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Background 
 
Demographic change is one of the key challenges faced by many Western societies, 
the effects of which will remain a major concern in the years ahead. The phenomenon 
of demographic ageing is a consequence of people living longer than ever before but 
fewer children being born, which translates into growing demographic dependency 
ratios i.e. the ratio of the dependent population (those aged below 15 and above 64) to 
the people of working age (15 - 64). Demographic ageing is particularly acute in 
Europe where the population of those at working age is even declining in some 
countries.  
 
Ageing threatens the macroeconomic performance and competitiveness of European 
countries and poses a major challenge to the sustainability of social protection 
systems. Moreover, European employment rates are lower than in the US or Japan, 
which further compromises European welfare states, especially against the 
background of poor economic performance and austerity in public budgets. If 
demographic trends are sustained and European employment rates do not increase 
across all groups, the proportion of people economically inactive to the people in 
employment will increase with each generation (the so-called economic dependency 
ratios). This means that the productive population will face increasing financial 
pressures to sustain the social schemes (pensions, healthcare, and education) mainly 
needed by a growing inactive population, among which older workers are the biggest 
recipients of government expenditure.   
 
Policies to increase European employment rates and address the challenges 
posed by demographic ageing have been in place in Europe for some time. The 
Lisbon Strategy (2000) tried to broaden the productive population by increasing 
labour market participation of all groups and a specific focus was placed on older 
workers. The 2001 Stockholm European Council set the target that by 2010 at least 
50% of older population (55 - 64) should be employed. Against this background, 
many European countries took actions, introducing pension reforms and raising the 
statutory retirement age in the last decade. Incentives to employ older people (tax 
benefits and cuts in social security contributions) have also become common in 



 

Europe in an attempt to reduce labour costs for older workers, which may be high due 
to the incidence of the seniority principle. As a consequence, employment rates of 
those aged between 55 - 64 jumped from 36.8% in 2000 to 46.3% in 2010 in the EU-
27; well above the increase of the overall employment rate of those aged between 15 
– 64, which rose from 62.1% to 64.2% in the same period.  
 
The Europe2020 Strategy warns that demographic ageing is accelerating: once the 
baby-boom generation (born after World War II, between 1946 and 1965) retires, the 
EU's active population will start to shrink as from 2013/2014 while the population 
aged above 60 will increase by 2 million annually between 2015 and 2035. Forecast 
points out that by 2050 almost one in three citizens in the EU will be above 65 years 
of age up from the current level of one in six. With the objective to increase the 
participation in the labour market, especially of older people, the European 
Commission 2011 Joint Employment Report calls for measures that foster active and 
healthy ageing, efforts to reduce early retirement and increase the retirement age or a 
more direct link between paid contributions and pension entitlements. Within the 
Europe2020 Strategy – European Semester Monitoring, nine Member States were 
advised by the Council in June 2011 to link the pension age to longevity growth.  
 
Importantly, demographic change needs to be tackled through an intergenerational 
approach, where prevention is the key to secure the labour market integration and 
retention of people over their whole life cycle. Within EU policy, the comprehensive 
concept of active ageing has been put forward with the aim of bringing more people 
into the labour market, working longer and retiring later, so that European social 
security systems can be sustained. Within the flagship initiative An Agenda for New 
Skills and Jobs, the European Commisssion calls for the promotion of “new forms of 
work-life balance and active ageing policies”.  
 
In spite of progress, European employment rates remain low by international 
standards, especially for older people, and many workers still exit the labour market at 
early stages. Europe’s employment rate, at 69% for those aged between 20 – 64, is 
significantly lower than in other parts of the world. The picture gets more dramatic for 
women, the young and, most especially, for older workers. The Europe2020 Strategy 
recalls that “only 46% of older workers (55 - 64) are employed compared to over 62% 
in the US and Japan” and aims at a greater involvement of older people in the work 
force. Employment rates of older people are far from average rates and their 
participation rates remain low too since an older worker becoming unemployed has 
many more chances to become long-term unemployed and may finally decide to exit 
the labour market and become inactive. According to Eurostat data, 50.3% of people 
aged between 55 - 64 were inactive in 2010 in the EU-27, as compared to 29% in the 
age group 15 - 64. The weaker labour market attachment of older people has an 
important gender component: the employment rate for older women is 38.6% while 
58.9% of older women aged between 55 - 64 are inactive. 
 
Therefore, there is still scope for improvement in European participation rates on the 
labour market for all groups, especially among aged people. Offering more and 
better employment opportunities for an ageing workforce is part of an ongoing 
debate involving different stakeholders: governments, social partners, business and 
civil society. Measures and initiatives to respond to this challenge have been 
developing at different levels, from European Institutions and national or regional 
governments to the sectorial and company level.  



 

 
The Foundation Seminar Series (FSS) aims to provide an opportunity to exchange 
current practices between the different actors, to contribute to the deepening of 
knowledge about some of the options available to increase labour market integration 
and the retention of workers and thereby improving the active ageing of European 
populations.  
 
The 2011 Foundation Seminar Series 
 
The 8th edition of the Foundation Seminar Series, FSS 2011, aims to contribute to the 
active ageing strategy by putting forward arguments and case studies showing how 
improved working conditions may contribute to keeping older workers in the 
labour market. The current edition of the FSS will be particularly timely since 2012 
will be the European Year of Active Ageing.  
 
It is now broadly agreed that in order to increase the chances for older workers to 
remain in employment, adequate conditions need to be provided. According to the 
recent European Council’s conclusions on Active Ageing, “encouraging older 
workers to stay in employment requires notably the improvement of working 
conditions to safeguard their health and safety or the adaptation of work places to 
their health status and needs, fighting age and gender discrimination, updating their 
skills by providing appropriate access to lifelong learning and training and the review, 
when necessary, of tax and benefit systems to ensure that there are effective 
incentives for working longer”. Obviously most of the changes mentioned in the 
policy frameworks and, especially, in the working environments, will not only 
contribute to the improvement of perspectives for labour market attachment for older 
workers, but for all groups. 
 
The tripartite setting of the FSS, bringing together representatives from trade unions, 
employers and governments, is an ideal platform to share examples of company 
measures and government or social partner initiatives aimed at improving the labour 
market attachment of older workers. Within this area, much focus has been placed on 
financial incentives (regulation of pension entitlements and calculations), and the 
statutory retirement age while less attention has been given to the provision of those 
working conditions that would encourage older workers to remain in work for longer.  
 
Policies such as pension reforms, subsidies to reduce labour costs, active labour 
market policies targeted at older workers or programmes against ageism will provide 
useful information to set the background at European level and in European countries. 
Nevertheless, the focus of the FSS 2011 will be on initiatives at national, sectorial and 
company level, within social dialogue and social partners’ actions, aimed at 
improving working conditions within certain areas which may be especially 
relevant to keep older workers in the labour market. Higher employment rates and 
longer working lives for older workers can be attained both by keeping them at the 
same work place and offering them good transitions if the right working conditions 
are provided. 
 
The FSS will focus on various initiatives aimed at improving working conditions 
around three main areas where older workers may face particular challenges. These 
areas are: training, health and work organisation. 
 



 

1) Increasing training opportunities 
There is a general perception that older workers are not so skilled and adaptable as 
younger workers, the consequence of which is that the skills development of older 
workers may be below average. This may result from the behaviour of both 
companies (offering less training to this group) and older workers themselves (less 
willing to participate in training).  
 
Eurostat data shows that older people have, on average, lower educational levels and 
more importantly, less access to training and lifelong learning. In 2009, only 4.8% of 
persons aged between 55 - 64 participated in education and training in the four weeks 
prior to the Labour Force Survey, as compared to 9.3% among those aged between 25 
- 64. 
 
Outdated skills may keep older workers outside or in a vulnerable position in the 
labour market. Therefore, it is important that older workers keep skills updated to be 
able to remain employed. Various measures may be implemented to develop the skills 
level and employability of older workers, such as the provision of education and 
training or specific company measures like job rotation or the setting of mixed-age 
teams whereby workers may acquire new skills. 
 
2) Developing health management  
Health partly depends on genetic heritage, the social and cultural environment and 
education. However, the work environment and work organisation are very important 
in preventing or aggravating health problems. 
 
Health problems increase with age and may lead to the decision to retire at an early 
stage. According to Eurostat, 16.8% of inactive persons aged between 55 - 64 claim 
illness or disability as the main reason for not looking for employment (in comparison 
to 13.7% of those aged between 15 - 64). 
 
While health systems have an important role to play companies may adopt health 
management strategies to maintain and promote the health and working capacity of 
workers as they age. Addressing health issues at the very beginning of working life is 
key to the prevention of some work-related illnesses. Variations in working time, 
work organisation and job design can help to avoid health problems such as 
musculoskeletal disorders, stress or anxiety. In addition, better designed workstations 
that improve posture and avoid damaging movements, or better lighting and seating 
design can be especially useful for older workers. 
 
3) Providing adequate work organisation 
Adapting work organisation may improve working conditions, and therefore, may 
help in retaining workers at the workplace. On the one hand, flexible working 
arrangements (such as part-time) and measures to increase working time flexibility 
(working time accounts, organisation of shift work and night work) may be regarded 
as an important tool for active ageing since they may facilitate the work-life balance 
of employees which may be specially relevant in the case of older workers (6.5% and 
2.2% of inactive persons aged between 55 - 64 claim “family or personal 
responsibilities” and “looking after children or incapacitated adults”, respectively, as 
the main reason for their inactivity). On the other hand, work organisation oriented 
towards more autonomy and variety in tasks and greater challenges may increase job 
satisfaction and encourage older workers to stay at work for longer. 



 

 
The FSS 2011 is organised in two sessions. The first session in November 2011 will 
set the context for exchange by monitoring demographic trends and the labour market 
situation of older workers and by looking at the active ageing policy framework. 
European and international institutions, academics and social partners will share their 
views on older workers and present measures to retain and ultimately improve their 
employability.  
 
Within the framework provided by the first session, participants in the Second Session 
in 2012 will present and discuss initiatives adopted at national, sectorial and company 
level aimed at improving working conditions for older workers in the areas of training, 
health and work organisation.  
 
 
Background material 
 
•Eurofound, Active Ageing, Flexible solutions for all. 
•European Commission, Active ageing and labour market trends for older workers in 
the European Union 
(http://assets.aarp.org/www.aarp.org_/cs/gap/pfe_ec_report_active_ageing_and_labou
r_market_trends.pdf) 
•European Commission, Europe 2020, A European strategy for smart, sustainable and 
inclusive growth (COM(2010) 2020). 
•European Commission, Green Paper Towards adequate, sustainable and safe 
European pension systems (COM(2010)365). 
•Council of the European Union. Council conclusions on Active Ageing 
(www.consilium.europa.eu/vedocs) 
•Eurostat data, Labour Force Survey (KS-32-11-798-EN). 
•OECD, Pensions at a glance, 2011(ISBN Number:n9789264095236 ). 
 
 
General objectives of the Foundation Seminar Series (FSS) 
 
The objective of the FSS is to provide training in the chosen subject area by mapping 
out the situation at European level and in the Member States. The seminar first aims 
to facilitate the transfer of knowledge by facilitating exchange of national policies 
between the participating countries. Fostering the debate at national level, through 
tripartite discussions, is a second objective. Promoting networking at national as well 
as European level is a further aim of the FSS. Last but not least, the FSS provides the 
opportunity for participants to become more familiar with the work of the European 
Foundation in the specific area concerned. 
 
National tripartite delegations are requested to participate in the whole Seminar (both 
sessions). The nomination of national experts, representatives of trade unions, 
employers’ organisations and governments, is carried out with the assistance of the 
European Foundation’s Governing Board members. 
 
Participants are asked to actively participate in two sessions: 
• Session 1: 7–9 November 2011, Eurofound, Dublin, Ireland 
• Session 2: Late May/early June 2012; venue and location to be confirmed. 
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