sought to make a ʻbusiness
caseʻ for the greater use of older workers (e.g. the Age Positive programme
promoted qualities of older workers and the value of an age-diverse labour
force). Concerns about the sustainability of the public pension system have
been the primary driver of government policies. In 2002, a pension commission
was establish and a lifting of the retirement age was one of its principal
recommendations. Present/Future: By international comparison, employment
rates among senior workers are high. The retirement age in the United
Kingdom used to be 60 years for women and 65 for men, but an equalisation
of pension ages to 65 had been set in place in 1995, starting in 2010 and to be
completed by 2020. In 2007 the government legislated to raise the retirement
age stepwise to age 68 in 2046. UK age discrimination legislation does not
prevent employers to mandate retirement at age 65 (Casey and Lindley, 2011).
NETHERLANDS – History: The Netherlands is often regarded a ʻhybridʼ
welfare state, in between Social Democratic and Conservative welfare states
(cf. Arts and Gelissen, 2002). During the seventies the Dutch developed a
strong early exit culture, but at the end of the eighties it was considered to be
no longer affordable. The government subsequently closed of the disability
route, early retirement and unemployment schemes. Government policies
have been mainly targeted on the supply side of the labour market and workers
were discouraged to leave the labour market before the official retirement
age. In 1995, the participation of all Dutch age groups of older workers was
below EU average, but participation rates of older men and women increased
considerably since then. The emancipation of women started relatively late,
which is particularly felt among older cohorts of women. However, women
are catching up with men rapidly. The official retirement age of 65 for both
men and women has not been subject to change over the last decades. Present/
Future: Today, Dutch older workers' employment rates are above EU average.
In 2012, the caretaker government accepted the Stability Programme, which
states to raise the retirement age stepwise, starting at age 65 in 2013 to 67 in
2024. After this, plans are to interlink the retirement age with life expectancy.
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GERMANY – History: The German welfare regime has been characterised as
a Conservative-Corporatist welfare state. In Germany, the trend towards early
exit started in the early seventies, but became more pronounced in the eighties
and early nineties. Also after the reunion of East and West, early retirement was
often used to adapt and there was a strong consensus between enterprises, trade
unions, the state and workers pro early retirement. Employment rates for older
women were particularly low, which is interlinked with the retirement age of 60
for women since 1957. This all resulted in low economic activity rates for older
workers. Successive governments have tried to reverse this trend, with policies
aimed at reducing age discrimination in the labour market, and closing off early
exit routes such as old-age pension for women aged 60 plus, unemployment
schemes and reducing disability pensions (Frerichs and Aleksandrowicz, 2011).
Present/Future: In 2012, male and female employment rates of older workers
are above EU average. From 2012 onwards, actuarial deductions apply on
withdrawal from the labour market before the age of 65. Furthermore, in 2007 it
was decided to raise the retirement age gradually to 67 between 2012 and 2029.
FRANCE – History: Between the 1970s and 2000s, France pursued policies
allowing seniors to exit early from the labour force via numerous pre-retirement
schemes. Given high unemployment, a 1982 reform lowered the retirement age
(with a full pension) from 65 to 60. Especially from the early 2000s, France
narrowed early exit pathways such as unemployment schemes (2000) and early
exit schemes (2003). The 2003 reform also included a package of measures
to change workersʼ behaviour (such as allowing pensioners to work, phased
retirement, disincentives for early retirement) and employers’ behaviour (e.g.
making early exit more expensive). Furthermore, the reform included obligatory
collective bargaining on company-level negotiations regarding employment
and training for seniors every three years. In 2008, the French government
adopted plans to raise the minimum retirement age to 62 (58 years for people
doing heavy work), made it possible to extend working lives until the age of 70,
and to obtain a full pension French workers have to continue working until 67
instead of 65. In 2009 it became obligatory for firms with at least 50 employees
to have an action plan regarding the employment of older employees within a
year (on a 1% wage bill penalty), but due to the ʻhasteʼ in which such plans were
drawn many agreements are considered ʻcosmetic agreementsʼ (Guillemard
and Jolivet, 2011). Present/Future: Nowadays, France has relatively low
employment rates for both seniors and juniors. Arrangements to compensate
older workers withdrawing from the labour market early have existed for so
long, that France formed a solid early exit culture. France has one of the most
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tolerant pension systems in Europe. In France, there were heavy protests against
the changes in the retirement age. In 2012, the new government put back the
minimum retirement age for some employees from 62 to 60 years again.
ITALY – History: The Italian system can be classified as a Mediterranean
welfare state (Checcucci et al., 2011). Italy has traditionally combined generous
pension benefits with scarce active labour market measures addressed to older
workers. Employment rates among older workers (especially women) have been
relatively low — between the mid-1990s and 2005 even under 30 per cent. During
the 1990s, pension reforms were made and the statutory retirement age of 60 for
males and 55 for females was progressively increased to 65 and 60 respectively.
Present/Future: Older workersʼparticipation rates, particularly among women,
are still relatively low. Furthermore, demographic projections of the old age
dependency ratio are particularly severe for Italy. Whereas under previous
governments the debate about raising the retirement age was relatively limp and
the retirement age for males was set at 60 years for women and 65 for men, in
2011 the Monti government announced substantial reforms. The new measures
enshrine that Italians —both men and women— get to retire at age 66 in 2018.
POLAND – History: Since 2004, Poland is one of the new member states
of the European Union. The 1990s and 2000s were marked by major changes
in the political, economic and labour market situation. During the 1990s
governmental policies were mainly focused on the most urgent problems
related to the transition from a socialistic system to democracy and a free
market economy. With respect to older people, activation rates of older workers
were low and the old pension system in Poland provided huge incentives to
retire early. Already in the mid 1990s the need to reform the pension system
was evident, which resulted in a serious debate on this topic. In 1999, the old
PAYG system was changed into a three-pillar system. After joining the EU
in 2004, the shape and goals of public policy making changed. Activation
of older generations met some interest of policy-makers, which resulted into
Program 50-plus, a package of measures directed at increasing the employment
of older workers (2004) and was followed by Solidarity across generations
(2008) (Perek-Bialas and Turek, 2011). Present/Future: Currently,
employment rates of older generations are among the lowest in Europe.
Polish women are eligible for retirement at age 60 and Polish men at age 65.
In 2012, the Polish government consented to gradually raise the retirement
age to 67; for males this is to be achieved by 2020 and for females by 2040.
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Retirement is increasingly considered to be a complex process of transitions
and adjustments instead of a one-time permanent exit from paid employment.
Researchers started examining the ‘messy process’ of retirement and its
blurring boundaries due to for instance retired workers re-entering the labour
force and older workers moving into ‘bridge jobs’ before retiring (Hayward
et al., 1994; Wang et al., 2008). Furthermore, whereas retirement research
initially tended to frame retirement as a voluntary and employee-driven
transition, later studies wondered about the level and determinants of
involuntary retirement (cf. Isaksson and Johansson, 2000; Dorn and
Sousa-Poza, 2005; Van Solinge and Henkens, 2007). The influence of early
retirement arrangements driving older workers out of the labour market
(Dorn and Sousa-Poza, 2005) and perceptions of older workers about the
reasons that led to an involuntary early retirement (Henkens et al., 2009)
were examined, and employers were increasingly recognised as key players
in defining opportunities of retirement as well as the opportunities for
working longer. Nevertheless, employers’ views on the changing nature of
retirement are still largely unknown (Wang et al., 2008). In other words, the
demand side of the labour market has gained interest in order to examine the
opportunities as well as the restrictions employees face in their retirement
decisions.
Earlier survey research regarding the demand for older workers has examined
employers’ attitudes and behaviour towards older workers, addressing
questions on stereotypical beliefs about older workers (Guillemard et al.,
1996; Taylor and Walker, 1998; Chiu et al., 2001; Henkens, 2005; Eschtruth
et al., 2007; Van Dalen et al., 2009a; 2010a), and employment practices
towards older workers (Guillemard et al., 1996; Taylor and Walker, 1998;
Remery et al., 2003; Henkens et al., 2008; Van Dalen et al., 2010a). A few
studies have attempted to make cross-national comparisons, comparing
France to the United Kingdom (Guillemard et al., 1996) and comparing
Spain, Greece, the United Kingdom and the Netherlands (Van Dalen et
al., 2009a; Van Dalen et al., 2010a). These studies addressed questions on
opinions, attitudes and to a lesser extent practices towards older workers
from an international comparative perspective. Most of these studies on
employers’ attitudes and behaviour towards older workers based on survey
data are mainly descriptive in nature.
A second line of existing research that focused on the demand side of the
labour market uses case studies. Case studies in this field often refer to a study
of a corporate setting with the intent of getting to a holistic understanding of
attitudes or behaviour, using a number of different research methods (such as
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unstructured interviews, semi-structured interviews, desk research). While
survey research may provide insight into the prevalence of organisational
attitudes and practices, case study research has been conducted in this area
to deal with ambivalent developments and underlying motivations regarding
employers’ behaviour towards older workers. One area of case study research
focuses on identification, drivers and dimensions of good organisational
practices in age-conscious personnel policies (Walker and Taylor, 1998;
Walker 1999; Taylor, 2006; Frerichs et al., 2012). Other case study research
examines the interaction of the retirement process between older workers
and the employing organisation (Vickerstaff et al., 2003, Vickerstaff, 2006a;
2006b; Brooke, 2009; Taylor et al., 2010). The results from research on
employers’ behaviour based on case studies are to be interpreted analytically
and cannot be generalised statistically, as this research is based on a few
organisations within a specific context; some studies focus specifically on
‘best practices’ in age-management.
Third, while survey research and case study research provide a picture on
a more general level, vignette research offers the possibility to address
questions on how managers make decisions regarding older workers on a
more individual level (cf. Karpinska et al., 2011). In these studies, virtual
hiring decisions are made — based on short descriptions of a situation or a
person, generated by combining characteristics randomly manipulated by
the researcher. This method has the advantage of researcher control over the
various levels of independent variables and is suitable to investigate issues
that are difficult to examine. On the other hand, vignette experiments are
hypothetical by nature and as a result participants may be inclined to act
differently than they would have in a real-life situation.
The studies presented in this dissertation are linked to the first two research
traditions —survey research and case studies— and will address several
research questions regarding employers’ attitudes and behaviour towards
older workers that have received limited attention in the scientific literature
to date. The first issue deals with changes in employers’ behaviour in the
Netherlands over time. So far, little is known about whether employers have
been changing their attitudes, behaviour and policies towards older workers
in their organisations. I use two approaches to analyse employers’ behaviour
over time. First, this study examines Dutch employers’ recruitment and
retention behaviour over time by using survey research. While at the
time of the design of the Lisbon targets demographic developments were
merely theoretically, employers have started witnessing large cohorts of
older workers leaving the labour market in practice. Also a change towards
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higher shares of workers aged 50 years and older within the labour force has
become a reality by now. But have employers started stimulating extension
of working lives? Have they been recruiting more older workers? And do
organisations apply policies to retain older workers? Employers’ survey
research is used to address these issues. Second, there is not much information
on whether changes in institutional surroundings have affected employers’
behaviour towards older workers or how business-cycle effects influence
their behaviour. To that end, longitudinal case study research among Dutch
employers was used.
Second, this study provides an extensive international-comparative
dimension on attitudes, behaviour and organisational policies towards older
workers, offering the opportunity to analyse views and behaviour of Dutch
employers in a European perspective. This study uses the first large-scale
survey among European employers, in which over 6.000 employers in eight
European countries participated (Denmark, France, Germany, Italy, the
Netherlands, Poland, Sweden and the United Kingdom), covering all types
of European welfare state regimes. On a European level, the extent to which
employers support prolongation of working lives and take action to retain
older workers is not well documented, a void this study aims to fill. To be more
specific, this study examines employers’ behaviour towards older workers:
Do European employers stimulate older workers to continue working until
or even beyond the statutory retirement age? Have they been recruiting
more older workers? And what policies do organisations have to retain older
workers? Furthermore, the study examines employers’ perceptions on the
consequences of an ageing staff with respect to productivity and labour
costs and the factors associated with an expected labour cost-productivity
gap. Finally, the question on what governments can do —according to
employers— to increase labour force participation of older workers is
addressed in a cross-national perspective. A general issue that has received
little attention before is to what extent perceptions and behaviour towards
older workers are tied to a specific national context, or whether perceptions
and practices are more widely found among employers in Europe.
1.4. Theoretical considerations concerning employers’ behaviour
A basic tenet of organisational theory is that organisations are goal-oriented
systems that strive for profit maximization, continuity, and a healthy market
position (Kalleberg et al., 1996). Employers’ behaviour towards older
workers is assumed to be dependent on older workers' contributions in
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achieving these goals. A microeconomic approach centres on the choices
made by firms and reasons that workers are interesting to organisations
as long as marginal revenues exceed marginal costs. Institutions enter as
setting ‘the rules of the game’ and constitute restrictions and opportunities
for employers’ behaviour.
Examining the relationship between age, labour productivity and labour
costs often starts from human capital theory (Becker, 1962; for an overview,
see Polachek and Siebert, 1993). Human capital theory states that life is
made up of two main phases: a first phase in which young people develop
their human capital —in terms of knowledge and skills— through education
and experience, and a second phase in which they earn income through paid
employment. Human capital refers to both formal and informal knowledge
obtained, e.g. through pre-school learning, education and job-related training.
Investments in human capital boost productivity and remuneration of
employees is directly related to their productivity. This means an individual’s
earnings are proportional to his or her human capital stock: the greater one’s
human capital accumulation, the higher one’s earnings. We therefore see that,
in principle, people who possess more human capital have a higher income
than people with less human capital. Neoclassical theory predicts that the
price of labour is in line with labour productivity of the individual worker.
For most people, investments in human capital are largely made during the
first two to three decades of their lives. This does not mean, however, that
no additional investments are made later in life. Once people have entered
the labour market, they acquire new knowledge and skills. Having said that,
the supply of human capital and thus the productivity of workers depends
not only on positive factors, but also on depreciation. Because knowledge
of older technologies becomes obsolete and because people forget, human
capital is subject to depreciation.
During the late 1970s, doubts accumulated about the empirical validity of
the relationship between age, labour costs and productivity as described by
human capital theory (Hutchens, 1989). Lazear (1979) was among the first to
address issues such as: Why do jobs exist where wages increase with seniority
— regardless of improvements in productivity? His delayed payment
contract theory illustrates how employers may have implicit contracts with
their employees regarding the relationship between productivity and income
over the lifetime: earnings are lower than productivity during the first phase
of workers’ careers and higher than productivity during the second phase.
Such contracts function as an incentive for employees to put enough effort
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into their work to obtain the higher wages at the end of the implicit contract
period. An employee who shirks runs the risk of being fired before the wage
premium is obtained. Therefore, delayed compensation works as an incentive
for employees to work harder, stay longer with the organisation and transfer
human capital to younger generations of workers.
Human capital theory in essence assumes pay and performance to be equal:
an employee receives wages according to his or her marginal product. From
this theoretical point of view in which equilibria are central, there is no need
in examining the demand side of the labour market. Under the assumption of
equality between pay and marginal productivity generated by an employee
at every point in time, everybody finds his or her place in the labour market.
When this equality is no longer a reality, introducing an inequality to the
model, not only the supply side of the labour market is relevant, but also
investigating the demand side gains significance.
Since labour supply is heterogeneous, employers can never be sure about the
productivity of an individual employee. This applies to the existing workforce,
but even more so to future staff. Employers are cognizant of their employees’
track record within their organisation and they have information about their
current productivity. Employers do not know, however, how workers’ health
will develop as they age, and whether they will be able to keep up with
new technological developments. There is even more uncertainty regarding
newly recruited employees. Although diplomas, a job interview, references
and in some cases a psychological test may provide an idea of the abilities of
new personnel, it remains to be seen how productive they will be.
Employers do have access to what Phelps (1972) called ‘previous statistical
experiences’: information on how certain categories of employees tend to
behave and develop. Many employers use these statistical experiences to
formulate expectations regarding the future productivity of employees who
belong to a particular category. Needless to say, the drawback of using
averages based on the experiences of groups of employees to formulate
expectations with regard to individuals is that no two employees are alike.
Having said that, gathering information about the potential productivity of
an individual employee can be an expensive exercise, whereas ‘statistical
discrimination’ —selecting staff on the basis of an average group
characteristic— is an extremely economic selection method, that is, if the
employer's preconceptions and expectations are confirmed.
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1.5. Data collection
1.5.1.
Survey data
This study has been prepared within the project ‘Activating Senior Potential
in Ageing Europe’. Within the research project, a questionnaire was
developed to provide insight into the attitudes and behaviour of employers.
This survey took inspiration from earlier survey research in this field. In
the early 1990s, Walker and Taylor conducted survey research amongst
employers in the United Kingdom, using a questionnaire with an emphasis
on stereotypes of and attitudes towards older workers (Taylor and Walker,
1994; 1998). Questionnaires in this line of research —although sometimes
conducted among students as the ‘next generation managers’— have been
used for instance in the United Kingdom (Loretto et al., 2000, Lyon and
Pollard, 1997), in the United States (Forte and Hansvick, 1999), New Zealand
(Gray and McGregor, 2003; McGregor and Gray, 2002), Hong Kong (Chiu
et al., 2001), and Australia (Steinberg et al., 1996). From the 2000s onwards
this line of research was further developed particularly in the Netherlands.
Questionnaires were complemented by measures on both behaviour towards
personnel in general and older workers in particular, personnel policies;
norms, and perceived responsibilities of governments, employers and
employees. In 2005, the scope was extended to an international survey
entitled ‘Fair Play for Older Workers’, including Spain, the United Kingdom,
Greece and the Netherlands. In 2009, within the ASPA-framework, a
large-scale comparative survey was developed to study employers’ attitudes
and behaviour towards older workers in eight European countries: Denmark,
France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Sweden and the United
Kingdom (see figure 1.6).
This also means that for the first time in this type of research, all types of
European welfare state regimes were distinguished. Sweden and Denmark
represent Esping-Andersenʼs (1990) social-democratic welfare state,
the United Kingdom stands for the liberal welfare state, the Netherlands,
Germany and France stand for the continental/conservative welfare state. As
several authors also distinguish a fourth category, the Mediterranean type of
welfare state, Italy was also included. Finally, Poland represents the ‘new’
EU-member states that have accessed the European Union after the break
down of the communist regimes from Eastern Europe. The total number
of participating organisations amounts to 6,285, employing over 3 million
workers in Europe.
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Figure 1.6. Participating countries

Besides offering the opportunity to make international comparisons, the
ASPA-survey also makes it possible to make a comparison to previous
rounds of Dutch surveys. To that end, cross-sectional data was pooled from
comparative surveys carried out independently among Dutch employers in
2000, 2002, 2005, 2008 and 2009. The questionnaires used in each of the
five years contained similar questions on recruitment and retention measures,
personnel policies, and features of the organisation.
One of the main objectives underlying the questionnaire was to find out:
What are employers’ views on older workers in different countries? What
do they consider to be the major effects of an ageing workforce? And how
can these views be explained? Information was collected on attitudes,
behaviours and policies regarding human capital investment during the life
course, retirement and recruitment policies, (other) HRM policies, views
on the ageing of the workforce and employers’ views towards government
policies. In general, item nonresponse was rather low; for most questions the
response was more than 95 per cent.
Participating research institutes in the ASPA-project carried out the data
collection. The total number of completed questionnaires varied per country
between N=500 and N=1,087, amounting to a total of N=6,285. Although
all national datasets are sizeable, it is difficult to assess to what extent the
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national samples are representative of the population of interest due to the
varying response rates: the overall response rate varies between 7 per cent
in France and 53 per cent in Sweden and is 23 per cent on average. These
response rates are normal as compared to other corporate surveys: in Europe
and the United States response rates in corporate surveys have been found
to be at most 20 to 30 per cent (see Brewster et al., 1994; Kalleberg et al.,
1996). The variation in response rates may for instance be due to norms
among employers to participate in research, varying interview techniques, or
due to differences in the organisation of the fieldwork (e.g. one versus two
reminders sent in Germany and the Netherlands respectively).
A serious problem is that low response rates may give rise to biased results.
One reason leading to bias could arise if employers in ‘older’ organisations
would be more inclined to participate in a survey on this topic than
organisations with a relatively young staff. However, this seems not to be
the case. On average, employers report that 24 per cent of employees is 50
years of age or older. Compared to Eurostat’s statistics on quarter 4 of 2009
this is similar to the EU average. In other words, the data does not contain
an overrepresentation of relatively ‘old’ organisations, which might respond
more to these kinds of questionnaires, but is a representative reflection in
this respect.
Nevertheless, there could be other reasons giving rise to an unequally
distributed non-response. In case one assumes a higher response among
organisations holding negative stereotypes concerning older workers or
having less confidence in a future with an ageing workforce, the results might
be biased by employers ‘ventilating’ their discontent. In this case, results
on behaviour are likely to underestimate recruitment and retention of older
workers and positive perceptions, and overestimate negative perceptions.
In case a higher response among ‘good practice’ organisations is assumed,
results on behaviour are likely to overestimate recruitment, retention and
organisational policies applied, while underestimating negative perceptions.
Overall, the maximum ‘acceptable’ level of non-response is hard to establish:
as long as non-response is equally distributed there is —in principle—
no reason for biased results. Furthermore, research suggests that in many
cases surveys with varying response rates yield results that are statistically
indistinguishable (Keeter et al., 2006). Unfortunately, the previous reasons
do not safeguard us from the possibility that the results are in fact biased.
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1.5.2.
Case study research
Besides survey research, the ASPA-project also involved (longitudinal) case
study research among organisations about the employment situation of older
workers. In recent years, both at the EU level and in member states, research
has aimed at identifying strategies and good practice examples which can
help promote the integration of older people into the labour market (cf. Walker
1997; 1999; Walker and Taylor, 1998; European Foundation, 1999; Drury,
2001; Jepsen et al., (eds.) 2002; 2003; Molinié, 2003; Lindley and Duell,
2006; Mandl et al., 2006; Naegele and Walker, 2006). The selection of case
studies aimed at revisiting long-established good practice examples from
existing portfolios of positive examples. In other words: there was a focus on
initiatives that had been in place for a longer period to be able to assess how
they have developed over time. In this study, I use Dutch longitudinal cases
to address the question how initiatives and organisational policies developed
in the Netherlands over time, and how the economic climate and institutional
changes have been affecting organisational practices aimed at extension of
working lives of older workers.
1.6. Outline of the book and research questions
This thesis consists of six chapters in total. Chapters 2 to 5 present the
results of the study. These chapters are written as separate articles. Three
articles (chapters 2, 4 and 5) have been published in international scientific
journals; chapter 3 has been submitted for publication. Presenting the results
in the form of separate articles has the advantage that chapters can be read
independently of each other. A disadvantage is that part of the chapters will
overlap. Overlap is particularly strong between chapters 4 and 5, since a
number of conclusions presented in chapter 4 served as input for chapter 5.
Table 1.2 presents an overview of the content of the chapters. Chapter 2
takes an initial step towards the examination of possible changes in Dutch
employers’ behaviour regarding the recruitment and retention of older
workers during the last decade and analyses surveys administered to Dutch
employers in 2000, 2002, 2005, 2008 and 2009. The research question is:
1. Viewed over the last decade, to what extent have organisations been
changing their recruitment and retention behaviour towards older workers
and how can changes be explained?

Are employers changing their behaviour
towards older workers? An analysis of
employers’ surveys 2000-2009

Ageing organisations and extension of
working lives: a case study approach

Employers’ attitudes and actions towards
the extension of working lives in Europe

Ageing and employers’ perceptions of
labour costs and productivity: a survey
among European employers

Employers’ policies and practices towards
extension of working lives: conclusion,
discussion and implications

2

3

4

5

6

Literature review

Study design

Quantitative internatinalcomparative survey
research in organisations

International-comparative perspective: recruitment
and retention behaviour, perceived consequences
of an ageing workforce; organisational policies;
governmental policies

Conclusion, discussion and implications

Quantitative interntionalInternational-comparative perspective: perceived
changes in labour cost-productivity gap; determinants comparative survey
research in organisations
of perceived labour cost-productivity gap; effect of
perceived labour cost-productivity gap on recruitment
and retention behaviour

Qualitative Dutch longitudinal case study
analyses

Changes over time: effect of economic climate on
organisational behaviour; effect of institutional
changes on views and practices towards extension
of working lives

Quantitative Dutch
Changes over time: changes in recruitment and
retention behaviour; relative position of older workers pooled cross-sectional
data analyses
compared to other groups; changes in organisational
policies

Background on ageing and the labour market in
Europe; earlier research; theoretical considerations;
data collection; research questions

Table 1.2. An overview of the content of the chapters
Key issues

Organisations dealing with an ageing
workforce: views and behaviour across
time and place

Title

1

Chapter
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Essentially, the study distinguishes between two elements of a time effect and
addresses the question: has employers’ recruitment and retention behaviour
been changing over time, and if so, has it been changing structurally or
cyclically?
Whereas chapter 2 focuses on employers’ recruitment and retention behaviour
over time based on survey research, chapter 3 adopts a different approach in
addressing changes over time: longitudinal case studies conducted among
Dutch organisations are analysed. Chapter 3 examines views, dilemmas
and behaviour from both the perspective of employers and older workers in
an organisation over time. How do business-cycle effects and institutional
changes affect for instance training opportunities for older workers, health
policies, but also recruitment and retention levels? The chapter deals with
how the economic climate and institutional changes have been affecting
organisational practices aimed at extension of working lives of older workers
over the last decade. The central research question is:
2. How have the economic climate and institutional changes been affecting
organisational practices towards older workers over the last decade?
Chapter 4 and 5 address the international-comparative component of this
study. In Chapter 4 the primary focus is on the examination of recruitment
and retention behaviour towards older workers, employers’ views on
consequences of an ageing workforce, organisational policies, and what
governments can do to extend working lives. The research question in this
chapter is threefold:
3. What do employers consider to be the consequences of an ageing staff?
4. Do European employers take action to extend working lives and what
organisational policies do employers apply to retain older workers?
5. According to employers — what can governments do to extend working
lives?
A considerable share of employers turns out to associate the ageing of their
staff with a growing gap between labour costs and productivity. Chapter 5
elaborates further on this perceived labour cost-productivity gap and studies
the effects of tenure wages and employment protection on the perceived
gap and whether perceptions affect employers’ recruitment and retention
behaviour towards older workers. The research questions in this chapter are:
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6. What are the determinants of perceived changes in the labour
cost-productivity gap due to the ageing of the workforce?
7. To what extent does the perceived labour cost-productivity gap affect
employers’ behaviour towards older workers?
Chapter 6 evaluates the answers to the research questions and discusses the
scientific and societal relevance of the findings. Furthermore, the strengths
and weaknesses of the study are reviewed and suggestions are made for
future research.

2.

Are employers changing their behaviour towards
older workers? An analysis of employers’
surveys 2000-20091

Abstract
This study addresses possible changes in Dutch employers’ behaviour
regarding the recruitment and retention of older workers during the last
decade. We analyse surveys administered to Dutch employers in 2000, 2002,
2005, 2008 and 2009. The results show that efforts to recruit older workers are
changing, congruous with the economic climate, while retention behaviour
shows a clear and rather gradual time effect. We conclude that the position
of older workers has improved between 2000 and 2008 and has done so in
comparison with other underrepresented groups in the labour market. During
the recession, recruitment of older workers declined substantially, while
efforts to retain older workers are in both absolute and relative terms higher
than in 2000. With respect to organisational policies, the authors conclude
that throughout the period under observation these policies are dominated by
measures that ‘spare’ older workers.
2.1. Introduction
Raising the participation levels of older workers is one of the key objectives
of policy makers in most Western countries (OECD, 2001). However,
macroeconomic targets for increasing participation and increasing older
people’s working lives are unlikely to be met without employers’ active
support. There is still limited insight into how employers are behaving
towards older workers, whether this behaviour is subject to change, and
whether it is in line with those macro-level policies aimed at extending the
working life (European Commission, 2004; 2005). Earlier research among
employers, carried out in the United States and several European countries,
shows that there is often a lack of corporate focus on older employees; this
is reflected in an absence of programs to retain and retrain them (Barth et
al., 1993; Chiu et al., 2001; Guillemard et al., 1996; Henkens, 2005; Taylor
and Walker, 1998; Van Dalen et al., 2009; 2010). Furthermore, micro- and
meso-level actors, including employers and employees themselves, seem to
1

This chapter was published earlier as Conen W.S., C.J.I.M. Henkens and J. Schippers (2011), Are
employers changing their behavior toward older workers?: An analysis of employers’ surveys
2000-2009. Journal of Aging and Social Policy, 23(2), 141-158. Reprinted with permission from
the Taylor and Francis Group.
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hold a double standard towards increasing the number of older workers and
postponing retirement; while agreeing that working longer may well become
necessary in the future, workers and employers still do not think it will apply
to them individually (Van Dalen et al., 2009).
This situation raises several questions. Are employers responsive to all kinds
of ‘management by speech’ from public officials and becoming more aware
of the challenges ahead? And —an even more interesting question— do
they behave accordingly? After all, Vickerstaff et al. (2003) have concluded
earlier that any significant change in retirement behaviour will come
primarily from policy modifications initiated and undertaken by employers.
This study examines the behaviour of employers in retaining and recruiting
older workers and will address three main questions:
• Viewed over the last decade, do employers’ retention and recruitment
behaviour towards older workers show any major changes?
• Compared to other underrepresented groups in the labour market, has
the relative position of older workers in the ‘job queue’ been changing
over the last decade? The ‘job queue’ (Thurow, 1975) refers to the idea
of employers —who are in the process of recruitment and selection—
ranking potential employees and placing them in a fictitious order of
preference.
• Have organisational policies regarding older workers been changing over
the last decade?
To answer these questions, we analyse the results of independent surveys
among Dutch employers carried out in 2000, 2002, 2005, 2008 and 2009.
In this study we make a distinction between two elements of a time effect:
(1) a trend effect or structural effect and (2) a business-cycle effect. The
first effect refers to a trend, or structural change, in the time period under
observation. This trend effect indicates a fundamental change from the point
of reference in a positive or negative direction. The second effect refers to
an effect caused by changes in the business cycle. In our case it means, for
example, that when the demand for workers changes, the demand for older
workers changes as well.

Are employers changing their behaviour towards older workers?

41

2.2. Policy context
2.2.1.

Reversing the exit culture: blocking pathways out of the labour
market
Since the 1980s, the mobility of older workers has been dominated by exit
mobility in the Netherlands. The three most important pathways out of the
labour market have been early retirement, disability, and unemployment.
From the 1990s onward, the Dutch government has concentrated on reversing
the exit culture by blocking those exit routes. The first route the government
attempted to close was the disability route, frequently used by employers to
lay off workers. The measures taken have resulted in a strong decline in the
inflow of workers into disability arrangements.
But the three pathways out of the labour market are not independent: closing
one road results in more use of the other roads (Van Imhoff and Henkens,
1998). That is why in recent years the government, in its attempts to increase
older workers’ labour force participation, has also directed its attention to
the other two exit routes: early retirement and unemployment schemes.
Voluntary early retirement schemes, based on pay-as-you-go funding, have
been transformed into actuarially neutral pre-pension schemes on a capital
funded basis, and early retirement was further restricted by a new law in
2006. Both adjustments make if financially more attractive for older workers
to prolong working life. Blocking unemployment schemes was addressed
by reducing the maximum period of unemployment benefit entitlement and
tightening rules on eligibility criteria.
Currently, the Dutch government is considering additional measures to
reverse the exit culture. In 2009, plans were launched to raise the public
pension age from 65 to 67 in about 2025. The way this increase will be
realized (gradually, stepwise, or with a ‘big bang’) is still under discussion.
2.2.2.
Age discrimination legislation
Age discrimination is one of the forces behind the phenomenon of the Dutch
‘early exit culture’. Koppes et al. (2009) show that in the Netherlands age
discrimination is perceived to be substantial: the self-reported rate of age
discrimination in the category of older workers (55 to 64 years) is 20 per cent.
As in other European countries, age discrimination laws in the Netherlands
are of fairly recent date. In 2004, the government introduced specific
regulation to combat age discrimination by enacting the Age Discrimination
in Employment Act. This act prohibits discrimination based on age or
behaviour that are the result of the difference in age in the field of labour.
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The act applies to filling vacancies, employment finding, and the beginning
or ending of labour relations. Someone who presumes to be a victim of
age discrimination can request the Dutch Equal Treatment Commission to
start an inquiry. The Dutch Equal Treatment Commission reports that about
one-quarter to one-third of discrimination complaints refer to cases of age
discrimination (Equal Treatment Commission, 2007).
2.2.3.
Trends in participation and unemployment rates
Looking at participation rates of adults between ages 55 and 64 over the
years (see figure 2.1), policy makers might conclude that these rates gradually
move to the ‘right’ direction. In 2001, the European Council defined a target
for raising the average labour force participation of adults between ages
55 and 64 to 50 per cent by 2010 (European Council, 2001). Although the
participation rate of Dutch workers aged 55 to 64 has increased substantially
in recent years (47% in 2009), it is still below the target set.
Over the last decade, there have been both expansion and contraction in the
Dutch labour market, as reflected in fluctuations of the overall unemployment
rate (see figure 2.2). The period 2000 to 2005 was marked by growing
unemployment, while 2005 to 2008 was a period of sharp contraction.
In 2008, the unemployment rate was at a similar level as in 2000. Since
Figure 2.1. Labour force participation rate, period 2001-2009
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Figure 2.2. Unemployment rate, period 2001-2009
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the beginning of the economic downturn in the second quarter of 2008,
unemployment rates have been rising again.
Particularly when economic prospects are weak, older workers find
themselves in a vulnerable position. Note in figure 2.2 that the unemployment
rate of older workers remains relatively high for several years after the
‘general’ peak in 2005. This seems to underscore the idea that when there
are enough ‘other fish in the pond’ older workers are among the last in the
‘job queue’. Thus, their position still remains precarious during the period
after an economic downturn, when younger workers already benefit from
job growth.
The time frame of 2000 to 2009 thus provides us with the opportunity to
analyse whether employers’ behaviour towards older workers is affected by
labour market fluctuations and corresponding perceived labour shortages or
whether there is a more constant time effect.
2.3. Theoretical background
2.3.1.
Rational organisations and ageing
A basic tenet of organisational theory is that organisations are goal-oriented
systems that strive for profit maximization, continuity, and a healthy market
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position (Kalleberg et al., 1996). These objectives could be described as
basic organisational goals. Employers’ behaviour towards older workers
is assumed to be dependent on older workers’ contributions in achieving
these goals, given the restriction that organisations face. One organisational
characteristic that may influence employers’ behaviour towards older
workers is the skill level required to do a job properly. Assuming that highly
skilled and experienced workers are better equipped to acquire new skills
and prevent their knowledge from becoming obsolete, we hypothesize that
organisations that rely more heavily on highly skilled workers are more
likely to recruit and retain older employees than organisations relying more
on low-skilled workers (human-capital hypothesis).
The decision to retain or recruit older workers is made within the context
of the broader organisation. This is not a static context, but one that is
dynamically changing. Macro-level developments, such as economic
changes, influence the choices made by managers. When organisations are
shedding jobs as a result of an economic downturn or a declining demand
for output, managers will be more pressured to implement cost-savings
measures than in a favourable economic climate. We predict that perceived
labour shortages will increase the likelihood of recruitment or retention of
older workers (business-cycle hypothesis).
2.3.2.
Institutional isomorphism
The larger cultural and political contexts in which employers operate, or
more generally the ‘institutional surroundings’, may play an important role
in how employers behave towards older workers. In the theory of DiMaggio
and Powell (1983), the notion of ‘institutional isomorphism’ (literally:
taking on the same form or structure as another organism) identifies three
mechanisms through which institutional change occurs: coercive, mimetic,
and normative institutional isomorphism. Coercive institutional isomorphism
stems from political influence and concerns the pressure exerted, either
formally or informally, by other organisations, society’s expectations, or by
the government. Mimetic isomorphism results from standard responses to
uncertainty and concerns the imitation of practices of other organisations.
Normative isomorphism results from managers going to the same university
or school, reading the same journals, going to the same conferences, and
picking up the same ideas about what an organisation should be like; it
concerns the professionalization of the organisation.
As stated before, during the last decade policy makers have preached the
necessity to reverse the exit culture. Besides the more formal pressure
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we discussed in the political context, management by speech may also
be interpreted as the kind of pressure that results in coercive institutional
isomorphism. For example, in 2001, the Dutch Government installed the
‘Taskforce on Older People and Employment’ and, in 2005, the coordinating
group ‘Grey Works’. These initiatives relied to a large extent on management
by speech; by giving lectures, calling work committees, advertising, and
informing the press, they aimed at improving the employment prospects of
older adults. A growing awareness of the ageing process may have changed
the behaviour of employers in a positive direction, so that employers are
gradually more likely to recruit and retain older employees within their
organisations. The persistence of a time effect, even when controlled
for business-cycle fluctuations, indicates a trend or structural effect. We
hypothesize that, corrected for business-cycle effects over the period 2000
through 2009, employers have increasingly recruited and retained older
employees (trend-effect hypothesis).
2.4. Methods
2.4.1.
Data
The research questions will be answered using data from comparative
surveys carried out independently among Dutch employers in 2000, 2002,
2005, 2008 and 2009. The questionnaires used in each of the five years
contained similar questions on recruitment and retention measures, personnel
policies, and features of the organisation. The names and addresses of the
private sector organisations were taken from samples drawn from the trade
register of the chamber of commerce. To include public-sector organisations,
questionnaires were sent to organisations active in public administration and
in the health and welfare sector. All questionnaires were sent by postal mail.
The total number of completed questionnaires amounts to 4,386, of which
1,016 are from 2000, 1,054 from 2002, 597 from 2005, 674 from 2008,
and 1,045 from 2009. The total response rate ranged from 15 per cent to
36 per cent (see table 2.1), which is lower than the average response rate
for individual surveys but in line with the rate generally found in corporate
surveys. In Europe and the United States, response rates have been found to
be 20 per cent to 30 per cent at most (see Brewster et al., 1994; Kalleberg
et al., 1996). For the purpose of this study, we used 2,833 questionnaires
completed by board members/managing directors (29%), owners (17%),
plant managers (7%), and the heads of human resources departments (48%).

31%

15%
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N
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36%

N
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Service sector (31%)
Public sector (36%)

Industry and construction (30%)
Service sector (33%)
Public sector (37%)

Industry and construction (23%)
Service sector (44%)
Public sector (33%)

Industry and construction (21%)
Service sector (24%)
Public sector (55%)

Industry and construction (29%)
Service sector (30%)
Public sector (41%)

Sector distribution
in the sample

Industry and construction (21%)
Service sector (63%)
Public sector (17%)

Industry and construction (21%)
Service sector (63%)
Public sector (17%)

Industry and construction (19%)
Service sector (62%)
Public sector (19%)

Industry and construction (20%)
Service sector (63%)
Public sector (17%)

Industry and construction (19%)
Service sector (64%)
Public sector (17%)

Sector distribution according to
Statistics Netherlands

Table 2.1. Descriptive characteristics of samples used
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In table 2.1, these respondents are referred to as ‘executives’. All relevant
data have been merged to obtain a pooled cross-section data set.
Table 2.1 shows that data collection covered all sectors of the Dutch economy.
Comparison with information from Statistics Netherlands revealed that the
data are not representative for the sector distribution in each year. This has
been corrected by taking ‘sector’ into account in the regression analyses
and by attaching weights according to the population of organisations from
Statistics Netherlands in the presentation of cross tabulations.
2.4.2.
Variables and analyses
A pooled cross-section data set was used for the analyses. To answer the first
research question, we performed multivariate logistic regression to analyse
employers’ behaviour towards older workers over the last decade. The
dependent variable on retention behaviour was operationalized by asking
respondents whether they encouraged workers to continue working until they
reach age 65 (‘1’currently applied, ‘0’ not applied). Recruitment behaviour
was operationalized by asking whether employers recruited older workers
(‘1’ currently applied, ‘0’ not applied). ‘Older workers’ were defined in the
questionnaire as ‘workers ages 50 years and older’. Descriptive statistics of
the variables used in the analyses are presented in table 2.2.
In our models, the trend effect and business-cycle effect are separated
in order to examine whether a possible time effect is either cyclical or
structural in nature. For the trend effect, we constructed year dummies. To
account for business-cycle effects, we included two variables: size changes
and experienced labour shortages. The organisations’ demand for labour
is related to growth or contraction of the organisation. This is captured in
the question of whether the number of employees changed in the last few
years (‘1’ Yes, it grew; ‘2’ No, it stayed (more or less) the same; ‘3’ Yes, it
contracted). Whether this demand for labour is being met is influenced by the
external labour market. The degree of personnel shortages experienced was
measured by asking respondents to what extent they encountered problems
finding staff (‘1’ with a relatively large number of positions, ‘2’ with some
positions, ‘3’ hardly ever).
To test the human-capital hypothesis, we included a breakdown of the
workforce by level of education (‘1’ predominantly low-skilled, ‘2’
predominantly medium-skilled, ‘3’ predominantly high-skilled, ‘4’ equally
distributed).

With some vacancies
With relatively many vacancies

Experienced shortages (no shortages = reference category)

Constant
Growth

Business-cycle effect
Size change (contraction = reference category)

2002
2005
2008
2009

Independent variables
Trend effect
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Dependent variables
Recruitment
Recruitment older workers (0=no, 1=yes)
Retention
Retention older workers (0=no, 1=yes)

Table 2.2. Descriptive statistics (N=2,833)
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Share female staff
Age of respondent
Gender of respondent

1-9% of the workers older than 50
10-19% of the workers older than 50
20-29% of the workers older than 50
30% or more of the workers older than 50

0.18
0.28
0.26
0.23
36.68
45.54
0.70

0.39
0.45
0.44
0.42
28.05
9.02
0.46

0.46
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0.31
0.32

Industry and construction
Services

Share of workers older than 50 years (none = reference category)

1.40

0.39
0.29
0.30

4.68

0.31
0.14
0.15

Control variables
Size of the organization (logarithm)
Sector of industry (public sector = reference category)

Predominantly medium skilled
Predominantly high-skilled
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Human capital
Educational level (predominantly low skilled = reference category)

0
0
0
0
0
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0

0
0
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0
0
0

1
1
1
1
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1

1
1

11.66

1
1
1
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In addition, employment prospects of older workers may differ according to
organisational settings (e.g., size, sector, and gender or age composition) and
personal attributes of the employers or managers (Henkens, 2005).
The control variables on organisational characteristics and characteristics
of the respondent were assessed using six variables. To control for sector
differences, respondents were given a list of industrial sectors defined
by Eurostat (1990) and were asked to indicate the sector in which their
own organisation operated. We categorized the sectors into ‘industry and
construction’, ‘services’, and ‘public sector’. Furthermore, respondents were
asked for the number of male, female, and total number of employees; the
share of female employees and the size of the organisation were derived
from these questions. Fourth, the share of older workers aged ‘50 and older’
was categorized in 2000 (‘1’ no older workers, ‘2’ 1 to 9%, ‘3’ 10 to 19%,
‘4’ 20 to 29%, ‘5’ 30% or more of workers over 50). For the years 2002,
2005, 2008 and 2009, when the ‘share of older workers aged 50 and older’
was a continuous variable, the number was recoded to the same categories.
This variable has been transformed into a series of dummies. To account for
possible differences in personal employers’ attributes, we included age and
sex as control variables in the analysis (‘1’ male, ‘0’ female).
To answer the second research question, we examined the relative position
in the job queue. This position was derived from the behaviour towards older
workers as compared to other underrepresented groups in the Dutch labour
market. Behaviour towards older workers was derived from the question of
whether the organisation encouraged workers to continue working until they
reach age 65 and whether employers recruited older workers (‘1’ currently
applied, ‘0’ not applied). The behaviour towards other eminent underrepresented groups is measured by asking whether employers recruited women,
non-natives, and disabled or partially disabled people (‘1’ currently applied,
‘0’ not applied).
To answer the third research question of whether organisational policies
regarding older workers have been changing over the last decade, we
measured policies aimed specifically at older workers. The questionnaires
included several policy measures regarding older workers, including
measures aimed at adjusting tasks and capabilities, enhancing work-leisure
trade-off, and measures aimed at over-fatigue prevention (‘1’ currently
applied, ‘0’ not applied). The list of policy measures was based on an earlier
study into age-conscious personnel policies in organisations (SZW, 1991).
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2.5. Results
2.5.1.
Retention and recruitment behaviour
Table 2.3 presents the results of multivariate logistic regression analyses
to explain employers’ retention and recruitment behaviour towards older
workers over the last decade. The odds ratio represents the ratio of the
probability that employers retain or recruit older workers to the probability
that they will not. The depicted odds ratio is a way of comparing whether the
probability of a certain event is the same for different groups.
With respect to retention of older workers, the results show that organisations
with a predominantly highly skilled staff are more inclined to retain older
workers. This is in line with what one would expect from our human-capital
hypothesis (hypothesis: organisations that rely more heavily on high-skilled
workers are more likely to recruit and retain older employees than
organisations relying more on low-skilled workers). With respect to the
recruitment of older workers, the human-capital hypothesis is not supported.
Furthermore, the findings show that personnel growth in the recent past
positively affects efforts in recruiting older employees and that the degree
of personnel shortages experienced positively influences retention and
recruitment behaviour. In other words, the business-cycle hypothesis is
supported for both recruitment and retention (hypothesis: labour shortages
will increase the likelihood of recruitment or retention of older workers).
It is noteworthy that despite that the unemployment rate rose during the
period from 2000 to 2005, the efforts to retain older workers were not
negatively affected. In 2008, the results showed a significant increase in
employers’ behaviour aimed at retaining older workers. In 2009, although
the effect size was smaller than in 2008, employers were still more likely to
retain older workers as compared to the year 2000. So, the data show a trend
effect with employers being more supportive towards later retirement in their
organisations. For recruitment, the results show that during the period from
2000 to 2005, efforts to recruit older workers declined significantly. In 2008,
when the external labour market contracted, the results show an increase in
efforts made by employers to recruit older workers. In 2009, efforts to recruit
older workers declined significantly again. Overall, recruitment behaviour
aimed at employing older workers seems to ‘breathe’ in accordance with the
economic climate, and there seems to be no clear trend effect, indicating that
employers in the Netherlands are becoming more inclined to recruit older
workers. The trend-effect hypothesis is thus only supported in case of the

Human capital

Educational level (predominantly low skilled
= reference category)
Predominantly medium skilled
Predominantly high skilled
Equally distributed

Experienced shortages
(no shortages = reference category)
With some vacancies
With relatively many vacancies

Year (2000 = reference category)
2002
2005
2008
2009
Business-cycle effect Size change
(contraction = reference category)
Constant
Growth

Trend effect

1.31
1.74**
1.46*

1.68
3.02
1.97

2.28
2.62

-0.55
1.56

0.92
1.26

1.34*
1.51**

1.99
1.09
6.81
4.66

1.04
1.37
0.89

2.33**
2.17**

0.96
1.59**

0.81
0.29**
1.30
0.79

0.25
1.71
-0.59

5.76
4.50

-0.21
2.94

-1.45
-4.31
1.63
-1.56

Z-value

Recruitment

Z-value Odds Ratio

1.39*
1.28
3.18**
2.10**

Odds Ratio

Retention
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1.22
1.34
1.72
2.06*
1.00
1.00
0.87

Share of workers over 50 years
(none = reference category)
1-9% of the workers over 50
10-19% of the workers over 50
20-29% of the workers over 50
30% or more of the workers over 50

Share female staff

Age of respondent

Gender of respondent

Pseudo R2
Log likelihood
χ2
N

1.16
1.87

1.21
1.30

5.3
-1279.5
142.2
2833

-1.22

-0.52

0.38

0.63
0.96
1.76
2.32

2.55

1.10*

Size of the organization (logarithm)
Sector of industry
(public sector = reference category)
Industry and construction
Services

Note: *Significant at p < .05; ** significant at p < .01.			
Dependent variable:do you encourage workers to remain employed till the age of 65? (1=yes, 0=no).		
Dependent variable: do you recruit older workers? (1=yes, 0=no).			

Control variables

7.4
-1232.8
196.4
2833

0.69**

1.00

1.01**

2.07
2.91**
3.15**
3.86**

1.65**
1.43*

1.10*

-3.22

-0.43

3.12

1.94
2.87
3.04
3.53

2.91
2.43

2.36
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retention of older workers (hypothesis: over the time period from 2000 to
2009, employers increasingly recruited and retained older employees).
Besides, the results show that a higher share of workers older than 50 has a
positive impact on employers’ recruitment and retention of older workers.
Finally, the results show that employers in ‘industry and construction’ and in
‘services’ are more inclined to recruit older workers than employers in the
public sector.
2.5.2.
Relative positions of underrepresented categories
Employers may take different measures to deal with personnel shortages.
In times when demand is high and the labour-supply pool is ‘drying up’,
employers will become more creative and diverse in their actions to fill
vacancies (cf. Henkens et al., 2005). A number of target groups (women,
older workers, non-native workers, and the disabled) are often identified as
alternatives to the indigenous male labour force, which in many organisations
traditionally constitutes the core of the workforce. From a job-search
theoretical perspective (Phelps, 1970), employers associate each of these
groups to a greater or lesser degree with higher labour or training costs —or
lower expected benefits in terms of output— compared with the reference
group of indigenous male workers. Based on these expectations, employers
will rank members of different groups into a fictitious order of preference in
the so-called ‘job queue’ (Thurow, 1975).
Increasing labour shortages may be beneficial not only for older workers,
but also for other less preferred groups in the labour market. The question,
however, is whether older workers have benefited more than other groups or
—on the contrary— less. So, what has happened to the relative position of
older workers in the queue as compared to other underrepresented groups in
the labour market? And what has happened to the relative position of older
workers during the current recession?
Table 2.4 summarizes measures applied by employers to counteract personnel
shortages by year. Enlisted are the most eminent underrepresented groups
in the Dutch labour market: female workers, older workers, non-native
workers, and disabled and partially disabled workers. The results show that
the recruitment of female workers, older workers, and non-natives and the
reintegration of disabled and partially disabled workers followed the labour
market pattern: between 2000 and 2005, we find a decrease in employers’
willingness to hire these groups, while they became more attractive in 2008.
The only exception to this pattern comes from the increase in employers’
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Table 2.4. Measures applied by employers in response to personnel shortages,
2000-2009 (%)
Measures
2000 2002 2005 2008 2009
Recruiting more older workers
20
15
6
28
17
Encouraging workers to continue
13
13
15
32
22
working until the age of 65
Recruiting more female workers
55
38
23
41
31
Reintegrating (partially) disabled
35
34
26
45
21
workers
Recruiting more non-natives
*
33
23
43
21
Note: *Data not available.
Source: Employers’ surveys, 2000, 2002, 2005, 2008 and 2009.

efforts in encouraging workers to continue working until age 65; this is the
only dimension of employers’ behaviour not following the labour-market
pattern and showing a substantial increase over the years 2000 to 2008. In
2009, all recruitment and retention of personnel plummeted. However, the
relative position of older workers caught up: the retention of older workers
in 2009 was the second most applied measure, and, although lower than in
2008, the retention is relatively high compared to the period 2000 to 2005.
In relative terms, the results suggest that the position of older workers
compared with those of female workers, disabled workers, partially disabled
workers, and non-natives has improved over the last decade. However, older
workers are still last in line when it comes to their recruitment.
2.5.3.
Organisational policies
Organisations can apply different sets of policies in order to retain older
personnel. In table 2.5, policies are grouped into the following categories:
measures to adjust tasks or capabilities, measures to balance work and leisure
in a way more suitable to older workers, and measures aimed at preventing
older workers from getting over-fatigued.
In 2009, 44 per cent of the employers applied ergonomic measures and extra
leave opportunities for older workers. Least applied were measures to adjust
tasks and capabilities. Measures in the area of over-fatigue prevention and
work-leisure trade-off were applied two to three times more frequently than
measures to adjust tasks and capabilities.
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Table 2.5. Policies applied by employers in order to retain older personnel,
2000-2009 (%)
Measures
2000 2005 2008 2009
Adjusting tasks/capabilities
Training programs for older workers
Demoting older workers to a lower rank and pay
package
Work-leisure trade-off
Part-time early retirement
Possibilities of extra leave for older workers
Long-term career breaks (e.g. sabbatical leaves)
Overfatigue prevention
Decreasing the workload for older workers
Exemption from working overtime for older
workers
Working time adjustments
Ergonomic measures

20
7

14
6

21
17

16
10

35
53
8

39
49
8

46
66
15

42
44
*

36
32

31
29

42
39

36
*

45
57

28
50

38
66

*
44

Note: Data not available for 2002. *Data not available.
Source: Employers’ surveys, 2000, 2005, 2008, and 2009.

In the period 2000 to 2009, results show that organisational policies ‘breathed’
simultaneously with the economic climate: a reduction of policies between
2000 and 2005, a revival in 2008, and a reduction in 2009 again. Part-time
early retirement was the exception and showed a gradual increase during the
period 2000 to 2008 and a small reduction in 2009.
Policies can be stimulating or permissive in nature. Overall, the higher levels
of policies aimed at over-fatigue prevention and possibilities in the field of
work-leisure trade-off suggest employers apply predominantly permissive
policies regarding older workers. ‘Activating’ measures, such as training
programs for older workers, are considerably less sought after by employers.
2.6. Discussion and conclusions
In this study, we have addressed three main questions: Have employers’
retention and recruitment behaviour towards older workers been changing

Are employers changing their behaviour towards older workers?

57

over the last decade? Has there been a change in the relative position of older
workers in the ‘job queue’ as compared to other underrepresented groups
in the labour market? And, have organisational policies regarding older
workers been changing? To answer these questions we analysed employers’
recruitment and retention behaviour and compared organisational policies
for the years 2000, 2002, 2005, 2008 and 2009.
Both retention and recruitment behaviour of employers have been changing
markedly over the last decade, though in different ways. Employers
retention behaviour showed a clear and rather gradual time effect between
2000 and 2008: there was a significant increase in the number of employers
encouraging workers to remain employed until age 65, even when changes
in labour demand and experienced shortages were taken into account. During
the recent recession, there has been a strong decline in efforts to retain older
workers, but still the retention level is high when compared to the period
2000 to 2005.
When it comes to employers’ recruitment behaviour, we see a different
picture. In the period 2000 to 2005, efforts to recruit older workers declined
significantly, following the pattern of a rise in unemployment rates. In 2008,
employers were more inclined to recruit older workers than they were in
2005, again following the development of unemployment rates. In 2009,
employers’ efforts to recruit older workers declined significantly again.
Overall, recruitment behaviour seems to change parallel to the economic
climate. Despite the improvement of the relative position of older workers
compared to other underrepresented groups in the Dutch labour market
—female workers, non-native workers, and disabled and partially disabled
workers— there is no indication that employers are becoming more
favourably disposed to recruit older workers.
Employers predominantly take permissive measures regarding older
workers. Generic policy measures that seek to accommodate older workers,
for example, offering them additional leave, are often perceived and put into
practice as ‘age-conscious’ personnel policies. The paradox of this type of age
consciousness is that these actions seem in fact to limit the opportunities of
the older worker in the Dutch labour market (Euwals et al., 2009). Employers
are especially sceptical about the application of measures imposed by
government or sector-wide labour agreements because these measures reduce
older workers’ employability and raise costs. Very few organisations have
personnel policies targeted at narrowing the growing productivity-wage gap.
So, although there is a growing tendency of employers to encourage older
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workers to continue working until age 65, this behaviour goes hand-in-hand
with policies that imply a rather passive role for older workers.
The obstacles faced by older workers are not a typically Dutch phenomenon.
These obstacles are found in many Western European countries, as shown
in the OECD report Live Longer, Work Longer (2006). The Netherlands
differs from other countries, however, because the labour costs of older
employees are high and incumbent employees are relatively well-protected,
which reduces their labour-market mobility. The paradoxical situation is
that older workers occupy quite different positions in the Netherlands: the
insiders hold a rather strong position, but outsiders —those who want to (re)
enter the labour market— hold a weak position. This constitutes the crux of
the policy dilemma that advanced welfare states, especially in Europe, have
to deal with. One aspect of employment protection —income security and
the seniority principle— stands in the way of the other aspect of protection
-giving the unemployed reasonable chances at finding jobs.
This study has a number of limitations. One is its reliance on self-reported
behaviour. It is possible that respondents report recruiting or retaining older
workers in accordance with dominant organisational or national policies but
do not comply. Future studies may combine self-reported behaviour with
direct measures of hiring and retention behaviour. Another limitation is
that respondents are mainly recruited among ‘higher management’, such as
board members, managing directors, owners, plant managers, and heads of
human resources. There may be a gap between what these higher managers
think is happening in their organisations and what is actually happening in
day-to-day business. On the one hand, one can argue that higher management
is well-informed and has the best insight into the policies and organisational
behaviour. On the other hand, one can argue that higher management may
have a limited view on practices in lower levels of the organisation; people
who are closer to the ‘real world’ may provide other and maybe more reliable
outcomes.
It remains to be seen whether the current economic recession obstructs
the process of especially retaining older workers. The first pleadings to
re-establish voluntary early retirement schemes have been already uttered
in the Dutch media. The Dutch still carry their legacy of ‘the early exit
culture’, meaning that many employers share the opinion —and they are no
exception to the large majority of Dutch people— that many older workers
have ‘paid’ their share and are entitled by now to a well-deserved period of
rest and retirement. This inheritance of the early exit culture is also reflected
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in the fact that although the statutory retirement age is 65, very few workers
(fewer than 20%) reach that age while still in the labour force. Employers
contribute to this early exit culture: many older workers would have worked
longer if retirement had not been forced on them (Van Solinge and Henkens,
2007). From this perspective, the intention of the Dutch Cabinet to raise
the statutory age of retirement from 65 to 67 reflects high ambitions; Dutch
employers and employees seem to be not even used to the idea of working
till age 65.

3.

Ageing organisations and extension of working
lives: a case study approach

This study examines how the economic climate and institutional changes
have been affecting organisational practices aimed at extension of working
lives of older workers over the last decade. We analyse longitudinal case
studies conducted among Dutch organisations. Our findings show that during
economic downturns organisations cut expenses, leading to a decrease in
training budgets, recruitment levels and retention practices. Institutional changes regarding early retirement arrangements and the debate about
raising the official retirement age have made both employees and employers
realise that extension of working lives has become an actually unavoidable
fact, although both parties still seem intrinsically opposed. Preferences to
extend working lives appear to be primarily supply-driven, depending on
the financial pressure felt by and the wants and capabilities of the individual
worker. Employers seem to be able to find creative short-term solutions when
necessary, although they also feel they have to put up with problems resulting
from government policies for which they do not have a solution. Incited by
pressure of safety regulations and the costs involved for the employer in
case of drop-out, the case studies show an increasing focus on health-related
measures in professions with intense physical work over the last decade.
3.1. Introduction
Under the influence of rising life expectancy and declining birth rates, the
process of population ageing is taking place in almost every country across
the globe (UN, 2007). In European countries, the ageing of societies will
pose major challenges for public policy to cope with a declining labour
force and rising welfare state expenditures (European Commission, 2006).
Furthermore, although in the short run the current economic crisis enlarges
labour pools, in many European regions a decrease in effective labour
supply is expected in the long run. Policy makers are therefore increasingly
paying attention to the labour market situation of older workers (OECD,
2001; European Commission, 2006) and scholars have started to focus their
attention on organisational practices and policies towards older workers.
Earlier survey research among employers, carried out in the United States
and several European countries, shows that there is often a lack of corporate
focus on older employees, reflected in an absence of programs to retain
and retrain them (Chiu et al., 2001; Guillemard et al., 1996; Henkens,
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2005; Taylor and Walker, 1998; Van Dalen et al., 2009a; 2010b, Conen et
al., 2012). Conen et al. (2011) find that employers’ efforts to recruit older
workers are changing congruous with the economic climate, but retention
behaviour shows a clear and rather gradual positive time effect over the
2000s. These studies show that although in general the corporate focus on
older workers is rather low, employers seem to be gradually changing their
behaviour towards older workers. While such survey research addresses
questions on incidence and trends in organisational practices in general, it
does not deal with ambivalent developments and underlying motivations
(for instance, when an organisation reports to have measures to maintain
older workers’ health in 2000 and 2010, the content may still have changed
considerably under influence of various factors). We approach changes in
organisational practices aimed at extension of working lives from a different
perspective by using longitudinal case study research. In our research, a case
study refers to a study of a corporate setting with the intent of getting to
a holistic understanding of behaviour towards extension of working lives,
using a number of different research methods (unstructured interviews,
semi-structured interviews and desk research).
Earlier case study research with an emphasis on the organisation focuses
on identification, drivers and dimensions of good organisational practices in
age-conscious personnel policies (Walker and Taylor, 1998; Walker 1999;
Taylor, 2006; Frerichs et al., 2012) and stereotypes and age-group relations
(Brooke and Taylor, 2005). Case study research regarding exit pathways
and continuity of employment examines older workers’ constraints, career
trajectories and retirement decisions in organisations (Vickerstaff et al.,
2003; Vickerstaff, 2006a; 2006b; Brooke, 2009). Taylor et al. (2010)
examine continuity of employment by addressing the perceived fit between
employees of different ages and their employing organisations. In this study
we contribute to previous research on ageing organisations by examining a
topic that to our knowledge has not been studied before: how have changes
in the economic climate and in the institutional surroundings been affecting
organisational practices aimed at extension of working lives over the last
decade?
To answer this main research question, we selected cases from existing
databases examining ageing organisations in the early 2000s, and revisited
these ‘good organisational practices’ in 2010 to establish longitudinal case
studies. Case study research offers the possibility to take into account the
existence of contrasting or complementing views on developments in
organisational practices. In our study, we seek to explore organisational
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behaviour from the perspective of both management and employees.
As stated by Vickerstaff (2006a): “Too often research on organisational
practice remains at the level of policy documents and the espoused policy of
management” (p. 508). Previous research shows that intended organisational
policies and policies as perceived by employees may differ (Edgar and Geare,
2009; Khiji and Wang, 2006). Yin (2009) points out that a common concern
about case studies is how to generalize from a case. He states that “…the
case study, like the experiment, does not represent a ‘sample’, and in doing
a case study, our goal will be to expand and generalize theories (analytic
generalization) and not to enumerate frequencies (statistical generalization)”
(p. 15).
The time frame of our longitudinal case study research allows us to examine
why and how employers’ behaviour towards older workers has been
evolving, since the first decade of the 21st century is a period with apparent
labour market fluctuations and institutional changes in the Netherlands. In
2005 unemployment was at its highest level. The period between 2005 and
2008 was very prosperous, but then the financial crisis hit in 2008, resulting
in higher unemployment rates in 2009 and 2010.
The article is structured as follows. In section 2 and 3, we address respectively
the policy context and theoretical background regarding organisational
behaviour towards older workers. Next, an introduction to the methodology
employed in the study is provided. The results are presented in section 5, and
in section 6 we conclude with a summary and discussion.
3.2. Blocking the exit routes
During the 2000s, the Dutch Government has been concentrating on
reversing the exit culture by blocking various pathways out of the labour
market. A first major route that the Government attempted to close was the
disability route, a route that was frequently used by employers to lay off
workers. The Netherlands’ Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis calculated
that in 1998 nearly one-third of men in the age category of 55 to 64 received
disability benefits (Centraal Planbureau [CPB], 2000). Since the 1990s,
disability benefits have been reduced, the criteria to enter a disability scheme
have become more restrictive and several penalties have been introduced to
discourage employers from ‘dumping’ workers. The sickness period paid by
the employer instead of the government was expanded and new legislation
introduced in 2002 increased the obligations of employers and employees
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during the first two years of illness, with full responsibility for employers
to take care of sick leave support and reintegration, and the responsibility
of employees to cooperate. Financial sanctions follow in case either party
does not live up to this obligation. In 2004, the period of sick pay to be
complied by employers was extended from a maximum of 52 to 104 weeks.
A new law stimulating employers and employees financially to reintegrate
partially disabled workers was introduced in 2005. Furthermore, the working
conditions act contains regulations for employers and employees to enhance
health, safety and welfare of employees, and is aimed at prevention of
work-related injuries and illness. In 2005 and 2007 adjustments were made to
the act, bringing Dutch regulation more in line with European directives and
decentralising policy making from the government level to the organisational
level (Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment, 2012).
Furthermore, substantial alterations were made in voluntary early retirement
schemes. The schemes used to be based on pay-as-you-go funding and have
been transformed into actuarially neutral pre-pension schemes on a capital
funded basis after the middle of the 1990s. Most pre-pension schemes were
designed in such a way that an employee needed to work for 40 years to
obtain a full allowance. At the introduction of pre-pension schemes older
employees often were offered transitional arrangements, containing
guarantees of the age at which they were allowed to stop working or the
height of the allowance. In 2006, early retirement was further restricted
by a new law. These adjustments make it financially more attractive for
older workers to prolong working life. Although workers in most sectors of
industry can still use early retirement schemes if they want to, this usually
comes at greater costs.
In 2009, plans were launched to raise the public pension age from 65 to 67
in about 2025. The way this increase has to be realized (gradually, stepwise,
or with a ‘big bang’) has since been under heavy discussion in the country.
In the beginning of 2012, the members of the House of Representatives have
given their consent on a legislative proposal to change the official retirement
age to 66 in 2020 and 67 in 2025. In April 2012, the cabinet resigned and a
few days later the caretaker government accepted the Stability Programme.
This programme states to raise the retirement age stepwise, starting in
2013. In 2019, the retirement age will be 66 and 67 in 2024. After this, the
retirement age will be interlinked with life expectancy (Government of the
Netherlands, 2012).
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3.3. Theoretical background
A basic tenet of organisational theory is that organisations are considered to
be goal-oriented systems that strive for profit maximization, continuity, and
a healthy market position (Kalleberg et al., 1996). These objectives could be
described as basic organisational goals. Organisational behaviour towards
older workers is assumed to be dependent on older workers’ contributions
in achieving these goals. Although organisations may not be able to take
all alternatives and consequences of an action into account, we assume
they will strive towards rationality in their decision-making. Organisational
behaviour towards older workers is influenced by the context of the broader
organisation. This is not a static context, but one that is dynamically changing.
Macro-level developments, such as economic changes, influence the choices
made by managers. When organisations are shedding jobs as a result of an
economic downturn or a declining demand for output, managers will be more
pressured to implement cost-saving measures than in a favourable economic
climate. We expect that business-cycle effects will affect the likelihood of
employers stimulating older workers to extend working lives.
Rational organisations, however, might also be concerned with long term
sustainability of their staff. Although in the short run the current economic
crisis enlarges labour pools, organisations may look beyond the crisis and
anticipate to a period with an expected decrease in the effective labour supply.
In that light, it would be rational for employers to pay increasing attention
to practices and policies towards older workers and stimulate extension of
working lives.
From an institutional economic perspective, the larger cultural and political
contexts in which employers operate, or more generally the ‘institutional
surroundings’, may play an important role in how employers behave towards
older workers. Whereas the previous paragraph outlined the major changes in
public policies, in our findings we focus on the perception and interpretation
of those policies. The mechanism of ‘institutional isomorphism’ (DiMaggio
and Powell, 1983) may have changed behaviour in a direction in which
employers and employees are gradually more aware of and more likely to
adjust to extension of working lives. We expect employers and employees to
have found institutional effects to be increasingly present during the 2000s,
but we don’t know how the implemented policies are perceived by employers
and employees and how institutional changes have affected their behaviour.
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3.4. Methods
The case studies conducted were part of the ‘Activating Senior Potential
in Ageing Europe’ project (ASPA). We conducted longitudinal case studies
to explore how personnel policies towards older workers evolved during
the last decade and to explain why employers’ behaviour towards older
workers changed. To that aim, we selected good practice organisations from
existing databases (European Foundation, 2006; Grey Works, 2006; 2007),
and revisited these former case studies between March and October 2010
to establish a longitudinal case study. The three case study organisations in
this study are from distinct industries and contain robust information on both
managerial practice and employees’ views and experiences. Characteristics
of the organisations are as follows:
1. The first organisation is a public sector police organisation. The
organisation employs workers in physically demanding professions as
well as white-collar workers. In 2010 the organisation employed around
4,800 workers, which is an increase of approximately eight per cent since
the early 2000s. Within the force, 67 per cent of employees is male. In the
recent past, the organisation has received orders to reduce headcount. The
organisation is active in a highly urban area of the Netherlands. A total of
15 participants were interviewed. Key informants from this organisation
included middle and upper levels of management, career advisor, HR
officers and employees.
2. The second organisation is a private sector organisation in the construction
industry, employing mostly skilled manual workers. The organisation is
in a competitive industry. In 2010, the firm employed around 90 workers
and is rather constant in headcount over the 2000s. Almost 90 per cent of
the employees is male. A total of nine key informants were interviewed.
The interviewees were from middle and upper levels of management, HR
management and employees.
3. The third organisation is an IT-services company with a highly educated
professional and managerial staff. The organisation is in a competitive
industry. In 2010, the firm employed around 30 workers, a decrease of
approximately 10 per cent in the 2000s. About two-third of employees
is male. Interviews undertaken yielded a total of 21 informants. The
interviewees in this case were from various levels of the organisation
including the director, middle management and employees.
All three organisations have a history of early retirement (as do almost all
organisations in the Netherlands), but in the 2000s these organisations were
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awarded for their human resource policies regarding older workers and
extension of working lives. We predict that changes in the business-cycle
and institutional surroundings have similar effects on the organisations under
examination. This is in line with what Yin (2009) calls literal replication
logic: we use three organisations to confirm (or reject) inferences drawn on
business-cycle effects and institutional effects.
We distinguished eight categories of measures of employers’ behaviour
towards older workers, based on Frerichs and Lindley (2009). During the
case study research, we examined what areas were covered at the time of the
original case study and compared this to the areas covered during the revisit.
Table 3.1 shows an overview of developments in the action areas covered
in the three organisations categorised by stage of professional association.
The table shows varying combinations of measures aimed at extension of
working lives, between 4 and 6 measures. Applied measures appear constant
Table 3.1. Areas of employersʼ behaviour towards older workers
(50 years and older), in three longitudinal case study organisations, categorised
by stage of professional association
Construction IT-services
Public sector
t1
t2
t1
t2
t1
t2
Recruitment
Job recruitment
*
*
*
*
Maintenance and development
Training, lifelong learning and
*
*
*
*
*
*
knowledge transfer
Career development and mobility
*
*
management
Flexible working practices
*
*
*
*
Health protection/promotion and
*
*
*
*
*
*
workplace design
Retention and exit
Redeployment and retention
*
*
*
*
Employment exit and transition to
*
*
retirement
All phases
Remuneration
Notes: t1= present during original case study; t2 = present during revisit.
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over time in these organisations, except for the recent developments in the
area of employment exit and the transition to retirement.
In total, we used interviews from 45 respondents: 6 HR officers (including
career advisor), 12 middle and higher managers, and 27 employees. We
conducted unstructured interviews, semi-structured interviews and desk
research on policy documents, internal studies and memos, minutes,
organisational newsletters, and former case study materials. An interview
guideline as well as a common template for reporting and assessing the
individual case studies was developed. In all three organisations, unstructured
interviews were held with one higher manager on the topic of policies and
practices towards older workers, and then semi-structured interviews were
conducted with the other respondents. Semi-structured interviews addressed:
(1) organisational background, workforce and environment; (2) the rationale
and context of the original measures; (3) the development of the original
measures and current practice; (4) general age-management approach; (5)
any other business, contact details and finalizing the interview. Transcripts
of interviews, field notes and desk research materials were imported into a
software package for data storage, retrieval and analysis (WeftQDA). The
analysis was carried out with the help of this program as interviews were
reread and coded along the lines of: business-cycle effects, categories of
institutional contexts (e.g. disability regulation, early retirement/extension
of working lives) and various types of organisational practices (e.g. practices
in the field of health and safety, training, flexible working practices).
3.5. Results
3.5.1.
Business-cycle effects
Over the last decade, organisations have been making decisions on older
workers’ retirement age in both times of prosperity and during economic
downturns. In this section, the main question is whether the economic climate
affects organisational behaviour aimed at extension of working lives. The
first stage of a professional association between employers and older workers
is the hiring procedure. Interviewees in all three case study organisations
indicate business-cycle effects play a role in recruitment behaviour towards
older workers. Economic downturns decrease the likelihood of recruitment
of older workers, and the opposite holds for times of prosperity.
A representative narrative of a 59 year old construction manager shows how
recruitment of older workers is related to business-cycle fluctuations:
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“Twelve years ago, it was really hard to find someone. The only ones we could get
were in fact those older employees. And they were older workers we knew. So we
approached them to come and work for us. And they still do.”

Employers seem to base their hiring decisions on implicit or explicit
cost-benefit computations. Interviewees sometimes narrate in terms of
implicit computations, like considering absenteeism, physical constitution,
skill level, previous education and past employment. A construction
manager mentions that initially fixed-term temporary contracts are offered to
older workers, which is in a way an approach to check whether the implicit
computation proves correct. The director (46 years) from the IT-services
organisation tells explicitly about costs and benefits. He positively states
about the productivity of an older worker:
“You just say ‘Look [name of older worker], this is your cabinet, these are the
accounts, this is our software, okay, these are your passwords’. Ready. He sits down
and gets to work. While when you hire a younger applicant without such experience,
then you need to explain everything.”

But he also emphasises concerns about costs:
“[Hiring an older employee] makes a difference for the rate of pension contributions,
health care costs and absenteeism insurance. Those get a little more expensive with
age. On a whole salary, it’s about six per cent annually. It’s not about thousands,
or, well, it is about thousands, but not so many thousands that it would be a reason
not to hire someone. That’s when you look at the total costs —I am sorry, I am an
employer— that’s what you get, you start looking at what someone costs.”

Subsequent to the hiring stage, productivity maintenance and development is
a central theme in an older workers’ career. Extension of working life is often
perceived to be stimulated by lifelong learning, because learning is assumed
to enhance productivity — also at older ages (European Commission,
2006; OECD, 2006). In all three organisations, considerations in the form
of training initiatives, learning-on-the job routines, mentoring concepts and
knowledge transfers from older/retiring employees to younger employees
(or vice versa) seem to be rather consistent over time. Many quotes on this
topic indicate time-consistency on the existence of policies, and are of the
form: ‘… because we always did it like that’. But the extent of putting these
initiatives into practice actually seems to depend on the economic climate. In
all three organisations, managers put forward that during economic downturns
expenses were cut and this also led to a reduction in employability resources.
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Training budgets have become tighter, and downturns lead to different forms
of learning. These cutbacks seem to have a direct effect on formal ways of
training. A 58 year old manager at the police department says during the
interview:
“There are financial constraints. A Personal Development Plan can partly exist
of training on-the-job and partly of theoretical education. Theoretical education
is impossible with the current budget cuts, that is almost ‘not done’. Maybe for
some individuals, a real high-potential, you can manage to arrange something at the
moment. But that is the current time-frame, which will probably pass by.”

Another police manager says:
“The work needs to be done as well. So you have to strike a balance, in how much
room there is in terms of budget and in terms of time to have people trained. And I
don’t think training is the only way to develop.”

Not only formal training is under pressure, but also other ways of learning,
such as training-on-the-job by transferring knowledge from older to younger
workers. A 45 year old manager at the construction firm describes how their
organisation lets older workers purposefully work together with young
workers as their mentors, to facilitate the transferring of knowledge and
skills. But he also states:
“Well, when shortages arise in budgets and all, then you turn to completely different
processes of course. Unfortunately with us, we had to as well. Because we have to
be highly competitive in the market at the moment, our mentors for instance have
less time to train their apprentices.”

Flexible working practices such as working time arrangements or facilities
to reconcile work and family life or care are seen as another important
instrument for retaining older workers in employment (Naegele and Walker,
2006). Flexible working practices are implemented in the IT-services
organisation and the police department, but not in the construction firm.
There is no indication from our case studies that flexible working practices
are related to business-cycle fluctuations: the application of a flexible
approach seems to be time-consistent.
The last stage in a professional association between older workers and an
organisation includes retention and the transition to retirement. Changes in
the economic climate also seem to affect these areas.
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A 45 year old manager at the construction firm sketches the situation of their
organisation around 2006, when the economy was recovering fast and the
work ‘exploded’:
“At that time we had two 62 year olds, and we had a high pressure on production.
So we thought ‘why are we letting go two fine contractors, when we need them so
much?’ And the men liked to be involved as well; they did not want to sit at home.
So we asked them to continue working. We had to fix two things actually, in the short
run we needed capacity and besides that we needed mentors.”

In 2010 the economic climate has changed considerably and interviewees
describe how this leads to different attitudes towards extension of working
lives. For instance, the police department has received orders to reduce
headcount significantly in the years to come. Whereas retention of older
workers used to be the most prominent thought on their minds, the thought
on early exit as a solution to the problem of necessary staff reductions seems
to return easily. A career advisor (58 years) tells:
“While in the past we used to say ‘we are going to take measures to keep employees
and their qualities on board’, we now have completely different interests because we
simply need to reduce costs. This also means people over 60 years will probably be
offered the opportunity to leave early. The younger ones, born after a certain date,
fall under other arrangements and will be transferred internally or externally. But the
reasoning is based on economics rather than ideology at the moment. It is simply a
budget cut.”

3.5.2.
Institutional context
In this section we examine how institutional changes in 1) health and safety
regulations and 2) regulations concerning early retirement and the retirement
age have been affecting views and practices towards extension of working
lives.
Health and safety
During the 2000s, the costs involved for employers in case their employees
call upon the sickness benefits act have increased substantially, making
disability leave a bigger financial problem for employers than it used to be.
The influence of institutional surroundings on employers is reflected by the
comments of a construction firm manager (59 years):
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“You can push until he [the employee] breaks down and then he will call upon the
sickness benefits act. You as an economist understand: that costs money, and we as
non-economists understand that as well, because we have to pay them.”
“And that is of course the topicality [extension of working lives], you hear about
it everywhere, and all kinds of important issues, but what is discussed less is how
exactly are we going to keep the men outside healthy until they are 65, later 66, 67?”

Especially in the organisations with intense physical work (i.e. construction
firm and police organisation) health-related institutional forces are likely to
shape organisational behaviour towards extension of working lives. In the
IT-services case study organisation —a company with a highly educated
professional and managerial staff— interviewees and documents do not
indicate a focus on health-related measures. In both the police department
and the construction firm, there has been a clear increasing focus on health
protection and promotion. In the police organisation, several programmes,
facilities and tests have been implemented for employees to stay hale and
hearty over the years. Tests in place cover for instance shooting skills,
self-defence and violation control. The organisation started to offer facilities
to test your physical fitness and to provide advice and support to increase
fitness. During the last decade, programmes were disentangled for younger
and older employees, as a 46 year old employee explains:
“When you are 55+ years, now, old folks follow an adapted physical training. Even
for me, when I have to sport with a youngster, they easily dislocate my arm; they
handle things more roughly and are more fanatical.”

Initially, most of these health practices were on a voluntary basis. Later,
some tests became obligatory, but the results were only indicative. In the
near future, some tests will become obligatory and staff will be facing
consequences in case they fail to meet targets. Moreover, several pilot
programmes were started, involving a track of filling in a questionnaire and
discussing the outcomes with a company doctor, who will give advice on for
instance diet, rest or exercising, and a pilot with measuring blood values for
half a year.
A significant increase of health-related practices is also visible in the
construction organisation. Whereas health and safety-related behaviour used
to be voluntary in the early 2000s, considerable standardization changes have
taken place since. For instance, employees used to receive general clothing
allowance but did not always buy proper clothing with it, so from halfway
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the 2000s onwards employees receive free work wear, while retaining
their clothing allowance. Also the quality of work clothing has improved
considerably. The behaviour to actually wear the clothing is stimulated by
regulations, as expressed by a 51 year old construction worker:
“I see workers wear their safety clothing. You have to, because when the health
and safety inspectors [ARBO] come to visit, they will send you away and it gives
trouble; also for the boss of course, because he has to pay the fine. That is a waste
of money of course. Recently, I also see workers from other firms wear their safety
clothing.”

Furthermore, employees report to have an extensive physical examination
by a company doctor every two years. Also, there has been an increasing
focus on the use of tools and materials to relieve heavy work, and stricter
maxima of carrying weights. Also this behaviour is at least partly stimulated
by institutional forces, as a construction manager (59 years) explains:
“When something is less heavy and easier to handle, he [the employee] is more
productive. So, often it is just an investment that is recovered soon. It is also an
investment to prevent drop out. Drop out costs also 40,000 a year, yes, 2 years say
80,000 Euros. Than it is better to invest 10 or 15 thousand Euros in better equipment.
We may be unable to read or write, but arithmetic we do well.”

Early retirement and retirement age
During the 2000s, substantial alterations were made in the institutional context
to make it financially less attractive for older workers to withdraw from the
labour market early. Although workers in most sectors of industry can still
use early retirement schemes if they want to, this usually comes at greater
costs. Whereas the transitions in the disability regulation became apparent
around the middle of the 2000, the alterations in the early retirement schemes
have come into effect gradually and are of more recent date. Our study reveals
that in all three organisations, employees have fairly corresponding views
on the relationship between institutional changes in retirement arrangements
and the last career phase. In general, the institutional changes regarding
early retirement and the debate on extension of working lives have made
workers realise that extension of the individualʼs working life is increasingly
becoming an inevitable fact of life, although employees do not seem too
enthusiastic about it:
“Extension of working lives beyond 65? I think it is an outrage! I mean, doing this
work for more than 40 years, that's outrageous. They don't suffer from it, right, they
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sit in an office on their lazy butts and they can make the decisions. That is what I
sometimes think. At one point it stops [physically], of course. And then you have
nothing. Just some unemployment benefits.” (Older worker, construction firm,

65 years)

Employees predominantly report external pressure in the form of financial
repercussions in case they do not extend their working lives, but appear
intrinsically opposed to the changes.
Some employees still fall under transitional arrangements and are 'safe'
from recent policy reforms. The following quote from an older construction
worker (59 years) is typical in this respect:
“I am not going to work until 65! Certainly not. No, I will continue until December
next year. For financial reasons I would continue working, but I don’t have to.”

A one year younger worker (58 years) at the police department can also retire
early, but considerably later than the construction worker:
“With my arrangements I think I can retire at age 62. But when I do, I lose a lot of
money compared to when I retire at 63. So I am calculating and thinking about the
amount of money I want to receive after retirement.”

In general, employees interviewed were not disliking their work. On the
contrary, after stating the unfairness of the obligation to extend working
lives, many workers indicated on a second note that if they had to continue
working they would not really mind to prolong their current profession,
as long as their constitution would allow them. The opposition to extend
working lives rather seems to originate from the feeling of injustice, the fear
of an increasing probability of productivity difficulties, and the personal
financial disturbance the changes can bring. Employees in that respect also
acknowledge employers’ interests may be quite opposite to their own. A
white-collar employee (58 years) at the police department describes this
situation in his interview as a ‘peculiar paradox’:
“For me as a person for instance, it has become very unattractive to retire early,
financially, and they made it exceptionally attractive to stay, financially. And at the
same time they say to me: we would like you to leave”.

But not only employees feel ‘overpowered’ to extend working lives, also
employers are not necessarily keen on finding ways to keep workers
employed. Sometimes they feel put up with problems for which they do
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not have a solution. A career advisor (58 years) of the police department
formulates it this way:
“Early-, late-, night shifts are heavy. If you think people should extend their working
lives, then you have to look carefully at what tasks those people actually can do.
And how to make sure the young ones will not get burned-out? I don’t know the
answer to that question, but that is almost a question for the government to solve.
Because they say “extent working lives” and we are supposed to fix this? It has
major consequences...”

And a manager at the police department:
“The formations are getting smaller and you have the same amount of work to do
with less staff. Ageing continues. When you ask me: “How to solve this?” Then I
will answer: “You need a magic trick”. Because there are many smart people who
say this is insolvable.”

Nevertheless, the choice to extend working lives is a question employers in
all our three case studies principally leave to the wants and capabilities of
the individual employee and therefore largely seems to be supply-driven.
The following quote of a construction manager (59 years) is representative
in that respect:
“I have one [employee] who is 60, 61 and he does not want to quit. He says: “I
will continue until the age of 65”. And his mate is 58 and he says: “if I’ve got the
money tomorrow, I will put my bum under a palm tree”. And I say: “I come and sit
with you if I’ve got enough money tomorrow!” Because it's as simple as that. They
started the whole discussion about extension of working lives, but they did not think
it through.”

Given the seemingly unavoidable fact that extension of working lives has
become, does this also mean that organisations have started initiatives to
moderate this extension? All three organisations seem to have developed
a different approach towards older workers when it comes to extension of
working lives. At the IT-services case study organisation, this phase does not
have a special place in interviewees’ minds. Flexible working practices are
the dominant solution in all stages of life (parenting, informal care, work-life
balance in general), and therefore also considered appropriate practices for
older workers. The transition to retirement is for instance optionally seen in
a reduction of working hours before retirement. A white-collar employee at
the IT-services organisation (62 years) says:
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“There is an option to work less days a week, and adjust time if you want. That is
also convenient for instance for older workers.”

At the construction firm, redeployment and retention is a central element of
their behaviour towards older workers, encapsulated in a long-term vision
on how to behave towards workers at all stages of life. The general idea
at the firm is that: employees rotate jobs throughout the whole career, the
organisation invests in equipment and developments of lighter materials, and
if necessary workers are ‘spared’ for a while (regardless of age). This view is
confirmed by managers and employees themselves and seems to have been
constant over time. An illustrative quote comes from a manager (59 years):
“We always looked for redeployment. We have a builder working in an administrative
function, we have a paver working a crane and another one is riding a truck.”

Finally, the police case study organisation has adopted a completely different
approach, by focusing primarily on the final phase as such. There is a strong
focus on reduction of working hours, which is anchored in personnel policies
especially for employees of 55 years of age and older. People close to
retirement are asked what they want to do in their last few years within the
organisation and how the organisation can facilitate this. The way the three
case study organisations handle the question on how to ‘add a few years’
differs depending on their general ideology, but all in all the three employers
seem to be able to find creative short-term solutions when necessary.
A final question is what will happen to arrangements designed to ‘spare’
older workers, such as shift exemptions and extra leave, due to institutional
changes. Documents and interviews do not indicate any major change in
policies for senior workers yet, but the following quote from a manager at
the police department addresses the difficulties employers see themselves
faced with if they pursue sparing arrangements:
“We have a government that told us to extend working lives. If people of 55 years
and older can ask for night shift exemption, what happens if 40 per cent of your staff
gets 55 years and older? Ageing. They all ask for nigh shift exemption and you have
to grant that request. Personnel policies for older workers, okay, fine with me. But
can you tell me who is going to do the night shifts?”
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3.6. Conclusion and discussion
In this study we examined how the economic climate and institutional changes
have been affecting organisational practices aimed at extension of working
lives over the last decade using longitudinal case studies. The results show
that business-cycle effects play a substantial role in organisational behaviour
towards older workers, for instance in terms of the crisis negatively affecting
training budgets, recruitment behaviour, retention practices and extension
of working lives. Employers do not seem to be inclined to look beyond the
current economic crisis — a period of possible labour market shortages. Their
focus is on the current situation and not on the long run. Incited by safety
regulations and the costs involved for the employer in case of drop-out, the
case studies show an increasing focus on health-related measures in heavy
professions over the last decade. Institutional changes regarding early
retirement arrangements and the debate about raising the official retirement
age have made both employees and employers realise that extension of
working lives has become an actually inevitable fact, although both parties
still appear intrinsically opposed. Several ingredients seem to play a role
in employees’ opposition to extension of working lives, such as feelings of
injustice, the fear of an increasing probability of productivity difficulties, and
an anticipation of increasing personal financial pressure to extend working
lives. Furthermore, employees anticipate employers’ interests to extend
working lives may not match their own interests. Preferences to extend
working lives seem to be primarily supply-driven, depending on the financial
pressure felt by and the wants and capabilities of the individual worker.
Employers in our case study organisations are able to find creative short-term
solutions when necessary, e.g. in redeployment and initiatives to add a few
years, although they also feel they have to put up with consequences for
which they do not have a solution. So, even though neither employers nor
workers endorse public policies to extent working lives and raise retirement
ages wholeheartedly, employers and workers do comply.
This case study research contributes to research on organisational behaviour
towards extension of working lives in several ways. First, it gives insight
into changed content of umbrella concepts. Whereas for instance training
provisions and health-related measures in organisational longitudinal
survey research may report to exist constantly over time, the extent and
the content of practices in this area seem to have evolved substantially.
It is very difficult to capture the complexity of such umbrella concepts in
survey research. Furthermore, the choices and constraints both managers
and employees face regarding extension of working lives are complex
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and shifting. Business-cycle fluctuations and changes in the institutional
framework interact with organisational behaviour, and such mechanisms
are difficult to capture in survey research. The use of multiple case studies
with both the perspective of managers and employees sheds light on several
attitudes and processes resulting from institutional changes in health-related
regulations and regulations concerning retirement. We find that adaptations
in health-related regulations have lead to marked changed behaviour in
organisations in order to meet the new regulations, and the necessary changes
are supported by both managers ánd employees. Regarding changes in early
retirement and the retirement age we find more ambiguous attitudes and
behavioural changes in the organisations. In our study, extension of working
lives seems to follow a bottom-up process and is characterised by a rather
reactive stance of employers.
Nevertheless, being a case study approach, the results are to be interpreted
analytically and cannot be generalised statistically. The organisations
under study were selected as and can still considered to be good practice
organisations. Therefore, it may very well be the case that whereas employees
and managers in these organisations do find opportunities to extend working
lives, individuals in other organisations may have less influence on their
timing and manner of retirement. The degree of choice individuals face in
their voluntariness of retirement decisions has been examined in previous
research (cf. Isaksson and Johansson, 2000; Dorn and Sousa-Poza, 2005;
Solinge and Henkens, 2007). These studies find a substantial degree of
involuntariness in retirement decisions (on average circa 25%). Our findings
suggest that employers and employees do realise that extension of working
lives has become an inevitable fact. How to achieve the desired goal —a
later time of retirement— is now for employers and employees to fill in.
Institutional changes are likely to have a significant impact on prolongation
of careers, but that does not answer the question how to keep older workers
functioning in a maximally productive way. In the organisations under study,
practices towards extension of working lives still seem to be in their initial
stages. Future research may want to focus on understanding the practices
applied by employers and establish what kind of practices are beneficial to
sustainable extension of working lives.

4.

Employers’ attitudes and actions towards the
extension of working lives in Europe1

Abstract
Although policymakers have put great efforts into the promotion of older
workers’ labour force participation, quantitative empirical knowledge about
employers’ views towards extension of working lives is limited. The purpose
of this study is to improve the understanding of employers’attitudes and actions
towards extension of working lives, by examining recruitment and retention
behaviour towards older workers, employers’ views on the consequences
of an ageing workforce, organisational policies, and what governments can
do to extend working lives. The authors analyse surveys administered to
employers in Denmark, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland,
Sweden and the UK in 2009. The results show that a minority of employers
have applied measures to recruit or retain older workers, and employers
rather retain than hire older workers. A considerable share of employers,
albeit to different degrees per country, associate the ageing of their staff with
a growing gap between labour costs and productivity. Employers expecting
a larger gap do not apply more organisational measures to either increase
productivity or adjust the cost-productivity balance. Employers may think
the cost-productivity issue is partly for governments to solve; employers
expecting a larger cost-productivity gap consider wage subsidies to be an
effective measure to extend working lives.
4.1. Introduction
The ageing of society and the workforce is one of the dominant developments
in modern Europe. Although in the short run the current economic crisis
enlarges labour pools, in many European regions a decrease in effective
labour supply is expected in the long run. Moreover, the ageing of society
will cause rising welfare state expenditures (European Commission, 2006).
Therefore, according to governments and experts, nations and labour markets
are in need of higher participation rates of older workers and working lives
need to be extended.

1

This chapter was published earlier as Conen W.S.,K. Henkens and J.J. Schippers, 2012,
Employers’ attitudes and actions towards the extension of working lives in Europe. International
Journal of Manpower, 33(6), 648-665. Reprinted with permission from Emerald Group
Publishing Limited. Journal homepage: www.emeraldinsight.com
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Over the last decade, older workers have been gradually working both longer
and more (Eurostat, 2010). Despite these upward-sloping participation
trends, in most countries employment rates still drop considerably for
workers between ages 55 and 59, dropping sharply after age 60 (see table
4.1). Furthermore, the mean and median age of retirement are often well
below the statutory age of retirement — in other words, in most countries
early retirement is still rather the rule than the exception. One such exception
is Sweden, which is performing relatively well in retaining older workers for
the labour market.
Although early retirement may be the rule, older workers’ labour force
participation rates vary considerably between European countries. There
are several explanations for these differences —which are not necessarily
mutually exclusive— such as institutional arrangements affecting both
supply and demand for older workers and employer and employee attitudes
and behaviour towards extending working lives. Vickerstaff et al., (2003)
state that any significant change in retirement behaviour will come primarily
from policy modifications initiated and undertaken by employers. This study
therefore examines the role played by employers in the recruitment and
retention of older workers.
To what extent are employers active players in the current process away
from early exit and towards extension of working lives? Earlier research
among employers, conducted in the USA and European countries, shows
that many employers tend to be biased towards older workers, and there
is often a lack of corporate focus on older employees that is reflected in an
absence of programmes to retain and retrain them (Barth et al., 1993; Chiu et
al., 2001; Guillemard et al., 1996; Henkens, 2005; Taylor and Walker, 1998).
The main questions we will address in this study are:
• Do employers take action to extend working lives in terms of recruitment
and retention of older workers?
• What do employers see as possible consequences of an ageing workforce
for their own organisation?
• What organisational policies do employers apply to retain older workers?
• And —according to employers— what can governments do to extend
working lives?

This article is © Emerald Group Publishing and permission has been granted for this version to
appear here: http://igitur-archive.library.uu.nl. Emerald does not grant permission for this article to be
further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without the express permission from Emerald Group
Publishing Limited.

84.1
78.5
36.6
22.6
16.5
19.2
61.2
60.7
62.2
60.1

19.6

17.0
20.5

61.4
60.4

60.7
59.4
58.8
58.3

58.5
59.1

18.4
23.0

18.8

80.5
58.5
17.0

61.6
59.9

61.4
61.1

17.4
20.7

27.2

79.6
70.2
38.7

Denmark France Germany

75.0
60.0
30.4

EU

58.4
57.2

60.7
58.8

18.0
21.8

10.6

69.9
50.7
20.3

Italy

60.5
59.3

61.6
61.4

17.1
20.7

47.3

82.2
72.4
37.3

57.0
55.2

62.0
57.4

14.6
18.9

12.1

68.1
42.6
18.2

63.9
63.3

64.3
63.0

17.9
20.8

25.4

84.3
80.3
60.5

Netherlands Poland Sweden

63.8
60.3

63.4
61.9

17.5
20.2

27.9

79.2
70.6
44.9

UK

This article is © Emerald Group Publishing and permission has been granted for this version to appear here: http://igitur-archive.library.uu.nl. Emerald
does not grant permission for this article to be further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without the express permission from Emerald Group
Publishing Limited.

Employment rate (2009)
50-54 years
55-59 years
60-64 years
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50-64 years
Life expectancy at age 65 (2007)
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Mean age of retirement (2005)
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Median age of retirement (2005)
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Females
Source: Eurostat (2010).

Table 4.1. Employment rate, life expectancy and retirement age
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This study is among the first to address employers’ attitudes and actions with
respect to the extension of working lives from a cross-national perspective.
We analyse data from comparative surveys carried out among employers in
Denmark, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Sweden and the
United Kingdom. These countries cover all types of European welfare state
regimes as proposed by Esping-Andersen (1990). Employers from different
countries face different labour market and institutional restrictions and
policies set out by their governments. This may influence their behaviour
on how to deal with the consequences of an ageing workforce. It may also
influence their ideas on who is primarily responsible for the consequences of
an ageing workforce.
The article is structured as follows. Section 2 discusses the theoretical
background from the employers’ perspective on dealing with an ageing
workforce. Section 3 describes the data and variables used in this study. Our
results are presented in section 4, and section 5 presents our main conclusions
and discusses the outcomes.
4.2. Theoretical background
4.2.1.
Ageing, productivity and labour costs
According to economic theory, employers’ considerations on how to assess
the future with an ageing workforce are based on the expected relative benefits
and costs of employing workers of different age groups. If wages of older
workers exceed their productivity, these are workers representing a potential
loss for firms. Examining the relationship between age, labour productivity
and labour costs often starts from human capital theory (Becker, 1962; for
an overview, see Polachek and Siebert, 1993), which states that investments
in human capital boost labour productivity and productivity is positively
related to employee remuneration. In principle, people accumulate human
capital by training and experience during the whole of their career, which
translates into increasing remuneration over time. However, human capital
also may depreciate, e.g. because knowledge of older technologies becomes
obsolete or because cognitive and physical skills deteriorate. Depreciation
of human capital will lead to a decrease in productivity. To balance costs
and benefits —from a traditional neo-classical theoretical perspective—
remuneration should decline accordingly.
This article is © Emerald Group Publishing and permission has been granted for this version to
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In the late 1970s doubts accumulated about the empirical validity of
relationship between age, labour costs and productivity as described by
human capital theory (Hutchens, 1989). Lazear (1979) was among the first
to address issues such as why do jobs exist where wages increase with
seniority, regardless of improvements in productivity. His delayed payment
contract theory illustrates how employers may have implicit contracts with
their employees regarding the connection between productivity and income
over a lifetime: earnings are lower than productivity during the first phase
of workers’ careers and higher during the second phase. Such contracts
function as an incentive for employees to put enough effort into their work
to obtain the higher wages at the end of the implicit contract period. An
employee who shirks runs the risk of being fired before the wage premium is
obtained. Hence delayed compensation works as an incentive for employees
to work harder, stay longer with the organisation and transfer human capital
to younger generations of workers.
Skirbekk (2008) provides an overview of how age impacts the various
physical and cognitive skills of workers, and how this translates into
changes in productivity potential. Many studies find that productivity tends
to reach a peak in mid-career, roughly somewhere between ages 30 and 45
(e.g. Lehman, 1953; Ilmakunnas et al., 2004; Jones, 2005). Productivity
depends on both physical and cognitive skills, and the impact of age on
both types of skills has been studied extensively. Looking at physical skills,
the biological process of internal depreciation is irreversible, although
inter-individual differences are considerable. In general, a decline sets in
from age 30 onwards, but because this is a very slow process and because
most organs have overcapacity, most people only signal problems from age
60 onwards. Starting from age 45, many people notice that their physical
condition is deteriorating. Older workers tend to have longer recovery
periods. Physical skills obsolescence is particularly important in manual
jobs and often related to unskilled jobs (Hidding et al., 2004; Nauta et al.,
2004). In modern societies, cognitive skills have gained significance and
have become a strong predictor of productivity. Although it is generally
accepted that physical abilities decline with age, cognitive functioning has
more ambiguous outcomes. Cognitive functioning is often divided into fluid
and crystallised cognitive functioning (Horn and Catell, 1967; Baltes et al.,
1999). Fluid cognitive skills refer to the process of acquiring information,
like mental agility, mental arithmetic, solving problems and making quick
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connections. The quality is genetic and comes with high inter-individual
variation. These skills decrease with age. Crystallised cognitive skills refer
to knowledge and experience that is embodied in a person after years of
practice, learning and repeating. These skills are found to increase with age.
In addition, older workers often compensate lower fluid cognitive skills by
using adaptation strategies (Baltes et al., 1999). Until recently, crystallised
skills have received little attention in age-related cognitive research.
Although the age-productivity profile is hard to observe and generalise,
we expect employers to have some idea about the relative productivity of
older workers as compared to other age groups. Such ideas may be based for
instance on employers’ observations of personnel over time and comparisons
with other staff members. Employers also know the context and the extent
to which older workers are able to keep up with job requirements when
they age. This is related to what Phelps (1972) calls ‘previous statistical
experience’: information on how certain categories of employees tend to
behave and develop. Many employers use these statistical experiences to
formulate expectations regarding the future productivity of employees who
belong to a particular category.
4.2.2.
Policies to extend working lives
Most European employers realise that an ageing workforce may result in
future labour market problems (Van Dalen et al., 2009). Given this awareness
and the attempts of European governments to address topics such as raising
the retirement age and stimulating older workers’ labour force participation,
employers may anticipate and thus apply measures that will facilitate an
extension of working lives. Organisational policies towards extension of
working lives are based on the profitability of this action, therefore labour
costs and productivity can be considered to be important determinants. The
logical thing to do for employers is thus to take measures aimed at reducing
the labour cost-productivity gap, by, first, enhancing productivity, second,
balancing costs and productivity or third, reducing labour costs. This
means employers may take measures aimed at maintaining workers’ human
capital to prevent an eventual decline in productivity (e.g. training plans for
older workers) or aimed at bringing back the wage-productivity balance
(e.g. by means of demotion). Training plans and demotion, when applied
thoughtfully, are often mentioned as a potential solution to expected negative
consequences of an ageing workforce (Hall and Isabella, 1985; European
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Commission, 2006). In order to reduce labour costs, a possible solution to
face negative consequences of an ageing workforce is to let go of ‘expensive’
staff members, such as older workers enjoying relatively high seniority-based
wages or older workers with decreased productivity and no remuneration
adjustments. Early retirement schemes can therefore be considered a way
to reduce labour costs. If employers do not see any options to reduce the
gap, they may turn to finally, accommodative measures to prevent a further
decline and preserve workers' current productivity. In this category we find
policies such as decreasing the workload for older workers, extra leave for
older workers or reduction of working time before retirement.
The state of the economy may affect employers’ attitudes and behaviour
towards older workers. Employers in countries with low unemployment rates
(like the Netherlands, at about 4-5%) are more likely to recruit and retain
older workers and to apply measures stressing the importance of extending
careers than employers in countries with high unemployment rates (like
France, Sweden and Poland, with unemployment rates between 8 and 10%).
4.3. Methods
We used data from comparative surveys carried out among employers in
Denmark, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Sweden and
the United Kingdom. Participating research institutes in the ASPA project
carried out the data collection. ASPA is an acronym for ‘Activating Senior
Potential in Ageing Europe’, a research project funded as part of the EU 7th
Framework programme under the Socio-Economic Sciences and Humanities
theme. Data collection took place from March to November 2009. The total
number of completed questionnaires amounts to 5,822, of which 609 are
from Denmark, 500 from France, 892 from Germany, 770 from Italy, 1,077
from the Netherlands, 1,037 from Poland, 525 from Sweden and 412 from
the UK (see Appendix A.1). The overall response rate was 23 per cent and
ranged from 7 to 53 per cent for the various countries. This is lower than
the average response rate for individual surveys but in line with the rate
generally found in corporate surveys. In Europe and the USA, response rates
have been found to be 20-30 per cent at most (see Brewster et al., 1994;
Kalleberg et al., 1996).
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The questionnaires used in the different countries were identical, and were
translated from English to the national languages. The national questionnaires
were checked by the overall co-ordinator on international comparability
before the fieldwork started.
The surveys were sent to directors, owners and heads of HR departments.
Interview techniques used differed between countries, depending on what
was perceived to be the best way to address respondents in a specific country.
Denmark did computer-assisted web interviewing; Germany, the Netherlands
and Sweden used paper and pencil; and France, Italy, Poland and the UK did
computer-assisted telephone interviewing.
For all countries we drew a stratified sample on the sector and size
characteristics of the establishments. In the analyses at the national level we
weighted the data afterwards to account for the sampling design, to ensure the
observations were representative for the population of employers. Weights
were constructed according to the population of establishments from national
statistics bureaus and corrected for sector and size of the establishment. To
present results at the pooled level, we pooled the data for all eight countries
—including the national weighting factors— and constructed a new
weighting factor that takes the net sample size of the different countries into
account. Otherwise, Dutch and Polish employers (N˃1,000) would influence
results more than French and Swedish employers (N≈500).
4.4. Results
4.4.1.
Retention and recruitment behaviour
The first results we present, show —for all countries— that employers rather
retain than recruit older workers (table 4.2). At the pooled level, 12-13 per
cent of European employers recruit older workers or employees who already
retired during a personnel shortage; 27 per cent encourage older workers
to continue working until retirement age. The retirement age seems to be
a normative barrier in all countries, because very few employers stimulate
working beyond the statutory retirement age by either recruiting or retaining
older workers. For instance, 27 per cent of European employers stimulate
working until the statutory retirement age, whilst 13 per cent stimulate
working beyond the retirement age. Another more general feature seems to
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Source: ASPA Employers Survey (2009)							
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Stimulate working until
retirement age
Stimulate working
beyond retirement age
Recruit older workers
Recruit employees who
already retired
All of above recruitment/
retention measures
None of above recruitment/
retention measures

Pooled Denmark
27
34
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be that none of the measures to recruit or retain older workers have been
applied by a majority of employers. On average, only 2 per cent of employers
apply all four measures we asked for to either recruit or retain older workers
and 63 per cent indicate neither recruiting nor retaining older workers.
The results also show some differences between countries. Polish employers
display the most activating behaviour: 5 per cent apply all measures asked
for and 39 per cent neither recruits nor retains older workers. Recruitment
of retirees is generally low, but Poland is an exception in this respect, as
recruitment of retirees is rather common there. Polish and French employers
report most often stimulating older employees to continue working until the
official retirement age. This may find its origin in the fact that French and
Polish employees retire relatively early. Italian and Dutch employers exhibit
the least activating behaviour, with considerably lower levels of recruitment
and retention of older workers than in other countries.
Although cross-national differences are clearly present, an important finding
is that recruitment and retention levels of older workers all over Europe are
rather low in general. This seems to indicate that, on a more aggregated level,
employers may be reluctant to actively promote older workers’ employment
by either hiring them or encouraging them to continue working until
retirement age — let alone beyond retirement age.
4.4.2.
Age, productivity and labour costs
Employers’ behaviour towards older workers may stem from various
underlying reasons, such as the expected consequences of an ageing staff
for their own organisation. Table 4.3 sets out how employers expect an
ageing workforce will affect productivity and labour costs. With respect to
the relationship between ageing and productivity the results show that in
all countries a majority of employers state that productivity as such is not
affected by an ageing workforce. However, a substantial minority (28%)
expects productivity to decrease: this is the highest in Germany, where 38
per cent of employers expect a productivity decline, and at 15 per cent lowest
in the UK. On the other hand, on average ten per cent of employers expect
productivity to increase.
A positive effect of an ageing workforce can be seen in the second part of
the table, presenting employers’ expectations regarding the knowledge base.
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Note: Based on the question: ‘If the average age of your personnel increases by 5 years, what will be the effect on […]?’
Source: ASPA Employers Survey (2009).

Consequences
Labour productivity
(Strong) increase
Same
(Strong) decline
Knowledge base
(Strong) increase
Same
(Strong) decline
Labour costs
(Strong) increase
Same
(Strong) decline

Table 4.3. Expected consequences of an ageing personnel structure for own organisation (%)
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Roughly half of employers expect an increase in the knowledge base, and
10 per cent expect a decline. When combining employers’ opinions on the
development of productivity and on the knowledge base one may conclude
that from the employers’ perspective an increasing knowledge base does
not seem to directly translate into higher productivity. Even though human
capital increases, the additional human capital is not necessarily relevant
from the perspective of productivity.
The third part of the table presents the expectations regarding the influence
of ageing on labour costs. Lazear’s theory on implicit contracts contends
that it is a decline in productivity which is behind a lack of support for
working longer. It is in the nature of the contract that workers are paid more
than they are ‘worth’ at higher ages, even when productivity remains the
same. The table offers some support for this notion. For the pooled sample
we established that almost half of employers expect an increase in labour
costs2. There are, however, large differences between countries. In Poland,
Denmark and the UK up to one-third of employers expect labour costs to
increase. In Sweden, Germany, Italy and France roughly half of employers
expect costs to increase. Employers in the Netherlands are at the other end
of the spectrum: here 75 per cent think labour costs will increase due to an
ageing workforce. Only very few employers expect a decline in labour costs,
with Poland leading at ten per cent.
The combination of expectations on labour costs and productivity translate
into expectations on the development of the labour cost-productivity gap
with an ageing workforce. We combined the answers given in table 4.3 with
respect to labour costs and labour productivity to establish whether employers
perceive a cost-productivity gap as a result of an ageing workforce. For
instance, when an employer expects an increase in labour costs accompanied
by a decrease in productivity, this indicates an increasing cost-productivity
gap. The same holds for a situation in which productivity is expected to
stay the same but labour costs are expected to increase; this will imply an
increase of the cost-productivity gap. Figure 4.1 shows the results of this
categorisation.
2

Labour costs may consist of both direct wages and additional labour costs (such as extra leave or
sickness absenteeism). Although “wages” and “labour costs” are not the same, in the economic
literature it is more common to talk about a wage-productivity gap than about a labour costproductivity gap. We therefore use “wages” and “labour costs” interchangeably.
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Overall, about half of employers expect the wage-productivity gap to increase
with an ageing workforce (53%). The table shows large differences between
countries. Dutch employers are most sceptical when it comes to expectations
about older workers; 75 per cent expect the wage-productivity gap to increase
as the workforce ages. In Poland and the UK the wage-productivity gap is
less of an issue; in those countries about one-third of employers think the
wage-productivity gap will increase.
4.4.3.
Organisational policies
An important question is how these employers’ expectations regarding the
wage-productivity gap translate into organisational policies. Are policies
focused on bringing costs and benefits of older workers into equilibrium?
Even if in the past employers’ behaviour did not indicate an emphasis on
activating behaviour with respect to recruiting and retaining older workers,
maybe current policies do show a path towards activating behaviour and thus
towards extension of working lives? To answer such questions, we presented
employers with a list of measures and asked them to indicate whether their
organisation was currently applying them. The list was based on earlier
Figure 4.1. Employers’ expectations with respect to the labour cost-productivity
gap with an ageing staff
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6

Denmark

8

France

7

55

38

61

36

Netherlands 2

UK

8
0%

Growing gap
31

58

11
6

No change

75

23

Sweden

Declining gap

50

45

5

Poland

41

51

Germany 3
Italy

53

41

59

35

37

55
20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Source: ASPA Employers Survey (2009).
This article is © Emerald Group Publishing and permission has been granted for this version to
appear here: http://igitur-archive.library.uu.nl. Emerald does not grant permission for this article to be
further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without the express permission from Emerald Group
Publishing Limited.

Denmark
7
6
10
26
24
34
28
NA

Pooled
23
17
7
15
18
23
29
35

9
9
8
28
28

3

18

46

France

1
6
2
5
12

1

6

2

Italy

31
25
20
28
32

3

32

8

Netherlands

3
11
4
38
29

4

33

37

Poland

8
12
21
32
42

2

11

7

Sweden

14
23
48
30
NA

22

1

49

UK

This article is © Emerald Group Publishing and permission has been granted for this version to appear here: http://igitur-archive.library.uu.nl. Emerald does
not grant permission for this article to be further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without the express permission from Emerald Group Publishing
Limited.

Source: ASPA Employers Survey (2009).

Productivity
Training plans for older workers
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Early retirement schemes
Balance costs - productivity
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Extra leave
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research into age-conscious personnel policies (e.g. Remery et al., 2003)3.
As mentioned in section 2, organisational policies are categorised into four
categories. The first category aims to enhance productivity (training plans
for older workers), the second can be considered as a way to reduce labour
costs (early retirement), the third focuses on balancing costs and productivity
(for instance by reducing both tasks and salary, or demotion) and the fourth
category is a group of ‘accommodative measures’ (such as possibilities
for extra leave or decreasing older workers’ workload). Table 4.4 presents
an overview of the share of employers from different countries that apply
different measures.
In general, employers most frequently implemented flexible working hours
as a measure aimed at accommodating the needs of older workers (35%).
Organisations in several countries, like the Netherlands and Denmark, do
take various measures, such as reducing the workload or offering possibilities
for extra leave. Lifelong learning is often perceived to be the key solution
to enhance productivity at older ages (European Commission, 2006; OECD,
2006). The share of organisations offering training programmes for older
staff varies highly between countries, but is on average about one-quarter.
Relatively many UK employers report having training plans for older
workers. French employers also applied training plans relatively often; this
may stem from the inter-sectoral agreement on ‘employee lifelong access
to training’ adopted in France, which promotes training among experienced
workers and was signed in 2003 by the French social partners (OECD, 2006).
Early retirement schemes, which can be considered a way to reduce labour
costs for employers, are implemented by 17 per cent of European employers.
In the Netherlands and Poland about one-third of employers apply early
retirement schemes. It is obvious that higher levels of early retirement
schemes do not stimulate the extension of working lives, and the higher levels
of Dutch and Polish employers do not reflect a focus on career extension.
Measures aimed at reviewing older workers’ productivity and remuneration,
such as reduction in task and salary (demotion), were found to be almost
absent, with the exception of the UK, where 22 per cent of employers
implemented this policy. The results from table 4.4 thus show that in most
3

In earlier studies we allowed employers to also come up with ‘other’ measures that were not
included in the list of suggested measures. All additional measures mentioned by employers
could easily be classified under the heading of the measures already included in the list.
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countries training plans and demotion —although often suggested by
scientists and policy makers to tackle negative consequences of an ageing
workforce— are not embraced by employers.
In table 4.5 we present the results of a multivariate analysis conducted to
examine employers’ policies towards older workers in more detail. We
looked at four types of policy measures:
1. Training plans for older workers (to increase labour productivity);
2. Early retirement schemes (to reduce labour costs);
3. Reduction of tasks and salary, or demotion (to balance productivity and
costs); and
4. Reduction of workload (same as demotion, but without remuneration
adjustments).
We tested whether personnel policies undertaken by employers are related
to the expected wage-productivity gap. In the model we included country
dummy variables as well as structural characteristics of the organisation,
such as sector, age structure, skills level and size as control variables. In
table 4.5 the odds ratio represents the ratio of the probability of employers
applying a measure to the probability they will not.
Do employers who expect a larger wage-productivity gap take measures
more often to bridge this gap than employers who are less concerned with
this gap? Table 4.5 shows that employers expecting a larger gap do not more
often attempt to enhance productivity through training or to balance cost
and productivity by means of demotion. They do, however, apply early
retirement schemes more often, as well as accommodative measures like
reduction of workload. With respect to the latter there may be a causality
problem: employers who implement measures to reduce the workload may
be perceiving a larger gap.
The results show sector differences. In industries and construction employers
implement fewer training plans and more early retirement schemes than in
the public sector. In addition, the services and trade sector is more involved
in policies such as demotion and less in the reduction of workload than
the public sector. The results also point at the importance of the size of
organisations, as the existence of a policy for older workers is positively
related to size. It may be that larger organisations have more opportunities to
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Reduction of
workload
Odds
Z-value
ratio

Expected wage-productivity gap
0.96
-0.81
1.17**
3.16
1.03
0.36
1.12*
2.10
Sector of industry
(public sector = reference category)
* Industries and construction
0.78*
-2.44
1.52**
4.33
1.01
0.07
0.81*
-2.16
* Services and trade
0.90
-1.00
1.13
1.16
1.32
1.86
0.69** -3.42
Size of the organisation (logarithm)
1.30**
9.49
1.59** 16.99
1.36**
8.83
1.28**
9.55
Skills level of workers
Share of employees in high-skilled jobs 1.50**
2.67
1.18
1.15
0.91
-0.39
1.14
0.85
Share of employees in unskilled jobs
0.74
-1.90
0.67*
-2.55
0.68
-1.61
1.19
1.11
Share of older workers
1.95**
2.81
5.32**
7.36
1.44
1.01
1.38
1.35
Countries (Sweden = reference category)
Denmark
1.03
0.17
0.76
-1.52
7.08**
7.27
4.06**
8.26
France
11.30** 11.75
1.75*
2.44
0.78
-0.47
0.91
-0.37
Germany
3.45**
7.06
1.54**
2.71
1.26
0.77
0.70
-1.83
Italy
0.20**
-5.53
0.57** -3.21
0.23** -3.10
0.58** -2.75
Netherlands
1.45*
2.09
6.60** 12.62
2.09**
2.70
4.04**
8.66
Poland
6.06** 10.90
4.41** 10.02
0.89
-0.35
0.92
-0.43
UK
11.73** 12.97
0.06** -4.85
9.56**
8.05
3.20**
6.08
2
Pseudo R
0.18
0.24
0.16
0.12
5,039
5,039
5,039
5,039
N
Note. *Significant at p < .05; ** significant at p < .01.
Source: ASPA Employers Survey (2009).
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pursue policies and benefit more from economies of scale, as is the case with
the implementation of training plans. High-skilled organisations implement
more training plans. Organisations with a large share of older workers are
more inclined to opt for early retirement schemes as well as for training plans
and policies aimed at a reduction of workload. This last result suggests that
the ageing of the workforce stimulates organisations to develop personnel
policies in this area.
4.4.4.
Governmental policies
In the past, European institutions and national governments have been the
main drivers in creating awareness about the necessity to extend working
lives and set targets on the labour force participation of seniors (European
Commission, 2002, 2006). With these earlier initiatives in mind, we
presented employers with a list of possible measures governments can take
to promote older workers’ employment. We asked employers whether they
considered these measures potentially effective or ineffective in improving
older workers’ labour force participation. Their answers are summarized in
table 4.6.
Almost three-quarters of employers —up to 92 per cent in Denmark—
favoured measures that allow for some kind of part-time retirement or
bridge employment. Such measures may help older workers to carry on,
even though they may no longer be as healthy or productive as they used
to be. If older workers can retire on a part-time basis, employers will not
have to pay any longer for all or part of non-productive hours or days. In
France and Italy the expectations regarding the effectiveness of incentives
to combine work and retirement are somewhat lower; this probably has
to do with the fact that in those countries the combination of work and
retirement is regulated by law — it was forbidden in France until 2003. The
second measure is the promotion of lifelong learning, which may enhance
productivity; this measure is considered most effective in Italy. This is
remarkable, since Italian employers hardly indicated having some kind of
training plan for older workers. On the other hand, maybe employers think
they cannot or should not be responsible for lifelong learning, and therefore
believe the government has to take responsibility for this. The third most
effective measure according to employers are wage subsidies for older
workers, which may ‘compensate’ organisations; this measure is considered
especially effective in the Netherlands, Germany and Poland. Relatively
often, in Italy employers consider laws preventing age discrimination and
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Incentives to combine
work-retirement
Promoting lifelong learning
62
Wage subsidies for older
58
workers
Lowering early retirement
43
benefits
Laws preventing age
36
discrimination
Media campaigns combating
35
negative stereotypes
Source: ASPA Employers Survey (2009).
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the combat against negative stereotypes to be effective measures. In the
Netherlands and the UK such legislation already exists.
In table 4.7 we present the results of a multivariate analysis carried out
to examine the perceived effectiveness of governmental policies. We
looked at three types of governmental policies related to lessening the
wage-productivity gap by either reducing costs or increasing productivity:
1. Incentives to combine work and retirement (to balance productivity and
costs);
2. Promotion of lifelong learning (to keep up labour productivity); and
3. Wage subsidies for older workers (to reduce costs).
We tested whether the perceived effectiveness of those measures is related
to the expected wage-productivity gap. In the model we included country
dummy variables as well as structural characteristics of the organisation,
such as sector, age structure, skills level and size as control variables. The
table shows that the expected wage-productivity gap is positively related to
the perceived effectiveness of wage subsidies for older workers. Employers
expecting an increasing wage-productivity gap are not more prone to consider
the combination of work and retirement or the promotion of lifelong learning
to be an effective governmental policy.
The results show some sector differences. In industries and construction,
employers consider all three governmental policies less effective than in
the public sector; in services and trade the promotion of lifelong learning
is considered less effective than in the public sector. With respect to size,
the results show that large organisations consider the promotion of lifelong
learning to be an effective policy more often than small organisations,
while wage subsidies are perceived to be an effective measure especially
by smaller organisations. The perceived effectiveness of the promotion of
lifelong learning is positively related to the share of high-skilled workers in
an organisation.
4.5. Conclusion and discussion
This study addressed four main questions: Do European employers take
action to extend working lives in terms of recruitment and retention of
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0.30
-0.27
0.11

1.03
0.97
1.02
9.62
2.89
-5.31
4.69
-0.86
0.04
4,525

-2.46
-1.19
0.92

0.83*
0.91
1.02

3.40**
1.41**
0.53**
1.73**
0.91

1.60

1.06

3.69
-3.50
-0.83

-4.35
-2.75
8.98

-1.30

3.35
9.26
9.86
-4.08
-1.97
0.06
4,525

1.51**
3.02**
3.26**
0.63**
0.80*

1.51**
0.67**
0.87

0.72**
0.81**
1.19**

0.95

Promote lifelong
learning
Odds
Z-value
ratio

-1.44
0.25
-1.67

-2.09
-0.86
-5.12

2.58

3.31
1.80
-9.78
6.20
5.37
0.04
4,525

1.49**
1.23
0.32**
2.00**
1.81**

0.85
1.03
0.75

0.86*
0.94
0.91**

1.10**

Wage subsidies for
older workers
Odds
Z-value
ratio

Note. *Significant at p < .05; ** significant at p < .01.
Source: ASPA Employers Survey (2009).
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Expected wage-productivity gap
Sector of industry
(public sector = reference category)
* Industries and construction
* Services and trade
Size of the organisation (logarithm)
Skill level of workers
Share of employees in high-skilled jobs
Share of employees in unskilled jobs
Share of older workers
Countries (Sweden = reference category)
Denmark
Germany
Italy
Netherlands
Poland
Pseudo R2
N

Combine workretirement
Odds
Z-value
ratio

Table 4.7. Perceived effectiveness governmental policies (ordered logistic regression analysis)
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older workers? What do employers see as possible consequences of an
ageing workforce for their own organisation? What organisational policies
do European employers apply to retain older workers? And —according to
employers— what can governments do to extend working lives?
Both recruitment and retention levels of older workers are rather low in all
of the countries included in this study, and employers’ actions to extend
working lives have a stronger focus on retention than on recruitment of
older workers. There also seems to be a normative barrier in employers’
behaviour: recruitment and retention beyond the statutory age of retirement
is not applied by many employers. Our results show important outcomes with
respect to perceived changes in costs and benefits as the workforce ages, as
a substantial number of employers foresee an increasing wage-productivity
gap. This perceived gap may explain employers’ reluctance to hire and
stimulate older workers to continue working until or even beyond the
existing retirement age.
So far, organisational policies do not seem to be aimed at tackling the
wage-productivity gap. Although demotion and lifelong learning are
suggested by scientists and policy makers as a way to bridge the gap between
labour costs and productivity, the enthusiasm for actual implementation of
these measures is not shared by employers. Except for the UK, employers do
not apply demotion of older workers to balance pay and productivity. Also,
additional training to prevent or counter a decline in productivity is given by
only a minority of employers. Demotion and training are not implemented
more often by employers expecting a larger wage-productivity gap. On
the contrary, early retirement schemes and reduction of workload without
remuneration adjustments are applied more often by employers expecting a
larger pay-productivity gap.
Our study is among the first to address employers’ views on governmental
policies concerning older workers and extending working life. The most
effective governmental measure to increase labour force participation of
older workers —according to employers— are incentives to combine work
and retirement. A preference for such a combination suggests there is room
for older workers to extend their working lives inside organisations, albeit
in an adjusted form. Phased retirement is one way to combine work and
retirement, and may also include —in the wording of the TLM approach
(Klosse and Schippers, 2008)— preventive transitions. Preventive transitions
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are a form of career mobility that prevents older workers from getting stuck
in a job where they gradually lose their productivity. Another possibility is
bridge employment. Bridge employment means that older workers work in
any form between their career jobs and full retirement, for instance by taking
a part-time job or other temporary employment prior to definitive retirement,
within the same occupation or in the same position, or in a completely
different job. In the literature bridge employment is described as becoming
more common, and its occurrence is expected to further increase (Cahill et
al., 2006; Johnson et al., 2009).
The second and third most effective governmental measures to increase
labour force participation of older workers are the promotion of lifelong
learning and wage subsidies. The larger the labour cost-productivity gap
employers expect, the more often they consider wage subsidies to be an
effective measure to increase the labour force participation of older workers.
This suggests that employers expect governments to partly facilitate the
process of bridging the gap between pay and productivity. Interestingly,
the effectiveness of wage subsidies is rated high by employers in small
organisations, which are much less involved in policy initiatives to improve
the productivity of older workers and may be more dependent on government
support.
Our study shows that although policy makers have put great efforts into the
promotion of older workers' labour participation, relatively few employers
are behaving in a way that actively supports a trend towards working longer.
The international comparison shows that the lack of action from employers to
activate senior potential is not a matter of just one specific country. This does
not imply that European employers show a uniform pattern in their attitudes
and behaviour towards older workers: outcomes do not follow a ‘European
way’ and are not distinguishable by type of welfare state, and national
contexts do turn out to be highly relevant. Attitudes and behaviour of Swedish
employers, for example, differ considerably from those of their Danish
colleagues (both belonging to Esping-Andersen’s, 1990 social-democratic
welfare state), and equally large variation exists between German and French
employers (both belonging to the continental/conservative welfare state
type). Any solutions along the lines of ‘one European way’ of stimulating
extension of working lives and increasing labour force participation of
older workers therefore seem to be —at least at this point in time— not
necessarily viable. The results are not distinguishable by economic climate
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either. In earlier research, Conen et al. (2011) showed for the Netherlands
that changes in the demand for workers affect employers’ recruitment and
retention behaviour towards older workers. Although unemployment rates
vary highly between the countries under study, we do not find a divide
between employers showing more activating behaviour towards their older
workers in countries with low unemployment rates than in countries with
high unemployment rates.
There are several noteworthy contributions of this study to the existing
literature. First, the study addresses employers’ perspective on the extension
of working lives, a perspective that is often neglected when compared to
research on attitudes and behaviour of older workers themselves and to
research on institutional arrangements affecting both supply of and demand
for older workers. Another contribution of the study is that it is among the first
to report on employers’ policies and practices from countries from all parts
of Europe and from all types of European welfare states. The cross-national
dimension is important, as it provides information on whether employers’
attitudes and actions towards older workers are either a national phenomenon
or can be more widely found among European employers.
The study does have a number of limitations. One limitation is that, although
the dataset is sizeable, it is difficult to assess to what extent the national
samples are representative of the population of interest due to the varying
response rates. A low response rate can give rise to sampling bias if the
non-response is unequally distributed. However, there is no minimum for an
‘acceptable’ response rate: research suggests that in many cases surveys with
varying response rates yield results that are statistically indistinguishable
(Keeter et al., 2006). Another limitation is its reliance on self-reported
behaviour. Respondents may be reporting that they recruit or retain older
workers or apply policies in accordance with a dominant organisational or
national policy even though they are not really complying. Future studies
may combine self-reported behaviour with direct measures of hiring and
retention behaviour.
In this survey we found European employers to be little involved in extending
older workers’ careers, and the dominant consequence of the ageing of
the workforce is perceived to be a growing gap between labour costs and
productivity. A logical next question is whether these perceived consequences
are accurate, or whether employers underestimate or overestimate the
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development of labour costs and productivity as the workforce ages. Future
researchers may want to combine employers’ perceptions about developments
in labour costs and productivity and actual measures within organisations.
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5.

Ageing and employers’ perceptions of labour costs
and productivity: a survey among
European employers1

Abstract
This study examines employers’ perceptions of changes in the labour
cost-productivity gap due to the ageing of the workforce, the effects of
tenure wages and employment protection on the perceived gap, and whether
a perceived labour cost-productivity gap affects employers’ recruitment and
retention behaviour towards older workers. We analyse surveys administered
to employers in Denmark, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland
and Sweden. The results show that approximately half of employers associate
the ageing of the personnel with a growing gap between labour costs and
productivity. Both the presence of tenure wages and employment protection
rules increase the probability of employers perceiving a widening labour
cost-productivity gap due to the ageing of their workforce. A counterfactual
shows that even when employment protection and tenure wage systems are
abolished, 40 per cent of employers expect a net cost increase. The expected
labour cost-productivity gap negatively affects both recruitment and retention
of older workers.
5.1. Introduction
Employers play a key role in older workers’ labour mobility and possibilities
to retain their jobs. Barriers for employers to hire or retain older workers are
often attributed to an increasing wage-productivity gap. For instance, the
OECD (2006) states “To the extent that labour costs of older workers rise
faster than their productivity, employers may be reluctant to either retain
workers beyond a certain age or hire older workers” (p. 67). In this study
we examine the perceived consequences of an ageing staff on labour costs
and productivity, and whether such perceptions are related to employers’
behaviour towards older workers.
Various methods have been used to examine the relationship between age,
wages and productivity. Many studies use matched worker-firm datasets
1

This chapter was published earlier as Conen W.S., K. Henkens and J.J. Schippers, 2012,
Ageing and employers’ perceptions of labour costs and productivity: A survey among European
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linking age-earnings profiles to plant-level production functions based on
either cross-sectional information (e.g. Hellerstein and Neumark, 2004) or
panel data (cf. Crépon et al., 2002; Van Ours and Stoeldraijer, 2011).
Empirical evidence on the relationship between age, wages and productivity
is inconclusive. Some studies find workers’ wage-productivity gap to increase
with age (Kotlikoff and Gokhale, 1992; Flabbi and Ichino, 2001; Crépon
et al., 2002; Hellerstein and Neumark, 2004; Ilmakunnas and Maliranta,
2005), while others find little evidence of such a gap (Aubert and Crépon,
2007; Van Ours and Stoeldraijer, 2011). The cited articles predominantly try
to establish a relationship between the age structure of the workforce and
‘objective’ measures of labour productivity and costs.
We approach the wage-productivity gap from a different perspective by
examining the perceptions of employers using a survey. The central research
questions of this study are the following: First, what are the determinants of
the perceived changes in the labour cost-productivity gap due to the ageing
of the workforce? Second, to what extent does this perceived gap affect
employers’ recruitment and retention of older workers?
In answering our first research question we focus on two factors that are
assumed to hamper or stifle flexibility in the labour market: tenure wages
and employment protection. Tenure wages are wages that rise with tenure,
apart from the employee’s formal qualifications and performance within
the organisation. Organisations with a steep tenure-wage profile are more
likely to be confronted with a labour cost-productivity gap in the face of
an ageing personnel structure. In our study, employment protection refers
to the perceived difficulty of firing a worker with a permanent contract.
Employment protection regulations have been at the centre of heated policy
debate in Europe (Siebert, 1997; Blanchard, 2004). The central issue in
offering employment protection is to strike a balance between the interests
of employers (flexibility for organisations) and those of employees (job
security). From the employers’ perspective, employment protection may hold
both costs and benefits for employers. With respect to costs, employment
protection can diminish the ability to cope with a changing environment.
Employment protection may also strengthen wage bargaining positions of
‘insiders’ (OECD, 2004; Addison and Teixeira, 2003). But protection may
also have benefits for both employers and employees: long-term contracts
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create an environment that may enhance productivity by encouraging human
capital accumulation (cf. Belot et al., 2002). Whether employment protection
regulation is a boon or a bane remains an unresolved issue. This study
addresses the question of whether organisations experiencing high levels
of employment protection have different expectations regarding a labour
cost-productivity gap than those organisations facing low protection levels.
Our second research question focuses on whether a perceived gap between
labour costs and productivity affects employers’ recruitment and retention
behaviour towards older workers. Although there is no general consensus
about the link between age, wages and productivity, the evidence seems to be
unambiguous with respect to the vulnerability of older workers in the labour
market. Early retirement tends to be a one-way street and older workers’
opportunities to re-enter the labour force after a period of unemployment or
to change jobs at the end of a working life are limited and largely determined
by employers (OECD, 2006; Berger, 2009). It is suggested that negative
perceptions about labour costs and productivity of older workers are critical
barriers to their employment prospects (OECD, 2006).
We collected data among European employers and asked about their attitudes
towards older workers and retention and hiring behaviour. The cross-national
dimension provides information on whether employers’ perceptions vary
per country or are a more European-wide characteristic among employers.
The data come from surveys conducted in Denmark, France, Germany,
Italy, the Netherlands, Poland and Sweden in 2009. Employers from the
various countries face different labour market situations and institutional
arrangements affecting both supply of and demand for older workers. The
pooling of these diverse experiences provides more robust and clearer
perspectives on how ageing and labour market institutions affect employers’
views and behaviour.
The next section addresses the theoretical background of the relationship
between ageing, labour costs and productivity. Section 3 presents the data
and variables of interest. The results are presented in section 4 and in section
5 we conclude with a summary of the main findings and discussion.
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5.2. Ageing, labour costs and productivity
Several strands of economic theory provide a basis for hypotheses examining
the link between age, labour costs and labour productivity. The first strand
is the spot market theory which states that in a perfectly competitive labour
market firms pay workers according to their marginal product, regardless of
the age of the worker. In spot market theory an age-related wage-productivity
gap would not occur by definition. As productivity is often difficult or costly
to assess, in most organisations it is not a viable option for employers to pay
workers according to their marginal productivity.
The second strand of economic theory comes from human capital theory
(Becker, 1962; for an overview, see Polachek and Siebert, 1993). The theory
states that investments in human capital boost labour productivity, and
productivity is positively related to remuneration of employees. In principle,
people accumulate human capital through training and experience during
the whole of their career, but most investments in training take place at
younger ages. Human capital also may depreciate, e.g. because knowledge
of older technologies becomes obsolete or because cognitive and physical
skills deteriorate. Depreciation of human capital will lead to a decrease in
productivity.
In the late 1970s, the relationship between age, labour costs and productivity
as described by human capital theory was called into question (Hutchens,
1989), giving rise to different kinds of contract theories, such as Lazear’s
(1979) delayed payment contract theory. This theory states that employers
may have implicit contracts with their employees regarding the connection
between productivity and income over their career: while earnings are lower
than productivity during the first phase of a worker’s career, earnings are
higher than productivity during the second phase. Such contracts induce
employees to perform at a higher level of effort and reduce workers incentives
to shirk. A different type of contract theory, such as that of Harris and
Holmstrom (1982), takes into account the uncertainty about the productivity
of newly recruited workers, which translates into offering them relatively
low wages. Another variation on the theme takes into account worker
reliability. Since younger workers by definition cannot have a reputation for
reliability, they pay a higher wage premium, thus effectively receiving lower
wage offers (Grossman, 1977). All these contract theories imply a present
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value relationship between compensation and productivity, boiling down
to a distribution in which younger workers’ productivity exceed wages and
older workers’ wages exceed productivity.
As Lazear (1979) argues, incentive theories are consistent with mandatory
retirement. He stresses that “A necessary consequence of this payment
schedule is mandatory retirement, that is, a date at which the contract is
terminated and the worker is no longer entitled to receive a wage greater than
his VMP [value of the worker's marginal product]” (Lazear, 1979, p. 1283).
Employers will therefore either opt for mandatory retirement schedules or
for the use of private pension schemes that penalise continued employment
beyond a certain age. An additional complication with contract models, with
their relatively high remuneration for older workers, is that the sustainability
of the contracts is negatively affected by the ageing of the workforce. An
increase in the number of older —and relatively highly paid— workers
reduces the financial sustainability of an organisation and increases incentives
for organisations to either decrease wages of older workers, renegotiate the
promise to retain the workers until the mandatory retirement age or lay them
off.
An element that might affect employers’ decisions is the level of employment
protection. Strong employment protection rules may weaken the adaptability
of organisations to alleviate the possible negative consequences of an ageing
workforce. Contrary to a host of macro-economic research that focuses on
the de jure level of employment protection as measured by the OECD, this
study uses the level of employment protection as perceived by individual
employers. There is some evidence as to why perceptions of regulations
may be of importance in understanding actual decisions. For instance, Boeri
and Jimeno (2005) show that small firms are often exempted from certain
aspects of labour regulations, or do not comply when enforcement is weak.
In general, one would expect de jure regulations to impact labour demand;
research by Pierre and Scarpetta (2006), who employ the World Bank’s
Investment Climate Survey, shows that firms in developing countries facing
stricter employment legislation are more likely to report regulations being a
major obstacle to their operation. However, they also show that larger firms
and innovating firms tend to be more sensitive to the strictness of regulations.
In short, it matters to pay special attention to the individual circumstances
in which firms operate, and under those circumstances perceptions of the
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strictness of regulations may even offer a better approximation of the way
rules and regulations function in a country. Employers face uncertainty
about future developments in labour costs and productivity of individual
employees, and this uncertainty plays a large role in hiring decisions.
Although diplomas, job interviews and references may provide an idea of the
abilities of new personnel, how productive they will be remains to be seen.
Employers have access to what Phelps (1972) has called ‘previous statistical
experience’: information on how certain categories or groups of employees
tend to behave and develop. This experience affects their hiring decision, and
as formalised by Thurow (1975) it determines to a large extent the place of job
candidates in the job queue. The ‘job queue’ represents the idea of employers
—who are in the process of recruitment and selection— ranking potential
employees and placing them in a fictitious order of preference. Employers
select the candidates in turn, until their demand for labour has been met. If
employers associate seniority with a larger labour cost-productivity gap, it
will presumably negatively affect the relative position of older workers in
this ‘job queue’.
This short overview of the theory on the relationship between age, labour
costs and productivity can be formalised into three specific hypotheses
which will be the focus of this study:
1. Tenure wage hypothesis. Organisations that apply tenure-based wage
profiles are more likely to expect an increasing labour cost-productivity
gap due to ageing of the workforce than organisations without such
seniority wage rules.
2. Employment protection hypothesis. Employers who perceive the level
of employment protection to be high are more likely to perceive a larger
labour cost-productivity gap due to an ageing of the workforce than those
employers who perceive this level of protection to be low.
3. Recruitment and retention hypothesis. The perception of a larger labour
cost-productivity gap negatively influences employers’ retention and
hiring behaviour towards older workers.
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5.3. Methodology
5.3.1.
Survey among employers
Data on employers’ behaviour and attitudes were collected between March
and November 2009. The countries included in this study are geographically
dispersed over Europe and cover all types of European welfare state regimes.
Sweden and Denmark represent Esping-Andersen’s (1990) social-democratic
welfare state, the UK stands for the liberal welfare state, and the Netherlands,
Germany and France stand for the continental/conservative welfare state. As
several authors (Leibfried, 1992; Ferrera, 1996; Bonoli, 1997) also distinguish
a fourth category, the Mediterranean type of welfare state, we also included
Italy. Finally, Poland represents a ‘new’ —former eastern European—
European Union (EU) member state. We used data from comparative surveys
carried out among employers in Denmark, France, Germany, Italy, the
Netherlands, Poland and Sweden2.
The total number of completed questionnaires amounts to 5,822, of which
609 are from Denmark, 500 from France, 892 from Germany, 770 from
Italy, 1,077 from the Netherlands, 1,037 from Poland and 525 from Sweden.
The overall response rate was 23 per cent and ranged from 7 to 53 per cent
for the different countries. This is lower than the average response rate for
individual surveys but in line with the rate generally found in corporate
surveys. In Europe and the USA, response rates have been found to be 20-30
per cent at most (see Brewster et al., 1994; Kalleberg et al., 1996; Van Dalen
et al., 2009).
The questionnaires were completed by directors / chief executive officers
[CEOs] / chief financial officers [CFOs] (29%), heads of departments and
general managers (16%) and human resource managers (33%); this ‘higher
management’ group adds up to at least 79 per cent, and is likely to be
well informed and have good insight into the policies and practices of the
organisation. A total of 61 per cent of respondents reported that an academic
degree was required for their job. The average age of respondents was 46 and
50 per cent of respondents were male.
2

Data from the UK was left out because a shorter questionnaire was used that did not cover the
questions on seniority wage and recruitment and retention behaviour, some of the main themes in
this study.
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The questionnaires used in the different countries were identical. Interview
techniques used differed between countries, depending on what was perceived
to be the best way to address respondents in a specific country. Denmark
used computer-assisted web interviewing; Germany, the Netherlands and
Sweden used paper and pencil interviewing; and France, Italy and Poland
used computer-assisted telephone interviewing.
For all countries we drew a stratified sample on the characteristics of
establishments’ sector and size. In the analyses at the national level we
weighted the data afterwards to account for the sampling design, to ensure
the observations were representative for the population of employers.
Weights are constructed according to the population of establishments from
national statistics bureaus and corrected for establishment sector and size. To
present results at the pooled level, we pooled the data for all seven countries
—including the national weighting factors— and constructed a new
weighting factor that takes the net sample size of the different countries into
account. Otherwise, Dutch and Polish employers (N˃1,000) would influence
results more than French and Swedish employers (N≈500).
5.3.2.

Measures

Dependent variables.
Perceptions of a labour cost-productivity gap3 were based on the following
two questions: ‘What would the consequences in your organization be if
the average age of your personnel increased by five years?’ Response items
included labour costs and labour productivity (answer categories: ‘1’ strong
decline, ‘2’ decline, ‘3’ stays the same, ‘4’ increase, ‘5’ strong increase). The
combination of the expectations on labour costs and productivity translate
into expectations on the development of the labour cost-productivity gap with
an ageing workforce. For instance, when an employer expects productivity
to stay the same but labour costs to increase, this implies an increase of the
labour cost-productivity gap. A scale of the expected labour cost-productivity
gap was constructed by grouping together respondents who expect the gap
3

Labour costs may consist of both direct wages and additional labour costs (such as extra leave
or sickness absenteeism). Although ‘wages’ and ‘labour costs’ are not the same, in the economic
literature it is more common to talk about a wage-productivity gap than about a labour costproductivity gap.We therefore use ‘wages’ and ’labour costs’ interchangeably.
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to decrease (-1), stay the same (0) or increase (1). In table 5.1 the relevant
scores are presented for the different combinations of changes in labour costs
and productivity.
Retention behaviour was operationalised by asking respondents whether they
encouraged workers to continue working until they reach age 65 (‘1’ currently
applied, ‘0’ not applied). Recruitment behaviour was operationalised by
asking whether employers recruited older workers (‘1’ currently applied, ‘0’
not applied). ‘Older workers’ were defined in the questionnaire as ‘workers
ages 50 years or older’. Descriptive statistics of the variables used in the
analyses are presented in table 5.2.
Independent variables.
Tenure wage. Tenure wage was measured by the question ‘To what extent,
apart from the employee’s formal qualifications and his function in the
organisation, do wages rise with tenure (i.e. the number of years that the
employee has worked in your organisation)?’ (answering categories: ‘1’ not
at all to ‘4’ to a high extent). Tenure wages are usually implemented by using
salary scales, which automatically increase by one step each year.
Employment protection. Employment protection legislation generally refers
to the entire set of regulations affecting both hiring and firing policies. We
focus on protection of permanent workers against individual dismissal,
which is highly relevant in terms of organisations’ adaptability to alleviate
the possible negative consequences of an ageing workforce. This measure
is based on the question: ‘How difficult is it in your organisation to fire a
worker with a permanent contract?’ (answering categories: ‘1’ very easy to
Table 5.1. Relevant groups in the analyses of a labour cost-productivity gap as a
result of an ageing personnel structure

Productivity

Decrease
Stable
Increase

Labour costs
Decrease
Stable
0
1
-1
0
-1

-1

Increase
1
1
0
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0.60
0.35
0.44

0.53
0.14
0.26
2.57
3.81

0.09
0.32
0.12
0.21
4.46
0.26
0.11
0.25
1.43

Independent variables
Tenure wages (1 = none, 4 = highly applicable)
Difficulty of dismissing a worker (1 = very easy, 5 = very difficult)

Control variables
Sector of industry (Industries = reference category)
Construction
Services and trade
Public sector
Education, health care and social work
Size (logarithm)
Share of high-skilled workers
Share of workers with fixed-term temporary contract
Share of older workers
Extent of absenteeism/ sickness rate

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1

1
1

-1
0
0

Min

1
1
1
1
13.12
1
1
1
3

4
5

1
1
1

Max
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0.28
0.47
0.33
0.41
1.52
0.29
0.18
0.17
0.62

0.78
0.96

SD

Mean

Dependent variables
Expected labour cost-productivity gap (-1 = decline, 1 = increase)
Recruitment of older workers (0=no, 1=yes)
Retention of older workers (0=no, 1=yes)

Table 5.2. Descriptive statistics
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0.48
0.27
0.21
0.37
0.35
0.40
0.39
0.29

0.36
0.79
0.05
0.16
0.14
0.19
0.18
0.09

0
0
0
0
0
0

0
0
1
1
1
1
1
1

1
1
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Experienced shortages (no shortages = reference category)
Some vacancies
Many vacancies
Countries (Denmark = reference category)
France
Germany
Italy
Netherlands
Poland
Sweden
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‘5’ very difficult). Our measure captures perceived employment protection
at the organisational level rather than objective measures of legislation
at the national level, as performed for instance by OECD4. This different
stance towards employment protection is complementary in the sense that
perceptions may differ between employers within a country: the perceived
level of employment protection needs not be grounded in law, but can also
originate from collective bargaining of social partners, organisational culture
and individual characteristics or experiences of employers.
Control variables.
In the analyses we controlled for sector of industry, organizational features
and country. To control for sector differences, respondents were given a list
of industrial sectors defined by Eurostat (2002) and were asked to indicate the
sector in which their own organisation operated. We categorised the sectors
into ‘industries’, ‘construction’, ‘services and trade’, ‘public sector’ and
‘education, health and social work’. The control variables on organisational
characteristics were assessed using five variables. Respondents were asked
for the total number of employees in their organisation (size), share of
high-skilled workers, share of workers with fixed-term temporary contracts
and share of older workers; these are all continuous variables. The extent
of absenteeism/sickness rate was based on the question ‘To what extent
does your establishment encounter any of the following problems related
to personnel: High absenteeism and/or high sickness rate?’ (answering
categories: ‘1’ no/to a low extent to ‘3’ to a high extent). Since the number of
countries is too small to perform multilevel analyses to test for macro-level
effects (cf. Maas and Hox, 2005), we controlled for country characteristics
by including country dummies.
5.3.3.
Analyses
We used ordered logistic regression models to estimate the impact of tenure
wages, employment protection and control variables on the perceived labour
cost-productivity gap. In these models the outcome variable was treated as
4

We note that the OECD (2010b) distinguishes three pillars of employment protection
legislation: First, protection of permanent workers against individual dismissal; Second, specific
requirements for collective dismissal; Third, regulation for temporary forms of employments.
Our questionnaire captures primarily the perception of the strictness of the first pillar. In our
study the effects of employment protection on the labour cost-productivity gap might therefore
be an underestimation, as we did not include all aspects of employment protection.
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ordinal, as the response levels have a natural ranking (decline, no change,
increase) despite our not knowing the actual distances between contiguous
levels. Nonetheless, for the results of such models to be valid they must meet
the criteria for proportional odds. Since the ordered logit model estimates
one equation over all levels of the dependent variable (as compared to the
multinomial logit model), the test for proportional odds tests the validity
of our one-equation model. We used a χ2-test for proportional odds. The
results suggest that the assumption of proportional odds was not violated.
We therefore analysed the data using ordered logistic regression analyses in
which the values of our dependent variable are treated as ordinal variables. To
examine to what extent the perceived gap affects employers’ recruitment and
retention of older workers, we performed multivariate logistic regression.
5.4. Results
5.4.1.
Perceptions of changes in labour cost-productivity gap
We addressed the question of whether organisations expect changes in the
labour cost-productivity gap due to an ageing workforce. Table 5.3 shows
to what extent employers expect an ageing workforce to affect labour costs
and productivity within their organisation. The first part of the table presents
the expectations regarding the influence of ageing on labour costs. For the
pooled sample we show that almost half of employers expect an increase
in labour costs. There are, however, large differences between countries. In
Poland and Denmark up to one-third of employers expect labour costs to
increase. In Sweden, Germany, Italy and France roughly half of employers
expect costs to increase. Employers in the Netherlands are at the other end
of the spectrum: here 75 per cent think labour costs will increase due to
an ageing workforce. Only very few employers expect a decline of labour
costs. The latter finding is in accordance with insights from OECD (2006)
based on cross-sectional macro-data and Deelen (2011), who shows for a
large administrative database that wage-tenure profiles in the Netherlands
are steep.
With respect to the connection between ageing and productivity, the results
show that in all countries a majority of employers state that productivity as
such is not affected by the ageing of the workforce. However, a substantial
minority (28%) expects productivity to decrease (strongly); this is the highest
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Pooled

Denmark

France

Germany

Italy

Netherlands
44
50
6
8
55
37
59
35
6

10
61
29
31
58
11

Sweden

16
74
10

Poland
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Increase
44
33
51
48
49
75
Same
52
61
43
51
48
24
Decline
4
6
6
1
3
1
Labour productivity
Increase
10
10
7
10
14
8
Same
62
71
64
54
62
58
Decline
28
19
28
36
25
34
Cost-productivity gapb
Increase
53
41
55
61
50
75
Same
41
51
38
36
45
23
Decline
6
8
7
3
5
2
a
Notes: Based on the question: ‘If the average age of your personnel increases by five years, what will be the effect on[…]?’
b
Based on cross-tabulating expected consequences in labour costs and labour productivity.
Source: ASPA Employers Survey (2009).

Labour costs

Consequences

Table 5.3. European employers’ perceptions of the consequences of an ageing personnel structure of own organisation (%)
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in Sweden, where 37 per cent of employers expect a productivity decline and
the lowest in Denmark (19%).
The combination of the expectations on labour costs and productivity translate
into expectations on the development of the labour cost-productivity gap
with an ageing workforce, which is shown in the third part of the table. We
combined the answers on changes in labour costs and labour productivity to
establish whether employers perceive a net cost or a net productivity increase
as a result of an ageing workforce. Overall, about half of employers expect
an ageing workforce to be associated with a net labour cost increase (53%).
The table shows large differences between countries. Dutch employers are
most sceptical when it comes to expectations about the consequences of
an ageing staff: 75 per cent of employers expect a net labour cost increase
as the workforce ages, and only 2 per cent expect a decline. In Poland the
wage-productivity gap is less of an issue; in this country about one-third of
employers expect a net cost increase and 11 per cent expect a net productivity
increase.
5.4.2.
Tenure wages and employment protection
In this section we examine tenure wages and employment protection rules
as possible underlying predictors of an expected labour cost-productivity
gap. Figure 5.1 shows that 58 per cent of employers report wages to rise
with tenure to ‘a high’ or ‘some’ extent in their own organisation. Automatic
increases in salary scales are mostly observed among Dutch and French
organisations (78 and 72%, respectively). In Germany, only 36 per cent of
employers indicate that wages rise with tenure in their own organisation.
These results on tenure wages correspond largely to those found by the
OECD (1998; 2006; 2010a).
Figure 5.2 shows that 56 per cent of employers indicate it is ‘difficult/very
difficult’ to fire a worker with a permanent contract. In Italy, the Netherlands,
Sweden, Germany and France a majority of employers perceive a high level
of employment protection. In Denmark, only 25 per cent of employers report
finding it difficult to dismiss a worker, which is in line with the Danish
‘flexicurity’ model. The high perceived level of employment protection
in Italy is interesting, because according to OECD (2010b) protection of
permanent workers against dismissal is relatively low in Italy.
The next step is to test our hypotheses about the two possible factors
influencing the labour cost-productivity gap: tenure wages and employment
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Figure 5.1. European employers’ perception of wages rising with tenure
Pooled

9

Netherlands

9

7

Poland

6

35

52

13

Sweden

28

50

22

Denmark

22

69

France

40

53
47

47

Italy 1
Germany

42

49

57

42
64

33

3
0%

20%

40%

To a high extent

60%

To some extent

80%

100%

Not/to a low extent

Note: Based on the question: To what extent, apart from the employee’s formal qualifications and
his function in the organisation, do wages rise with tenure (i.e. the number of years that the
employee has worked in your establishment)?
Source: ASPA Employers Survey (2009).			
Figure 5.2. European employers’ perception of level of employment
protection
Pooled

56

34

Italy

10

83

Netherlands

14

70

Sweden

62

Germany

62

France

27

Poland

38

37

10%

7
15

49

14

46
20%

7

33

25
0%

3

31

52

Denmark

3

35

55

UK

30%

3

40%

Difficult/very difficult to fire a worker

50%

29
60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Not easy/not difficult to fire a worker

Easy/very easy to fire a worker

Note: Based on the question: How difficult is it in your establishment to fire a worker with a
permanent contract?
Source: ASPA Employers Survey (2009).
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protection rules. The first model of table 5.4 presents results from the
ordered logistic regression analysis explaining the labour cost-productivity
gap by control variables only: organisational features, sector of industry and
country. In the second model we added seniority wages and employment
protection.
The estimation results show that the steepness of the tenure-wage profile
is positively related to the perceived change in the labour cost-productivity
gap5. In other words, in organisations where wages rise to a higher extent
with tenure employers are more likely to expect a net cost increase due to
an ageing staff. Regarding employment protection, the results show that
employers who perceive the level of employment protection to be high are
more likely to expect a net labour cost increase.
In the literature it is sometimes suggested to include a bargaining structure
variable (cf. Addison and Teixeira, 2003), since there is a potential omitted
variables problem if unionisation is correlated with employment protection
and/or tenure wages. We tested whether this is the case in our model by
adding the variable approximating the labour union power. This variable is
based on the question: ‘The influence of labour unions on personnel policies
is clearly visible in this organisation’ (‘1’ completely disagree, ‘5’ completely
agree) (not in table). Adding this variable did not alter our results.
The results show that compared to the reference group (industries),
organisations in ‘services and trade’ are less likely to perceive a net cost
increase, whereas organisations in ‘education, health care and social work’
have more frequent expectations of such a gap occurring. Employers who
already have a larger proportion of older workers in their staff or who
encounter high absenteeism problems are more likely to expect a net cost
increase. Employers’ perceptions vary across countries regarding the gap
between labour costs and productivity due to ageing staff, as is shown in the
lower part of table 5.4 National contexts may be particularly relevant when
examining the effects of tenure wages and employment protection. There are
significant interaction effects between country and tenure wage and between
country and employment protection (see the Appendix A.2). Compared to
European employers, for German employers tenure wages and employment
5

Results of the separate estimation results for the analyses of perceived labour costs and
productivity can be obtained from the authors upon request.
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-

-1.56
-1.72
1.74
2.90
4.74
0.30
-1.76
2.54

-

0.83
0.87
1.20
1.32**
1.11**
1.03
0.73
1.58*

1.10**
1.00
0.76
1.59*

0.84
0.85*
1.09
1.22*

1.13**

1.18**

4.42
0.03
-1.55
2.57

-1.46
-2.00
0.77
2.03

3.40

4.29

Model 2
Odds ratio z-value
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Wage
Tenure wage
Employment protection
Difficulty of dismissing a worker
Control variables
Sector of industry (industries = reference category):
Construction
Services and trade
Public sector
Education, health care and social work
Organisational features:
Size (logarithm)
Share of high-skilled workers
Share of workers with fixed-term temporary contract
Share of older workers

Model 1
Odds ratio z-value

GAPa

Table 5.4. Explaining expected labour cost-productivity gap (ordered logistic regression analysis)
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Extent of absenteeism/ sickness rate
1.29**
4.95
1.26**
4.50
Countries (Denmark = reference category):
France
2.42**
6.76
2.11**
5.57
Germany
2.96**
9.94
2.79**
8.79
Italy
1.61**
4.62
1.43**
3.03
Netherlands
5.90**
15.06
5.11**
13.31
Poland
0.83
-1.74
0.82
-1.80
Sweden
2.00**
6.54
1.85**
5.53
Pseudo R2
0.07
0.08
4,947
4,947
N
*
**
Significant at p < .05; significant at p < .01.					
a
The scale of the expected labour cost-productivity gap ranges from -1 to 1 and was based on cross-tabulating expected
consequences in labour costs and labour productivity.
Source: ASPA Employers Survey (2009).					
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protection are more positively related to an expected net cost increase. For
Dutch employers, tenure wages are more related to the perceived gap and for
Swedish employers employment protection is less related to the perceived
gap. For all countries, the main effects remain significant after adding the
two-way interactions.
To gain more insight into the effects of tenure wages and employment
protection on the perceived labour cost-productivity gap, we performed a
simple counterfactual analysis in which the application of tenure wages and
the level of employment protection are varied. We calculated the predicted
scores on the dependent variable based on the model in table 5.4, and
examined a situation in which the tenure-wage profile is completely absent
as well as one in which the perceived employment protection is reduced to
a minimum level.
Table 5.5 shows that in the baseline case 53 per cent of employers expect
a net cost increase as a result of an ageing workforce and only 6 per cent
expect a net productivity increase. The central question of this exercise is, to
what extent the share of employers who expect a change in the gap between
costs and productivity is affected by these labour market reforms? In the
extreme case of wages not rising with tenure and a low level of employment
protection, 40 per cent of employers expect a net cost increase and 10 per
cent expect a net productivity increase; the model thus shows a 13-percentage
point decline compared to the baseline situation of a net cost increase and a
4-percentage point increase for a net productivity increase. In other words,
although these types of labour market reforms have a substantial effect on the
financial sustainability of organisations, they do not neutralise the expected
consequences of an ageing workforce: 40 per cent of employers still expect
a net cost increase as a result of an ageing workforce.
5.4.3.
Recruitment and retention behaviour
Table 5.6 presents the logistic regression analysis of employers’ recruitment
and retention of employees as dependent variables. We test whether the
perception of a labour cost-productivity gap is a predictor of employers’
recruitment and retention behaviour towards older workers. The odds ratio
represents the ratio of the probability of employers recruiting or retaining
older workers compared to the probability of them not hiring or retaining
older workers.
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Source: ASPA Employers Survey (2009)

Notes: a Baseline model is based on the estimation results of model 2 in table 5.3.		
b
In this counterfactual analysis the score for tenure wages is set to 1 (lower limit).		
c
In this counterfactual analysis the score for employment protection is set to 1 (lower limit). 		
d
In this counterfactual analysis both the scores for tenure wages and employment protection are set to 1.		

Baseline modela
Wages do not increase with tenureb
Low level of employment protectionc
Combined effects of 1 and 2d

Share of employers expecting a labour cost-productivity gap
Net cost increase
Stable
Net productivity increase
(Δcost ˃ Δproductivity)
(Δcost = Δproductivity)
(Δcost < Δ productivity)
%
%
%
53
41
6
48
44
8
46
46
8
40
50
10

Table 5.5. Results of a counterfactual analysis of the consequences of abolishing tenure-based wages
and employment protection on an expected labour cost-productivity gap
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0.23
1.65
-0.83
1.49
7.28
0.40
-1.23
4.89
0.76
6.09
6.21

1.04
1.22
0.89
1.22
1.23**
1.07
0.75
3.47**
1.06
1.77**
2.66**

1.63**
1.71**

1.15**
1.32*
0.83
3.44**
0.95

1.11
1.07
1.11
1.06

6.43
3.92

5.64
2.13
-0.92
6.00
-0.78

0.78
0.73
0.91
0.55
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Expected labour cost-productivity gap
Control variables
Sector of industry (industries = reference category):
Construction
Services and trade
Public sector
Education, health care and social work
Organisational features:
Size (logarithm)
Share of high-skilled workers
Share of workers with fixed-term temporary contract
Share of older workers
Extent of absenteeism/ sickness rate
Experienced shortages (no shortages = reference category)
Some vacancies
Many vacancies

Behaviour towards older workers
Recruitment
Retention
Odds ratio
z-value
Odds ratio
z-value
0.87**
-2.83
0.91*
-2.36

Table 5.6. Explaining European employers’ recruitment and retention of older workers (logistic regression analysis)
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0.67
0.78
0.14**
0.62**
0.87
0.71*

-1.73
-1.81
-8.22
-3.40
-0.93
-1.99
0.08
4912

1.45*
0.39**
0.24**
0.42**
1.29*
0.65**
0.08
4912

2.22
-7.61
-9.58
-7.24
2.13
-3.17
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*

Significant at p < .05; ** significant at p < .01.
Source: ASPA Employers Survey (2009)

Countries (Denmark = reference category):
France
Germany
Italy
Netherlands
Poland
Sweden
Pseudo R2
N
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Column 1 of table 5.6 shows that employers who expect a net cost increase
due to an ageing staff are significantly less likely to recruit older workers.
In column 3 we see that employers who expect a net cost increase also are
significantly less likely to encourage employees to continue working until
they reach their country’s statutory retirement age. These effects are in line
with our hypothesis that the perceived labour cost-productivity gap affects
recruitment and retention behaviour of older workers. The results also show
that organisations with a more high-skilled staff are more inclined to retain
older workers. This is in line with what one would expect from human capital
theory, in the sense that the higher the value of the accumulated knowledge
and skills an employee embodies, the more an employer is inclined to retain
an older worker. Further, the results show that employers who already
have a large proportion of older workers in their staff are more inclined to
recruit and retain older workers. Personnel shortages positively influence the
recruitment and retention behaviour towards older workers.
5.5. Conclusions and discussion
Raising the labour force participation of older workers is a key policy
objective in the EU. Negative perceptions of employers about older workers’
productivity are often assumed to hamper a further increase of their labour
force participation (OECD, 2006; Van Dalen et al., 2010a). This study has
examined perceptions of European employers regarding the consequences
of an ageing personnel structure. Not only the consequences for the
organisation’s labour productivity, but also perceived consequences for
labour costs were examined. The results show that a majority of European
employers in each of the countries studied do not expect the ageing of their
staff to affect the productivity level within their organisation. With respect
to employers’ perception of the consequences of ageing on labour costs, the
results show much more variation. Many European employers expect labour
costs to increase as a result of an ageing staff, but the percentages differ
widely across Europe, from 16 per cent in Poland to 75 per cent of Dutch
employers. By combining perceptions about labour costs and productivity
the survey shows that about half of employers associate ageing personnel
with a net cost increase — a situation in which the change in labour costs
exceeds the change in productivity. Perceptions of such a gap are not without
consequences as they negatively affect both recruitment and retention of
older workers.
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Tenure wages and employment protection are important factors explaining
employers’ perceptions of a divergence between productivity and labour
costs. European employers tend to associate employment protection rules
predominantly with a net cost increase, and employers who face a steep
tenure wage profile make an association with larger net cost increases than
those who face a flat wage profile. Although we find such relationships
in each of the countries we studied, the observed differences in perceived
employment protection and wage profiles across countries explain the
differences in the perceived wage productivity gap between countries only
to a limited extent. This raises two interesting issues for further research.
First of all, which other country-specific factors influence the perception
of a divergence between labour costs and productivity? Future research
might focus on age-related fringe benefits, employers’ contribution to
sickness benefits and other institutional factors. The second issue relates to
the variation in perceptions about level of employment protection within
countries. Future research might examine the root causes of these different
perceptions. For instance, employers may vary in their perception of degree
of enforcement of employment protection legislation, or may see more of a
problem in laying off workers when the number of union members is high
within the organisation.
A final note on the policy implications. The insights generated by this
employer study might suggest avenues for policy makers in tackling the
problems of ageing labour markets. Our empirical models shed only some
light on unravelling the relationship between age, pay and productivity, and
many more elements not uncovered seem to play a role. A counterfactual
in this study shows that even when employment protection and tenure
wage systems are abolished, 40 per cent of employers still expect a net cost
increase, compared to the baseline situation where 53 per cent expects such
an increase. This suggest that labour market policy must have a wider scope
than is usually assumed, and silver-bullet solutions like the abolishment of
employment protection are not going to solve all the problems of an ageing
labour market. Furthermore, the country-specificity of employer behaviour
and perceptions seems to be a hardwired element of most labour market
studies, and in that respect it is a silent reminder to policy makers that popular
solutions like exporting the Danish model of ‘flexicurity’ to other countries
must be met with some scepticism. Good or best practices are often hard to
copy, as the tacit mechanisms of labour markets and organisations will be lost
in translation.
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6.

Employers’ policies and practices towards
extension of working lives: conclusion,
discussion and implications

6.1. Introduction
In most Western countries, macro-level actors realise there are major
challenges ahead in dealing with an ageing society. Demographic
developments will have large consequences for welfare state expenditures
and will profoundly alter the composition and level of labour supply on the
labour market. Although various measures to raise the participation levels
of older workers have been suggested for a good length of time now, there
is still only limited insight into how employers are behaving towards older
workers.
This study examined employers’ attitudes and behaviour towards older
workers. The central questions of this study were (1) whether Dutch
employers’ behaviour has been changing over time and (2) how European
employers are behaving towards older workers, offering the opportunity to
analyse behaviour of Dutch employers in a European perspective. To answer
these questions, international survey data was jointly collected within the
framework of a research project called ‘Activating Senior Potential in
Ageing Europe’ [ASPA]. Consortium partners of the ASPA-project collected
survey data among employers in eight European countries: Denmark,
France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Sweden and the United
Kingdom. The surveys were sent to company directors, owners and heads of
HR departments (‘employers’). In the survey ʻolder workersʼ were defined
as workers aged 50 years and older. Besides survey research, all consortium
partners conducted case study research at the organisational level in their
own country.
In this chapter, I will summarize the results of the studies in this dissertation
(6.2). Furthermore, I will discuss the scientific (6.3) and societal (6.4)
relevance of the results. In the final section, I will put forward suggestions
for future research (6.5).
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6.2. Summary of the results
Between the early 1970s and the mid-1990s, early withdrawal from the labour
market increasingly became the modus operandi among actors involved.
Since the mid-1990s, raising the participation levels of older workers has
been one of the key objectives of policy makers in most Western countries
(OECD, 2001) and institutional restrictions have limited most early exit
behaviour on the supply side. But are employers responsive to ‘management
by speech’ from public officials and institutional changes aimed at working
longer? This study shows that —although Dutch employers seem to have
modestly changed their retention behaviour over the last decade— nowadays
still relatively few employers are behaving in a way that actively supports
a trend towards working longer. Changes in the institutional restrictions,
however, do influence employers’ behaviour towards older workers.
In this study, attention is paid to changes in Dutch employers’ recruitment and
retention behaviour towards older workers over the last decade. In chapter 2,
surveys administered to Dutch ‘higher managers’ in 2000, 2002, 2005, 2008
and 2009 (N=2,833) are being analysed. As shown in this chapter, there is
no indication that Dutch employers have become more favourably disposed
to recruit older workers over the last decade; recruitment levels of older
workers are generally low and seem to change parallel to business-cycle
fluctuations. Employers’ retention behaviour shows a different picture,
as there seems to be a growing tendency among employers to encourage
workers to continue working until the official retirement age of 65 years. The
results on employers’ retention behaviour showed a clear and rather gradual
time effect between 2000 and 2008, and even though between 2008 and
2009 (which was the start of the recession) support to retain older workers
declined substantially, the retention level was still higher when compared to
the period 2000 to 2005.
The results furthermore show that the relative position of older workers
compared to other underrepresented groups in the labour market has
improved. Whereas the recruitment of female workers, older workers, and
non-natives and the reintegration of disabled and partially disabled workers
followed the labour market pattern, the only exception to this pattern comes
from the increase in employers’ efforts in encouraging workers to continue
working until age 65, showing a substantial increase over the years 2000 to
2008. Whilst in 2009 all recruitment and retention of personnel plummeted,
the relative position of older workers caught up. Nevertheless, older workers
are still ‘last in line’ when it comes to their recruitment.
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In the period 2000 to 2009, results show that organisational policies, such
as for instance training programs, possibilities of extra leave and ergonomic
measures, also followed the business-cycle: a reduction of policies between
2000 and 2005, a revival in 2008, and a reduction in 2009 again. Part-time
early retirement was the exception and showed a gradual increase during the
period 2000 to 2008 and a small reduction in 2009.
Whereas chapter 2 focused on Dutch employers’ recruitment and retention
behaviour over time based on survey research —and could therefore address
‘how’ and ‘why’ questions only to a limited extent— chapter 3 addresses
changes over time by analysing longitudinal case studies conducted in three
Dutch organisations. The analyses were based on desk research materials,
field notes and a total of 45 interviews with HR officers, managers and
employees. This chapter examines views, dilemmas and behaviour from
the perspective of both the employer and employees over time. How do
business-cycle effects and institutional changes affect for instance training
opportunities for older workers, health policies, but also recruitment and
retention levels? The results confirm the conclusions from chapter 2 that the
business–cycle plays a substantial role in organisational behaviour towards
older workers. Economic downturns negatively affect training budgets,
recruitment of older workers and retention practices. Dutch employers do
not seem to be inclined to look beyond the current economic crisis; their
focus is on the current situation and not on the long run.
In addition to the cyclical effects in employers’ behaviour towards older
workers, chapter 3 shows that changes in the institutional framework have
reshaped Dutch employers’ behaviour markedly over time. For instance,
incited by pressure of safety regulations and the increased costs involved for
the employer in case of sick leave or disability leave over the last decade, the
study shows an increasing focus on health-related measures in professions
with intense physical work. Although maybe not incited by intrinsic
motivation to extend working lives, the changes in behaviour contribute
to physical sustainability of workers and may improve job opportunities at
older ages. Institutional changes regarding early exit arrangements and the
debate about raising the official retirement age are of later date, but also in
this area the results show some first signs of moderate changes in behaviour.
Both employees and employers seem to realise that extension of working
lives has become an unavoidable fact. In our study, extension of working
lives seems to follow a bottom-up process and seems to be predominantly
driven by the financial pressure felt by and the wants and capabilities of the
individual worker. Employers seem to be able to find creative short-term
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solutions when necessary, e.g. in redeployment and initiatives to add a few
years, although they also feel they have to put up with problems resulting
from government policies for which they do not have a solution. So, even
though neither employers nor workers endorse public policies to extent
working lives and raise retirement ages wholeheartedly, employers and
workers do comply.
The studies in chapter 2 and chapter 3 on Dutch employers’ behaviour
over time seem to indicate that in the Netherlands many employers are not
actively supporting extension of working lives. The rather passive stance
Dutch employers seem to hold towards working longer is also visible in
other European countries. Within the ASPA research project, a questionnaire
was developed to provide insight into the attitudes and behaviour of
employers. The study in chapter 4 examines employers’ recruitment and
retention behaviour towards older workers in an international perspective.
To that end, I analysed surveys administered to employers in Denmark,
France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Sweden and the United
Kingdom in 2009. The total number of completed questionnaires varied per
country between N=500 and N=1,087, amounting to a total of N=6,285.
Both recruitment and retention levels of older workers are rather low in all
of the countries (on average 12 and 27 per cent respectively) and employers’
actions to extend working lives have a stronger focus on retention than on
recruitment of older workers. Very few employers stimulate working beyond
the statutory retirement age by either recruiting or retaining workers beyond
this retirement age (13%).
Employers’ behaviour towards older workers may stem from various
underlying reasons, such as the expected consequences of an ageing staff for
the own organisation. The results in chapter 4 and chapter 5 show important
outcomes with respect to perceived changes in costs and benefits as the
own staff ages. As a positive effect, roughly half of European employers
expect an increase in the knowledge base as a consequence of an ageing
workforce, and only less than ten per cent expect a decline in the knowledge
base. However, from the employers’ perspective an increasing knowledge
base does not seem to directly translate into higher productivity: a majority
of European employers in each of the countries does not expect productivity
to be affected by the ageing of their staff, a substantial minority expects a
decline of labour productivity and a small minority expects an increase.
With respect to employers’ perceptions of the consequences of ageing
on labour costs, the results show large variation: in Poland 16 per cent of
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employers expect labour costs to increase, while in the Netherlands this is
75 per cent. By combining perceptions about labour costs and productivity
I show that about half of employers associate ageing personnel with an
increasing labour cost-productivity gap (53%). The study in chapter 5
shows that perceptions of such a gap are not without consequences, as they
negatively affect employers’ recruitment of older workers and their efforts to
stimulate older workers to continue working until the official retirement age.
Chapter 4 addresses the question whether expectations regarding the
wage-productivity gap are related to organisational policies. Are policies
focused on bringing costs and benefits of older workers more in line? Two
measures often suggested by scientists and policy makers as a way to bridge
the gap between labour costs and productivity are lifelong learning and
demotion (Hall and Isabella, 1985; European Commission, 2006). Among
employers there seems to be not much enthusiasm for actual implementation
of these measures: demotion is applied by 7 per cent of European employers,
and additional training for older workers to prevent or counter a decline
in productivity is provided by 23 per cent of employers. Furthermore, this
chapter addresses the question whether personnel policies undertaken by
employers are related to the expected wage-productivity gap. The results
show that employers who expect a larger wage-productivity gap do not
apply organisational measures to bridge this gap (demotion or training) more
often. The results rather show the contrary: employers expecting a larger
pay-productivity gap more often apply measures such as early retirement.
This outcome suggests that an expected labour cost-productivity gap induces
employers to lay-off older workers. As early retirement arrangements can
have a positive effect on labour costs, this organisational measure may
be rational from the point of view of the employer, but obviously early
retirement is not contributing to a trend towards working longer.
Within organisations, employers do not seem to take much action to extend
working lives. This raises the question: What do employers expect from public
policies? The results in chapter 4 show that employers consider incentives to
combine work and retirement to be the most effective governmental measure
to increase labour force participation of older workers. The second and third
governmental measures employers consider to be most effective are the
promotion of lifelong learning and wage subsidies.
In chapter 5 it was shown that about half of European employers associate
an ageing workforce with a net labour cost increase (53%). Expected
consequences of an ageing staff on the labour cost-productivity gap showed
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high between-country variation. In the Netherlands, even 74 per cent of
employers expect a net labour cost increase as the workforce ages. Based on
the idea of contract theories in which wages are lower than productivity at
younger ages and older workers' wages exceed their productivity (cf. Lazear,
1979), the expected labour cost-productivity gap is expected to be related to
employment protection and tenure wages. Employment protection refers to
protection of permanent workers against individual dismissal. Tenure wages
involve the extent to which, apart from the employee's formal qualifications
and his function in the organisation, wages rise with tenure (i.e. the number
of years that the employee has worked in an organisation).
The results showed that in Europe, 58 per cent of employers report wages to
rise with tenure to ‘a high’ or ‘some’ extent in their organisation, and these
perceived tenure wages are particularly high in the Netherlands and France
(78 and 72%, respectively). With respect to employment protection, 56 per
cent of employers indicate it is ‘difficult’ or ‘very difficult’ to fire a worker
with a permanent contract; this perceived level of employment protection
is highest in Italy (83%) and the Netherlands (70%). Tenure wages and
employment protection were both found to be important factors explaining
employers’ perceptions of a divergence between productivity and labour
costs. European employers tend to associate employment protection rules
and a steep tenure wage profile predominantly with a net cost increase. This
insight implies the labour cost-productivity gap is partly affected by factors
(tenure wages and employment protection) often agreed upon on a level
beyond the control of the individual employer, such as in legislation and
collective employment agreements.
Nevertheless, although tenure wages and employment protection were indeed
found to be important factors explaining the cost-productivity gap, these
factors explain the gap only to a limited extent. A counterfactual analysis
in this study shows that even when employment protection and tenure
wage systems would be abolished, 40 per cent of employers still expect a
net cost increase, compared to the baseline situation in which 53 per cent
expects such an increase. The insights from this study thus also imply that
many more elements still uncovered seem to play a role. A number of other
country-specific factors influencing the perceived labour cost-productivity
gap may have been omitted in the analysis, such as age-related fringe benefits
or employers’ contributions to sickness benefits.
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6.3. Scientific relevance
The study’s objectives were to advance the existing research literature on
1) whether and how Dutch employers’ attitudes and behaviour towards
older workers have changed over time and 2) the extent to which employers
support the extension of working lives from an internationally comparative
perspective.
To start with the first objective, in this study it was acknowledged that
changes in employers’ attitudes and behaviour towards working longer may
be dependent on the macro-level context, such as institutional surroundings
and business-cycle effects. The results have shown that business-cycle
fluctuations have affected Dutch employers’ behaviour towards extension
of working lives considerably over time. However, right across this cyclical
movement the results also revealed a modest structural increase of Dutch
employers encouraging older workers to continue working until age 65.
Complementary to these results obtained from pooled cross-sectional
survey data analyses, the conducted case study research among Dutch
organisation revealed that these changes seem to be incited to a large extent
by institutional restrictions. Especially changes in health and safety related
measures, which had been implemented predominantly in the 1990s and
early 2000s, have clearly affected Dutch employers’ behaviour by now.
Changes of early retirement arrangements and the debate on raising the
official retirement age are of more recent date, and thus far these changes
have less clear-cut effects. The case study research not only underscores the
shaping influence of institutions on employers’ behaviour, but also the delay
between implementation and effect.
Apart from macro-level effects, the study also acknowledged employers’
behaviour to depend on organisational characteristics. The educational level
of the staff, the size of the organisation and share of workers older than 50
years in the organisation play a role in recruitment and retention behaviour
towards older workers. For instance, organisations with a higher-skilled
staff, larger organisations and organisations with a higher share of older
workers tend to encourage their older workers more often to continue
working until the statutory retirement age. Also sector differences regarding
attitudes, behaviour and policies towards older workers were found to
be significant. Although sector differences are present and significant in
most analyses, differences between sectors of industries are nevertheless
relatively small; this is in line with results from earlier research (Remery et
al., 2003; Henkens, 2005). Overall, organisational characteristics were found
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to be often present and significant, but they do not account for much of the
variation in employers’ attitudes and behaviour. Apart from macro-level
effects and organisational characteristics, future research could consider
studying the role of the individual within the organisation in more depth.
From a methodological point of view, it is relevant to note that the case
study research has provided insights that could not have been deducted
from our survey data, and vice versa. In essence, the two methods revealed
different though complementary information on changes in employers’
behaviour towards older workers over time. Whereas the survey data
showed a significant influence of business-cycle effects on both recruitment
and retention behaviour and a structural time effect in retention behaviour,
certain underlying developments are not visible in the indicators used. The
case study research, on the other hand, does not provide insight into the
significance of developments over time, but does provide more information
on ‘how’ and ‘why’ employers’ behaviour over time has been subject to
change and provides more insight into more ambivalent developments and
underlying motivations of employers’ behaviour.
The case study research contributes to research on organisational behaviour
towards extension of working lives in several ways. First, it gives insight
into changed content of umbrella concepts. Whereas for instance training
provisions and health-related measures in organisational survey research
may report to exist constantly over time, the extent and the content of
practices in this area seem to have evolved substantially. It is very difficult
to capture the complexity of such umbrella concepts in survey research.
Furthermore, the choices and constraints both managers and employees face
regarding extension of working lives are complex and shifting. The use of
multiple case studies with both the perspective of managers and employees
sheds light on several attitudes and processes resulting from institutional
changes in health-related regulations and regulations concerning retirement.
Adaptations in health-related regulations seem to have led to marked
changed behaviour in organisations in order to meet the new regulations,
and the necessary changes are supported by both managers ánd employees.
Regarding changes in early retirement and the retirement age we find more
ambiguous attitudes and behavioural changes in the organisations.
Nevertheless, the results from the case study research are to be interpreted
analytically and cannot be generalised statistically. The organisations
under study were selected as and can still considered to be good practice
organisations. Therefore, it may very well be the case that whereas employees
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and managers in these organisations do find opportunities to extend working
lives, individuals in other organisations may have less influence on their
timing and manner of retirement.
The study’s second objective was to advance the existing research literature
on employers supporting extension of working lives from an internationally
comparative perspective. This study uses the first large-scale survey among
European employers covering all types of European welfare state regimes,
offering several opportunities for advancing the research literature. First, on
a European level, the extent to which employers support prolongation of
working lives and take action to retain older workers is not well documented;
a void this study aims to fill. Earlier survey research making cross-national
comparisons were mainly descriptive in nature and addressed questions on
opinions, attitudes and to a lesser extent practices towards older workers
(Guillemard et al., 1996; Van Dalen et al., 2009a; 2010a). In this study, the
focus lied with employers’ behaviour towards older workers and perceptions
about the consequences of an ageing staff with respect to productivity and
labour costs. A second, more general issue is whether perceptions and
behaviour towards older workers are tied to a specific national context, or
whether perceptions and practices are more widely found among employers
in Europe.
In this study, recruitment and retention levels were found to be rather low in
general, employers rather retained than recruited older workers and working
beyond the statutory age of retirement was not so much encouraged. The
results in this study indicate that relatively few employers are behaving in a
way that actively supports a trend towards working longer. The international
comparison shows that the lack of action from employers to activate senior
potential is not a matter of just one specific country, but was widely found
among European employers. This does not imply, however, that European
employers show a uniform pattern in their attitudes and behaviour towards
older workers. In many respects European employers do not seem to follow
a ‘European way’; national contexts play an important role as well. Even
between countries belonging to the same type of welfare state, attitudes and
behaviour differ considerably, for instance between Danish and Swedish
employers (both belonging to Esping-Andersen’s (1990) social-democratic
welfare state) and between German and French employers (both belonging
to the continental/conservative welfare state type).
This last observation may be relevant for future international-comparative
research on employers’ behaviour. In scientific cross-national research there
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is a long and strong tradition of using ‘welfare state types’ as the main unit
of examination. Also in the selection of countries for the ASPA project this
welfare state tradition played a major role. Beforehand, it seemed plausible
that employers’ attitudes and behaviour are more similar between countries
belonging to the same type of welfare state. For instance, Social-Democratic
welfare states are typically costly and can best be maintained ‘with most
people working, and the fewest possible living off of social transfers’
(Esping-Andersen, 1990, p. 28). One may argue that because these welfare
states throughout history have had a mission to mobilise most segments in
the population for labour market purposes, employers have also been incited
and therefore adopted a different view and more activating behaviour and
policies towards older workers than in other European countries. The results
in this study seem to indicate that welfare state types do not play a significant
role in how employers view the consequences of an ageing workforce or
behave towards the older workers in their organisation.
In addition, although Scandinavian countries are sometimes considered
‘leading countries’ for instance in their approach towards lifelong learning
and the labour force participation of women and older workers, this study
finds no particular ‘leading country’ when it comes to activating behaviour
from the employers’ side. Although institutions in those countries are
apparently effective in increasing labour force participation, employers’
attitudes and behaviour towards older workers seem not so different.
Finally, some comments can be made with respect to the theoretical
background. Whereas human capital theory assumes that individual earnings
are proportional to human capital —in terms of knowledge and skills—,
implicit contract theories imply that employers may have implicit contracts
with their employees regarding the relationship between productivity and
income over the lifetime: earnings are lower than productivity during the
first phase of workers’ careers and higher than productivity during the second
phase.
In this study, it was shown that on the one hand roughly half of employers
expect an increase in the knowledge base as a consequence of an ageing
staff. On the other hand, a majority of European employers in each of the
countries do not expect the ageing of their staff to affect productivity levels,
a substantial minority expects a decline of labour productivity and a small
minority expects an increase. When combining employers’ opinions on the
development of productivity and on the knowledge base one may conclude
that from the employers’ perspective an increasing knowledge base does
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not seem to translate directly into higher productivity. Or in other words:
even though human capital increases, the additional human capital is not
necessarily relevant from the perspective of productivity.
From a human capital theory perspective, these results also indicate that
in some organisations employers perceive their employees to accumulate
capital until a certain threshold and keep this constant, employees in
some organisations are perceived to generally accumulate human capital
over the whole working career, also at older ages (increase) and in some
organisations human capital is perceived to depreciate at some point in a
workers’ career (decline). Such perceptions may very well depend on for
instance the utilization of specific human capital in an organisation or the
type of economic activity an organisation is involved in.
6.4. Societal relevance
In the past decades, reversing the trend towards ever earlier labour force
withdrawal is an objective that we find on almost every policy maker’s
agenda. Whereas in the early 1980s, governments often stimulated the early
retirement of older workers, since the mid-1990s governments are trying
to reverse this early retirement trend. But even though policymakers at the
country level may agree on and be convinced of the necessity to extend
working lives, whether this macro-goal can and will actually be achieved
depends on individual workers’ and employers’ behaviour. As shown in
this research, most employers have not (yet) adjusted their attitudes and
behaviour in a way that reflects a trend towards stimulation of working
longer. Recruitment and retention levels of older workers are low in general
and organisational policies do not seem to be aimed at facing expected
negative consequences of an ageing staff. Furthermore, the case study
research suggests that employers do not seem to be inclined to look beyond
the current economic crisis — a period of possible labour market shortages.
Their focus is on the current situation and not on the long run.
Knowledge of employers’ attitudes and actions towards older workers and
their views on prolongation of working lives makes it easier to anticipate the
feasibility of governmental policy measures. The studies over time indicate
the significant influence from institutional change on employers’ behaviour.
The international-comparative studies on employers’ views and behaviour
provide some leads in what types of measures governments could pursue to
increase older workers’ labour force participation.
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First, the most effective governmental measure to increase labour force
participation of older workers —according to European employers—
are incentives to combine work and retirement. A preference for such a
combination suggests there is room for older workers to work longer, although
in an adjusted form. The survey does not address what a ‘combination of
work and retirement’ entails and therefore we do not exactly know what
employers have in mind, but one way to combine work and retirement might
for instance be in the form of phased retirement. The basic idea of phased
(or gradual) retirement is that an older worker gradually reduces work hours
and efforts, while remaining with his or her employer. Sometimes partial
retirement is distinguished from phased retirement involving a change of
employer, although partial retirement is also often used interchangeably with
phased retirement (for an overview see for example Kantarci and Van Soest,
2008); the existing literature is not consistent in the use of terminology.
Another possibility is bridge employment, which means that older workers
work in any form between their career jobs and full retirement, for instance
by taking a part-time job or other temporary employment prior to definitive
retirement, within the same occupation or in the same position, in a completely
different job or in self-employment. Earlier research already indicated that
many older workers and retirees are interested in or actually participating in
gradual retirement or bridge employment (Cahill et al., 2007; Kantarci and
Van Soest, 2008; Henkens et al., 2009; Van Dalen et al., 2009b). Given the
national, historical preference for part-time work, solutions along the lines
of phased retirement would probably meet considerable public consent in
the Netherlands.
Dutch policy makers could examine the effectiveness of policies in other
countries, such as in Sweden. In Sweden, people can reduce working hours
to a maximum of 50 per cent, while income can be complemented with
pension benefits. Some first evaluations indicate that the net effect on labour
supply is positive (Wadensjö, 2006). An example of a policy design that was
considered less successful comes from Germany. Germany has a Part-time
Retirement Law which was enacted in 1996 in order to ease the transition
from work to retirement and provide the opportunity to reduce working time
for a certain period. An increasing amount of German employees have been
using part-time retirement in the past years. At first, this development was
considered a success, but later it became clear that many older employees
work full-time for the first half of the partial retirement period and then leave
for a pre-retirement sabbatical for the other half. So the current design is
sometimes considered to be more an instrument for early retirement than a
step towards gradual retirement (Frerichs and Aleksandrowicz, 2011).
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Secondly, many European employers think the promotion of lifelong
learning is an effective governmental measure to increase older workers'
labour force participation, although this measure is strikingly less favoured
by Dutch employers compared to their European colleagues. Participation
in training programs usually decreases with age, and workers older than
50 years hardly participate in such programs (Fouarge and Schils, 2008;
Lindley and Duell, 2006; Elias and Davies, 2004; Bassanini et al., 2005;
Bishop, 1997). Fouarge and Schils (2008) find that older workers who did
participate in formal on-the-job training are less likely to retire early than
workers who are not engaged in training activities, which may suggest that
investing in training at older ages is indeed a viable measure to keep older
workers in paid employment. In the studies in this dissertation I find on the
one hand that employers think promotion of lifelong learning is an effective
governmental measure to increase older workers’ labour force participation,
but on the other hand in most countries employers hardly apply training
plans for older workers in their own organisation. These results may imply
that employers think they cannot or should not be held responsible for the
costs of lifelong learning, and believe the government or older workers
themselves have to take responsibility for this. Earlier research showed that
Dutch employers think employees and employers are mainly responsible for
financing lifelong learning (both almost 50%) (Van Dalen et al., 2009b),
indicating that Dutch employers do no think the government is responsible
for the financial aspects of training.
Thirdly, according to a majority of employers, wage subsidies are effective
governmental measures to increase labour force participation of older
workers. The larger the labour cost-productivity gap employers expect, the
more often employers consider wage subsidies to be an effective measure to
increase the labour force participation of older workers. This may suggest that
employers expect governments to partly facilitate the process of bridging the
gap between pay and productivity. In the Netherlands, some governmental
policies in this area were implemented recently. A first measure introduced
in 2009 aims at employers and concerns the risk of hiring an older worker
that may become ill for a longer period. If an employer hires an older worker
(55+) who has been unemployed or disabled for over a year the employer
gets a compensation for the wage costs of this employee if (s)he falls ill for a
period over 13 weeks (SZW, 2009). A second measure is an annual reduction
of social security contributions in case an employer hires a worker of 50+
who has been on benefits for a period of three years. An annual reduction
is also awarded to employers who continue employing a 62+ worker.
Another measure, also introduced in 2009, should serve as an incentive
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for employees to keep on working longer. This so-called ‘doorwerkbonus’
(career continuation bonus) is awarded to older workers in the form of a
tax credit if they continue working after the age of 62. This measure has
been severely criticized (see e.g. Sap et al., 2009), as many economists
consider it a deadweight loss: the tax credit goes primarily to people who
were to stay in the labour market anyway. Those who suffer from health
problems or those who cannot find a job will not and can not qualify for the
tax credit. However, many subsidies in the Netherlands are under pressure as
the current government —that was elected in September 2012— has plans to
abolish these measures or replace them with other measures.
Some other European countries also have experience with employment
subsidies, such as Sweden. One particular positively assessed program is
called the Plus Job Scheme, which provides recruitment subsidies aimed
at enhancing the employability and labour market prospect of vulnerable
groups, including older workers. Evaluations of these recruitment subsidies
provide reason to believe that these wage subsidies have been successful
in terms of unemployed (re-)-entering the labour market and improving
employability, while negative side effects such as deadweight loss, crowding
out, creaming and displacement effect appear to have been limited (Anxo
and Ericson, 2011; Anxo, 2008).
Besides governments, organisations may also benefit from knowledge of
employers’ policies and practices towards older workers when developing
and introducing personnel policies. In this study we find that many employers
expect an increasing labour cost-productivity gap due to ageing of their
staff, which is negatively related to recruitment and retention behaviour.
Nevertheless, not many organisations have implemented personnel policies
that seem to be aimed at tackling the wage-productivity gap.
One suggestion that is often put forward by scientists and policy makers
as a way to bridge the gap between labour costs and productivity is to
demote older workers. In other words, older workers step back in terms of
position and salary at the end of their careers. Demotion touches upon both
elements of an increasing labour cost-productivity gap. If organisations and
employees have a culture in which demotion is open for discussion and is not
perceived as a kind of ‘failure’, demotion offers a way to bring back balance
between labour costs and productivity at later stages of someone's career
and therefore a useful instrument for increasing older workers’ labour force
participation. In practice, this might point towards solutions along the lines of
bridge employment. Research from Henkens et al. (2012) shows that bridge
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employment is becoming more and more common and shows a large variety
in shapes and forms. An important characteristic of bridge employment is the
flexibility of contracts and also remuneration shows a downward flexibility
that is ‘unusual’ with respect to older workers. A majority of older workers
in bridge employment have an hourly wage that was lower than in their
previous job. For employers bridge employment might offer opportunities to
rebalance productivity and remuneration.
Although in some professions a decline in productivity may play a role, it
is not at all certain whether the productivity of older workers declines after
a certain age; research outcomes in the area are still inconclusive (see for
an overview for example Skirbekk, 2008). In case a productivity decline at
older ages is not necessarily to be expected and demotion is considered to
lead to unmotivated workers, measures which result in a flatter age-income
profile are probably a good alternative to demotion to increase the financial
sustainability of an ageing organisation. In most organisations, wage systems
are negotiated on a level beyond the individual employers’ control and
are dealt with at the meso-level. Some European countries already have
experience with flattening the age-income profile. For instance in Denmark,
off the late 1990s the bargaining system has been decentralised and the
number of steps on the wage ladder was reduced markedly. In Denmark
wages have increasingly been determined by qualifications, productivity,
function and responsibility, while the importance of seniority has decreased
(Jensen and Madsen, 2011).
Also for employers’ associations the results of this research are of relevance.
Although employers’ associations generally support raising the official
retirement age in the Netherlands, many (individual) employers have not
yet implemented corresponding personnel policies in their own organisation.
Employers’ associations may want to play a role in giving practical effect to
personnel policies aimed at facing the consequences of an ageing workforce
and disseminate for instance suitable possibilities on combinations of work
and retirement in organisations.
Finally, the study provides more insight into older people’s possibilities to
(re-) enter or stay on the labour market. The case study research shows that
employees have a risk of getting ‘stuck’ between on the one hand institutional
changes that restrict early retirement, while on the other hand they have to
deal with employers who are not typically inclined to attract and retain older
workers for their organisations. Employers’ current behaviour towards older
workers may make it worthwhile for older workers to consider taking matters
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in their own hands and think about their own employability in good time. If
working longer is the new reality, what can older workers do themselves to
stay employable? Taking care of the own physical and cognitive productivity
is one option, but other options may include to orient towards and discuss
preventive transitions, phased retirement or bridge employment opportunities
in time. Second, many issues may ideally be discussed at the organisational
level between employers and united employees, rather than at the individual
level. Works councils may want to commit themselves to give practical
effect to sustainability of careers by actively bringing together employers
and employees to think about for instance suitable possibilities of combining
work and retirement in the organisation.
6.5. Discussion
In this final section, I discuss methodological strengths as well as limitations
of this study and put forward suggestions for future research. To start with
one of the strengths: the study addresses the employers’ perspective on the
extension of working lives, a perspective that is often neglected in the scientific
literature. But also in terms of societal relevance it is of vital importance to
address issues on the demand side, as employers are one of the key players
in defining opportunities for extension of working lives. Another strength
of the study is that it uses internationally comparable survey data from over
6,000 employers in countries from all parts of Europe. This data offers a
unique opportunity to study employers’ attitudes and behaviour towards
older workers in-depth, including the possibility to analyse cross-national
differences as well as differences between all sectors of industries and
organisational sizes. Finally, the combination of both survey research and
case study research provides insight in both questions on incidence and
trends of employers’ behaviour as well as more ambivalent developments
and underlying motivations.
An important limitation is that the survey research suffers —as do many other
corporate surveys— from low response rates, which may give rise to biased
results. In case one assumes a higher response among organisations holding
negative stereotypes concerning older workers or having less confidence in
a future with an ageing workforce, the results might be biased by employers
‘ventilating’ their discontent. In this case, results on behaviour are likely
to underestimate recruitment and retention of older workers and positive
perceptions, and overestimate negative perceptions. In case a higher response
among ‘good practice’ organisations is assumed, results on behaviour are

Employers’ policies and practices towards extension of working lives

147

likely to overestimate recruitment, retention and organisational policies
applied, while underestimating negative perceptions. Although this study
already paid extensive attention to procedural equivalence, some possible
source of bias —especially at the data collection phase— are virtually
unavoidable. Future studies may want to continue giving specific attention
to equivalence in the process of international data collection to obtain the
highest possible equivalence, but may also want to engage in for instance
non-response analyses.
Another limitation is that this study is based on employers’ perceptions
regarding an ageing staff and self-reported behaviour towards older workers.
The study has shown that the dominant consequence of the ageing of the
workforce is perceived to be a growing gap between labour costs and
productivity. A logical next question is whether these perceived consequences
are accurate, or whether employers underestimate or overestimate the
development of labour costs and productivity as the workforce ages. Future
researchers may therefore want to combine employers’ perceptions about
developments in labour costs and productivity and actual measures within
organisations. With respect to self-reported behaviour, the study has shown
that European employers are little involved in extending older workers'
careers. Self-reported behaviour is more likely to be an overestimation (due
to expected desirability of specific answers) than an underestimation, but
to assess the accuracy of employers’ reporting, future studies may want to
combine self-reported behaviour with direct measures of hiring and retention
behaviour.
There are a number of issues that have received no or only limited attention
in this study, but deserve to be considered in future research. First, this study
examined whether employers’ behaviour has been changing over time.
Analyses on changes in attitudes and behaviour over time would benefit from
a panel design, in which the same cross-section of employers is surveyed and
repeated observations of the same variables are collected over a period of
time. Following the same employers over time provides more opportunities
to study causality, which helps to achieve a thorough understanding of what
is driving employers’ behaviour.
Second, this study examined European employers’ views and behaviour
towards older workers. Although the number of countries (eight) is
informative for this —more exploratory— study, future studies might want
to consider involving more or less countries; depending on the question the
researcher wants to address. The number of countries in this study is too
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small to perform multilevel analyses to test for macro-level effects, so in case
future researchers want to examine organisational behaviour and institutional
effects within a multilevel framework, the number of countries should be
extended considerably. But future research might also want to embark on
in-depth country comparisons with specific countries.
The ageing of the population and the financial crisis evolving at the same
time poses an unprecedented dilemma upon employers: while retention of
older workers is probably desirable in the long run, in the short run employers
have to survive one of the largest recessions since the thirties of the previous
century. When older workers (have to) leave the labour market this is often
definite and for many older workers dismissal means they will be long-term
unemployed (Corpeleijn, 2009; Van Dalen et al., 2009b). Dismissal or early
retirement of older workers may involve a ‘relief’ for organisations in the
short run, but a virtually permanent loss of knowledge and skills of older
workers in the long run. Besides these developments, institutions increasingly
have been forming restrictions to leave the workforce early.
While the current debate about raising the statutory retirement age is
understandable from the perspective of the financial sustainability of the
Dutch welfare state, the discussion obscures the view on underlying problems
regarding older workers. An increase in the number of older —and relatively
highly paid— workers reduces the financial sustainability of an organisation
and therefore increases incentives for organisations to either decrease older
workers’ wages, to renegotiate tasks and terms, or to let older workers go.
As long as concepts like demotion, competence-based remuneration, bridge
employment and phased retirement are non-negotiable or meet barriers,
the answer to how employers can profitably employ older workers remains
complex.
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Table A.1. Descriptive characteristics of samples used
Country
Denmark
France
Germany
Italy
Netherlands
Poland
Sweden
UK

N
609
500
892
770
1,077
1,037
525
412

Response rate %
28
7
11
17
23
23
53
22

Method
CAWI
CATI
PAPI
CATI
PAPI
CATI
PAPI
CATI

Table A.2. Explaining expected labour cost-productivity gap by paying attention to national context of tenure wages and
employment protection (ordered logistic regression analysis)
Explaining labour cost-productivity gap by paying attention
to country specific effects of a
Denmark
France
Germany
Italy
Odds ratio Z-value Odds ratio Z-value Odds ratio Z-value Odds ratio Z-value
Main effects
Tenure wage
1.17**
3.63
1.20**
4.54
1.13**
2.85
1.19**
4.15
Employment protection
1.11*
2.54
1.12**
3.12
1.10*
2.38
1.13**
3.22
Two way interactions
Tenure wage *Country
1.10
0.87
0.82
-1.50
1.29*
2.39
0.95
-0.46
Employment protection *Country
1.12
1.31
1.05
0.41
1.24*
2.10
0.98
-0.26
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Control variables
Pseudo R2
0.08
0.08
0.08
0.08
4,947
4,947
4,947
4,947
N
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Main effects
Tenure wage
1.15**
3.49
1.22**
4.62
1.21**
4.55
Employment protection
1.13**
3.32
1.14**
3.35
1.18**
4.27
Two way interactions
Tenure wage *Country
1.31*
2.02
0.85
-1.80
0.86
-1.26
*
Employment protection Country 0.97
-0.23
0.94
-0.65
0.75**
-2.86
Yes
Yes
Yes
Control variablesb
Pseudo R2
0.08
0.08
0.08
4,947
4,947
4,947
N
*Significant at p < .05; ** significant at p < .01.
Notes: a Dependent variable: labour cost-productivity gap, country name: country in two-way interaction terms. 		
b
Controlled for: sector of industry, organisational features (size, share of high-skilled workers, share of workers with fixed-term temporary contract,
share of older workers, extent of absenteeism/sickness rate), countries.
Source: ASPA Employers Survey (2009).
													
													
													

Explaining labour cost-productivity gap by paying attention to
country specific effects of a
Netherlands
Poland
Sweden
Odds ratio z-value
Odds ratio z-value
Odds ratio z-value
Appendix
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Samenvatting
Demografische ontwikkelingen zullen grote consequenties hebben voor de
financiering van de welvaartsstaat en zullen de samenstelling en omvang van
het arbeidsaanbod op de arbeidsmarkt grondig veranderen. Het belang van
de arbeidsparticipatie van ouderen wordt al sinds het midden van de jaren
negentig van de vorige eeuw onderstreept door experts en beleidsmakers
en er wordt tevens al geruime tijd beleid gevoerd om deze participatie te
verhogen. Toch is er tot op heden maar in beperkte mate inzicht in hoe
werkgevers zich gedragen ten opzichte van oudere werknemers.
In dit proefschrift staan de houding en het gedrag van werkgevers ten
opzichte van oudere werknemers centraal. Meer in het bijzonder wordt
onderzocht 1) in hoeverre het gedrag van Nederlandse werkgevers ten
opzichte van oudere werknemers is veranderd in de tijd en 2) hoe Europese
werkgevers zich opstellen ten opzichte van vergrijzing op de werkvloer,
hetgeen de mogelijkheid biedt om de houding en het gedrag van Nederlandse
werkgevers te bezien in Europees perspectief.
Voor de beantwoording van deze centrale onderzoeksvragen zijn gegevens
verzameld in zowel binnen- als buitenland. Internationaal-vergelijkende
survey data werd verzameld binnen het onderzoeksproject ‘Activating
Senior Potential in Ageing Europe’ [ASPA]. Onderzoekers uit acht Europese
landen werkten hierin samen en ondervroegen werkgevers in Denemarken,
Duitsland, Frankrijk, Italië, Nederland, Polen, het Verenigd Koninkrijk en
Zweden. De enquête was gericht aan directeuren, eigenaren en hoofden
P&O (de ‘werkgevers’) en oudere werknemers werden gedefinieerd als
werknemers van 50 jaar en ouder. Buiten survey-onderzoek verrichtten
alle consortium partners case study onderzoek, waarin ontwikkelingen
in HR-beleid ten opzichte van oudere werknemers onderzocht werden op
het niveau van de organisatie. Case study onderzoek heeft hier betrekking
op een studie binnen een zakelijke organisatie met als doel te komen tot
een holistisch begrip van houdingen en gedrag, waarbij verschillende
onderzoeksmethoden gebruikt werden (zoals ongestructureerde interviews,
semi-gestructureerde interviews en desk research). Deze vorm van
onderzoek is gebruikt om ambivalente ontwikkelingen te duiden en meer
inzicht te krijgen in onderliggende motivaties van werkgevers in hun gedrag
ten opzichte van oudere werknemers, en is daarmee complementair aan het
survey onderzoek dat meer inzicht verschaft in het vóórkomen van houdingen
en gedrag binnen organisaties.
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In de hoofdstukken 2 tot en met 5 van dit boek wordt ingegaan op
verschillende aspecten van de houding en het gedrag van werkgevers
ten opzichte van oudere werknemers. Met betrekking tot het gedrag van
Nederlandse werkgevers in de tijd worden veranderingen in werving en
behoud in de periode 2000-2009 onderzocht (hoofdstuk 2) en de effecten
van de conjunctuur en institutionele veranderingen op gedrag en organisatiebeleid in het afgelopen decennium (hoofdstuk 3). Vervolgens worden
gedrag en percepties van werkgevers ten aanzien van oudere werknemers in
internationaal-vergelijkend perspectief onderzocht (hoofdstuk 4) en het effect
van verwachtingen omtrent veranderingen in arbeidskosten en productiviteit
op werkgeversgedrag (hoofdstuk 5). Elk van de hoofdstukken heeft de vorm
van een artikel voor een wetenschappelijk tijdschrift. Dit heeft als voordeel
dat de hoofdstukken zelfstandig te lezen zijn, zonder dat kennis van de
voorafgaande hoofdstukken noodzakelijk is. Drie artikelen (hoofdstukken
2,4 en 5) zijn reeds voor het verschijnen van dit boek gepubliceerd.
In hoofdstuk 2 staat de vraag centraal in hoeverre in Nederland het gedrag
van werkgevers ten opzichte van oudere werknemers in de periode 2000
tot 2009 aan verandering onderhevig is geweest. In deze studie zijn daartoe
enquêtes geanalyseerd die in 2000, 2002, 2005, 2008 en 2009 (N=2,833)
zijn gehouden onder ‘hogere managers’ binnen organisaties in Nederland. Er
wordt een onderscheid gemaakt tussen structurele en cyclische veranderingen
in de tijd. De resultaten in dit hoofdstuk geven geen indicatie dat Nederlandse
werkgevers in het laatste decennium meer ouderen zijn gaan werven. De
mate van werving onder oudere werknemers is over het algemeen laag en
verandert in overeenstemming met schommelingen in de economische
conjunctuur. Het behouden van oudere werknemers laat een ander beeld zien:
werkgevers geven aan in toenemende mate oudere werknemers te stimuleren
om door te werken tot de AOW-gerechtigde leeftijd van —op dat moment
nog— 65 jaar. Ook wanneer gecontroleerd wordt voor cyclische fluctuaties,
laten de resultaten tussen 2000 en 2008 een geleidelijke stijging zien van
het aandeel werkgevers dat aangeeft ouderen te stimuleren door te werken
tot hun 65e jaar. Hoewel werkgevers in 2009, wanneer de recessie inmiddels
voelbaar is, in mindere mate aangeven ouderen te stimuleren om door te
werken tot de pensioenleeftijd, is de mate van behoud nog steeds relatief
hoog in vergelijking met de periode 2000 tot 2005. Toch betreft het anno
2009 met 22 procent nog steeds een kleine minderheid van de Nederlandse
werkgevers die ouderen stimuleert door te werken.
Verder geven de resultaten in hoofdstuk 2 aan dat de relatieve positie van oudere
werknemers ten opzichte van andere ondervertegenwoordigde groepen op de
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arbeidsmarkt in de loop van de tijd iets is verbeterd. Nederlandse werkgevers
volgden bij de werving van vrouwen, oudere werknemers, allochtonen en bij
de re-integratie van (gedeeltelijk) arbeidsongeschikten de fluctuaties op de
arbeidsmarkt. De enige uitzondering op dit patroon kwam uit de hoek van
het stimuleren van oudere werknemers om door te werken tot hun 65e, dat
dus een positief tijdseffect liet zien. Desalniettemin, wanneer het gaat om
het werven van oudere werknemers blijven oudere werknemers ‘achteraan
in de rij’.
Ook organisatiebeleid ten aanzien van ouderen, zoals training, mogelijkheden
voor extra verlof en ergonomische maatregelen, lijkt de conjunctuur te
volgen: een afname van beleidsmaatregelen tussen 2000 en 2005, een
opleving in 2008 en weer een afname in 2009. Deeltijd-VUT/ prepensioen
is hierop de enige uitzondering en nam geleidelijk toe in de periode 2000 tot
2008, met een geringe afname in 2009.
Waar in hoofdstuk 2 gedrag van Nederlandse werkgevers geanalyseerd
wordt aan de hand van survey onderzoek —en daarom maar binnen zekere
grenzen kan ingaan op ‘hoe’ en ‘waarom’ vragen— worden in hoofdstuk 3
veranderingen in de tijd geanalyseerd aan de hand van longitudinale case
studies in drie Nederlandse organisaties (publieke sector, bouw en IT-sector).
Deze analyses zijn gebaseerd op desk research en 45 interviews met
HR-managers, hoger en lager management en werknemers. In dit hoofdstuk
worden de gezichtspunten, dilemma’s en het gedrag van zowel werkgevers
en werknemers in de tijd nader bestudeerd. Hoe beïnvloeden conjunctuurschommelingen en institutionele veranderingen werkgeversgedrag, zoals
trainingsmogelijkheden voor oudere werknemers, gezondheidsbeleid, maar
ook de mate van werving en behoud? De resultaten bevestigen de conclusies
uit hoofdstuk 2 dat de economische conjunctuur een substantiële rol speelt
in werkgeversgedrag ten opzichte van oudere werknemers. Economische
neergang heeft een negatief effect op trainingsbudgetten, werving van
ouderen en maatregelen om ouderen te behouden. Nederlandse werkgevers
lijken vooralsnog niet genegen om voorbij de economische crisis te kijken;
hun focus is op het hier en nu en niet op de langere termijn.
In aanvulling op deze conjunctuur-invloeden komt uit hoofdstuk 3 naar
voren dat veranderingen in het institutionele raamwerk het gedrag van
Nederlandse werkgevers zichtbaar veranderd hebben. Zo laat de studie
bijvoorbeeld zien dat onder invloed van veranderingen in veiligheidswetgeving en de toegenomen kosten voor werkgevers bij ziekteverzuim en
arbeidsongeschiktheid in het afgelopen decennium een duidelijke toename
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te zien is van gezondheid-gerelateerde maatregelen in beroepen waar
intensief fysiek werk verricht wordt. Hoewel wellicht niet aangespoord door
een intrinsieke motivatie om langer werken mogelijk te maken, dragen deze
veranderingen in werkgeversgedrag wel bij aan de fysieke duurzaamheid
van werknemers en kan deze gewijzigde benadering betere arbeidsperspectieven bieden op hogere leeftijd. Institutionele veranderingen op het gebied
van vervroegd pensioen en het debat over de verhoging van de wettelijke
pensioenleeftijd zijn van later datum. Zowel werkgevers als werknemers
lijken zich te realiseren dat langer doorwerken een onvermijdelijk feit is
geworden, waaraan men zich moet aanpassen. Binnen de organisaties in
deze studie lijkt langer doorwerken voornamelijk gedreven te worden vanuit
werknemers. Financiële druk of wensen van individuele werknemers zorgen
ervoor dat sommige werknemers niet eerder kunnen of willen stoppen.
Werkgevers lijken daarbij creatieve korte-termijn oplossingen te vinden
indien nodig, bijvoorbeeld in de vorm van herbezetting en wijzigingen in de
taakverdeling tussen personeel om op die manier een paar jaar toe te voegen
aan het arbeidzame leven van de desbetreffende werknemer. Maar ze voelen
zich ook opgescheept met problemen waar ze geen oplossing voor zien.
Hoewel noch werkgevers noch werknemers overheidsbeleid rond langer
doorwerken echt lijken te steunen, voegen zij zich wel naar de veranderingen.
De wijze waarop ʻlanger doorwerkenʼ in de praktijk moet worden ingevuld,
lijkt echter nog in de kinderschoenen te staan.
De studies in hoofdstuk 2 en 3 met betrekking tot het gedrag van Nederlandse
werkgevers in de tijd geven aan dat in Nederland nog steeds veel werkgevers
langer doorwerken niet actief ondersteunen. De studie in hoofdstuk 4
onderzoekt werkgeversgedrag ten opzichte van oudere werknemers in een
internationaal perspectief en hieruit komt naar voren dat deze passieve
houding ten aanzien van langer doorwerken ook te zien is in andere Europese
landen. In deze studie zijn enquêtes geanalyseerd die zijn afgenomen onder
werkgevers in Denemarken, Duitsland, Frankrijk, Italië, Nederland, Polen,
het Verenigd Koninkrijk en Zweden in 2009. Het totale aantal vragenlijsten
varieerde per land tussen N=500 en N=1.087, met een totaal van N=6.285. In
al deze landen is er relatief geringe aandacht van werkgevers voor zowel het
werven als het behouden van oudere werknemers (respectievelijk gemiddeld
12 en 27%). Werkgevers in alle landen zijn overigens eerder genegen om
ouderen te behouden dan om ze te werven. De officiële pensioenleeftijd
lijkt bovendien als een normatieve grens te fungeren, want maar weinig
werkgevers stimuleren doorwerken tot ná de wettelijke pensioenleeftijd
(13%).

Samenvatting

169

Het gedrag van werkgevers ten opzichte van oudere werknemers kan
voortkomen uit verscheidene onderliggende redenen, zoals de verwachte
consequenties van een verouderend personeelsbestand voor de eigen
organisatie. De resultaten uit hoofdstuk 4 en 5 laten wat dat betreft duidelijke
uitkomsten zien. De resultaten tonen dat ongeveer de helft van de Europese
werkgevers een toename verwacht in het kennisniveau als gevolg van een
vergrijzend personeelsbestand, en slechts minder dan tien procent verwacht
een afname in het kennisniveau. Toch vertaalt dit hogere kennisniveau zich
volgens werkgevers kennelijk niet direct in een hogere productiviteit, want
een meerderheid van de Europese werkgevers in alle landen verwacht niet dat
productiviteit wordt beïnvloed door vergrijzing, een substantiële minderheid
verwacht bovendien een afname van de arbeidsproductiviteit en een kleine
minderheid verwacht een toename. De perceptie van werkgevers omtrent
arbeidskosten laat een grote variëteit zien: in Polen verwacht 16 procent
van de werkgevers dat de arbeidskosten toenemen bij een verouderend
personeelsbestand, terwijl dit in Nederland 75 procent van de werkgevers
bedraagt. Wanneer de percepties rond arbeidskosten en -productiviteit
gecombineerd worden, dan is te zien dat ongeveer de helft van de werkgevers
een verouderend personeelsbestand associeert met een toenemend gat tussen
kosten en productiviteit (53%). De studie in hoofdstuk 5 toont aan dat
verwachtingen over een dergelijk gat niet zonder consequenties zijn, in die
zin dat het gedrag van werkgevers —het werven van oudere werknemers en
het stimuleren van oudere werknemers om langer door te werken— negatief
wordt beïnvloed.
Hoofdstuk 4 gaat voorts in op de vraag of beleid gericht is op het verkleinen
van een eventueel gepercipieerd gat tussen arbeidskosten en productiviteit
bij oudere werknemers. Twee maatregelen die vaak gesuggereerd worden
door wetenschappers en beleidsmakers als mogelijkheid om het gat tussen
arbeidskosten en productiviteit te overbruggen zijn levenslang leren en
demotie. Onder werkgevers lijkt er vooralsnog weinig enthousiasme te
bestaan voor de daadwerkelijke implementatie van dergelijke maatregelen:
demotie wordt toegepast door 7 procent van de Europese werkgevers, en
additionele training voor oudere werknemers wordt toegepast door 23 procent
van de werkgevers. Verder adresseert dit hoofdstuk de vraag of personeelsbeleid gerelateerd is aan het arbeidskosten-productiviteitsgat. De resultaten
laten zien dat werkgevers die een gat verwachten tussen arbeidskosten en
productiviteit niet vaker maatregelen toepassen om dit gat te overbruggen
(demotie of training). De resultaten laten eerder een tegengesteld beeld zien:
werkgevers die een groter gat verwachten tussen kosten en productiviteit
passen juist vaker een maatregel als vervroegd pensioen toe. Deze uitkomst
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suggereert dat een verwacht gat tussen arbeidskosten en productiviteit
nochtans eerder werkgevers verleidt om oudere werknemers te laten gaan
dan om maatregelen te nemen om dit gat te overbruggen. Aangezien
regelingen rond vervroegd pensioen een positief effect kunnen hebben op
arbeidskosten kan deze maatregelen rationeel zijn vanuit het gezichtspunt
van de werkgever, maar het is evident dat dit niet bijdraagt aan een trend in
de richting van langer doorwerken.
Werkgevers lijken vooralsnog niet veel actie te ondernemen om langer
doorwerken mogelijk te maken. Dit doet de vraag rijzen: wat zien werkgevers
als kansrijke initiatieven die vanuit de overheid kunnen worden ontwikkeld
om de arbeidsdeelname van ouderen te bevorderen? De resultaten in
hoofdstuk 4 laten zien dat werkgevers stimulansen om werk en pensioen te
combineren zien als meest effectieve overheidsmaatregel om de arbeidsparticipatie van oudere werknemers te verhogen. Het bevorderen van levenslang
leren en loonsubsidies voor oudere werknemers vormen respectievelijk de
tweede en derde meest effectieve overheidsmaatregel volgens werkgevers.
In hoofdstuk 5 wordt dieper ingegaan op de bevinding dat circa de helft
van de Europese werkgevers een verouderend personeelsbestand associeert
met een toenemend gat tussen arbeidskosten en productiviteit (53%). In
Nederland gaat het om 75 procent van de werkgevers. Gebaseerd op het
idee van contract-theorieën waarbij lonen lager zijn dan productiviteit op
lage leeftijd en lonen hoger dan productiviteit op hoge leeftijd kan men
veronderstellen dat het verwachtte gat tussen arbeidskosten en productiviteit
gerelateerd is aan het automatisch stijgen van lonen en ontslagbescherming.
Ontslagbescherming heeft hier betrekking op de bescherming van werknemers
met een vast contract tegen individueel ontslag. Het automatisch stijgen van
lonen heeft betrekking op de mate waarin, los van de formele kwalificatie
van de werknemers en de functie in de organisatie, lonen stijgen met de
lengte van het dienstverband.
De resultaten laten zien dat in Europa 58 procent van de werkgevers aangeeft
dat lonen in ‘hoge’ of ‘enige’ mate stijgen met de lengte van het dienstverband,
en dit is met name het geval in Nederland en Frankrijk (respectievelijk 78
en 72%). Ten aanzien van ontslagbescherming geeft 56 procent van de
werkgevers aan dat het ‘(erg) moeilijk’ is om een werknemer met een vast
contract te ontslaan. Dit gepercipieerde niveau van ontslagbescherming is
het hoogst in Italië (83%) en Nederland (70%). Zowel automatisch stijgende
lonen als ontslagbescherming blijken belangrijke factoren te zijn in de
verklaring van het verwachtte gat tussen arbeidskosten en productiviteit. Dit
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inzicht impliceert dat het verwachtte arbeidskosten-productiviteitsgat deels
wordt beïnvloed door factoren die geregeld worden op meso-niveau; oftewel
een niveau boven dat van de individuele werkgever.
De resultaten uit dit proefschrift kunnen aanknopingspunten bieden voor
overheden, sociale partners en oudere werknemers om langer doorwerken
beter mogelijk te maken. Zo levert kennis van de houding en het gedrag
van werkgevers ten opzichte van oudere werknemers en hun kijk op
langer doorwerken relevante bevindingen op voor de haalbaarheid van
overheidsbeleid. De studies in de tijd wijzen op een substantiële invloed van
institutionele veranderingen op werkgeversgedrag. Uit de internationaalvergelijkende studies komt naar voren dat werkgevers het stimuleren
van een combinatie tussen werk en pensioen zien als de meest effectieve
overheidsmaatregel om de arbeidsparticipatie van oudere werknemers te
verhogen. Een voorkeur voor een dergelijke combinatie suggereert dat er
ruimte is voor oudere werknemers om langer door te werken, hoewel wellicht
in een aangepaste vorm. Het survey gaat niet dieper in op wat deze ‘combinatie
van werk en pensioen’ precies inhoudt, maar hier kan gedacht worden aan
meer mogelijkheden rond geleidelijke pensionering of brugpensioen. Hierbij
kan ook gekeken worden naar andere landen (zoals Zweden en Duitsland)
waar al voorbeelden van overheidsbeleid op dit terrein bestaan.
Maar ook voor organisaties leveren de resultaten van dit onderzoek een aantal
relevante bevindingen op. Uit het onderzoek komt naar voren dat Europese
werkgevers de vergrijzing van hun personeelsbestand vooral associëren
met een groter wordend gat tussen arbeidskosten en productiviteit, hetgeen
het werven van ouderen en het stimuleren tot langer doorwerken negatief
beïnvloedt. Desalniettemin lijken nog maar weinig organisaties personeelsbeleid te hebben dat erop gericht is om dit gat te overbruggen; werkgevers
zouden in hun personeelsbeleid hier meer aandacht aan kunnen besteden.
Ook voor werkgeversorganisaties is dit een belangrijke uitkomst, aangezien
zij doorgaans de verhoging van de wettelijke pensioenleeftijd steunen. Een
groot deel van hun achterban voert echter vooralsnog geen overeenkomstig
personeelsbeleid binnen de eigen organisatie. Werkgeversorganisaties
zouden een actieve rol kunnen spelen in het praktisch vormgeven van
geschikte maatregelen.
Tenslotte geeft de studie meer inzicht in de mogelijkheden die ouderen hebben
om langer doorwerken vorm te geven. Ouderen zullen in toenemende mate
het risico lopen om ‘bekneld’ te raken tussen institutionele veranderingen
die vervroegd pensioen onmogelijk maken en werkgevers die doorgaans
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weinig genegen zijn om oudere werknemers te werven en te behouden voor
hun organisatie. Werknemers zouden zich mogelijk meer de vraag kunnen
stellen dat als langer doorwerken de nieuwe realiteit is, wat men dan zelf
kan doen om inzetbaar te blijven. Eén voor de hand liggende mogelijkheid
ligt op het vlak van goed zorg dragen voor de eigen fysieke en cognitieve
productiviteit, maar andere mogelijkheden kunnen inhouden dat ouderen zich
oriënteren op preventieve transities, geleidelijk pensioen of mogelijkheden
voor brugpensioen en dit tijdig aan de orde stellen bij hun leidinggevende.
Ondernemingsraden kunnen wellicht een rol spelen om het bespreekbaar
maken van veranderingen eerder boven het individuele niveau uit te tillen.
Met ingrijpende ontwikkelingen als de vergrijzing van de bevolking en de
financiële crisis zien werkgevers zich geconfronteerd met een dilemma:
hoewel het behouden van oudere werkgevers waarschijnlijk wenselijk is
met het oog op de lange termijn, moeten werkgevers op de korte termijn
één van de grootste recessies sinds de jaren dertig van de vorige eeuw
zien te overleven. Wanneer oudere werknemers de arbeidsmarkt (moeten)
verlaten, hebben zij vaak moeite om een nieuwe baan te vinden. Ontslag of
vervroegd pensioen van oudere werknemers mag mogelijk een ‘verlichting’
voor organisaties zijn op de korte termijn, maar het betekent ook een vrijwel
definitief verlies van kennis en vaardigheden voor de lange termijn. Buiten
deze ontwikkelingen vormen institutionele wijzigingen in toenemende mate
restricties om de arbeidsmarkt voortijdig te verlaten.
Hoewel het huidige debat over het verhogen van de wettelijke pensioenleeftijd
begrijpelijk is vanuit het perspectief van de financiële duurzaamheid van
de Nederlandse verzorgingsstaat, vertroebelt de discussie ook het zicht op
onderliggende problemen ten aanzien van oudere werknemers. Een toename
in het aandeel oudere —en indien er inderdaad sprake is van een kloof tussen
kosten en productiviteit: relatief duur betaalde— werknemers verminderd
mogelijk de financiële duurzaamheid van organisaties en geeft daardoor
prikkels aan organisaties om ofwel de lonen van oudere werknemers te
verlagen, taken en voorwaarden opnieuw uit te onderhandelen, of oudere
werknemers te laten gaan. Zolang concepten als demotie, competentiegerichte beloning, brugpensioen en geleidelijk pensioen onbespreekbaar zijn
of de nodige hindernissen ondervinden, zal het antwoord op de vraag over
hoe werkgevers op winstgevende wijze oudere werknemers in dienst kunnen
houden complex blijven.
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