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foreword
ocial Insurance in Sweden  is the latest update of the National
Social Insurance Board’s periodic publication aimed at providing
an overall review and discussion of important and topical issues
relating to the social insurance system.

S

The theme of this second edition is After  – Welfare, work and leisure.
The population of Sweden is getting progressively older, thanks to
advances in medical science and a healthier style of living. The increased
average life span of Swedish citizens reflects an international trend, and
is expected to continue. Public health has steadily improved since the
middle of the seventies, but during this period more and more people
have opted for early retirement. This paradox may be partially explained
by the fact that the early retirement system has sometimes been used as
an instrument for facilitating premature retirement from working life.
Instead of providing a working environment and tasks better suited to
older staff, it has become the norm to offer them early retirement. This
approach favours the employer – at least in the short term – and has the
backing of the unions, whose focus is on the interests of their younger
members. Nor is it particularly disadvantageous to the individual, who
receives severance pay from the company on top of an early retirement
pension from the social insurance system. People who are professionally
active are the losers. The nation loses a competent workforce and the
results of its production. More money than necessary is transferred from
the working population to pay for this practice which has become institutionalized. As a result, there is a growing risk that the early retirement
scheme might lose its legitimacy, which would badly hurt those people
who due to ill health really depend on the system.
In this book, we take up the controversial question of how the employment strategy might be strengthened in order to soften the impact of an
imminent population crisis. It might be objected that if people do not
feel up to working, or do not wish to work, beyond the age of sixty or
thereabouts, the decision is theirs alone. They can even decide whether
they wish to work at all. But when the choices of individuals begin to
shape the pattern of society as a whole, it is time to discuss the consequences in a broader perspective. Merely crying out for stricter regulations
in the early retirement scheme solves nothing. Far more radical changes
are called for in the work environment, in the way work is organized,
and in the attitudes of employers, unions and the individuals themselves.

Only then can society’s need of more work be combined successfully
with the wishes of the individual.
Many members of staff at The National Social Insurance Board have
been involved in the production of Social Insurance in Sweden.
Britt-Marie Anderson acted as editor. Each section has its own main
author. Hans Olsson and Edward Palmer were responsible for After 
– Welfare, work and leisure. Lena Ericson wrote Social insurance in
figures, while Bengt-Åke Lejon had the main responsibility for Changes
to the regulations.
The book has gradually taken shape with the assistance first and foremost
of Christer Carmegren, Anna Röstberg, Peter Skogman Thoursie, Lizbeth
Valck, and Ingeborg Watz Forslund. Among all those who have given
valuable comments on the first draft version, I would especially like to
name Agneta Kruse and Inger Marklund. Special thanks are also due to
Kristina Malm, who was responsible for the top copy and the diagrams.
I am also very gratified that the manuscript, albeit in its final stages, was
critically scrutinized and commented by Juhani Ilmarinen, professor at
the Finnish Institute of Occupational Health, Staffan Marklund, professor
at the National Institute for Working Life, and Eskil Wadensjö, professor
at the Institute for Social Research in Stockholm.
Stockholm, November 
Anna Hedborg
Director-general
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Introduction
Social insurance is an essential element in the lives of virtually all Swedish
citizens. It is of major importance not only for people’s security and
welfare but also for the national economy, with a current expenditure
per annum of approximately   billion.
By social insurance, we mean the three major areas administered by
the National Social Insurance Board and the social insurance offices.
One of these covers parents and children, another deals with the sick
and disabled, and the third is aimed at old-age pensioners and widows/
widowers. These administrative divisions handle the major part of public
cash payments to individuals and households, but are not responsible
for unemployment payments or social security benefits. Internationally,
unemployment insurance is generally classified as part of social insurance,
but in Sweden it has traditionally been deemed a part of labour market
policy and handled separately from the activities conducted by the
National Social Insurance Board and the social insurance offices.
The theme of this year’s edition of Social Insurance in Sweden is After
 – Welfare, work and leisure.
The population of Sweden is getting progressively older, thanks to
advances in medical science and a healthier style of living. The increased
average life span of Swedish citizens reflects an international trend, and
is expected to continue. Public health has steadily improved since the
middle of the seventies, but during this period more and more people
have opted for early retirement. This paradox may be partially explained
by the fact that the early retirement system has sometimes been used as
an instrument for facilitating premature retirement from working life.
Instead of providing a working environment and tasks better suited to
older staff, it has become the norm to offer them early retirement. This
approach favours the employer – at least in the short term – and has the
backing of the unions, whose focus is on the interests of their younger
members. Nor is it particularly disadvantageous to the individual, who
receives severance pay from the company on top of an early retirement
pension from the social insurance system. People who are professionally
active are the losers. The nation loses a competent workforce and the
results of its production. More money than necessary is transferred from
the working population to pay for this practice which has become
institutionalized.
In just over ten years, the proportion of the population in the age
group – will begin to diminish, namely, when those born in the
forties turn . If the present tendency of the workforce to retire early
persists, the number of people in gainful employment will already begin
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to drop towards the end of the present decade. One thing is certain –
the number of senior citizens is increasing dramatically.
In this book, we take up the controversial question of how the
employment strategy might be strengthened in order to soften the impact
of an imminent population crisis. It might be objected that if people do
not feel up to working, or do not wish to work, beyond the age of sixty
or thereabouts, the decision is theirs alone. They can even decide whether
they wish to work at all. But in the first place, this is only true if individuals
are prepared to take the economic consequences of their decisions. If
these decisions involve the use of public funds or social security insurance,
the matter appears in a different light.
The employment strategy is a recognized concept in Swedish economic and labour market policy. It requires that those who can and want
to work, and are thus able to contribute to their own and others’ support,
should be given the chance to do so. In practice, however, the employment
strategy has mainly meant attempting to reduce unemployment among
age groups below . As such, the employment strategy has proved to be
a myth. People in the higher age groups have, if anything, been encouraged to abandon working life. At the local level, this has been implemented by using the general insurance system as a stepping-stone.
Any positive incentives to join the workforce associated with the
new pension scheme, and with other reforms in social insurance and the
like appearing on the political agenda, can be put down to traditions
and public attitudes. In some quarters, employing older workers is quite
simply regarded as out-of-date. Naturally, such attitudes constitute no
basis for determining whether healthy people want to work or not. When
the population of professionally active age groups starts to fall in a few
years’ time, the virtues of the older workforce may well be re-evaluated,
as a result of market pressures.
Social insurance in figures provides statistics on the financial scope
of the social insurance system for the years –. In addition, the
pattern of distribution of various benefit payments by sex and age is
reported for , which is the latest year for which complete statistics
exist. Payment statistics include not only the benefits administered by
the National Social Insurance Board and the social insurance offices,
but also compensation to the unemployed.
Changes to the regulations gives a brief summary of the changes to
social insurance rules which became effective in  and in the period
up to June .
Social Insurance in Sweden focuses consistently on the differences
between the sexes. All statistics and many of the discussions illustrate
current differences.
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The dilemma of the welfare system
– coping with ageing means working longer
Social insurance emerged and developed hand in hand with industrialism.
It fulfils our need for a financial safety net when we cannot work due to
illness or injury and when our capacity for work declines as we grow
older. An important milestone in the development of the pension system
was the introduction of universal supplementary pension () in .
The rules for this system remained unchanged until a new system in
Sweden was legislated in the s. Nevertheless, new institutions relating
to old age pensions and early retirement have developed since , and
the norms by which employees and employers regard pension schemes
have gradually changed.
The theme of this year’s Social Insurance Book
The right to retire from work with adequate compensation on grounds
of illness or injury before the age of  or on grounds of age from 
onwards has become one of the hallmarks of the Swedish welfare state.
At the end of , social insurance paid out pension benefits to approximately  million pensioners, of which , were for claims for early
retirement with disability. Meanwhile, there were roughly . million
people gainfully employed on the labour market. In other words, for
every two persons working and paying contributions to social insurance
there was one pensioner.
Early exit from the work force has become something of an
institution in Sweden. Few work up to the age of , which is
the age at which one has the right to a full benefit. In some
professions the pensionable age is lower because working
beyond a certain age would constitute a risk to the individuals
themselves or to the people they work with. However, the
usual way of making the transition from working life to
’leisure’ before the age of  is through disability, based on
medical grounds (a disability grant) after a period of sick
leave. Disability is an important financial safety net for
people forced out of professional life by illness or injuries
which rule out further work. However, disability has come
to be used in other situations, for example, in connection
with company rationalizations, when alternative employment
is considered difficult to find locally. Employers and unions
share a common interest in early retirement of older workers,
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where they would otherwise have to adhere strictly to last-in first-out
rules, and disability presents a financially acceptable solution to individuals, who receive approximately  per cent of their normal salary
after tax, with both social insurance and contractual benefits taken
together.
Currently, for every ten working people, there is just over one disability pensioner in Sweden, and disability has shown a constant trend
increase. In many fields the traditional message of unions and employers
alike is that people are worn out by their mid-s. Why is
this? One answer might be that this was indeed true of people
born in the s, who may have started working between the
ages of  and . This early start in working life is easily overlooked. Nine-year compulsory school was introduced in ,
and at the time high school studies were still comparatively rare.
Today, we tend to take it for granted that people start
working between the ages of  and  and retire around
, but we are not talking about the same people as before.
What then might be considered to be a reasonable pensionable age for those born in the s, s and s, who
started working much later in life, and have usually worked
in environments very different from those of older generations? If unsatisfactory work environments are still a major
reason for leaving working life prematurely, how is it possible
we accept such poor working conditions today? Will the
situation be the same in ? And ? Not if we do
something about it.
The right to full pension from the age of  was introduced in 
(since , it had been ). Moreover, retiring at  has often been obligatory, in accordance with general agreements negotiated many years ago
by the central organization for labour and management. Little scope is
left for individual choice. The right to leave the labour force with ’a full
pension’ upon reaching the age of  has become an obligation. In fact,
it is often considered as one of the triumphs of the welfare state, that we
can afford to release everyone from the burden of work by  at the
latest.
Retirement no later than , and preferably at , has become an
institution, widely accepted by the majority of people. Does working
life have to end so abruptly? With fewer people working, welfare is lower
for everyone. It is not logical to let age determine the point at which we
retire. Health, work capacity, interest and competence should be the
deciding factors. Neither work capacity nor the work environment ought
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to be seen as fixed entities. Scientific studies indicate that work capacity
need not diminish after , and that the work environment can be successfully adapted to the needs of older staff at a reasonable cost. What
we need is an increased awareness, and a change in the underlying attitudes of everyone towards work after .
That is the theme of this year’s Social Insurance Book.
The individual and the insurance-paying community
Specifying the ideal ratio between the number of people in work and
those receiving pensions is impossible. Both leisure and the consumption
of goods and services provide satisfaction to the individual. Giving up
work for the sake of leisure obliges the individual to accept a lower level
of consumption. However, a range of generous social insurance benefits
allows leisure to be purchased at very little cost in terms of consumption.
The aim of social insurance is to provide an adequate level of compensation for people unable to work due to illness or reduced work capacity.
This involves a risk for the insurance-paying community as a whole.
Generous life-long compensation from social insurance may become
the main goal of older employees who have attained a reasonably sound
economy and have begun to put higher value on their leisure-time. It is
pointless to moralize about such personal preferences. On the other hand,
it is important that the institutions and behavioural patterns surrounding
retirement do not become obstacles to those who really want to continue
working. It is also important that individuals not only receive their rightful
share of the national income but also share the costs that a free choice
between work and pension involves. In this respect, the new old age
pension scheme is a step in the right direction, linking pension levels
closely to contributions and life expectancy from the year of retirement.
Basically, the total production of society – the gross national product
() – depends on the number of people in gainful employment and
how productive they are. The greater the number of people working, the
greater the . If the ratio of pensioners to people in work should
remain the same in the future, any increase in the average standard of
living will be determined by growth in productivity – through improved
technology, competence, etc.
Population forecasts, however, point to an inevitable decline in the
ratio of gainfully employed persons to the number of pensioners. We
already know how many young Swedish-born people will enter the labour
market during the next  years. Over the past  years, the birth rate
has been far too low to prevent a gradual long-term reduction in the
number of working-age people. On the other hand, there is an element
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of uncertainty regarding net immigration to Sweden. Here, a number of
factors are involved. Some people will emigrate from Sweden, while
others will wish to settle here. We do not know to what extent younger
members of the Swedish labour force are likely to remain in Sweden
now that it is easier to move around within Europe. Nor can we be sure
what form our future immigration policy will assume. In addition,
Sweden is not alone. Europe’s workforce will need – million immigrant workers.
Meanwhile, the number of citizens over  will increase dramatically
in Sweden. The increase will be particularly steep in the years around
, when the large generation born in the s passes the -yearold mark. Add to this the fact that average life expectancy is increasing.
Historically, average life expectancy at age  has increased by roughly
one year every ten years, and it is expected to continue at at least this
pace in the coming decades. Given a general pension age of , there
will be just over , more people living off old age pensions in 
than today. In , there will be , more, and in  the increase
will be ,. See the following table. Furthermore, there are already
approximately , old age pensioners living abroad (who are not
registered in the Swedish population, but receive their pension from
Sweden), and payments abroad are expected to increase to approximately
, as early as .
1999

2010

2020

2030

Persons aged 65 and over
1,539,000
Persons aged 20–64
5,176,000
Persons in employment, 81% of
persons aged 20–64
4,193,000
Gainfully empl’d/Old age pensioners 2.7

4,244,000 4,152,000 4,044,000
2.4
2.0
1.8

Early retirement pensioners

450,000

450,000

450,000

1.9

1.7

1.5

425,000

Gainfully empl’d/Old-age and early
retirement pensioners
2.1

1,738,000 2,050,000 2,253,000
5,239,000 5,126,000 4,992,000

Source: SCB and RFV

Number of gainfully employed relative to number of pensioners.

The expected increase in the number of pensioners relative to the number
of gainfully employed means that future growth in productivity will not
wholly be matched by a corresponding increase in the real standard of
living per capita. Irrespective of whether  per hour worked (productivity) increases by ,  or  per cent per annum, between . and  per
cent per annum will go to maintaining  per capita of the population
at its present level up to the year .
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As mentioned earlier, there are just over  million employed persons
and approximately  million pensioners. If an additional half million
persons were to work instead – i.e. if there were fewer early retirement
pensioners and some more people working up to and beyond the age of
 – these, too, would be able to contribute to national production. Given
an average level of productivity, Sweden’s  would increase by approximately  per cent – approximately   billion. This money could
be used for higher private consumption by families with children and
others in working life, but could also go towards providing funds for
better schools and improved health care.
Individuals, employees and employers follow the rules drawn up by
society and the institutionalized practices which develop and become
established – always governed by self-interest and local exigencies. Using
the disability system to help rationalize workplaces may appear to be a
good solution in a local setting but will be too costly for society as a
whole. The parties concerned at the local level do not pay the full costs.
A large share is borne anonymously by the insurance-paying community,
in the form of lower production, taxes and contributions.
The main argument of this book is that the number of old age and
early retirement pensioners in the years ahead ought to be less than in
the table above. Instead, we should on average stay at work longer. Naturally, many people do not have a choice due to illness or other problems.
These people should continue to receive all necessary support. However,
in those borderline cases where continued employment is as viable an
alternative as retirement – either in the form of disability pension or old
age retirement at  – there ought to be a higher probability of continuing
to work. Those who can and want to work should be able to do so at
more advanced ages than is the case today. However, if the current trend
is to be broken, institutionalized ways of looking at work and pensions
must change and work environment and conditions must be adapted to
the needs of an older labour force. This applies equally to attitudes towards older people on the labour market. Market forces themselves will
bring about changes as labour shortages come towards the end of the
present decade.
Old age pensioners’ living standards have risen more than the
standard of other groups
As late as , the average level of income for a person of  or older
was just  per cent higher than the social assistance norm, and the
average income of a pensioner  and older was at the level of the social
assistance norm. Today, the average income of a person  or older is
more than  per cent higher than this norm.
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Both in  and at the end of the s, the level of income was
higher for younger pensioner households than for older ones, where single
women predominate. The reason older single women have lower benefits
is partially explained by the fact that the first generation of women with
working lives as long as those of men were born in the s. These
women have not yet reached pensionable age, and it will be even longer
before they reach the age of .
Since , the standard level of income for an average pensioner
aged – has remained roughly the same as that for households consisting of two adults with – children (if income is divided equally
between household members as in the following table). In , twoadult households with children were somewhat better off, but in ,
after the severe recession of the s, younger pensioners were better
off. The level of income for households with two adults under  without
children is admittedly  per cent higher than that for pensioner households in the age groups –. But the level for –-year-olds is now
higher than the level for all other types of household (couples with children, and single persons with or without children).
Of course, this type of comparison is not without its problems. Sometimes children are considered to represent less than a whole consumer
unit (if we consider an adult person as making up a whole consumer
unit) because their need of consumption is assumed to be lower than
that of adults. Having more than one person in a household allows ’economies of scale’. Costs for , telephone, newspapers, etc. as well as part
of the cost of accommodation, can be shared by a number of individuals.
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1975

1983

(1991)

1991

1997

Over 64 years
– 65–74
– 75 and older

121
131
104

143
156
124

(169)
(186)
(146)

177
197
150

182
201
160

2 adults (under 65)
– without children
– 1–2 children
– 3 or more children

201
150
117

215
159
123

(267)
(202)
(153)

286
217
162

273
195
148

1 adult (under 65)
– with children
– without children*

134
153

134
151

(143)
(172)

149
181

130
159

Total persons under 65

152

159

(198)

210

191

Note: Average income has been
obtained by dividing the total income
of the household by the number of
persons in the household. Persons
aged 18 and older form separate
households. The figures in brackets
have been calculated according to the
old method and are directly comparable retrospectively with 1975 and
1983. Unbracketed figures for 1991
are directly comparable with 1997.

Source: Statistics for 1975–1991 are from
Björn Gustafsson and Edward Palmer,
(1997) ”Changes in Swedish Inequality: A
Study of Equivalent Income, 1975–1999” in
Peter Gottschalk, Björn Gustafsson and
Edward Palmer (ed.) Changing Patterns in
the Distribution of Economic Welfare.
Cambridge, England: Cambridge University
Press. Statistics for 1997 are from Björn
Gustafsson and Edward Palmer, (2000)
”Was the Burden of the Deep Swedish
Recession Equally Shared?” (manuscript).
Stockholm: The National Swedish Social
Insurance Board.

*Student households (persons over
17) are regarded as separate households even if living at home.

Average income after tax as a percentage of the norm for social allowance. As a
result of the tax reform at the beginning of the 1990s, the income tax base was
broadened. This led to a higher average income for all households, but in
differing degrees for different types of household.

A large and increasing share of the total national income has thus been
transferred to old age pensioners over the past quarter-century, as the
supplementary pension scheme () has matured. The level of income
per capita for persons below the age of  has increased by . per cent
annually since  while the standard of income for old age pensioners
increased by approximately . per cent annually during the same period.
It should be noted, however, that the latter increase is due to new pensioners entering the system with ever better  pensions. By contrast, if we
focus on particular individuals among pensioners, we see that the majority
have had no real increase in income at all. This is because benefits are
indexed only to prices.
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The dilemma of the welfare system
As the number of pensioners per contributor increases, the cost for maintaining a given ratio of the average benefit to the average wage increases.
The example in the following table shows why high participation in the
labour force is a prerequisite for maintaining a welfare state with high
ambitions.
No. of employed
per pensioner

Average pension
as % of average salary

Contrib. rate in %
for the employed

Scenario 1

1.60

60

37.5

Scenario 2

2.25

60

27.0

Scenario 3

1.60

43

27.0

Source: The table is based on data given in the box on page 27

The dependency ratio and the level of compensation determine the contribution
rate.

Present forecasts suggest there will be . gainfully employed persons
per pensioner in . If we wish to provide an average pension that is
 per cent of the national average salary (Scenario ), we need to exact
a contribution of . per cent from employed persons. This is, roughly,
the situation in  according to current population forecast. If, on the
other hand, an extra half million people were to continue working instead
of claiming pensions, a contribution of around  per cent would suffice
to finance an average pension still equating to  per cent of the average
salary (Scenario ), which is about what old-age and disability benefits
cost today. The difference in the financing burden between the two scenarios is considerable. In scenario , the high number of early and old age
pensioners is retained, but here the level of compensation is lower, with
an average benefit of around  per cent of the average salary. In this
scenario, too, the required contribution is  per cent. It differs from
scenario  in that fewer persons work, and that when they eventually
retire their pension will be less. Scenario  is better than scenario  if
people prefer leisure to consumption, otherwise scenario  is to be preferred.
The reformed income-related old age pension scheme has built-in
features making it possible to maintain an old age pension contribution
of . per cent. In the new pay-as-you-go scheme, annual payments of
contributions are registered on a personal account. The balance of the
account is revalued annually, following general wage trends in principle.
Thus, the balance changes every year, partly with new contributions,
partly with revaluation. The pension can be claimed from the age of ,
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but currently the ’normal’ pension age is . To calculate the pension,
the value of the account is divided by a number reflecting remaining life
expectancy at the time the pension is claimed. It is to the advantage of
individuals to work extra years, since, firstly, the devisor is reduced,
secondly, each additional year of contributions adds to the balance of
the account, and, thirdly, the capital on the account is revalued upwards.
In the old age pension scheme, the pension is thus adjusted to changes
in life expectancy. If we continue to retire at the same age, the average
pension will decrease when life expectancy increases. A higher pension
can be obtained by working longer. In the table above, as we work longer
the ratio of employed persons to pensioners will therefore increase, as
will the replacement rate.
As a result of the design of the new pension scheme, the outcome is
likely to fall somewhere between scenarios  and  in the future. Such an
extreme increase in contributions as in scenario  is ruled out because
the old age pension scheme has a fixed contribution rate of . per cent.
But there is no such built-in mechanism in the early retirement pension
scheme. This means that contributions (or taxes) will rise with the number of early retirement pensioners.
Retirement – one of life’s stages
The organization of productive work has a major impact on the development of our lives and institutions. In the traditional farming and trading
society, family and workplace were integrated. Within the family, there
was a succession, starting out with increasing responsibility for work
and later followed by a gradual winding down and transfer of work to
the next generation. There was no fixed pensionable age. Developments
during the nineteenth century quickly ousted the family as the unit of
production and led to industrialization with its sharp dividing-line
between family and work.
The growth of industrialism changed everything. Before
industrialism, we learned a trade through working as an apprentice to an experienced worker. We did not retire with a pension, but successively eased the work load at a pace which
felt appropriate. Most people worked as long as they were able. Nowadays
we go through a long period of state education in order to qualify for
work, after which we work until we retire – at the age of  or earlier. In
other words, life is now divided up into three stages: education, work
and retirement. Retirement as a clearly defined stage in the life cycle is
a comparatively recent phenomenon. It arose as a result of the stricter
demands for more uniform work imposed by industrialism, and was
made possible by the very wealth that industrialization created.
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As late as  – when the supplementary pension scheme ()
was still in its infancy –  per cent of all men aged between  and 
were in employment. Now there are so few who work past age  that
current statistics for this group are not even published. The age for the
right to full  benefit was  from the beginning, but one could work
longer. In , less than half as many men aged – were in employment, roughly  per cent. Benefit levels for both old age and early retirement pensioners were on average much higher in  than in .
In  the general pensionable age was lowered to , and agreements
were signed within all major areas of collective bargaining, limiting the
possibility of work beyond the age of . The introduction of a pensionable
age of  and of early retirement were of course welfare-enhancing
reforms. The question, however, is: would it be unrealistic to envisage a
system closer to the ’old model’, where retirement meant a gradual
winding down – instead of the institutionalized clean break of today?
Both old age and early retirement schemes include the option of a parttime pension, but this is rarely exploited. Perhaps industrialism has led
us to regard ageing and ill health in terms of black-and-white. Either
we are healthy and not yet too old – in which case we should work fulltime. Or, alternatively, we are ailing or getting on in years – in which
case we should not work at all.
There are such wide differences between people of the same age
that age in itself is a poor criterion for measuring our capabilities. If a
person’s health makes work impossible, early retirement is an obvious
right in a modern welfare state. It should be equally obvious that a person
who is fit and healthy and wants to work and can come to an arrangement
with the employer should not be prevented from doing so.
Many European countries have a lower pensionable age than Sweden,
but in recent years a number of them have raised the age of retirement
and, like Sweden, created legislation designed to reward those who stay
in work longer by granting them higher pensions.
Unemployment as a motive for early retirement
Systems offering attractive benefits have a tendency to ‘entice’ people
away from the labour force. There are, however, circumstances over which
private individuals have very little control. One of these is unemployment.
For a long period stretching from  to , it was possible to take out
early retirement on grounds of the labour market situation. At first
younger people too could claim this form of pension, but in  the
lower age limit was set to . Unemployment in the country at the time
was not very high, but this option came to be the preferred solution
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when larger companies downsized, or when there was a dearth of job
opportunities in a particular region. Apart from such cases directly linked
to market conditions, labour market considerations have also played a
part in judging claims for early retirement on grounds of illness. As of
, however, special so-called ‘older rules’ for disability no longer apply.
Differences in local labour markets have thus traditionally been
instrumental in facilitating early retirement of older workers. In spite of
recent legislation, there are still large regional variations in the frequency
of early retirement, which in all likelihood can be attributed to labour
market factors.
In many other European countries with long experience of unemployment, early retirement has been used even more frequently as a means
of ’regulating’ the labour market. A classic example during the s was
the Netherlands, although the situation is different today. The interest
in encouraging workers to retire has been based on the assumption that
if older workers retire, younger persons will be able to step into their
jobs. In reality, it is rarely that easy. People are not easily substitutable.
Replacing an older worker with a younger recruit fresh from unemployment and possibly untrained, can be both problematical and unprofitable.
On the other hand, companies in the throes of recession or restructuring
may be forced to rationalize – and in that situation they are only too
pleased to be able to offer older workers expense-free early retirement,
without risking the loss of goodwill on the part of the public.
The notion of using early retirement as a tool to make way for younger
staff is, moreover, predicated on the mistaken and short-sighted belief
that there are only a fixed number of jobs in a country. If
that were true, the  would have two-digit levels of
unemployment today, with its growing population and
labour force. Higher employment and increasing
incomes create a demand for goods and services,
which in turn generate a demand for more labour.
Thus it is erroneous to believe, as older employees
are sometimes encouraged to do, that you are
doing society a service by leaving working life for
good.
There are plenty of signs, however, that
tomorrow’s economy will require us to change jobs
and professional orientation much more frequently
than up until now. This will call for greater investment in human capital throughout the whole of life
– both privately and in the workplace. Needless to
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say, the initiative for personal development must come from the individual, but the state has an important role to play in ensuring there are
sufficient places available in educational programmes. Course timetables
and syllabuses must be designed for people who already have some basic
training and work experience but need to broaden or deepen their knowledge and skills – either in their familiar field, or in a new one.
Are older staff overpaid?
Could it be that in reality the conditions of production dictate when we
are to retire from the labour force, and that the state merely adjusts the
social insurance scheme to meet these conditions?
When young people are first recruited they have naturally no jobspecific knowledge or workplace experience. Salaries at the outset of
working life may be set higher than individual capabilities actually
warrant. Employers are prepared to pay a higher salary than is actually
motivated in order to build up a skilful work team for a specific job
situation or workplace. This also reduces staff turnover. Salaries exceed
individual productivity at the start of working life because employers
see it as an investment in the future.
The situation for older staff is often just the reverse. As they grow
older their knowledge ages too. Meanwhile the employer’s return on
further investment in the human capital of the individual diminishes,
since the individual will shortly be leaving working life for good.
Further, eventually there will be a drop in productivity for older staff.
If salary levels remain the same, older staff continue to cost as much
as younger staff but the employer gets less for his money,
at least in the long-term. This would seem to motivate
a lower salary for older staff. However, even though
flexible salaries and salary spread seem to be on the
increase generally in society, it is probably less acceptable today than ever to decrease salaries in conjunction
with relocation, etc. The alternative solution is to get
older staff to quit – as far as possible using a socially
acceptable tool such as early retirement.
It is probable that older staff still possess much
valuable knowledge and experience that could be
put to profitable use, but they may find it difficult
to work at the same pace as before or under the
same physical and psychological pressures. The Swedish
and European solution is often (or has been) to use existing
pension schemes to buy off people who cost too much in
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relation to their performance, rather than taking the opportunity to assign
them alternative work, possibly at a lower rate of pay.
An early retirement pension from the disability system worth  per
cent or more of the employee’s previous salary after tax in combination
with contractual or other supplements, is a tempting proposition from
the point of view of the individual, and certainly reduces any incentive
to stay on and work for a lower salary. Retirement with a disability benefit
as a natural way out of the predicament will usually be supported by
both the employer and the local union. Once again, such a solution might
appear appropriate and desirable in any given local context, but it is
expensive for the insurance-paying community as a whole, and will
become even more costly once the s generation, significantly larger
than the generation of the s, reaches ’the age of early retirement’ in
the not so distant future.
Employers sometimes provide pensions for older staff at the company’s expense without any support from social insurance, paying staff
up to the age of , when these may claim their unreduced pension from
the public insurance scheme. This solution takes the form of a more or
less explicit agreement between employee and employer, and as such is
hardly a matter of public concern. However, superficially at least, it would
seem to indicate a very low estimation of older persons’ work capacity.
The employer loses the employee’s entire work input, but still has to pay
about half the salary costs. On the plus side, of course, there is a reduction
in costs for premises and administration, etc., but it still appears to add
up to a loss from the business angle. Perhaps retirement at the company’s
expense has mainly provided a socially acceptable way of solving the
problem of redundancy, without risking the loss of goodwill that firing
younger staff might entail. The latter course of action would, furthermore,
bring the company into conflict with labour legislation. So far, this
method has only been applied to a relatively small group, those born in
the s. Using it as a standard solution with the s generation would
be extremely costly for many workplaces.
The employment strategy
Are we to conclude that the workforce of the future will consist of an
elite group of younger, highly productive people, who forgo a large part
of their salaries in order to provide for a rapidly increasing number of year-olds and older? Is such a system in the best interests of young people?
Even allowing for the fact that they too will grow old one day?
In economic terms, it is theoretically profitable for a person to continue working as long as he/she produces something whose value exceeds
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the costs for materials, premises, etc., that are used – i.e. as long as the
added value is positive – and provided that the wage corresponding to
the production result is higher than the value the employee puts on leisure.
In a real-life workplace, a complicating factor is the lower limit to which
wages may be set. It is, for example, impossible to set a wage low enough
to match extremely low productivity. When the point is reached at which
an employer is no longer prepared to retain older staff with low productivity at a socially acceptable salary level, society may be justified in
subsidizing persons with low productivity but whose productivity nevertheless exceeds the value they set on increased leisure. A rigid hierarchy
of salary relationships between workers of different ages, preventing
salaries from reflecting differences in productivity, is an example of what
economists call market imperfection. Such imperfection results in less
than optimal use of the resources of society from a national economic
standpoint, and in such cases a subsidy may be motivated. In practice,
however, it is very difficult to decide to whom such a subsidy should be
paid. Furthermore, the subsidy has to be financed in some way, for
example, through taxation, and the financing itself creates new
imperfections, so-called ’tax wedges’.
An alternative approach is to reject the whole notion that older
people’s productivity is less than a decent salary. Work situations can be
adapted to cater for changed – though not necessarily reduced – work
capacity, and it is possible to maintain and improve capacity by making
special investments in the work environment and human capital of older
employees. We may need to revive some of the more positive features of
the pre-industrial view of ageing, such as gradually easing the work load
of older people. We need to abandon the ’clean break’ model.
Some of this will become apparent to the market itself – employer
and employee – as the supply of labour starts to dry up in the near future.
As for social institutions, it is essential for them to stay
abreast of developments and prepare the way for them.
We must consign to history the idea that there is a law of
nature making us unfit for work as soon as we have
passed our early fifties.
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Work or Pension?
Three examples of the same population but with different proportions
between the number of working people and the number of pensioners.

Example 1. Few work and many receive a pension – those who work pay a
high contribution of over 37%.
4.0 million people work and 2.5 million receive an old age or disability
pension. The dependency ratio is 1.6 – which means 1.6 workers per
pensioner. A benefit is assumed to be 60% of a salary.
Income from work:

Employees
1.6

Income per employee
200,000

Total earnings
320,000

Pension costs:

Pensioners
1.0

Pension per pensioner
0.60 x 200,000

Pension costs
120,000

Salary after contributions per employee:
Contribution as percentage of salary
before contribution:

200,000/1.6 = 125,000
75,000/200,000 = 37.5%

Example 2. We work longer and fewer people claim disability. Those
employed pay a contribution of approximately 27%, i.e. today’s rate.
4.5 million people work and 2.0 million receive an old age or disability
pension. The dependency ratio is 2.25 – which means 2.25 workers per
pensioner. A benefit is assumed to be 60% of a salary.
Income from work:

Employees
2.25

Income per employee
200,000

Total earnings
450,000

Pension costs:

Pensioners
1.0

Pension per pensioner
0.60 x 200,000

Pension costs
120,000

Salary after contributions per employee:
Contribution as percentage of salary
before contribution:

330,000/2.25 = 146,000
54,000/200,000 = 27%

Example 3. Few work and many receive a disability pension – but the
contribution rate is kept at today’s level, meaning the replacement rate has
been significantly reduced from approximately 60% to 43%.
4.0 million people work and 2.5 million receive old age or disability
pension. The dependency ratio is 1.60 – which means 1.60 workers per
pensioner. But now a benefit is assumed to be 43.2 % of a salary.
Income from work:

Employees
1.6

Income per employee
200,000

Total earnings
320,000

Pension costs:

Pensioners
1.0

Pension per pensioner
0.432 x 200,000

Pension costs
86,400

Salary after contributions per employee:
Contribution as percentage of salary
before contribution:

233,600/1.6 = 146,000
54,000/200,000 = 27%
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Health – the health of the population is
steadily improving
The number of persons exiting the workforce with a disability benefit
has increased dramatically since the middle of the s. Most disability
pensions have been granted on grounds of reduced work capacity due to
medical reasons, even though a number have been granted on workrelated grounds. The striking increase in the incidence of disability could
be interpreted as a sign of deteriorating health in the population at large.
However, most of the more objective state-of-health indicators suggest
that the health of the population has improved and rather considerably.
In this chapter we focus on health developments, and attempt to show
that health alone is not an impediment to working longer.
Average life expectancy is still increasing
Average life expectancy has steadily increased since the th century, in
Sweden as in most other countries. The beginning of the th century
saw a great number of improvements in the general health situation, not
the least of which was the reduction in mortality due to infectious
diseases, which often affected children and young people. The further
decrease in mortality among people of all ages since the middle of the
th century may be attributed to continuing medical progress and
changes of lifestyle.
From  to around , average life expectancy calculated from
time of birth increased from  to approximately  years for men, and
from  to approximately  years for women, that is, by almost  years
per decade. Between  and , the rate of increase slowed down,
particularly for men. By contrast, life expectancy for men has subsequently
increased faster than for women, primarily due to the fact that mortality
risks have diminished for middle-aged men. Average life expectancy for
men and women has increased on average by roughly . years per decade
since .
The increase in life expectancy reflects a decrease in mortality for
virtually all age groups. Infant mortality has fallen particularly sharply.
Another significant development is the decrease in mortality during the
past twenty years for people in the - age group, mainly thanks to
reduced mortality from cardiac and vascular diseases. Mortality in this
age group has, as mentioned earlier, fallen significantly for men.
Apart from advances in medical science, these developments in average life expectancy may be traced to improved dietary habits, reduced
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smoking and lower alcohol consumption. The rate of increase in average
life expectancy admittedly slowed down after , but many medical
experts predict that it will start to increase again during the next half
century. If life expectancy continues to increase at the same rate as in
the past few decades, it will be around  years for women and around
 years for men by the middle of the twenty-first century. In this happens,
it is also probable that the number of years of good health for people
aged - will also increase.
The development of the average lifespan in Sweden is not unique,
and reflects a more general increase throughout the world. Towards the
end of the s, Japanese men and women lived longest in the world,
but Swedish men and women were not far behind. The lower life expectancy of Denmark, compared to that of Sweden and Norway, for example,
is attributed almost entirely to differences in lifestyle.

Country

1960
Women Men

1998
Women Men

Sweden
Norway
Denmark
Finland
Iceland

19.3
20.1
19.1
17.5
20.4

17.3
18.0
17.2
14.4
18.6

24.2
23.8
21.9
23.4
24.0

20.2
19.6
18.4
18.6
20.7

France
Germany
Great Britain
Ireland
Holland
Belgium
Luxembourg
Austria
Switzerland
Greece
Italy
Spain
Portugal

19.5
18.5
19.3
18.3
19.3
18.7
18.3
18.6
19.2
18.9
19.0
19.2
18.6

15.6
15.5
15.3
16.3
17.3
15.4
15.9
15.0
16.2
17.0
16.4
16.5
15.9

22.6
23.3
22.6
21.8
23.4
23.6
23.4
23.6
24.9
23.1
24.0
24.0
22.2

19.9
19.0
18.9
17.9
18.9
19.0
18.7
19.3
20.4
20.2
19.0
20.0
18.0

USA
Australia
New Zealand
Japan

19.5
19.4
19.5
17.8

15.8
15.6
16.3
14.8

24.0
24.0
23.0
26.4

19.0
19.9
19.0
21.0

Source: OECD Health Data 1999, Population Ageing 1999,
Department of Economic and Social Affairs – UN, and
Ministry of Health and Welfare – Japan

Remaining life expectancy after the age of 60 in
various OECD countries. Life expectancy has
increased internationally.

29

    

An increase in life expectancy of almost one year per decade leads to
greatly increased costs for the old age pension scheme – unless the
pension scheme is designed to counteract this. The new pension scheme
in Sweden adjusts newly granted pensions to increased life expectancy.
This was not the case with the  scheme. When  was introduced
in , life expectancy for a -year-old woman was  years and for a
man, just over  years. At that time the national pensionable age was
. This meant an average period with an old age pension of  years for
a man and  years for a woman. The age of retirement was lowered to 
in July . Towards the end of the s, life expectancy for a -yearold woman was  years and for a man, just over  years. The average
number of years with an old age pension thus increased by approximately
 per cent over these  years.
Increased life expectancy is for the most part linked to improvements
in the general state of health of the population. If we regard health alone
as the deciding factor in a person’s decision to retire from working life, a
longer working life – rather than a shorter one – would seem to justified.
Improved habits of living
Good dietary habits and regular physical exercise are essential for the
health of the population. According to a report from the Expert Group
for Dietary and Health Issues in , eating habits in Sweden have
improved noticeably since the s. Consumers today are more aware
of the importance of dietary habits in combating illness and poor
health later in life. According to another survey (The National Diet
–, Becker ), women have better eating habits than men,
in which case it would seem there is room for relative improvement
among men.
The outlook for the future is, however, not
entirely positive. According to ’s surveys of the living
habits of the population (), the proportion of people who
suffer from obesity and overweight grew sharply between 
and . The increase is greatest in the – age group, and
least among women aged –.  attributes this large increase
in the number of overweight persons primarily to reduced daily
exercise.
Sweden is one of the European countries with the lowest
registered sale of alcoholic drinks. The sale of alcohol has
been on the decrease, and the number of alcohol-related
deaths has fallen, since the s. Different groups in
society, however, exhibit different patterns of consumption, which explains why there are differences
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in alcohol-related deaths between men and women, between the young
and old, and between different professional and social groups. These
differences are of long standing and are likely to be with us for a long
time to come. Drinking habits in Sweden have nevertheless generally
improved over a long succession of years.
Smoking has also declined over the past twenty years. From the
middle of the s to , the number of men who smoked daily
decreased from  to  per cent and the number of women from  to
 per cent. Thus, a slightly larger proportion of women than men today
smoke daily, but the number of women who have never smoked at all
still exceeds that of men. Smoking also exhibits class differences. These
are especially pronounced among people under  − where daily smoking
is much more prevalent among blue-collar workers than white-collar
workers according to ’s  survey.
As a whole, improved life styles have contributed to the increase in
life expectancy. But there are also negative aspects. The tendency to
increasing overweight among young adults can – if it is not stemmed −
lead to impaired health and a lower work capacity in the next –
years as these generations grow older. It is difficult to assess the extent
to which increasing stress in working life and other situations will negatively affect future health and life expectancy.
The healthy years of life
To gain an idea of the quality of the extra years that have been added to
people’s lives, data on life expectancy must be supplemented by data on
how people actually experience their health and functional capacity. Since
, the Central Bureau of Statistics () has included questions about
the state of people’s health, functional capacity and illness in the abovementioned  surveys. This information has been used by  to calculate the ‘expected healthy years of life’ for particular age spans, for example,
for people between  and  years old.
The measure ’healthy year’ is arrived at by combining mortality and
illness, that is, by reducing the expected years of life by the estimated
degree of ill health, based on individuals’ answers about their experienced
state of health, motor functions and work capacity. For the part of the
population claiming full health during all measured years, no reduction
is made in the expected years of life. The expected years of life for the
part of the population experiencing slight ill-health are given the weight
., the part experiencing medium ill health, ., and that experiencing
severe ill health, .. The measure is naturally only approximate since
the weights used are arbitrarily set.
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Period
1981–85
in age spans
45–54 55–64 65–74

45–54 55–64 65–74

Women
Total number of years
Years of full health
Years of slight ill health
Years of medium ill health
Years of severe ill health
Healthy years

9.7
5.2
2.7
1.3
0.5
8.8

9.3
3.5
3.0
1.9
1.0
8.0

8.4
2.3
2.9
2.0
1.2
6.9

9.8
5.0
3.1
1.1
0.6
8.8

9.4
3.4
3.5
1.7
0.9
8.2

8.6
2.0
3.7
2.0
1.0
7.2

Men
Total number of years
Years of full health
Years of slight ill health
Years of medium ill health
Years of severe ill health
Healthy years

9.4
5.4
2.6
1.0
0.5
8.6

8.7
3.4
2.7
1.5
1.1
7.4

7.0
2.1
2.5
1.5
1.0
5.9

9.6
5.3
2.9
0.8
0.5
8.8

9.1
3.8
3.2
1.3
0.7
8.0

7.7
2.2
3.5
1.4
0.7
6.6

Explanation: The total number of
years for each 10-year span consists
of the expected average number of
years of life for that period. The
calculations are based on the age
group 16–84. Note that the average
number of years for e.g. the group
45–54 is somewhat underestimated
since the risk of dying between 16 and
44 is accumulated in the calculation.
Healthy years of life per 10-year span
are derived from the average number
of years of life during the different 10-

1995–99

year spans reduced by the risk of
death and years of reduced health.
Years of reduced health are given a
value less than 1. The weighing is
based on the proportion of persons
claiming to have full health, (weight 1)
slight ill health (weight 0.9), medium
ill health (weight 0.7) and severe ill
health (weight 0.5).
Source: SCB’s Survey of the living
conditions of the population (ULF) and
mortality data from SCB’s mortality
register

The total number of years compared with healthy years for different 10-year age
spans. The number of healthy years have increased with time. Despite the fact
that young people are expected to live longer than earlier generations, it is the
older generations who have experienced the greatest increase in healthy years of
life.

Since the beginning of the s, expected healthy years of life remaining
have increased for both men and women. The increase has, however,
been greater for men than for women, confirming that the relatively
greater increase in life expectancy for men since the beginning of the
s has been made up of relatively healthy years. The years which
have been added to the lives of both men and women consist of an
increased number of years of slight ill health, especially among the elderly.
Moreover, the years of medium ill health or severe ill health have
decreased since the beginning of the s, with the exception of a slight
tendency towards increased ill health among women aged –.
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The number of extra years of life, like the number of extra healthy
years, has been greatest for –-year-olds, and after them come –year-olds, that is, those comprising the oldest group of employed persons.
Social differences in healthy years
Average life expectancy has increased in most socio-economic groups.
But differences in the number of healthy years between groups, and
between the sexes within one and the same group, are still considerable,
although they show signs of diminishing. The most striking difference
in healthy years is found between unskilled male workers and female
salaried employees at middle or upper levels.
For men, the number of healthy years has increased, irrespective of
the socio-economic group they belong to. Average life expectancy for
male blue-collar workers is lower than for male white-collar workers,
but this difference has grown less. For women, the picture is different.
On the one hand, the number of healthy years for women has shown a
much smaller increase within all groups than for men. On the other
hand, differences between socio-economic groups have increased for
women, rather than diminished as for men. For unskilled women, there
has hardly been any increase at all.
Year
76

Middle and upper level
white-collar workers
Lower level white-collar
workers
Skilled workers
Unskilled workers

Women
74

72

70

Men
68
66
1981–85

1986–90

1991–95

Explanation: The calculations are based on socio-economic
groups between the ages of 35 and 84. Years of reduced
health are given a value less than 1. The weighing is based on the
proportion of persons claiming to have full health, (weight 1) slight ill health
(weight 0.9), medium ill health (weight 0.7) and severe ill health (weight 0.5).
Source: SCB’s Survey of the living conditions of the population (ULF), mortality data from
SCB’s mortality register and Census and Housing Survey.

Healthy years for various socio-economic groups. The social differences in healthy
years remain. The gap between white-collar workers and blue-collar workers has
diminished among men, but increased among women between 1981 and 1995.
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The differences in life expectancy for different socio-economic groups
is largely explained by living habits such as smoking and drinking. Often,
a number of unhealthy living habits are found in the same individuals.
Differences may become less pronounced as the public becomes increasingly aware of the importance of good living habits. Nevertheless, it is
probable that social differences in health will remain for a long time to
come.
Health has improved – especially for the older labour force
For younger members of the population normally engaged in gainful
employment, no major changes in their state of health have taken place
over the past  years. Almost  per cent of all people aged – enjoy
good health according to the above-mentioned  surveys. As a whole,
this has been the case since the middle of the s, with no noticeable
difference between men and women.
Per cent
100
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20

Women

Men
16–44 years
45–54 years
55– 64 years

10
0
1975–77 78–79 80–81 82–83 84–85 86–87 88–89 90–91 92–93 94–95 96–97 98–99
Source: SCB’s Survey of the living conditions of the population (ULF)

The proportion of people who judge their general state of health to be good. The
state of health of older people in the labour force has improved considerably.

Older people in the labour force account for the increase in healthy
years. Since , there has been a slight increase in the proportion of
persons aged – enjoying good health, and a sharp increase in the
proportion of those aged –. The proportion is marginally higher for
men than for women within each age group.
As the proportion of people reporting general good health has
increased, the proportion of those with bad health has decreased. The
improvement is especially marked for men aged –, where the
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proportion of men with bad health has been roughly halved. However,
among the younger members of the population, the proportion of those
reporting a bad state of health has tended to increase since .

Per cent
16
14

Women

Men
16–44 years
45–54 years
55–64 years

12
10
8
6
4
2
0

1975–77 78–79 80–81 82–83 84–85 86–87 88–89 90–91 92–93 94–95 96–97 98–99
Source: SCB’s Survey of the living conditions of the population (ULF)

The proportion of people who judge their general state of health to be bad. A
significantly smaller proportion of the elderly male population report a bad state
of health compared with the mid-1970s. A parallel development is seen for
women between 55 and 64 up to the mid-1990s. Subsequently, this positive
trend has been broken for older women as for younger
categories aged 16–44.

The conclusion is that the health of the population aged up to  has improved – especially
among older men aged –. For women in this
age group and for younger generations between
 and , there are noteworthy exceptions
towards the end of the s, when there
was a pronounced increase in the proportion of those reporting bad
health.
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Per cent
100

Women

80

60

Health status
Poor
Fairly poor
Relatively good
Good

40

20

0
1981–85 95–99
16–44 years

81–85 95–99
45–54 years

Per cent
100

81–85 95–99
55–64 years

81–85 95–99
65–74 years

81–85 95–99
75–84 years

81–85 95–99
65–74 years

81–85 95–99
75–84 years

Men

80

60

40

20

Health status
Poor
Fairly poor
Relatively good
Good

0
1981–85 95–99
16–44 years

81–85 95–99
45–54 years

81–85 95–99
55–64 years

Explanation: Full health is defined as the absence of reduced work capacity due to
long-term illness and the absence of reduced motor functions or disability plus the
fact that the individual has answered that he/she enjoys a good general state of health.
Source: SCB’s Survey of the living conditions of the population (ULF)

The proportion of people according to
health level. With age, the number of
years of full health diminishes and the
number of years of bad health increases.
Over time, there has been a noticeable
increase in years of slight ill health
at the expense of years of
medium ill health and severe
ill health.
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Work capacity
Have the improvements in experienced health reported by people aged
 and upwards during the past  years been matched by improvements
in their work capacity? In ’s  surveys, people were asked whether
their work capacity had been reduced due to long-term illness.
Per cent
25

20

15

Women
Men

16–44 years 45–54 years 55–64 years

10

5

0
1975–77 78–79 80–81 82–83 84–85 86–87 88–89 90–91 92–93 94–95 96–97 98–99
Source: SCB’s Survey of the living conditions of the population (ULF)

The proportion of people judging their work capacity to have been seriously
reduced due to long-term illness. For women under 55, this proportion has
increased during the past 15 years.

The proportion of men aged – with seriously reduced work capacity
due to long-term illness has not changed significantly since . Among
older men aged –, the proportion reporting seriously reduced work
capacity has on the other hand decreased from  per cent in the mids to  per cent at the end of the s. Among older men there is
thus a trend towards improved work capacity corresponding to the health
developments described above.
For women, the long-term picture is different in a number of respects.
The proportion of women between  and  experiencing seriously
reduced work capacity increased from the mid-s to the beginning
of the s. This negative trend was subsequently reversed and at the
end of the s the proportion was  per cent – the same as for men in
the same age group – which is the same level as in the mid-s. For
women under  who have seriously reduced work capacity, the proportion
has on the other hand increased during the past  years.
Developments in the reported work capacity of women are reflected
in the statistics of early retirement pensions and long-term sick-leave.
Increasingly more women now receive disability benefits. One possible
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explanation is that the male work environment received much more
attention than that of women during the s and s. Evidence of
this is found in the fact that of the   billion which the Working
Life Fund had at its disposal at the beginning of the s – and was
spent on supporting and developing workplaces to promote a healthier
working life – only about  per cent went to municipalities and county
councils, where female labour predominates. It would seem that employers in these workplaces were considerably less interested in making investments in the work environment. On the other hand, the marked trend
towards improved health and work capacity of men has been closely
linked to the development of better work environments.
Another explanation may be that women born in the s, and
who entered the labour market during the s and s, have generally
had to bear a heavier burden combining family with work than older
women who did not have jobs to the same extent. If this is the case, the
increase in the proportion of women reporting reduced work capacity
due to long-term illness is a clear warning that further deterioration and
still lower employment is to be expected as these women reach the age
of  and over.
The health and functional capacity of gainfully employed people
The National Social Insurance Board commissioned  to conduct a
survey during the spring of  of a random sample of people aged
between  and . Respondents were asked questions regarding their
health, work capacity, work conditions and
desire to retire from working life. Special
questions were also put to those who had
already left the workplace with early
retirement or old age pensions.
The following is a report
of some of the results
relating to their reported motor functions and
state of health. The
tables are based on the
answers of individuals aged
between  and  who
were employed and not
receiving sickness benefit
or early retirement pension
to any extent at the time of
the survey.
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Motor capacity
The survey included a number of questions on people’s motor capacity.
These questions correspond to those asked in the United States’ nationwide Health and Retirement Survey and can be regarded as indicators
of people’s work capacity.
The question was: Can you manage today without difficulty to …
No,
By and By and large yes, of which
defilarge
Yes,
Yes,
nitely
yes
without
with some
not
difficulty
difficulty
Sit in a chair for 2 hours
Get up after sitting in a chair
for a lengthy period
Walk 200–300 meters
Walk 2 km or more
Run or jog more than 1 km
Bend down or kneel
Pick up a coin from a table
Raise arms above shoulder height
Walk up 2 flights without resting
Lift or carry 5 kg
Move a table or vacuum clean

4

96

74

22

2
2
2
15
3
2
3
2
4
2

98
98
98
85
97
98
97
98
96
98

74
95
90
54
77
96
89
92
83
88

24
3
8
31
20
2
8
6
13
10

Source: RFV, questionnaire to individuals in the year 2000

Motor capacity among employed people. Proportion of employed people aged
35–64 who judge that they can or cannot manage to perform the various tasks.

Motor capacity among employed people is very good according to the
survey. With the exception mainly of the capacity to run or jog a kilometre
or more, only – per cent of all employed people aged – report
serious difficulty performing the tasks in question. The remainder have,
by and large, no difficulty, or scarcely any difficulty, in performing these
tasks.
The answers to the different questions about the motor capacity of
individuals have been combined to show the result according to age and
sex. With advancing age, an increasing proportion answer that they can
manage with some difficulty to perform the motor functions they were
asked to consider. Nevertheless, among those aged –, just over 
per cent of men and between  and  per cent of women answer that
they have a very good motor capacity. The survey clearly shows that the
majority of employed people in these age groups do not suffer from any
motor disability, but that women of all ages have slightly greater difficulty
than men.
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Per cent
100

80

60

40

20

Women Men
Can not do this
Can manage with a little trouble
Can manage with difficulty

0
35–39 years 40–44 years 45–49 years 50–54 years 55–59 years 60–64 years

Explanation: The degree of motor capacity has been calculated on the basis of
individual answers to the questions in the table on page 39.
Source: RFV, questionnaire to individuals in the year 2000

Proportion of employed people according to the degree of motor capacity. Motor
capacity deteriorates with age but is generally good among professionally active
people.

Sickness and work capacity
Respondents were also asked if they had any form of sickness which
limited their work capacity. While the majority of the professionally
active consider themselves to have full or only slightly impaired motor
capacity, a large proportion report that they have some form of sickness
which limits their work capacity.
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The question asked was: Is your work capacity affected by …
Sickness
Work capacity:
affected affected affected
a lot
a little
not at all
high blood pressure
diabetes
cancer
chronic lung disease
heart and vascular disease
emotional, nervous or
psychological problem
joint or muscular problem
asthma
back pain
kidney or incontinence problem
ulcer or gastric catarrh

Have no
sickness

2
1
1
1
1

9
2
1
1
2

17
14
13
12
13

72
84
85
86
85

2
9
1
10
1
4

9
27
4
32
3
15

13
9
14
10
14
14

76
55
81
48
82
68

Source: RFV, questionnaire to individuals in the year 2000

Work capacity among the professionally active. The proportion of professionally
active people aged 35–64 who consider their work capacity to be affected by
various illnesses. The three most common ailments among the professionally
active are back pain, joint or muscular problems, and ulcers or stomach catarrh,
but for the majority of those suffering from them, these ailments had only a
negligible effect on their work capacity.

Joint and muscular problems, back pain and stomach trouble are the
most common ailments mentioned in the survey.
Just over  per cent state that they have joint or muscular problems
affecting their work capacity to a greater or lesser extent, but the majority
indicate only slight discomfort. Joint and muscular problems are more
common among women than men, and a larger proportion of women
say they suffer very much. Furthermore, joint and muscular problems
tend to increase with age.
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Per cent
100

Women Men
80

60

Not at all
A little
Very much

40

20

0
35–39 years 40–44 years 45–49 years 50–54 years 55–59 years 60–64 years
Source: RFV, questionnaire to individuals in the year 2000

Joint or muscular problems among the professionally active. Professionally
active people with joint or muscular problems affecting their work capacity at the
ages 35–64 are divided up according to the degree of discomfort. The proportion
suffering discomfort increases with age up to the age of 60, after which it
decreases since those with discomfort often become early retirement pensioners.

More than  per cent of professionally active people suffer from back
pain, of which roughly  per cent experience severe discomfort. Most
remarkable is the fact that back pain is already very common among
younger age groups. In other words, the link with the ageing process is
not particularly clear-cut. The incidence of back pain is nevertheless
highest in the age group –. On the other hand, clear differences
emerge between the sexes. There is a marked tendency for women over
 to suffer more frequently from back pain than men of the same age.
We must bear in mind, however, that the proportions apply to those still
professionally active. Many people suffering severe discomfort have already
taken early retirement and thus do not figure in the report. The striking
difference between the sexes in this age group may possibly be traced to
the greater ease with which men are able to take early retirement pension
than women.
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Per cent
100

Women Men
80

Not at all
A little
Very much

60

40

20

0
35–39 years 40–44 years 45–49 years 50–54 years 55–59 years 60–64 years
Source: RFV, questionnaire to individuals in the year 2000

Back pain among the professionally active. Professionally active people with
back pain affecting their work capacity between the ages of 35 and 64 are
grouped according to the degree of discomfort. For women, the proportion of
those suffering discomfort increases with age.

Ulcers or stomach catarrh are the third most common national illness
affecting people’s work capacity. Approximately  per cent state that
they suffer from stomach trouble, but that generally this has very little
effect on their work capacity. Nor does stomach trouble seem to be associated with any particular age group, being spread evenly among all age
groups, but it is found more often among women than among men.
Per cent
100

Women Men
80

Not at all
A little
Very much

60

40

20

0
35–39 years

40–44 years

45–49 years

50–54 years

55–59 years

60–64 years

Source: RFV, questionnaire to individuals in the year 2000

Ulcers or stomach catarrh among the professionally active. Professionally active
people with stomach problems affecting their work capacity at the ages 35–64
are divided up according to the incidence of ulcers or stomach catarrh.
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Health and work capacity compared with the best years of life
The participants in the survey were asked, partly, to compare their state
of health with the best state of health they had ever experienced, and
partly, to compare their work capacity with the best work capacity they
had ever had. They had to answer using a ten-level scale, possible choices
ranging from  to  per cent deterioration.
Both health and work capacity deteriorates somewhat with age according to these ratings. With advancing age, differences between the sexes
become more pronounced − the health of older women deteriorates more
than that of men, while the work capacity of older men deteriorates to a
greater extent than that of women of corresponding age.
Per cent
100

Health deterioration among the
professionally active. The degree
of health deterioration in relation
to the best state of health
experienced in their lives among
professionally active people
between the ages of 35 and 64.

Women Men
30– %

80
60

10–20 %

40
20

0%

0
35–44 years

45–54 years

55–64 years

Explanation: The question was:
How many points on a scale of 0–
10 would you give to describe your
current state of health? Assume
that your best-ever state of health
would be worth 10 points.
Source: RFV, questionnaire to
individuals in the year 2000

Per cent
100

Deterioration in work capacity
among the professionally active.
The degree of deterioration in
work capacity in relation to the
best work capacity experienced in
their lives among professionally
active people between the ages of
35 and 64.

Women Men
30– %

80
60

10–20 %

40
20
0%
0
35–44 years

45–54 years

55–64 years

Explanation: The question was:
How many points on a scale of 0–
10 would you give to describe your
current work capacity? Assume
that your work capacity at its best
would be worth 10 points.
Source: RFV, questionnaire to
individuals in the year 2000
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The overall result shows that, despite a certain deterioration in health
compared with the best years, well over  per cent of both men and
women in the age group – report scarcely any or no change in work
capacity compared to what they consider to have been their best years.
In other words, the self-assessed work capacity among the majority of
older professionally active people is good. Once again, it must be emphasized that the results are based on those still active in working life, while
those who have already exited from working life, for example, with disability, are not included in the data in these figures.
Conclusions
The population of Sweden is getting progressively older, thanks to
advances in medical science and a healthier lifestyle. The increased
average life span of Swedish citizens reflects an international trend, and
is expected to continue. Healthy years have increased in step with the
increase in life expectancy and the improvement in the health of most
age groups. Up to the age of , the number of years of perfect health
decreases while the number of years of poor health increases – due mainly
to an increase in years of slightly poor health. In other words, the increase
in life expectancy has been accompanied by persons surviving with mildly
worse health, on average. Social differences remain but the health of all
social groups has improved. However, the improvement for poorly educated women is negligible.
Health statistics reveal that the majority of older professionally active
people enjoy good health. Health problems among people aged –
have diminished successively, more for men than for women. This is
also the conclusion arrived at by a statistical analysis recently published
by  (Age and Living Conditions –, year ). The statistics
indicate an overall improvement in health compared with the mid-s.
Public health has thus steadily improved since the middle of the
s, but during this period more and more people (approximately
,) have exited the labour force with disability. This paradox may
be partially explained by the fact that the early retirement scheme has
sometimes been used as an instrument for facilitating premature retirement from working life, with the common consent of employer and
union. Instead of providing a working environment and tasks better suited
to older staff, it has become the norm to offer them early retirement. As
we discussed in the first chapter, this approach favours the employer – at
least in the short term – and has the backing of the unions, whose focus
is on the interests of their younger members. Nor is it particularly unfavourable to the individual, who receives severance pay from the
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company on top of an early retirement pension from the social insurance
system. Those in gainful employment are the losers. The nation loses a
competent workforce and the results of its production. More money
than necessary is transferred from the working population to pay for
this institutionalized practice.
It is possible that the large investments made during the s and
s in improvements to the typical male work environment have contributed to the striking improvement in men’s health during this period.
Women have benefited as much from the progress in medical science as
men, but the typical work environments of women have been neglected.
Health statistics for women sound a warning bell − since the mid-s
a growing proportion of women consider their state of health to be poor,
according to ’s  surveys. Meanwhile, there has been an increase
in the proportion of women, both in the age group – and that of –
, describing their work capacity as low due to long-term sickness. In
earlier generations, it was usual for women to work a few years before
having children. Then they left working life for a number of years, returning when much older to work for a few further years. Today, most
women plan to work a ’full’ professional life, which often means many
more years of work under heavy physical strain in the fields of nursing,
geriatric care, and care of the disabled. This development further underlines the need for improvements in many of the typical
female workplaces in order to convert them into good
modern work environments. The work environment is
examined in the following chapter.
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The work environment – older people’s
experience can be an asset in a flexible
work environment
The work environment is a concept with very broad scope. Usually one
makes a distinction between the physical and the psycho-social work
environment. In a wider perspective, opportunities for individual development may also be included as an aspect of work environment. Workplace
organization and leadership form the framework within which efforts
to improve the work environment must be made. Developments in the
field of work environment during the past decades have not been entirely
positive. The physical work environment in typical areas of male activity,
for example, in industry, has undergone tangible improvements. Meanwhile, there are signs that the psycho-social environment has in many
cases deteriorated, especially in workplaces dominated by female
employees.
What is a good work environment?
The physical work environment has traditionally been the focus of attention in discussions of the work environment. Traditionally, many
industrial workplaces have been – and some still are – dangerous. Originally, the concept ‘industrial health’ covered accident prevention and
protection against substances injurious to health. During the past halfcentury, considerable improvements have been made in industrial health
and the safety of workplaces. In industry, significant improvements have
continued to be made during recent decades, even though there will
always be a risk of serious accidents and work-related illnesses in environments where machines and chemicals are used. Over the past few decades,
technological advances have contributed to eliminating, or at least minimizing, many risks of injury.
In Sweden, measures to improve the work environment have long
been high on the political agenda. In , the concept of the work
environment was officially extended to include not only medical but
also psychological and social aspects (Work Environment Survey, 
:). In the  survey of the living conditions of the population (),
which measures among other things the development of the work
environment from the point of view of the individual, a start was made
to collecting information on the physical, psychological and social work
environment in the mid-s.
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The physical work environment is the most important factor determining how long older people can continue working and whether or
not they wish to. Physically taxing work includes heavy lifting, awkward
work postures, jolts and vibration, extreme heat and cold, as well as dirt
and noise. A good work environment is one where requirements are
suitably adjusted and where people feel they have sufficient control over
their work situation. In addition, a good work environment fosters a
positive social climate and affords people the opportunity to develop
their competence and to perform a varying range of work tasks. Flexible
working hours are also important, especially at certain ages in working
life. Work environment factors are relevant to everyone irrespective of
age, but some of them have special importance for employers wishing to
retain older workers without sacrificing profitability.
Structural changes in the labour market
The labour market has undergone profound changes during the past 
years. The public sector has first been extended and then, during the
s, slimmed down again. The proportion of employed persons within
the relatively risk-prone sectors of agriculture, industry and construction
– dominated by men – has diminished since . The proportion of
people with blue-collar jobs among the working population
has decreased while the proportion of white-collar workers
has increased. Meanwhile, the private service sector has
gained in importance. These structural changes have led
to certain kinds of work environments becoming more
common while others have become rarer.
Women born in the s and later participate in
working life to nearly the same extent as men.
Thanks to the availability of a parental
allowance and a positive attitude to parttime work, the participation of women in the Swedish labour
force is high even in the years immediately following childbirth.
Many women work in the health and care sectors. The
number of people employed in care of the disabled, children
and the elderly has increased dramatically since the middle of
the s. Within the health sector, little ergonomic progress
has taken place, despite the fact that heavy lifts are part of the
daily routine and that a large proportion of employees are
women with relatively less physical strength than men.
New technology in the form of mechanization and computerization relieves the pressure of physical work and creates
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opportunities for the development of friendlier environments. However,
increased computerization may also result in more passive work tasks
with limited scope for personal development, and thus the risk of additional work environment problems.
In summary, there have been both improvements and new challenges
in the work environment over the past  years, reflecting structural
changes in the labour market. Developments have been mainly positive
in the shrinking industrial sector dominated by men, but in the growing
health and care sector dominated by women comparatively little has
happened.
Physical capacity
This section and the one following draw heavily on Chapters 10 and 14 in
Juhani Ilmarinen’s ”Ageing Workers in the European Union – Status and
promotion of work ability, employability and employment”, Finnish
Institute of Occupational Health, Helsinki 1999. Ilmarinen has developed
practical methods for work environment activities that have also gained
the attention of governments, companies and organizations in many
countries, including Sweden.

Deterioration in the functional capacity of the body already begins to
set in when people are in their thirties. However, changes do not follow
any precise or predetermined development curve. Individual development
depends very much on specific working habits and lifestyles. Typically,
the range of variation in physical capacity among individuals increases
with advancing age.
Among the more common physical changes which come with
advancing years are impaired sight and hearing. For example, older people
begin to have difficulty reading small print, but this is easily remedied
with the aid of glasses.
Other somatic changes come with increasing age. The heart’s ability
to absorb oxygen diminishes from the age of  to  by roughly one
third. Moreover, the ability to absorb oxygen is, in general, roughly one
third less in women than in men. If the necessary oxygen intake to carry
out a task exceeds  per cent of a person’s maximum capacity, this results
in over-exertion. This is an example of how ageing can lead to worsened
work capacity. It is also a well-known fact that the muscular strength
and mobility of a –-year-old is less than that of a -year-old. At
the same time, it is difficult to separate this factor from another, namely,
overweight and lack of exercise. Physical fitness is especially important
for people with physically taxing work. There is a commonly held belief
that hard manual labour is a form of exercise in itself. In fact, it seems
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rather to be the case that manual labour – irrespective of age – calls for
exercise if a person is to retain good health and satisfactory work capacity.
Considering the physical changes that take place in a normal population,
physical exercise is especially important for older people.
Internationally, Sweden has a good record when it comes to levels
of physical strain for middle-aged and older professionally active people.
This is clearly demonstrated in a rating made by  member states on
the basis of the so-called Eurobarometer which was carried out in .
Only Luxembourg showed a better result.
Country

Women

Men

Women
and men

Luxembourg
Sweden
Denmark
The Netherlands
Belgium
Ireland
Germany
Italy
Austria
Finland
Great Britain
Portugal
Spain
France
Greece

8
12
19
13
25
18
23
23
18
27
29
32
29
39
45

8
7
7
15
14
24
21
23
29
28
31
30
37
41
45

16
19
26
28
39
42
44
46
47
55
60
62
66
80
90

Physical strain at work among
professionally active people aged 45
and older. Sweden has a good record
when physical strain among older
people in the labour force is
compared.

Note: Index figures are based on the
Eurobarometer 1996, where questions
were asked relating to the occurrence
of tiring work postures, heavy lifts and
repeated movements. A lower figure
indicates less strain.
Source: Juhani Ilmarinen, Ageing Workers in
the European Union – Status and promotion
of work ability, employability and employment. Finnish Institute of Occupational
Health, Helsinki 1999

Mental capacity
A conscious and premeditated human action is described as a process
made up of three stages. The chain begins with perception, that is, something is perceived with the aid of sight, hearing or some other sense
organ. Perception is followed in the second stage by mental activity which
makes use of memory. In the third stage, a motor response is triggered
in the form of muscular movement, for example, speech, or hand and
foot movements. All three stages appear to function more slowly – but
not necessarily worse – at more advanced ages. Perception and motor
responses are slower partly as a result of the kinds of deterioration in
physical capacity described above.
It is possible that younger people learn new things faster. On the
other hand, there are thought processes that function better in terms of
quality with the passage of time, for example, the ability to use language
and to solve complex problems in urgent situations. Juhani Ilmarinen
(see above) has compiled the following list of characteristics which in
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scientific literature have been considered to be particularly characteristic
of older workers:
Wisdom
Sharp-wittedness
Ability to reflect
Ability to reason
Ability to grasp the big picture
Verbal ability

Control of one’s life
Commitment to a job
Reliability
Less unmotivated absence
Working life experience
Motivation to learn new things

Wisdom is one of the most important characteristics which increases
with advancing years. The concept has been defined as the experienced
person’s system for processing information in carrying out the tasks of
life (P. B. Bates and A.J. Smith. ”Toward a psychology of wisdom” in
Wisdom: Its Nature, Origin and Development. Cambridge University
Press , s. –). The characteristics referred to in this context are
the ability to solve complex problems, the creative use of work routines
and the energy to focus on the big picture.
The positive characteristics mentioned above are in many cases sufficient to compensate the naturally slower speed – physical and mental –
of older members of the labour force. It is possible that the potential
contribution of older people to production has been underestimated in
some quarters of working life. However, adjustments to the work environment in the broadest sense are required if this potential is to come into
its own – and if older people are to be persuaded to stay on at work in
spite of having the financial means to retire earlier.
Development of the physical work environment in Sweden
In one important respect, the physical work environment in Sweden
seems to have deteriorated over the past  years. Heavy lifts at work
have become more common among women, and it is first and foremost
in the health and care sector that these lifts
are performed. Towards the end of the s,
according to the  surveys of the living
conditions of the population (),  per
cent of women in gainful employment aged
– carried out heavy lifts on a daily basis.
In the middle of the s, the corresponding proportion was just over  per
cent. The increase occurred during the first
part of the -year period considered, that
is, up to the late s. During the s,
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the proportion of men carrying out heavy lifts on a daily basis fell somewhat, while the proportion of women remained roughly constant. Heavy
lifts are more common in the municipal sector than in the private sector.
Per cent
30

20

10

Women

Men
16–44 years
45–54 years
55–64 years

0
1975–77 78–79 80–81 82–83 84–85 86–87 88–89 90–91 92–93 94–95 96–97 98–99
Source: SCB’s Survey of the living conditions of the population (ULF)

The proportion of employed persons reporting the occurrence of heavy lifts
daily at work. At the end of the 1990s, more women than men report that they
carry out heavy lifts daily.

The proportion exposed to noise and excessive dirt in the workplace has
diminished. It is primarily male blue-collar workers who are exposed to
this type of work environment hazard. The proportion of those reporting
unsuitable work postures in the  surveys has also declined somewhat.
This decline is most pronounced for men.
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Per cent
50
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Women

Men
16–44 years
45–54 years
55–64 years

0
1975–77 78–79 80–81 82–83 84–85 86–87 88–89 90–91 92–93 94–95 96–97 98–99

Note: Information not available for the years 1980–1985
Source: SCB’s Surveys of the living conditions of the population (ULF)

The proportion of gainfully employed people reporting unsuitable work
postures. The proportion of people suffering from unsuitable work postures has
not changed significantly over the past 10 years.

As a general rule, it would appear that the physical work environment
has improved first and foremost in workplaces dominated by men in the
private sector, including industry. It is also clear that people over  are
not exposed to the same extent as younger people to heavy lifts, unsuitable
work postures, noise and dirt. In this regard, work routines seem to be
reasonably well adapted to the declining physical capacity associated
with ageing.
Developments in the psycho-social work environment
As regards the psycho-social work environment,  surveys conducted
since  reveal, among other things, that:
– the proportion of women with psychologically strenuous work has
increased
– the proportion of employees with both stressful and monotonous work
increased during the 1990s
– opportunities to learn new skills have increased.
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There are thus both positive and negative tendencies discernible in the
psycho-social work environment. During the s, a large and growing
number of employed women reported that they experienced psychological strain in their work. The increase was, moreover, greater among
women aged  and older. For men, too, we see a tendency to deterioration
from the beginning of the s onwards, but it is much weaker than for
women.
Per cent
60
50
40
30
20
10

Women

Men
16–44 years
45–54 years
55–64 years

0
1975–77 78–79 80–81 82–83 84–85 86–87 88–89 90–91 92–93 94–95 96–97 98–99

Note: Information not available for the years 1980–1985
Source: SCB’s Surveys of the living conditions of the population (ULF)

The proportion of women reporting that they have psychologically strenuous
work. The proportion increases mainly among women over 45.

Developments in the s may be linked to the recession which affected
the country from  onwards and to employers’ efforts to reduce the
number of employees, both in the private and public sector. This situation
led to increased overtime and a heavier workload for those still in work.
At the same time, extensive restructuring took place, not least within
the health and care sector, which may in itself have been a contributory
factor in the worsening psychological climate.
Stressful and monotonous jobs have also become rather more
common since the beginning of the s, after having declined for a
longer period. Young people have such jobs to a greater extent than
older people.
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1975–77 78–79 80–81 82–83 84–85 86–87 88–89 90–91 92–93 94–95 96–97 98–99
Source: SCB’s Surveys of the living conditions of the population (ULF)

The proportion of employees reporting that they have a stressful or
monotonous job. Stressful and monotonous jobs are more common among
young people. After a decline during the 1980s, the proportion of jobs which are
stressful or monotonous again began to increase during the 1990s.

More and more people have the opportunity to learn new skills at work.
At the end of the s, roughly  per cent of men and more than 
per cent of women reported that they had such opportunities. Since the
mid-s, the increase has been greatest for women despite the fact
that a greater proportion of men have the opportunity to learn new
things irrespective of age. Young people have the opportunity to learn
new skills more often than older people, as might be expected. However,
interestingly enough, we observe that older employees account for the
greatest increase since the s.

55

    

Women

Per cent
100
90

1975/77

1986–87

Men

Per cent
100
1998–99

90

80

80

70

70

60

60

50

50

40

40

30

30

20

20

10

10

0

1975/77

1986–87

1998–99

0
16–44 years 45–54 years 55–64 years

16–44 years 45–54 years 55–64 years
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The proportion of employees given the opportunity to learn new skills at work.
Employees are increasingly given the opportunity to learn new skills at work.

How employers view older workers
The National Social Insurance Board commissioned a survey of how
employers and local unions regard older workers. Personnel officers and
union representatives at  randomly selected workplaces were interviewed. Workplaces were divided into three groups according to size.
Workplaces with – employees were designated as small, workplaces
with – employees as medium-sized and workplaces with  or
more employees as large. The survey was conducted during the spring
of .
Attitudes
In economics literature, it is a common assumption that older workers
are less productive than younger ones. In practice, it is not always easy
to identify the particular age at which someone becomes older. The notion
of ‘older’ must be placed in the context of a specific work situation, and
it is impossible to state the exact age at which
a person’s productivity may be expected to
decline. Improved health later in life and
improved work environments raise
the age at which we may consider
workers to be ‘old’.
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One striking finding of the series of interviews is that Swedish
employers do not consider older staff (between  and ) to be less
productive. This view is expressed particularly strongly in the answers
given by employers in the education, health and care sectors, where the
majority of women are employed, but also by employers in the manufacturing industry.

Manufacturing
Commerce, transport
Personal service
Credit institutions, etc
Education
Health and care

1. Older people find it
harder to adapt to
technological changes,
reorganizations, etc

2. Younger
workers are
better educated

3. Younger
workers
are more
productive

3.6
3.5
3.4
3.4
3.2
3.7

3.6
3.3
3.2
3.5
2.5
2.8

2.6
2.8
2.9
2.6
2.2
2.2

Note: The scale is 1–5, where 1 = do not agree at all, and 5 = completely agree.
Source: RFV, interview of employers, year 2000

Attitudes of employers to older workers. Employers largely agree that older
workers find it difficult to adapt to changes in working life.

The employer’s view of older workers is, however, not entirely positive.
There seems to be a consensus that older staff find it difficult to adapt to
new technology and reorganizations. This view is most prevalent within
the health and care sector and industry.
Within the education, health and care sectors – where experience
plays an important role – younger staff are not considered better qualified
than older staff. On the other hand, the majority of employers in industry
and in companies providing financial services consider younger people
to be better qualified than older people. In these areas, knowledge and
theory have developed at an intense pace over the past – years.
Why do older staff stop working?
According to the employers who were interviewed, older workers seldom
retire before the statutory pensionable age. The most usual reason for
older workers finishing earlier is reported by employers to be ill health.
Questions were also asked about the work environment: whether
work activities required muscular power, carrying or lifting, bent or
twisted body postures and/or sedentary or monotonous work tasks. The
answers indicate that physical exertion is greatest in the health and care
sectors and in industry. In industry, we also find the greatest incidence
of inconvenient working hours and exposure of staff to bad work environ-
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ments, including risk of accidents, heat and cold, high levels of noise,
vibrations, etc.
More than  per cent of men between  and  work in industry
and almost  per cent of women between  and  work in health and
care, that is, the fields involving the greatest physical exertion.
Main reason for workplace staff exiting working life
before the normal pensionable age
Health
Working
RedundPrivate
Total
conditions ancy
reasons
Manufacturing

60

2

15

22

Commerce, transport

52

7

15

26

100
100

Personal service

50

2

7

41

100

Credit institutions, etc. 40

5

19

37

100

Education

47

0

14

39

100

Health and care

47

7

3

43

100

Source: RFV, interview of employers, year 2000

Reason for exiting working life before the normal pensionable age. Employers
report that health is the commonest reason for staff leaving working life
prematurely.

The opinion of employers that health is the most common reason for
premature retirement tallies well with information from other sources.
For example, M. Palme and I. Svensson have revealed the same tendency
by studying how people over  make their living (Micro-modelling of
Retirement in Sweden, National Bureau of Economic Research Working
Paper, ). They have studied people who have not yet retired at the
age of  and found that disability and sickness (which after a time is
succeeded by disability) are the commonest causes of early exit from the
labour market. See further the chapter on Work.
As shown in the chapter on Health, there is no
evidence that the state of health of older
workers is so bad that it warrants the
extent of the departure of older
members of the labour force
through sickness and disability
schemes that is actually the
case. It seems probable that
the work environment in its
broader meaning (that is,
training programs, nonmonetary rewards,
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varying work tasks, etc.) fails to match up to what older staff require if
they are to stay on. This discrepancy is a link in the institutionalized
chain of circumstances surrounding older employees on the labour market
which encourages them to retire from working life with the help of the
social insurance system.
Do employers give older workers special consideration?
To gain an idea of whether companies make special efforts to retain
older staff, employers were asked if they provided special benefits for
persons aged  and over. They were also questioned in more general
terms about measures relating to the health of staff. Identical questions
were put to union representatives at the workplace.
Large workplaces reported more frequently than others that staff
have access to keep-fit programs, an occupational health service, the
possibility of a customized work environment, and rehabilitation. Naturally, large workplaces have greater resources, capacity, and advantages of
scale than small and medium-sized ones, and are thus more easily able
to offer health-promoting activities. On the other hand, the survey reveals
that small and medium-sized workplaces more frequently provide healthrelated benefits specifically for older staff. A possible explanation of this
result may be that in larger workplaces health-related benefits are more
generally available for all staff, so that any special measures on behalf of
older staff are considered unnecessary. This view ignores the fact that
older staff have greater needs, and that special efforts may be required to
foster awareness of the importance of daily exercise, correct diet, etc.,
for good health.
The ability to influence one’s own working hours and work tasks
and opportunities for skills development are – apart from health – important prerequisites for good work capacity. The pace of work increased in
many workplaces during the s, and more is now expected from each
employee. This can be a problem for people who are getting on in years.
A possible solution might be a more general acceptance of reduced working
hours or an increased number of breaks during the working day.
At roughly half of the workplaces, the employer’s representative
answered that older staff are seldom or never offered greater opportunities
for flexible working hours than the rest of the workforce. The health
and care sector, however, offered the greatest opportunity for flexible
working hours, the greatest opportunity for shorter working weeks and
the greatest opportunity for leave of absence.
Training and skills development is more typically found at large workplaces. Agreement between the local union and employers on this issue
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is however low –  per cent of employers consider the opportunities for
competence development to be better than what the union believes to
be the case. At nearly half of the workplaces in the health and care sectors,
union representatives regard the opportunity for skills development to
be less than what the employer claims.
As for work content, the majority of employers consider that
employees are able to influence the manner in which they carry out
their work tasks. By contrast, they admit that staff have less say in deciding
what tasks have to be performed. The answers reveal a certain tendency
for employees at large workplaces to have less opportunity of influencing
the tasks to be performed than employees at small and medium-sized
workplaces.
As a whole, the survey shows that employers make no special
investments in older staff. The opportunities for keep-fit activities,
training, flexible working hours, etc., which are available to all staff are
possibly considered sufficient. On the other hand, scientific studies (see,
for example, a number of studies in the Scandinavian Journal of Work,
Environment & Health, vol. , supplement , ) indicate that health
and work capacity would be better maintained among older people if
special efforts were made to adapt workplaces to those aged  and older.
Recruiting older workers
To what extent do employers recruit new staff from among older workers?
Several investigations indicate that changing jobs after the age of  can
be a problem.
According to a study by Behrenz- and Delander (Recruitment
Behaviour of Employers – an interview survey,  :), older recruits
are discriminated against by employers’ methods of selection. As many
as  per cent of employers in the public sector,  per cent in the private
service sector, and  per cent in the rest of the private sector, said that
applicants over  years old were no longer considered after the first
round of eliminations.
The Swedish Labour Market Board () has investigated (Ura
:, Employer Attitudes) the attitudes of employers to different groups
of applicants. Approximately  per cent of respondents were negative
or very negative to employing applicants over  years old while  per
cent were neutral. Only  per cent were positive. According to the survey,
employers in the private sector are more negative to older workers than
employers in the public sector. In the areas of agriculture, industry and
construction, there is a clearly negative attitude to applicants older than .
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In the Swedish Social Insurance Board’s questionnaire to employers
in the year ,  per cent of employers answered that they seldom or
never hired new recruits over the age of . Among large workplaces,
however, a greater proportion of employers claimed that they often hired
new recruits over the age of . In the education, health and care sectors,
people over  are more frequently hired – over  per cent of the workplaces in these areas answered that they hired new recruits over the age
of .
According to a report from  (Ura :, Re-employment of
unemployed persons on the Swedish labour market), re-employment
accounts for a large proportion of new jobs in the care sector. Moreover,
re-employment is more common among persons in older age groups.
In summary, it appears to be difficult for older persons to change
jobs, which is confirmed by several studies. The experience of two
international recruitment agencies specializing in providing employment
for older workers reveals, however, that a reverse strategy can prove
successful.
Two recruitment agencies which successfully provide
employment for older workers
The recruitment agency Manpower employs 1.6 million persons worldwide,
of which approximately one fourth are over the age of 55. Manpower
considers there to be no difference between younger and older persons
when it comes to coping with the agency’s training programs.
According to Manpower, it is qualities such as experience and reliability
which explain why Manpower’s older workers are appreciated precisely
because of their age.
Olsten is another recruitment agency with positive experience of
employing older workers. In 1993, Olsten launched its Mature Advantage
Program in the usa, aimed specifically at retired persons over the age of
55. In 2000, this group made up approximately 15 per cent of Olsten’s
personnel. Older staff are particularly sought after as sales personnel,
thanks, among other things, to their strong work ethic, according to Olsten.
Source: New Opportunities for Older Workers. Committee for Economic Development.
Washington DC. 1999.

If employers value qualities such as experience, wisdom, loyalty and the
ability to see the big picture as highly as speed, they ought to be interested
in both retaining and recruiting older workers.

61

    

Health problems are cited as the main reason for people leaving the
workforce before the normal age of retirement. To what extent does ’ill
health’ among older workers result from demands on physical and psychological performance which fail to take into account normal ageing? Few
employers report special measures and adjustments to the work environment aimed at easing the workload of older workers. One must ask,
how long could early exit from the labour force be postponed by paying
specific attention to the different needs of different age groups?
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Work – using economic growth for
increased leisure
An ever smaller part of the population continues to work beyond the
age of . The average age at which men retire has meanwhile fallen,
and retirement has come to make up an ever larger part of the average
man’s life. For women, the corresponding picture is more complicated,
since it is only during recent decades that women have more generally
started to devote themselves to market employment. This will be discussed in more detail below.
From the standpoint of welfare in general, there is nothing inherently
remarkable about more work-free years during old age. Increased leisure
is a way of utilizing economic growth. During the th century, vacations
have been introduced and extended, the working week has been almost
halved in some areas of business – and the average age of retirement has
been lowered. As a result of technological and economic developments,
the national economy today boasts a production capacity per hour worked
 to  times greater than at the beginning of the th century. In
industry, productivity has shown an even greater increase. The growth
in productivity can either be used to produce more goods and services
with the same investment of labour, or to produce the same amount of
goods and services with a reduced investment of labour. During the
th century, the first approach was dominant. Only – per cent of
the available increase in productivity went to shortening people’s working
lives, as shown in more detail below – even though the working period
of life has had to ’finance’ the increase in average life expectancy.
The long-term growth in prosperity, together with increased levels
of compensation from public and other benefit schemes, has logically
enough helped sink the age at which the average employee wishes to
exit working life, where in the past decades exit with a disability pension
has been the main exit vehicle. If current Swedish regulations for granting
early retirement pensions were to be applied in a time or country with
considerably lower compensation levels, many people seriously qualifying
for benefit on medical grounds would continue working for financial
reasons despite some degree of disability. Both the replacement rate and
the level of compensation determine the financial inconvenience involved
in living off a disability pension.
It was due to industrialism that the concepts of work time and leisure
came to play such a central role in people’s lives as they do today. The
idea that more efficient production techniques would allow one to make
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a living for fewer hours of work is based on the notion of work as a
necessary evil. However, work can also give meaning and content to life.
Naturally, this applies in varying degrees to different kinds of work, but
even jobs that are mainly boring or strenuous, physically or psychologically, may have positive side-effects, such as providing social contacts,
etc. Changes to the work environment in the broadest sense can certainly
influence an individual’s desire to exit working life.
Changes in social insurance conditions
The Swedish social insurance scheme was mainly built up during the
s and s. Generous schemes for old age, sickness and disability
were facilitated by the strong productivity growth in these decades. (See
the following diagram.) This, in turn, was largely due to the rapid liberalization of international trade.
gnp per worked hour, changes
expressed as a percentage
compared to the preceding year.
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The removal of tariffs through  (General Agreement on Tariffs
and Trade) led to a strong increase in international specialization, while
economic growth was boosted by the rapid restructuring of trade and
industry, both in Sweden and other industrial nations. However, since
the second half of the s, growth in productivity has dropped considerably in Sweden. During the first half of the s, when employment
fell sharply due to the recession, growth in productivity picked up. This
was largely due to the ‘elimination effect’: the least effective production
units were shut down. Today, when employment figures have also started
to rise, increases in productivity are slowing down. The so-called New
Economy has not yet left any tangible trace in terms of increased productivity at the macro level. This is also the case throughout western Europe.
What exactly the ‘New Economy’ is, has not been clearly defined, but
one usually mentions the increased use of computers, more effective
information processing and globalization as important components. In
the , where the phrase was coined, productivity growth has, by
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contrast, been noticeably strengthened since the middle of the s. It
is possible that a similar wave will eventually reach Europe and Sweden
too. On the other hand, the American upswing in productivity growth
is not so exceptional compared with other strong booms that have occurred, for example, during the first half of the s. It is still difficult to
judge what general significance the current technological ‘leap’ will have
for the future.
The number of persons aged 65 and
over per 100 persons in the age group
20–64.
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Source: SCB’s population statistics
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The social insurance system, and for that matter the tax-financed welfare
state as a whole, became difficult to maintain during the years of recession
in the ls. A number of reforms were introduced, some aimed purely
at saving tax money, others at increasing the efficiency of social insurance
vis-à-vis effects on work and saving. The impact of the recession on
public finances was ameliorated by the population structure during these
years. As shown in the diagram above, the number of old age pensioners
relative to the number of people of normal working age has decreased
since the end of the s. We have to go back to the s to find a
similar decline in Sweden. At that time, it was an effect of the emigration
to America. The main cause today is the low nativity in the s and
s.
For a few years, the relative proportion of pensioners to workers will
remain at something like its present level. Around , however, it will
be the turn of the large generations of the s to start crossing the year-old line. In , it is estimated that there will be almost  persons
aged  and over for every  persons of working age compared with 
today – a swifter rate of increase than ever. Then, the situation will be
aggravated by the fact that cohorts reaching working age are small – a
consequence of low nativity in the s, and which is still the case
today. The working-age population will begin to diminish around ,
and the decrease will become more pronounced in the s.
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Difficulties associated with financing the social insurance system
will actually begin earlier than the diagram suggests. When the large
generation of the s approaches the age of  in two or three years’
time, the number of people claiming disability will increase sharply, if
current trends continue. This will also reduce the financing base of the
insurance scheme, since the supply of labour will diminish.
Labour force participation down for all age groups in the 1990s
Labour force participation (the number of persons employed or seeking
work as a proportion of the population at a given age) by older age
groups of  and over dropped noticeably during the s. This applies
to both men and women. Just over half of all persons – are in the
labour force. In , the proportion was  per cent. One interpretation
of the fall is that during the s older workers began to be marginalized
in the market, ousted by tougher work environments and increasingly
negative attitudes.
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Source: SCB’s labour force surveys

Labour force participation as a percentage of the population.

Labour force participation fell among all age groups during the recession
of the first half of the s. See the diagram above. It is worth noting
that labour force participation among the age groups – – for both
sexes – actually decreased less than among the labour market’s core group
aged –. As the economic situation worsened, unemployment shot
up. For many people, unemployment turned out to be long-term, and
finding a new job hopeless. In such a situation, people stop thinking of
themselves as searching for work, and exit the labour force completely.
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Much of the decline affecting –-year-olds was, thus, attributable to
a downward turn in the national economy which hit all age groups.
Conversely, economic booms tend to boost labour force participation.
People who would otherwise not consider it worth their while to seek a
job, or who are only mildly interested, are drawn into working life. At
the end of the s, labour force participation had risen dramatically
due to the ’surplus demand’ for labour at that time. This also affected
young people, who during these years had jobs alongside their studies to
a much greater extent than is the case today.
The powerful upturn in the economy at the end of the s has led
to an increase in the demand for labour and a drop in unemployment. If
growth remains strong, it is probable that this process will continue for
some time to come.
A strong drop in labour force participation by women
The decline in labour force participation among older men in the s
reinforced a long-term tendency. For older women, there was a more
radical downturn in labour force participation, after a steady increase up
to the beginning of the s. This increase reflected a generation shift.
Women had increasingly established themselves on the labour market
ever since the beginning of the s. Women who were in their sixties
at the beginning of the s had not been gainfully employed to any
great extent when they were younger either. See the following diagram.
Today, there is very little difference between labour force participation
among younger men and younger women. Obviously, the increase in
labour force participation among older women would eventually have
come to a halt anyway, but it is curious that the decline in the s
should be greater than for older men.
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Labour force participation in per cent for persons born 1915 and 1935. Almost 95
per cent of men, irrespective of generation, have been gainfully employed in their
fifties. From the age of 60, labour force participation has decreased for
successively younger generations. Labour force participation among women in
their fifties has increased for successively younger generations, but on average
they have subsequently quit working life at an increasing rate.

The older labour force is smaller in the rest of Europe
Despite the decline that has taken place, Sweden has a higher degree of
labour force participation among older age groups than most other countries. See the table below. Among the European countries reported, only
Norway ranks higher. Norway’s considerably higher ranking (for men)
is probably in part due to the fact that the country was not hit so hard by
recession as Sweden during the s. On the other hand, Norwegian
men have always had a relatively good record, which may also have to
do with the fact that the ‘normal’ pension age is , and that contractual
benefits are also geared to this age. Otherwise, one must mainly turn to
countries with much poorer social security coverage (e.g. Chile, Mexico
and South Korea) to find examples of significantly higher labour force
participation among people aged  and over. Another exception is Japan,
where earlier exit is often coupled with a strong economic sacrifice.
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Women

Men

Women and men

Germany
France
Italy
Spain
Denmark
Finland
Norway
Ireland
Austria
Belgium
Netherlands
Poland
Czech Republic

12
15
8
16
21
18
48
18
8
5
8
20
13

29
15
31
42
41
25
64
51
14
18
21
35
30

20
15
19
28
31
22
56
35
11
11
15
26
21

Sweden
– excl. unemployed and sick

47
40

55
48

51
44

USA
Chile
Mexico
South Korea
Japan

40
17
28
46
40

55
69
79
73
75

47
41
52
59
57

Note: Statistics are based on the latest available year. For Sweden, ‘unemployed’
refers to the openly unemployed, and ‘sick’ refers to persons sick for one week or
more.
Source: OECD Labour Force Statistics, ILO Statistical Yearbook and SCB’s labour force
surveys

Labour force participation as a percentage of the population aged 60–64.

Comparing labour force participation in various countries is admittedly
fraught with statistical problems. According to the conventions of international statistics, unemployed people and people on long-term sick
leave are counted as part of the labour force. The suspicion that higher
labour force participation in Sweden might be explained by the fact that
other countries provide early retirement or disability pensions more readily
than Sweden does, is unjustified. If we exclude Sweden’s unemployed
and sick, we still find that Sweden ranks highest in Europe (after
Norway), even before making a similar adjustment for other countries.
It is thus not easy to find international models with which to make
a fair comparison when it comes to high labour force participation among
older people in the population. The question is whether the underlying
trend is moving Sweden closer to the rest of Europe. Most European
countries are, however, facing population problems similar to those of
Sweden, and it seems more probable that those countries will rather be
forced to follow in Sweden’s footsteps. This means that the older part of
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the population of other countries constitutes a potential for growth – as
do most age groups of women – which Sweden has already largely exploited.
On the other hand, being the first to exploit a labour force resource is
scarcely a disadvantage, even though on the face of it future growth
figures may seem to promise little cause for rejoicing. Older labour is
after all a resource which is continuously renewable.
What is the real age of retirement?
The majority of those gainfully employed quit the labour market before
the age of , ‘the age of old age pension’. What is the real age of retirement in on average? This seemingly simple question can be answered in
various ways.
One answer may be obtained by calculating the average age of newlyretired early retirement and old age pensioners, which gives us the result:
approximately . This could be interpreted to mean that the average
individual works up to this age, after which he/she is granted early retirement on medical grounds. However, the calculation is biased by the
early retirement of younger people – persons who have a disability or for
other more special reasons find themselves outside working life. The
age of  is an underestimate if we are out to discover at what age people
exit working life after a normal period of participation in the labour
force. How many more years will a person manage – or want – to continue
in gainful employment after reaching the age of ? The answer is further
complicated by the fact that exiting working life need not only be through
disability. Roughly a third of the population aged – receive a disability pension, but nearly half have left the labour force. Some survive
with the help of private savings, others (most) with contractual and service
pensions. Finally, others live off the income of their spouses or others.
The statistics regarding labour force participation used in the diagram
above offer us an alternative starting point for calculating the average
age at which people quit working life. The youngest age group for which
one can calculate the average age of retirement with any degree of
certainty is the one born in , thus reaching  in the year .
There is some uncertainty as to possible labour force participation at
advanced ages, but this uncertainty does not significantly affect the result
of the calculation. For men born in  who were in the labour force
when they were , the average age of retirement is . years. See the
diagram below. The average age of retirement was thus almost  years
lower than for men  years older, that is, those born in . These left
the labour force around the year .
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For women in the age groups under consideration, the average age
of retirement has been somewhat lower than for men. The gap has however narrowed. For women born in  who were in the labour force at
the age of , the average age was . years, just under six months lower
than for men born the same year. Thus, in this respect too, the differences
between the labour market behaviour of men and women have become
small.
The official age of retirement was lowered in  from  to . The
oldest age groups in the diagram below, born in , were not formally
affected by this. However, they may of course have been influenced by
the behavioural patterns of older generations. It should further be noted
that the existence of partial pensions does not formally affect the calculated result, since persons with part-time work are also included in the
labour force figures upon which the diagram is based.
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Source: Adapted from SCB’s labour force surveys

Real average age of retirement from the labour force of persons who were in the
labour force at the age of 50. Men born in 1935 left the labour force at the age of
62.1 years of age on average. Men born 20 years earlier, i.e. in 1915, left the
labour force nearly 2 years older. Women have left the labour force at somewhat
lower ages than their male counterparts of the same generation, but the
difference has grown less. Women born in 1935 left the labour force at the age of
61.7 years of age on average, just less than half a year earlier than men. The
estimates do nor include persons who left the labour force due to death. If these
are included, the ages become roughly 0.5 years lower for men and roughly 0.3
years lower for women.

The estimates in the diagram refer to those age groups that have already
finished the part of their lives devoted to gainful employment. The information available about labour force participation among persons aged,
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for example,  or  at the time of the calculation, is not used. In the
diagram below, the result of a somewhat different calculation is shown.
For each year, the age is calculated at which people would leave the
labour force if the pattern of labour force participation at various ages in
that year were to remain unchanged. It is assumed, as in the preceding
diagram, that the persons were participating in the labour force at the
age of . The result may be described as the expected average age of
retirement in a hypothetical state of continuation calculated on the basis
of conditions obtaining in the given year. There is thus an important
fundamental difference between the estimates. In the diagram below,
available information about various age groups for the year under consideration is used; in the preceding diagram, available information about
the given age group during the various years they have lived is used. The
method in the diagram below agrees in principle with the one used in
population statistics to calculate the average remaining length of life
from a certain age (or from birth). There, calculations of the probability
of survival at various ages, which are based on data for the given year of
calculation, are used.
In practice, both methods of calculation give a similar, although not
identical, result. The expected age of retirement for men in  was
(according to the diagram on page ) . years, while the average retirement age for men born in , the most recent more or less calculable
age group, was . years (according to the diagram on page ). In ,
the expected retirement age for men was . years, and the average
retirement age for men born in , who reached the age of  in
, was likewise . years. For the older age groups of women,
the results show somewhat less agreement with each other, due
to greater discrepancies between the generations participating
in the labour force. On the other hand, it may be noted that the
expected retirement age for women in  was . years, and
that the average retirement age for women born in  was
. years, a close correspondence.
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The expected average age of retirement from the labour force of persons who
were in the labour force at the age of 50. The expected average age of retirement
from the labour force of women, who were in the labour force at the age of 50, is
at present not quite 62 years. Seen in a longer historical perspective, it has not
changed significantly. For men, the age of departure has decreased, from just
over 66 years during the latter part of the 1960s to roughly 62.5 years today. In
1976, the official age of retirement was lowered from 67 to 65 years. The
calculations do not include persons who left the labour force due to death. If
these are included, the ages become approximately 0.5 years lower for men and
approximately 0.3 years lower for women. For those years furthest back in time,
the ages become up to 1 year lower for men and 0.6 year lower for women.

Few plan to work up to the age of 65
Using ’s labour force surveys, one can estimate that just over half of
men and a slightly larger proportion of women exit working life before
the age of . In the questionnaire survey conducted by the National
Social Insurance Board in , just over  per cent of the gainfully
employed state that they plan to quit working life before the age of  –
roughly the same proportion of men as of women. If we add, for example,
half of the uncertain answers, the figure becomes roughly  per cent. A
preliminary interpretation might thus be that registered labour force
participation among older age groups coincides with people’s actual
wishes and plans, and that no significant ‘rejection’ of older persons
against their will occurs. Admittedly, the desire to quit before the age of
 could be the result of just such a process of rejection. It is significant,
however, that the proportion hoping to quit before  is already  per
cent in the age group –. See the diagram below. There is only a
slight tendency for the proportion to increase from the age of  to ,
most noticeably among women. The reason the proportion then drops
among persons approaching  is, in all likelihood, that those wishing to
quit prematurely have by now actually done so for the main part. In that
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case, they do not appear in the report. Possibly, a ‘selection effect’ may
be in operation already at the age of . The tendency for the proportion
wishing to exit before  to increase with age might, thus, be somewhat
underestimated.
Per cent
100

Women

Per cent
100

Don't want to leave

Men
Don't want to leave

80

80

60

60
Don't know

Don't know

40

40

20

20
Want to leave

Want to leave

0

0
35–39 40–44 45–49 50–54 55–59 60–64

35–39 40–44 45–49 50–54 55–59 60–64

Source: RFV, questionnaire to individuals, year 2000

The proportions of different answers to the question whether people plan to
quit working life before the age of 65.

There are strikingly few people among younger age groups, only –
per cent, who plan to continue working up to the age of . The proportion of those who are unsure is, however, large among younger workers.
The proportion of those planning to continue up to the age of  increases
with advancing years, while the proportion of those who are unsure drops.
In any case, the fact that so few see themselves as working up to the age
of , and that so many younger people envisage exiting earlier, might
be an expression of a preference for more leisure. Another interpretation
might be that younger people are keenly aware of future problems relating
to health, work environment and adaptability which frequently cause
older working people to leave the workforce.
Both interpretations are supported by other findings in the survey.
The respondents were also asked about important reasons for exiting
before the age of . One reason given by an overwhelming majority of
respondents, around  per cent, was to gain more time for leisure and
family. See the table below. Nearly as important was health. Remarkably
enough, young people seem to be more pessimistic about their future
health prospects than older people. After the age of , health reasons
are less important. This applies, however, primarily to men, among whom
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the desire for more time for leisure and family predominates at this age
as a reason for wishing to exit before the age of .
Remarkably few, less than  per cent, stated that the wish of the
employer was a reason for exiting. However, the proportion increases
with the age of the respondent, especially among women. Anticipated
or experienced problems relating to physical and psychosocial working
conditions were given by a far greater number of respondents. For women
in particular, psychosocial reasons are a very important factor according
to the survey. It is possible that a number of respondents have also chosen
to give psychosocial working conditions as a motive, when in reality it is
the employer who wants them to quit. That competence is not appreciated or is inadequate, is a reason which was likewise given by many
more women than men.

More time for leisure/family
Health reasons
Physical working conditions
Psychosocial working conditions
Competence is not appreciated
or is inadequate
Employer wants the employee
to quit

Women
35–49 yrs 50–59 yrs

Men
35–49 yrs 50–59 yrs

92
88
63
75

92
86
57
71

90
84
53
56

87
77
42
49

49

42

35

30

6

11

8

9

Note: The question was: What do you consider to be important if you plan to quit
working life before the age of 65? Possible answers: Important; Less important;
Unimportant; Cannot answer/have no opinion. There were more reasons than
those given here for respondents to assess.
Source: RFV, questionnaire to individuals, year 2000

The proportion of respondents considering different reasons to be important for
their plan to quit the labour force before the age of 65.

Health reasons are the major cause of early retirement
It is primarily at large workplaces that staff commonly retire from the
labour force before the official age of retirement, according to the
interview survey of employers conducted by the National Social Insurance
Board in . Employers put health reasons first as the cause of staff
leaving before the official age of retirement. Private reasons are also given
a high ranking, especially in small companies, where, however, early
retirement from the labour force is comparatively rare. Private reasons
can be assumed to correspond to the reasons used in the questionnaire
to private individuals such as “more leisure and time for family”. Reasons
for retiring are thus broadly similar in both surveys.
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Health reasons
Private reasons
Redundancy
Working conditions
Total

Number of employed
20–49 50–499 500+

Total

51
35
10
3
100

53
28
15
4
100

58
20
18
5
100

46
20
31
3
100

Main reason given why staff
quit professional life before
the official pensionable age.
Proportions in per cent.
Source: RFV, interview with
employers, year 2000

The public and the private sector
In the course of the s, a series of crises in the public sector received
a lot of attention. The severe financial crisis led to comprehensive cutbacks in the care and education sectors among others, and staff was
reduced. This resulted partly in unemployment, partly in harder demands
for efficiency on the part of remaining staff. Many jobs within the ‘soft
sector’ are technically difficult to rationalize, and a feeling of inadequacy
and burn-out among employees has been observed. Many people have
quit, or would like to quit.
Recently, a further dimension has been added to the crisis in the
public sector, namely, the first signs of a shortage of labour. There is also
a growing realization that this problem will become still more acute in
coming years. The public sector has an extreme concentration of
employees belonging to the large generations of
s. The majority of these are just entering ’the
age of early retirement with disability’ and
in ten years’ time will reach the age of .
This in itself means that the sector is
destined to lose employees, due to
the traditional tendency to quit at
these ages. These people will be hard
to replace. If, on top of this, developments in the s have created an
increased tendency to exit before age
, the situation will automatically be
even further aggravated.
This last fear is confirmed by the
results of the National Social Insurance
Board questionnaire in  to private
individuals. The question illustrated in
the diagram on page , as to whether
people plan to quit working life, is
presented in the table below in terms
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of the distribution of employees within the public and private sectors.
The proportion answering yes to the question is significantly higher in
the public sector than in the private sector. Moreover, the difference is
greatest for women over , who make up a very large proportion of the
public sector labour force. Conversely, the proportion of those not
planning to quit before  is lower among employees in the public sector.
Women
35–49 yrs

50–59 yrs

Men
35–49 yrs

50–59 yrs

53
43
49

38
44
42

49
41
44

Percentage of no-answers (do not wish to quit)
Public sector
20
23
Private sector
21
28
Total no. of employees
20
25

20
23
22

26
34
31

Percentage of yes-answers (wish to quit)
Public sector
38
Private sector
38
Total no. of employees
38

Source: RFV, questionnaire to individuals, year 2000

The proportions of different answers to the question whether people plan to
quit working life before the age of 65

The new pension scheme has thus far made little difference to
how people view exit from the workforce
In the new pension scheme, a stronger connection is made between the
level of pension and the age at which it is taken out. The longer a person
postpones retirement after the age of , the higher the pension. At 
years of age, the pension may be – per cent higher than at  if a
person is totally covered by the rules of the reformed scheme. This is the
case for those born in  or later. The great majority of respondents in
the individual survey, well over  per cent, were aware of this closer
connection between age and pension. See the table below. Just less than
every fifth individual believed, however, that this would influence the
timing of their own retirement with pension. No marked difference was
found between the various age groups despite the fact that it is primarily
the young who stand to gain by putting off retirement. Among the young,
however, the proportion of “unsure” is naturally much higher.
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Women
35–49 yrs 50–59 yrs

Men
35–49 yrs 50–59 yrs

A new feature of the reformed pension scheme is the strong connection between
the number of years you work and the size of your pension. In other words, the
more years you work, the higher the pension you can expect to get. Did you know
that?
Yes
No
Total

93
7

95
5

92
8

94
6

100

100

100

100

Do you think the reform influences your thoughts on when to retire on your
pension?
Yes, want to work more years
No, has no influence
Do not know
Total

18
36
46

19
47
34

15
47
38

15
59
26

100

100

100

100

Source: RFV, questionnaire to individuals, year 2000

The proportions of answers to two questions about the reformed pension
scheme.

The fact that so few claim to be influenced by the pension reform is
perhaps not so surprising upon reflection. The pensionable age of  is
firmly rooted in people’s minds. In the (old)  scheme, it was also
possible to take out a pension earlier or later, though with less impact on the
pension than in the reformed pension scheme. However, very few people
have taken advantage of the opportunity to put off claiming their pension,
and the large number of people who have quit working life before 
have done so in other ways than via so-called premature withdrawal of
old age pension. The pension reform, with its attendant reduction in the
size of pension if one chooses to retire early, means on the one hand that
certain people will work somewhat longer than they would otherwise
have done under the old pension scheme. On the other hand, those who
still wish to retire before the age of  will be even more disposed to try
to utilize benefit schemes other than the old age pension scheme.
Exit paths from the labour force
In the general pension scheme, there are two ways of leaving the labour
force before the age of : by claiming an old age pension from age of ,
and through claiming disability. In both cases, a person can claim a partial
pension. Early retirement with an acturially reduced old age pension is,
as mentioned, claimed by only a few people. This is because it is so
financially disadvantageous, compared to a disability benefit.
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Old
ContrEarly re- SickUnOther Total
age
actual
tirement ness
employ.
pension pension pension benefit benefit

Women, totally
of which, having:
– basic school
– vocational training
– upper secondary
education
– post upper sec.
education

27

14

7

27

6

19

100

23
28

9
17

6
7

33
25

10
5

19
18

100
100

32

21

6

19

3

19

100

38

18

10

10

2

22

100

24

4

6

35

14

17

100

– privately employed
blue-collar wkrs
– privately employed
white-collar wkrs
– gov’t employed
– municipally
employed

31
26

13
16

5
11

19
22

9
5

23
20

100
100

25

21

6

28

2

18

100

Men, totally

34

14

7

20

8

17

100

30
32

8
14

7
8

27
21

10
8

18
17

100
100

37

22

5

10

7

19

100

48

23

5

7

1

16

100

26

5

7

31

13

18

100

36
28

19
32

4
9

13
14

8
5

20
12

100
100

41

17

6

17

2

17

100

of which, having:
– basic school
– vocational training
– upper secondary
education
– post upper sec.
education
– privately employed
blue-collar wkrs
– privately employed
white-collar wkrs
– gov’t employed
– municipally
employed

Note: Statistics refer to individuals born 1927–1932 who were gainfully employed
in 1983 or who were not retired at the age of 50. If no source of income exceeds
more than half the total income, the individual is classified as ”Other”.
Source:: Mårten Palme and Ingemar Svensson, Micro-modelling of Retirement in Sweden,
National Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper, Cambridge, Mass. 2000

Primary source of income after retirement. Percentages.

Nearly all Sw edish employees can also receive compensation from contractual insurance schemes. These schemes partly offer alternative ways
of leaving the labour force before , partly increase the total compensation if the employee retires early.
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The table above shows that  per cent of men and  per cent of
women in the age group born – have had old age pension as the
main source of income after leaving working life. This need not mean
that they have worked full-time up to their retirement, but no source of
income other than gainful employment has accounted for more than
half their income.
A sickness allowance is an important primary source of income for
those exiting working life, especially for women. Most cases of sickness
allowance are eventually superseded by disability pensions, as a rule after
 to  years. By contrast, relatively few have had a disability pension as a
primary source of income when they stopped working. Roughly the same
number have had compensation from an unemployment benefit as their
primary source of income, of which many have subsequently gone over
to sickness allowance or early retirement pension. It is important to
point out that the calculations are based largely on conditions in the
s, when unemployment was generally very low. In this respect, the
data is not representative of the changed labour market of the s.
There are also very marked differences between people of different
educational backgrounds. People with only basic school and vocational
training are . to  times more likely than academics to end their working
life on the sick-list. Compensation from unemployment benefit funds
as a primary source of income is virtually unknown among academics.
Instead, the well-educated have greater access to contractual insurance
schemes and severance pay when they retire from the labour force. Finally,
old age pensions are more common among the well-educated than the
poorly-educated. The well-educated more often reach the -year-old
mark before leaving working life.
The differences between various educational categories are reflected
in the differences between various sectors. Privately employed blue-collar
workers, both women and men, end their careers on the sick-list to a far
greater extent than other categories, with the exception of women
employed by municipalities and county councils. In the public sector –
and especially for male government employees – contractual pensions
and severance pay are a relatively common solution for people exiting
work before .
Reduced working hours – a way of utilizing the growth in welfare
The employment period has been shortened at both ends. The age of
entry has risen with the increase in the average number of years of
education. At the other end, the average age at which people leave the
labour force has fallen.
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On top of this, the average working year of a gainfully employed
person has become shorter. The normal working week has been
shortened, vacations have been prolonged, parental insurance has been
introduced and extended, etc. At the beginning of the s, the average
working year was approximately , hours per gainfully employed.
Today, it is in the range of , hours. This decline depends to a very
marginal extent on the fact that women (more frequently working parttime on average) have increased as a share of the total of gainfully
employed. Even if we focus solely on men, the average working year has
dropped from over , hours at the beginning of the s to less
than , hours today. The entry of women into working life is the
only, though crucial, factor behind the increase in the number of hours
of gainful employment in society that has gradually taken place. See the
table below.
The total supply of time gainfully
employed, in billions of hours.
Source: Adapted from SCB’s national audits and
labour force surveys

1960

1980

1990

1999

Women
Men

20
44

25
37

29
38

30
37

Total

64

62

67

67

Increased leisure as a result of reduced working hours is a way of utilizing
the general growth in economic welfare. Periods of particularly rapid
reductions in working hours have as a rule followed a strong increase in
real wages. A historical example which illustrates the connection is the
introduction of the -hour industrial working day in . This resulted
in a reduction in working hours of roughly  per cent. Average real
wages had previously risen by no less than  per cent during a few
boom years. When the downturn eventually came, working hours once
again rose.
Returning to more modern times, we may note that when real wages
per hour rose on average by roughly  per cent annually during the year period –, average working hours sank by roughly one per
cent annually. A third of the potential for an increase in real wages per
employee was traded for increased leisure. At the beginning of the s,
however, the decline in average working hours stopped, and since then
they have climbed somewhat instead. Real
hourly wages have risen very little
since the beginning of the
s, if we make allowances
for variations in pace due to
economic fluctuations. A
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gradual increase in working hours became a means for the gainfully
employed to improve real incomes. It is scarcely a coincidence that there
is renewed discussion today about reduced working hours, after the sharp
increase in real wages over the last few years.
One important reason why average working hours increased in the
s was the sharp drop in absence due to sickness. This was partly the
result of lower levels of compensation in health insurance, and partly
the result of recession. Unemployment and the spread of less secure
forms of employment made many think twice before staying off work
unless it was absolutely necessary. If the present improvement in the
national economy continues, we may presumably witness once again a
lasting higher level of absence due to sickness than during the s.
There have already been signs pointing unmistakably in that direction.
The tendency towards an increase in average working hours in
Sweden over the last two decades is virtually unique among west
European countries. Most of these have had a more favourable real wages
development than Sweden, and average working hours have decreased
as a continuation of trends from the beginning of the s. Germany is
one of the countries where working hours have been reduced relatively
greatly – since  by approximately . per cent annually, that is, by
more than  per cent overall.
Older people’s working hours are also up in the 1990s
Average working hours also increased for the remaining older labour
force. This was especially true for women, due partly to the fact that
successively younger generations of women had established a longer working week by the time they reached
middle-age.
If we also take working hours into account, a
somewhat different picture emerges of older
people’s total work input during the 1990s,
than if we solely focus on the decline in labour
force participation. The diagram below
shows that the supply of labour from older
population groups, calculated in hours per
individual, has followed the same pattern
of development as that of the population
as a whole. The tendency for fewer
people to work more hours is also
found among older people, especially among older women. It is
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only men aged 60–64 who have reduced their supply of working hours.
For both men and women in the age group 55–59, the supply of labour
per person during the 1990s has risen in relation to the population
average.
Hours
2 000

Men 55–59 years

1 500

Total population 20–64 years
1 000
Women 55–59 years

Men 60–64 years

500
Women 60–64 years
0
1960

1965

1970

1975

1980

1985

1990

1995

2000

Source: Adapted from SCB’s labour force surveys (AKU), national audits and population
statistics

Supply of working hours from older population groups in hours per person. The
long-term decline in the supply of labour from older men was halted in the 1980s.
For older women, the supply of labour per person of the population has
increased, mainly due to successively younger generations having established a
higher labour force participation while still young.

Persons taking part in the National Social Insurance Board’s survey in
 were asked if they would like to work more or fewer hours per
week. They were also asked to consider the financial implications of
their answer, that is, shorter working hours would result in a smaller
income. Roughly  per cent of men wanted shorter working hours, and
a small minority wanted more. Among the women, about  per cent
wanted longer working hours – these were probably women working
part-time against their will, the so-called partially unemployed. Among
both men and women, approximately half were satisfied with their current
working hours. There was no marked difference between age groups,
though younger women were a little more interested than older women
in shorter working hours, presumably for family reasons.
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Women
35–54 yrs
More
Fewer
Unchanged
Don’t know
Total

55–64 yrs

Men
35–54 yrs

55–64 yrs

7
37
52
4

8
32
52
8

3
42
52
3

1
40
54
5

100

100

100

100

Note: The question was answered by professionally active persons, who were
asked to bear in mind the financial consequences of their answer (fewer hours
mean lower income).
Source: RFV, questionnaire to individuals, year 2000

The proportions of different answers to the question whether they would like to
work more or fewer hours per week.

On the basis of these results, it is difficult to form any
opinion as to whether an opportunity to work fewer
hours would reduce the older people’s inclination to exit
the labour force at a younger age.
Each new generation produces more
It has been estimated that society’s production capacity per worked hour
is now  to  times greater than it was at the beginning of the twentieth
century. Industrial productivity has risen very much more. Technological
innovations and the enormous increase of fixed capital in the form of
machines, etc. in the production of goods, have been decisive factors in
this development. But investments in education and professional skills,
so-called human capital, have also played a crucial and increasing role.
Such investments are harder to measure in terms of money than, for
example, investment in machines, but they may well turn out to be the
most important condition of economic growth in an economy based
increasingly on the production of services. Learning is as a rule one of
the most productive activities a person can engage in, and this does not
apply only to youth.
Hitherto, the growth of productivity in the economy has compensated many times over for the reduction in the length of working life
that has taken place due to longer schooling for young people and the
reduced amount of work performed by older people. See the table below.
For women, the length of working life has increased generation by generation. We are here referring to paid employment on the labour market.
Work in the home has been successively replaced by statistically verifiable
work in the labour market.

84

  – ,   

Lifetime
work,
hours

Lifetime
production,
volume

Productivity

Women
Men

0.8
–0.6

3.5
2.0

2.6
2.6

Both sexes

–0.1

2.5

2.6

Note: Growth in productivity, increase in production volume per worked hour, is
assumed in the calculation to have been equally large for both sexes.
Source: Adapted from SCB’s national audits and labour force surveys; Census and Housing
Survey and population statistics; the Market Watch Institute; the National Encyclopedia

Lifetime working hours and lifetime production (contribution to gnp) per
person. Change expressed as a percentage for each successive year-group born
1930–1935.

The diagram below gives us a rule of thumb: each new generation has
achieved nearly as great a production value by the age of  as the year-older generation achieved during a whole working lifetime.
However, we must also bear in mind that the total work of society
must finance the increasing average lifespan of the population. The
average lifespan for men is now approximately  years and for women
approximately  years, giving an average of almost  years. Average
life expectancy has increased for both sexes by nearly  years since .
Questions relating to the future population situation have already been
taken up in the introductory chapter and will reappear in the closing
chapter.
sek millions
10

Life long

Through age 50

8
6
4
2
0
1920 1925 1930 1935

1920 1925 1930 1935 1940 1945 1950

Source: Adapted from SCB’s national audits and labour force surveys;
Census and Housing Survey and population statistics; the Market Watch
Institute; the National Encyclopedia

Contribution to production (gnp) per person, sek million in 1991 prices.
Each new generation has by the age of 50 achieved almost as large a production
volume as the 15-year-older generation did during a whole working life.
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The employment strategy – postponing
exit from the workforce
Forecasts rarely hit their mark. Where population, the economy and
society are concerned, our purpose in making a forecast may also be to
affect the outcome, to prevent it from coming true. Such a forecast is
intended to encourage individuals, companies, organizations and authorities to take action to steer developments down an alternative path.
We have suggested in this book how the employment strategy might
be strengthened in order to soften the impact of an imminent population
crisis. This is far from uncontroversial. It might be objected that if people
do not feel up to working, or do not wish to work, beyond the age of
sixty or thereabouts, the decision is theirs alone. They can even decide
whether they wish to work at all. However, this is only true if they are
willing to accept personal responsibility for the financial consequences
of their decision. If they rely on public funds or social insurance schemes
to help them fulfil their dreams, this puts a different light on the problem.
It becomes a legitimate cause of public concern.
An imminent shift in population growth
Since the introduction of the  pension scheme in , the average
amounts paid out in old age and early retirement pension per person has
risen dramatically, not only nominally but also in real values. The fact
that we have been able to finance this without too much difficulty, using
contributions and taxes, is largely thanks to three aspects of population
development:
– the working-age population has increased, due partly to the very large
generations of the s and their many children born in the s,
and partly to periods of large immigration of labour
– the number of people working has grown, as a result of increasing female
participation in the labour market
– the population of persons of pensionable age has risen only slowly and
over the past – years not at all, since the generation of the s is
so small.

No such alleviating factors are discernible for the coming decades. In
just over ten years from now the population aged – will start to
diminish, that is, when the majority of those born in the s reach the
age of . Given the present propensity to retire from the labour force,
the number of those in actual employment will already start to decrease
towards the end of the current decade. For almost ten years now, the
birth-rate has been far too low to prevent a long-term decline in the
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population. Even if the number of births begins to rise dramatically
(and there are no signs of that happening at present), it will take –
years to produce any significant replenishment of the labour force. The
participation of women in the labour force already just about equals that
of men. Possibly immigration might rise – a large influx of foreign labour
would certainly make a difference.
What is certain is that the number of older people is increasing
dramatically – and this is true even if the expected further increase in
average life expectancy fails to occur. There are at present . persons
aged  and older for each person in the age group –. The figure is
expected to become . in  years’ time –  per cent higher! It is hard
to imagine in concrete terms the full force of the coming change. Today
we are at the end of a unique -year period when the number of elderly
fell – rather than grew – in relation to the population of working age.
Pension contributions have become increasingly easy to bear, particularly
over the past few years when both employment and productivity made a
strong post-recession recovery.
Growth of bnp per capita may come to a stop!
As a result of the low birth-rate and increase in average life expectancy,
the proportion of working-age people in the total population is destined
to fall during the coming decades. There are, admittedly, still untapped
sources of labour to exploit, despite the upward economic trend of the
past few years. Unemployment may drop even further, and it is probable
that there are people out there with aspirations to enter the labour force.
However, assuming we can avoid a deep economic downturn, these
resources will have been fully exploited within a matter of years. From
then on, the number of hours worked will begin to decline, while population growth will consist of an increasing number of older people.
The Market Watch Institute and the National Social Insurance Board
have jointly produced an estimate (reported in ”Population Trends and
the Future of Welfare” published by , ) according to which the
number of hours worked per capita will fall by . per cent annually
from the middle of the first decade of the
twenty-first century up to the year
. The estimate assumes
that the decline that has so
far taken place in the
average age of retirement
will come to an end. Also,
the average working year
is assumed to decrease by
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. per cent annually during this period. This assumption implies a break
in a -year trend in Sweden that led to a slight rise in average working
hours into the s. On the other hand, it corresponds to trends in the
rest of Europe over the same historical period. The assumed decrease is
considerably less than that which took place in Sweden earlier, during
the period –. If the decrease should take the form of a shorter
working week, this would mean a normal working week in  approximately  hours shorter than today. The reduction in working hours is
thus very modest compared to shorter-term proposals put forward in
recent times.
In terms of welfare, a decline of . per cent annually in the number
of hours worked per capita means that a large part – between one third
and a half – of possible future productivity gains would go merely to
keeping BNP per capita at an unchanged level. The likelihood of an
increase in general material prosperity is, thus, limited, and if the labour
force participation of older age groups continues to fall, this will be even
more likely to be true.
Can the real age of retirement be raised?
Raising the average age at which people retire from the labour force
would reduce the decline in the percentage of the population working.
However, it will take a lot to counteract a total long-term decline
of . per cent annually. The average Swede works for approximately  years of his/her life. Raising the average age of retirement by one year would increase the supply
of labour by . per cent, which would
compensate for a three-year decrease in
the number of working hours per capita. In the period
up to , the real age of retirement would have to be raised
from the present level of around  years up to around !
Financial driving forces
Throughout history, increased prosperity has fostered the desire
to work less. The subject of discussion has been the number
of hours per day, the number of days per year and the number
of years per lifetime. Technological advances have often been
used to reduce workload.
We have seen how a part of society’s long-term growth
in productivity has been used to facilitate increased leisure,
both in the form of a shorter working lifetimes and shorter
working hours. There are indications that total working
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lifetimes in other European countries have been shortened even more
than in Sweden over the past few decades.
Leisure may be regarded as any other consumer good, and it would
be surprising if the demand for leisure did not increase with increasing
income, as with most other products. If opportunities also exist, as they
have existed in various forms in Sweden, to quit the labour force partly
at the expense of the community and with very little loss of personal
income, the attraction of leisure is still further enhanced. The cost to the
economy is higher than it is to the individual’s own economy. In other
words, it is quite conceivable that everyone retires from the labour force
earlier than they would have done had they been obliged to finance
their pension personally, paying the full cost after taxes and contributions.
Everyone cheats everyone else!
Roughly half of those who answered the question in the National
Social Insurance Board’s questionnaire to private individuals in 
claimed that they planned financially for their coming years as a pensioner. The distribution of answers was, moreover, very similar for younger
and older people. Of those who answered in the affirmative, over  per
cent stated as their reason being able to retire early, and around  per
cent cited being able to work part-time during the years leading up to
retirement. This indicates a rather keen interest in retiring early from
working life, even at the cost of using private funds wholly or in part.
An important development now taking place which will affect the
financial conditions of retirement is the introduction of the new pension
scheme. For persons born –, this will replace the current national
basic pension and supplementary pension scheme () progressively,
so that persons born – will be more than % in the new system.
In the new pension scheme, each additional year of work increases the
size of the future pension, which may be compared to the present scheme
with its rather weak connection between lifetime income and pension.
In the National Social Insurance Board’s questionnaire to private individuals, only a minority consider the change will affect the timing of
their own retirement, however. (See the chapter on Work.) It is possible
that the full import of the pension reform has not yet been grasped by
respondents. Presently, young people are neither motivated nor sufficiently informed to make decisions about future retirement. This is likely
to change, however, as time passes.
Health and physical working conditions
If the labour market never changed and offered a fixed set of work tasks,
professional roles and skill requirements, it would be difficult to claim
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that the health and work capacity of the population had declined relative
to the demands of working life. From the chapter on Health, it is clear
that at least physical health has improved over the years. One sign of
this is the increase in average life expectancy, and even the risk of fatalities
‘in the midst of life’ have diminished.
However, working life has changed in many ways, possibly at a faster
rate than ever before, and possibly in ways that have led to a discrimination against older workers. For example, the natural slowness of
otherwise quite healthy older persons can be more of a handicap today
than it used to be, as frustrating to the older persons themselves as to
their employers and younger work colleagues. Impaired vision and hearing are other signs of ageing which do not indicate illness and which by
no means signify a total loss of work capacity. Perhaps expectations about
what constitutes good health have increased, in the same way that higher
standards are demanded in many other fields. A state of health classed
as poor today might have been considered perfectly satisfactory  years
ago.
Formerly, older labour could find alternative less skilled tasks to perform and often with a lower salary. Nowadays, such tasks are carried out
by specially trained labour, often organized by specialized firms of contractors with their own high demands on efficiency. Some responsible
employers of today have chosen to help employees find alternative means
of support, possibly a disability pension financed from public funds or,
in some cases, severance pay at the expense of the company. For the
employer, this solution has meant a lower level of income much as in
former times, but – for better or for worse – without any
work being performed. To put it bluntly: Fewer and fewer
people work at ever higher levels of productivity, and directly
or indirectly they support all the rest.
Attitudes
For better or for worse, the recession of the s increased
the demand for efficiency in working life. It also brought
in its wake a surplus of labour in most staff categories and
age groups. Employers were able to streamline their workforce without having to hire slightly older persons or
mothers of small children, i.e. persons who need special
work arrangements. At least in the short term, this was a
rational strategy for achieving increased profitability in
a difficult market situation.

90

  – ,   

However, developments possibly went so far as to create a culture
where older people were expected to retire, which in itself is not necessarily rational. In a future perspective with labour shortages, such ingrained
attitudes can become an unnecessary obstacle to increased economic
prosperity.
In the s, a smaller number of persons over  participated in the
labour force. This reflects the extremely low birth-rate around . Perhaps it has been all too easy to regard these small numbers of people as
minor disturbances to the system, and not particularly expensive to get
rid of. If so, this attitude has naturally lowered the motivation of older
people to continue working. Neither, presumably, has it been profitable
from a business point of view to take special pains to lighten the workload
of such a small group.
Early retirement has become something of an institution in many
workplaces. There is a more or less tacit understanding by both parties
that employees will leave the company before the age of . Employees
come to set their sights on this, and would almost regard it as a betrayal
if early retirement was not forthcoming. Receiving a good early retirement
pension is considered to be a reasonable right, especially since top managers and other members of the power elite are seen to grant themselves
pensions at the age of  on very generous terms and without the lifelong
reduction of future old age pension that premature withdrawal would
entail.
The National Social Insurance Board’s survey of employers conducted during  suggests that employers in general do not make any
extra efforts for employees over . This is something that might change
when the large generation of the s reaches the age of  in the near
future, and especially so if labour shortages start to threaten.
Flexibility
The decreasing participation of older people in the labour force is sometimes ascribed to laziness and a desire for leisure, or to ill health and
exclusion. All these explanations can be right in particular cases. Working
life is all too often a case of all or nothing. If there were greater flexibility
in working life and in the different institutional systems, many more
people could, and would want to, continue working longer, with higher
incomes and enhanced self-esteem as a result.
Much has been done over the years to improve the physical work
environment for older workers, especially in industry. Dark, smoky,
demanding and accident-prone workplaces are largely a thing of the
past. Within the public sector where women dominate, we still find
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physically and psychologically demanding work environments. This is
partly due to the difficulty of rationalizing work consisting of human
contacts with the aid of machines, but there may be other explanations.
In several respects, working life lacks flexibility in adjusting to the
condition and needs of the older workforce. We mentioned earlier that
suitable jobs for older people to transfer to have vanished from today’s
workplace. A contributory factor is the increased demand for profitability
and effectivity, but at the same time people are probably less willing to
accept a drop in salary for doing such work. We have also drawn attention
to the fact that the majority of employers fail to implement any serious
measures to facilitate the work of older staff. These might include occupational health services focused on the problems of older staff, and greater
flexibility in the length and disposition of working hours. As we have
suggested, market forces may eventually bring about such improvements,
when an ever larger part of the labour force approaches  and it becomes
difficult to recruit new staff. Naturally, costs impose a limit on such
changes: there are no bottomless pockets, not even in the national
economy.
Flexibility is also lacking in some institutional respects. For example,
it is a known fact that part-time sick leave and part-time early retirement
are used rather sparingly. The reason for this is unclear. One possibility
is that the notion of being ill on a part-time basis meets psychological
resistance from both patient and doctor. Another problem area is contractual pensions. These are usually drawn up in such a way that working
part-time or changing jobs during the final years of working life may
have a serious detrimental effect on future benefits. Regulations are often
very complicated and vary widely for different sections
of the labour market.
Conclusions
This chapter and the preceding one have taken up
the various obstacles to working at more advanced
ages, and examined the factors which lie behind
falling labour force participation at these ages. We
have seen a complex interplay between a range of
different factors affecting the age at which people
retire from working life. A number of them
have been discussed in detail – health, work
environment and financial motivation.
Employment strategy is a key concept
in the economic and labour market policy
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of Sweden. It means that those people who can and want to work should
be given the opportunity to do so, and thus contribute to their own and
others’ support. In practice, however, the employment strategy has been
narrowly focused on keeping unemployment down among the unders. In this respect, the employment strategy is a myth. Older age groups
have more often than not been encouraged to retire from working life.
Locally, this has been effected by using the social insurance scheme –
sickness, unemployment and disability – as a gateway.
Here we have the dilemma of the welfare state. Naturally, there
should be a generous system of support for people no longer capable of
earning their own living due to failing health or diminishing powers. At
the same time, there is a strong temptation, more or less in defiance of
the spirit of the law, to use the same system for solving difficult labour
market problems, for which there are certainly more efficient solutions
seen from the standpoint of the tax-paying community as a whole – and
from that of the individual, as well. Obvious cases of abuse can be checked
by strict control from the insurance offices and authorities. The inevitable
grey area which still remains can be reduced by changed attitudes among
the parties of the labour market, supported by a national economic policy
which ensures a strong general demand for labour.
Any desire to continue working on the part of the older labour force,
possibly in some form of part-time job, is inhibited by the design of
contractual pension schemes, covering up to % of the workforce. This
is particularly true of the complex arrangements applying to some public
sector areas. In many cases, older employees are financially penalized
for working part-time or taking on new work tasks instead of stopping
work completely. Moreover, most employees are contractually bound to
retire at the age of . There are, however, within the framework of the
political deal on the reformed pension scheme, plans to abolish this possibility of bypassing the law of security of employment.
As a whole, the health of the population is not a factor preventing
people from working at more advanced ages, rather the contrary. Average
life expectancy is increasing, and the added years are mainly years of
relatively good health. In Statistic Sweden’s (’s) regular surveys of
the living conditions of the population, the proportion of people experiencing moderately poor or bad health has declined over the past  years.
However, there is one important exception. Among younger and
middle-aged women, the proportion experiencing poor health has
increased. This leads us to the frequently discussed topic of work environment in the public sector dominated by women. The work environment
in male-dominated sectors, not least that of industry, has been greatly
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improved by the use of technology and other aids. Due to the particular
nature of the work, it has proved less easy to use technology to improve
the work environment of the health, care and educational sectors – while
reductions in a number of staff categories have produced new work
environment problems of their own. Organizational shortcomings, partly
stemming from the political leadership, may also have played a role, but
this is difficult to substantiate objectively. The claim that considerably
less interest is shown in improving the work environment of typical
female professions compared to those of men is a particularly serious
accusation, however, as we have seen in earlier chapters, not altogether
without foundation.
The areas of the labour market dominated by women are threatened
in another respect. A large-scale exodus from the labour force is expected
in the coming – years, due to the shifting age structure of the population. Extensive modification of relative salary levels may be necessary
if activities are to be maintained, and it makes very little difference
whether or not a larger share of production comes under private management. It will be costly at all events, whether the bill is paid through
income tax or private medical fees, etc.
Any positive incentive effects on labour force participation deriving
from the new pension scheme, or from other reforms in social insurance,
etc., that might appear on the political agenda, will ultimately depend
on prevailing traditions and public attitudes. In some quarters, employing
an older labour force is quite simply regarded as a thing of the past. It
would be unfortunate if this view were founded on the assumption that
healthy people have the right to decide whether they wish to work or
not. However, when the population of normal working age starts to
diminish in a few years’ time, it is conceivable that market forces will
prompt a reappraisal of the older labour force. In the , where population trends actually present less cause for anxiety than in Europe, one
sometimes hears talk of ’grey power’. A little of the power of the grey
side-burns – not only in the boardrooms – may yet prove a corrective to
the worship of youth that has dominated the labour market for so long
in Sweden.
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