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ABSTRACT:
The global process of population aging and changes in la-

bour force participation models increase the median age of the work-
ing population. The increasing number and proportion of employed
at age 60 and more inevitably affect workplace health promotion and
is a challenge to all employers, companies and countries. The pur-
pose of this article is to analyze the attitude of the society in Euro-
pean countries to the problem of the aging workforce, the extent to
which employers assess specific health needs of older workers, and
their willingness to adapt working conditions to them. The analysis
is based on data collected by the European Agency for safety and
health at work (EU-OSHA) in the framework of the Pan-European
survey on occupational safety and health, the International Monetary
fund (IMF), Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment (OECD), country profiles etc. The majority of employers
consider that older workers are less productive, less adaptable to
changes in the workplace, and therefore more at risk of stress. They
confirm the necessity of programs and policies which make the work-
ing environment more friendly to old workers. At the same time,
organizations which already implement such policies is low in most
European countries. It varies from 1% to 24% in different coun-
tries. Although they are aware of the risks to which workers over
the age of 60 are exposed, the development and implementation of
health promotion programs in the workplace, addressing the spe-
cific needs of older workers, is not a widespread practice.

Keywords: aging labour force, Europe, workplace health pro-
motion,

INTRODUCTION:
The global process of population aging and changes

in labor force participation models (the labor force is people
ages 16 and older who are either working or actively looking
for work), increase the median age of working population [1,
2]. Demographic characteristics of human capital are chang-
ing (more intensive in developed countries) due to life ex-
pectancy increases, fertility restrictions, enhanced education
and training needs, health care and public health innovations
improving health, respectively mental and physical capacity
to increasingly late ages [3, 4]. Various reasons may be con-
sidered in relation to the aging workforce [5]:

• Financial: A lack of a proper pension plan and re-
forms of the systems of retirement in many countries left
many people with debts or insufficient income from their
pension [5].

• Demographic: Fertility rates in developed countries
from the year 1965 until now is rapidly decreasing and sta-
tioned at low levels. New generations are fewer than the pre-
vious ones. Therefore, the demographic replacement rate is
decreasing while the elderly dependency ratio and aging in-

dex are increasing [6]. On the other hand, people get
healthier, and the mortality rate is decreasing as a result of
better nutrition, improving hygiene and health care. As a re-
sult, life expectancy and the period of productivity for both
men and women generally increases, and they are asked to
stay longer at work [3, 7, 8].

• Social: Many people enjoy the social aspects of
having a job, they like to feel productive, and they prefer to
stay longer at work.

Improvement of health, living and working condi-
tions and community development leads to an increasing
number of people who are physically and cognitively capa-
ble of work at 60 years of age and more. More and more peo-
ple are working into their later years. There is considerable
evidence of scientific research and prognosis that the trend
is expected to continue during the future decades, and the
proportion of old workers will increase. Different interpreta-
tion of “old workers” are available in different documents
[9, 10]. In this article we consider as “old workers” working
people over 60 years of age. For example, about 35% of peo-
ple aged 60 and more were working or actively looking for
work in the USA in 2014. That number, known as a labor
force participation rate, is expected to increase in 2024. In
contrast, participation rates of most other age groups in the
labor force aren’t projected to change much in this period.
According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD), European Commission and In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF), the trend is similar in Eu-
rope (fig. 1). The process is particularly intense in countries
such as Spain, Hungary, Italy, Greece [11] (tabl. 1)

Fig. 1. Europe: Share (%) of working population by
age groups in the years 2014 and 2035.
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The increasing number and proportion of older
workers make the question of workability of this cohort.
 Workability is the balance between work and individual
resources; when work and individual resources fit well to-
gether, workability is good. The core factors affecting this
are health and functional capabilities, education and com-
petence, values, attitudes and motivation etc. Because of
some restrictions of the functional capacity associated with
age, it requires increased attention to protect their health
and workability and qualitatively new thinking at a com-
pany, national and E.U. level [12, 13]. The impact of aging
on productivity may differ across different occupations.
Workers with jobs that require physical exertion, such as
factory workers or workers in the construction sector, are
likely to become less productive with age, while other pro-
fessions are age neutral [14, 15]. There are some professions
in which productivity even increases with age (lawyers,
managers, medical doctors), but as a whole, the health of
the aging workforce is a challenge for all employers, com-
panies and policymakers at the national and international
level [12, 16, 17].

Tabl. 1. Projected workforce aging in selected European countries (relative shares of workers aged 55-64 years to
the labor force)

Country 2014 2020 2025 2030 2035

Austria 11.3 15.6 16.9 16.3 15.5

Belgium 12.9 16.6 16.4 15.9 15.7

Bulgaria 18.3 21.3 22.8 24.2 25.4

Check Republic 15.5 15.0 16.3 20.0 23.7

Denmark 16.3 19.2 20.3 20.3 19.2

Estonia 17.8 18.9 19.1 20.8 21.7

Finland 18.2 18.9 18.3 16.7 16.8

France 14.3 15.8 17.4 17.6 16.6

Germany 18.2 22.0 23.7 21.7 20.1

Greece 11.5 18.5 21.3 23.7 25.4

Hungary 14.1 17.1 19.8 23.4 26.5

Ireland 13.4 15.5 16.9 19.2 21.5

Italy 14.8 19.9 23.6 25.8 25.8

Latvia 16.8 18.1 18.5 19.3 19.0

Lithuania 16.3 18.0 19.1 19.8 19.2

Luxemburg 10.3 12.7 13.4 12.9 12.2

Netherlands 16.2 18.5 20.2 19.6 17.8

Norway 16.6 17.2 17.9 17.9 16.8

Poland 14.5 14.2 14.4 16.7 20.4

Portugal 14.9 18.4 20.4 22.5 24.1

Slovakia 13.6 14.9 15.2 17.2 20.6

Slovenia 11.4 17.2 18.9 19.3 20.4

Spain 13.1 19.0 22.2 25.4 27.5

Sweden 18.0 17,9 18,6 18.8 18.2

United Kingdom 14.7 16.8 17.6 17.0 15.9

Sources: OECD; European Commission; and IMF staff calculations.

The purpose of this article is to analyze the attitude
of the society in European countries to the problem of the
aging workforce, the extent to which employers assess spe-
cific health needs of older workers, and their willingness
to adapt working conditions to them.

MATERIAL AND METHODS:
National and international databases were used for

the purpose of the study. The analysis is based on data col-
lected by The European Agency for safety and health at
work (EU-OSHA) in the framework of Pan-European sur-
vey on occupational safety and health, International Mon-
etary fund (IMF), Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD), comparative analysis of the
country profiles etc. Data analysis includes 27 countries
that currently form the European Union (EU27) and coun-
tries of the European Free Trade Association (EFTA), con-
sisting of four European states: Iceland, Liechtenstein, Nor-
way, and Switzerland.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION:
The prospect of the increasing number and share of

workers over 60 years of age is not equally assessed in dif-
ferent European countries and groups of countries. It was
assessed as probable and possible by 56% of the citizens

The proportion of citizens and employers who think
that old workers take more time off work due to illness,
have more accidents at work and be less productive at work
is relatively low. At the same time, it is widely believed
that older workers are generally less adaptable to changes

of EU15 (the 15 countries that formed the European Un-
ion until 1st May 2004) countries, and only by 36% in
countries of Central and Eastern Europe, most of which
joined to E.U. in the years 2004 and 2007 (MMS12) [18]
(fig. 2).

Fig. 2. Proportion (%) of European citizens who assess the probability for increasing number of workers over 60
as likely or unlikely for their countries

and especially to innovations at the workplace, and there-
fore more at risk of stress. The proportion of people that
think so varies from 43% to 83% in European countries
(on average 60% for the Region and EU27) [18] (fig. 3)

Fig. 3. Proportion (%) of European citizens who think older workers tend to be less adaptable to changes at work
than other workers

Less than half of European citizens (42%) support
the view that older workers are at greater risk of occupa-
tional diseases. The variation between the countries on this
indicator is very pronounced – from 11 to 70 % (fig. 4).

On the other hand, scientific studies provide considerable
evidence about the association between occupational dis-
ease and longer exposure to the working environment [18].



4220 https://www.journal-imab-bg.org J of IMAB. 2022 Jan-Mar;28(1)

Fig. 4. Proportion (%) of European citizens who think older workers tend to suffer more from work-related stress
than other workers

An opinion poll conducted by the European Agency
for Safety and Health at Work shows that a large propor-
tion of E.U. citizens and employers believe that good
health and safety practices are important and help people
work longer. A well-organized workplace is useful for all
age groups, including older workers. Age-related reduction
of the physical and sensory capacity of the body requires
adaptation of the working environment and work regime,
aimed at reducing the likelihood of errors and accidents.
This adaptation includes reorganization or rotation of the
workplace, more short breaks, better organization of shift
work, for example, through accelerated shift rotation (2-3

days), adequate lighting and noise control, good ergo-
nomic equipment design etc. [18, 19]. As it is visible in
fig. 5, the majority of them (58%) respond positively to
the question of the necessity of programs and policies
which make the working environment more friendly to old
workers. In contrast, organizations which already imple-
ment such policies is low in most European countries. It
varies from 1% to 24% in different countries (fig. 6). Only
1/3 of respondents accept the probability of an increasing
number of people over the age of 60 in their organizations
as a real problem [18].

Fig. 5. The opinion of European citizens about the necessity of health promotion programmes or policies at the
workplace directed to older workers (%)
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CONCLUSIONS:
• An in-depth analysis of a number of international

institutions on the processes of population aging and the
labour market predicts that the relative share of workers
aged 60 and over in Europe will increase.

• The impact of aging on health and workability re-
quires increasing attention on workplace health promotion.

• The probability of an aging workforce and the re-
lated effects are underestimated in a number of European
countries.

• Although the idea of introducing health promotion
programs and policies in the workplace aimed at older work-
ers is welcomed by citizens, the number of organizations
that already implement such a policy is very low.

Abbreviations:
OECD - Organisation for Economic Co-operation

and Development
IMF - International Monetary Fund
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at work
EFTA - European Free Trade Association
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