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1.1 Objective and Contents 
 

The objective of this paper is to present the basic approaches and arguments in the debate over the issues of senior policy.

 

The paper is divided into sections:

 

 • Defining senior policy in working life.

 • An overview of problems on three levels: 

   - The society

   - The company

   - The individual

 • Description and discussion of senior policy topics. 

 • Important features of a senior policy approach.
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1.2 Defining Senior Policy
 

Senior policy is here defined as “human resource policy especially designed for senior workers”. It does not deal with society’s treatment of the elderly in general.

 

Senior policy in working life is based on a strategy of cooperation between relevant government agencies, major unions and employer’s associations and other professionals. The aims, and the most essential means, are presented in the English editions of the brochure called National Initiative for Senior Workers in Norway (published by CSP in 2001) and The Tripartite Agreement on a more Inclusive Workplace – a contract signed up by the government and social partners.

 

National Initiative for Senior Workers
CSP is responsible for coordinating the National Initiative. The Initiative was taken in order to discourage older workers from taking early retirement and promote a longer working career. The target group are workers from the age of 45-50. The Government provides annual financial support for this national plan for the years 2001-2005. The Initiative is part of the strategy aimed at top management of all the major unions, employers’ associations and relevant government agencies. In brief, the Initiative consists of the following: 

 

 • Promote awareness of the potentials and resources older employees hold.

 • Provide a better and more inclusive working environment for all workers. 

 • Create more cooperation among labour, employer and government organizations and authorities concerning senior policy.

 

The Tripartite Agreement on a more Inclusive Workplace
This is an initiative supported by the Government and its social partners to encourage people with different hindrances for employment, such as disability, early retirement pension or sickness benefits, to return to work, at least part time. The agreement, which lasts from October 2001 to 31 December 2005, has three objectives, which match the intention of the senior policy:

 

 • Reduce sick leave by at least 20% by the end of the agreement period.

 • Increase significantly employment among those that have minor disabilities.

 • Increase the average age at which seniors choose to retire.

 

The aim is to achieve these objectives through voluntary agreements between company-level employers and the National Insurance Authority, with CSP as an important coordinator. To this end, the Centre has worked out a national plan in cooperation with the social partners to make individuals, companies and politicians aware of the advantages of hiring and retaining workers over the age of 45.

 

The majority of the senior policy initiatives are focused on promoting good personnel policy in general and create a more accommodating workplace. Senior policy is based upon experiences that show that personnel policy initiatives and other developing methods must have a life span perspective. Preventive efforts must therefore begin early in a person’s career. 
 

1.3 Senior Policy: Problems on three Levels
 

There have been substantial changes in the nature of work in the last decades. People face a career with less job security. People in mid-life are made redundant or are given early retirement by their employers. The trend to retire earlier than planned is Europe-wide. The role of the private sector and a sense of responsibility in the individual citizen are issues whose relevance is bound to increase in the future. There are important policy issues regarding older workers and the labour market, which stress the need for focusing on a senior policy. Seniors represent an important labour resource which society will strongly depend upon in the future. This is what senior policy is about. 

 

Senior policy approaches the impending challenges at three levels; in society, in business and the personal:

 

Social level
On a social level senior policy is grounded mainly on two national challenges: 

 1. Norway is ageing. The population of senior citizens is expected to increase, particularly the numbers of the very old. One key factor is the change from high to low fertility and also a decline in death rates. Up to the year 2010 the number of the age group 45-66 will increase by 41% while the number of the age group 20-34 will decrease by 13%. 

 2. Lower ratio of workers to pensioners. Even if Norway has one of the highest percentages of working people over the age of 60-66 in Europe, many men and women receive either disability pensions, ordinary pensions or are part of an early retirement scheme (AFP). The result is that the average age of workers leaving the labour market is constantly decreasing, although the State Pension Age (SPA) is 67 for both genders. The result is an increase of pressure on other social benefits like health insurance, unemployment payments and disability pensions. 

 

Society will confront some important challenges in the future:

 

 • Valuable experience and skills may be a scarce resource and may have an influence on future production.

 • An ageing Norway has many implications for the way society operates. The Government and society as a whole must solve the economic challenges that ensue from heavier pension burdens and other welfare arrangements. Early retirement schemes may be a breach of a generational contract. Younger workers may feel it a burden to feed more and younger pensioners. There is a growing realization that people may have to work to an older age in order to ensure a financially comfortable retirement.

 • Fewer actively employed people may cause a conflict with other important qualities, like learning as a part of living, making a choice between work and pension, preventive health care, the fight against age discrimination or other democratic qualities and activities in society. 

 

This age boom – or put another way: this increase of influence of older workers – does not go well with the future pension patterns. That’s why good senior policy is essential today.

     

 

 

Company level
Many companies and public enterprises will also meet greater future challenges due to the national demographic- and retirement trends. One concern may be future labour shortages. Some industries have already experienced reduced expansion and profitability because of this. Other companies may experience this same negative effect in the long run.

 

Companies all over the country will have to deal with an increasingly older staff and fewer younger applicants. It is more essential than ever to develop an offensive strategy on how to keep qualified persons at work. 

 

Some challenges to be met:

 

 • Companies, as soon as possible, need to do a demographic survey and analyze how to maintain qualified personnel and recruit new workers.

 • Companies need to make a statement of policy concerning objectives for personnel composition of the stock, qualifications and the future working environment.

 • Companies must consciously provide necessary methods for an inclusive and attractive working environment for all employees.

 • Companies must adopt a policy towards company restructuring and redundancy. 

 

Individual level 
On the individual level, it is important to stress that there are values and qualities each person gains by being part of a working life, such as:

 

 • Prospect of meaningful job satisfaction in being part of a social and productive network.

 • Prospect of lifetime of learning and self-realization.

 • Prospect of retaining good health by being part of a working environment.

 • Prospect of taking part in and influence both a workplace and society in general.

 • A basis for attaining social status and respect. 

 

It is fundamental that all employees should have an equal right to develop during a working career. Another fundamental right is that every employee should have a free choice between work and pension out from personal needs and potentials.

 

These basic conditions create demands – on both society and companies. Likewise, the ideals of equality and freedom of choice make every person come to face with an important challenge: taking part in the development of the company – or accepting the responsibility for acquiring personal qualifications. 
1.4 Senior Policy Items
     
We will take a closer look at different reasons for and discuss topics on the following fields: 

 

 • Older worker’s skills, work ability and business benefits based upon established conceptions, keeping in mind that in these items, the individual perspective is often prominent.

 • Reasons for an early retirement, showing different types of models that researchers and public authorities present. Most common perspectives are company- or social levels.

 • Methods and practical means to prevent an early retirement. The discussion often deals with economic framework terms geared to systems for pension, tax or social welfare. Current practice may be discussed from all three perspectives.

 

1.5 Older Workers’ Skills, Work Ability and Benefits to Business
     
Older workers’ qualifications and their labour market participation are discussed in various arenas. Many leaders, and others, show attitudes based upon myths or prejudices. When it involves older workers’ skills and abilities, more or less biased arguments are presented rather than realities. We hereby counter some of these myths and assumptions.

 

Assumption no 1:
“Older workers are often worn out and in bad shape.” 
 

 • Some older workers have bad health, and some are worn out. But their ability to contribute to the labour market has never been better. People live longer than ever before, health has bettered and educational systems have improved. There is a later entrance into the labour market, longer holidays, more suitable working conditions and shorter working hours. 

 • Research shows that chronic diseases like muscular and skeleton afflictions increase regularly with age. Mostly persons over the age of 55 may be disposed to permanent diseases, which could as well be a result of a bad working environment. Bad health may explain why the long-term absence among individuals above 55 is higher. Bad health is also the main reason for disability retirement. But bad health and declining mobility cannot be the only reason for the increase in early retirement through the last decades. 

 • Research also shows that the majority of AFP-retirees are in good health. In fact, there is an increase in the number of comparatively healthy and active older people who are spending up to one-third of their lives in retirement. They are also highly educated and have a higher income. Many of them were working in the public sector.

 • We live in a society that tends to place emphasis on speed of reaction in most situations. From many quarters the point is being made that there has been a speed up in work production. This has a bearing on both the work load on each person, and the general increase in speed of restructuring. 

 

Assumption no 2:
“Older workers have less brain capacity.”
 

 • Research reveals that healthy elderly persons retain most of their intellectual capacity well into retirement age.

 • The spectrum of brain functions change during life time. One proof, for example, is that older people use their accumulated knowledge and experience in problem solving to a greater extent than younger people. Research also suggests that older people develop a more mature form of intelligence – ‘wisdom’. This is respected and used as a valuable resource by societies other than the youth fixated western societies.

 

Assumption no 3:
“Older workers have less ability to learn new things.”
 

 • The fact is that there is little change in the ability to learn during a working life, and older participants will display just as many individual differences as any other learning group.

 • Research has shown that both older and younger workers respond to training and are equally capable of development. Younger workers may have an advantage in acquiring details, while older workers could be better at examining questions from an overall considered viewpoint.

 • The learning environment is more important to older workers. This implies that older workers must be offered different and more appropriate teaching methods. In fact they should be encouraged to participate fully in the design, planning and implementation of any learning programmes that addresses their needs and aspirations.

Some older employees, however, may have attitudes which are barriers to training. Attitudes such as believing they are too old, a lack of confidence, having been out of a learning environment for several years, previously being overlooked or discriminated against, or maybe feeling that younger colleagues should be given priority. A change in the work place culture might be necessary. 

Assumption no 4:
“Older workers have problems in adapting to new situations.”
 

 • The fact is that the ability and wish to adapt depends on previous experiences in working life. Many older workers are vitally interested in current affairs and enjoy the challenge of trying something new.

 • The ability and wish to adapt is a consequence of how the employee is involved and motivated during the process. As far as possible, older employees should be encouraged to relate new knowledge and skills to their own work and life experiences.

 

Assumption no 5:
“Older workers are less productive.”
 

 • Research shows that old workers, on average, are as productive as the young ones.

 • Research focuses on a link between work ability and work fondness on the one side and job effectiveness on the other.

 • When it comes to work ability, the important issue is to focus on the work environment. Many older workers feel a reduced capacity as a result of declining health, especially when the working conditions are bad. The general picture is one where many older workers have better physical and mental abilities than what is required of them in their jobs. Important job qualities like knowledge based on experience, will in most cases increase with age. The ability to use a lifetime of experience to help in the production process can be used of good advantage in situations where effectiveness is more important than speed of response.

 • When work capacity is impaired, it is important to remember that much can be done to adjust the job tasks or systems to each person’s capability. If some older workers cannot react as fast as younger employees, particular patience and willingness to allow for practice will be required.

 • Work fondness is not a matter of age, but motivation and interest in the profession are. Research maintains that it is easy to ‘blame age’ and thus fail to see the options for revitalization that lies in the different motivation initiatives.

 

 

 

 

 

Assumption no 6:
“Older workers choose an early exit from working life.”
 

 • It is correct that many older employees wish to retire out of personal motives, such as a need for more time with family and friends, more leisure time or time for hobbies or travels. Research shows that these are mostly AFP-retirees, with few disability retirees. Their main arguments are decline in health and work ability.

 • Many older individuals prefer taking part in a working life rather than retire, especially when some adjustments are offered them. A study from 2001 showed that one fourth of the AFP-retirees in private sector and one third in public sector wanted to work one or two years longer if there were more flexible or extended retirement options.

 

Assumption no 7:
“Older workers are more expensive to employers than the younger ones.”
 

 • To some extent and in some cases this is correct, but not as a general situation and is rarer than many people would think. 

 • A difference in cost between younger and older employees may be a result of:

    o Younger workers having more short-time absence, while older workers have more long-term absence.
    o Persons older than 60 years getting one more vacation week a year.
    o From the age of 62 the employer’s social liability tax is reduced by 4%.
    o Older workers may cause higher pension costs.
 • When an employer chooses between an employee with longer experience and an employee with shorter experience, differences in salaries are considered. However in choosing between persons who all have a certain work experience, this is of less importance. 

 • Especially the more expensive pension schemes, like the AFP-scheme, and private pension schemes may cause more expensive workers.

 • The AFP-scheme can be very expensive to an employer. The arrangements have five different financial models. In three of the models 40% of the costs for persons from 64 years are state financed. The two other models applied in the public sector, get no extra state subsidy. Thus the municipal contribution for each employee varies a lot – from 0% for public workers and teachers to 100% for other municipal jobs. 

 • Other pensions might as well be very expensive to employers because the cost of pension contribution can be very high. There are examples of pensions where the contribution is higher than the salary. In addition, researchers emphasize that there are other reasons for overestimating the costs of the pensions, such as:

    o The arrangements only affect 35-40% of the private sector. 
    o Contributions are not age-related in the public sector.
    o Linear earnings reduce the problem.
    o Deposit pensions with age neutral contribution will increase.
    o Newly hired workers with less than 10 years before retirement may be excluded from the arrangements.
 • Additional documentation reveals that schemes to prevent an early retirement may be very profitable to employers. Here are some situations:

    o When it is hard to replace an employee. 
    o When the company gets high pension costs or expensive final settlements.
    o When the costs for applying new workers are high.
 • Often the inclusive costs of hiring are underestimated. Especially short-term employment is expensive. It is clear that the expected duration of employment is more defined among older workers than younger. 

 

1.6 Views on Causes
     
Researchers and other authorities may disagree on why older workers choose to retire or stay at their jobs. The basis for disagreement is often due to the complexity of issues in retirement and the various models of explanations.

The difficulties come into being because the reasons for work exit differ between individuals, groups and other sectors in working life. The reasons also vary depending on which group you study; persons on sick leave, disablement or pre-retirement. Researchers and others that
give their opinions on causes may use different models of explanation emphasizing either push out, attraction (pull) or individual preferences (jump). Taking their explanations into account could be important to a further consideration of these explanation models. 

The ‘push’ model
Here are some assumptions on push out:

 • It’s no use trying to make people stay longer in their jobs if nothing is done for older employees with the bad working conditions!

 • Older persons get too many signals of being too old and that they are on their way out!

 • Older employees are not shown their value by offers of higher salary!

 • Older employees have been systematically discriminated for a long time and thus retire early!

 • Management and personnel policy are to blame!

 • When reorganizing, most companies look to use natural retirement, which implies that older employees must leave!

 

In this 'push' model the prevalence of early retirement can be explained by some unfavourable factors; either in the work environment or in the labour market. These factors weaken the work aptitude, will and motivation among older workers to stay at their jobs. Their market value is reduced both internally in the company and on the labour market. The 'push' model also focuses on a labour market with no capacity for people that are not able to devote 100% to their jobs.

Both in Norway and internationally there is much research on this model. One main conclusion is that push out is an important reason for a too early retirement. The fact is that both age discrimination and other mechanisms, exclusive to older workers, occur in the work arenas in Norway.

 

The ‘pull’ model
Here are some assumptions explaining the ‘pull’ model:

 • No wonder that older workers quit early because they then are actually paid by the state through favourable retirement schemes! 

 • Pension and tax systems are too inflexible and make it difficult to combine work and retirement!

 • Older workers prefer to quit early as long as the company offers them favourable pensions and final settlements.

 

In this 'pull' model an early retirement can be explained by external factors or general agreements. These agreements may be national and laid down by the state, such as tax system, social security system and pension schemes.
General agreements may also be negotiated with the labour unions, the employer associations and politicians or inside each branch or company. The 'pull' model is mostly based upon economic aspects, e.g. economics favourable to the individual and for the companies. 

In this 'pull' model you also find different factors that may contribute to or cause early retirement. There has been much about accessibility to and compensating for today's social
welfare and pension systems. Alternative systems and arrangements are frequently discussed, and then with an eye to arrangements in other countries. 

Research has substantiated that one of the main reasons for an early retirement are favourable economic arrangements, e.g. the AFP-scheme and other arrangements where the employers do not contribute, such as some of the state companies and public appointed teachers. 

 

The ‘jump’ model
Here are some assumptions that picture the so-called ‘jump’ model:

 • I quit of my own free will, because I want to spend my life on much more meaningful activities than work!

 • People are less connected to work now! A quite different social situation has come into being in this society of knowledge and leisure time.

 

In this 'jump' model, an early retirement can be explained by the choice of each individual to choose what 'the good life' is. Neither pushing out nor tempting general agreement conditions are decisive in this matter, but the individual 'jumps' out of working life and goes straight from a full-time employment to full retirement.

Of course it may be discussed how voluntary these choices are to each person. It is also maintained that individuals making choices are more common in societies with a generous
welfare system. An increasing level of welfare and the important social changes that ensue from a society of knowledge and welfare are some of the reasons the 'jumpers' can turn this to their own account: the change in the attitude towards quality of life and work.

Research confirms that individual preferences are of importance to many of the early retirees, especially to those on the AFP-schemes and to some extent to those with disability benefits. 

 

1.7 Views on Instruments of Changing Retirement Age
     
There are frequent discussions on how today’s general agreements and methods determines how long each worker stays in the job market and what needs to be done in the future to raise the actual retirement age. Researchers and other authorities often point out two types of incentive strategies that can raise the actual retirement age based upon the ‘push’ or ‘pull’ models.

 

Practical means to prevent push out
If the factors that cause push out are decisive, something has to be done with the working conditions and the labour market that are the cause of too many early retirements. There are different concrete methods that could be used:

 

 • On the public level, e.g. the state authorities or other national partners whose aim is to affect knowledge, attitudes or conduct in working life, there are different means that could be used:

   - Public information strategies such as advertisement campaigns to change attitudes, distribution of informational and research material, the use of good examples etc. 
   - Increase competency by offering more education etc.
   - Develop projects and instigate research in companies.
   - Use of economic initiatives like offering companies different kinds of support.
   - Introduce different initiatives through agreements and cooperation between the various working organizations.
   - Judicial initiatives, like including regulation that prohibit age discrimination into the Working Environment Act.
   - Consultancy and instruction through a consultancy network under the auspices of different governmental services, first of all the Social Insurance Service Offices for Working Life.
 

 • On the private level, e.g. company and individuals. Here different practical means can be initiated to improve the quality of the internal culture, organizational or environmental surroundings. This could include:

   - Using charts to show age diversity, qualifications, environment and personnel economy.
   - Establish networks, discussion groups, conferences and workshops.
   - Invest in professional development initiatives, supplementary training and further education, management training and education.
   - Using active career planning by organizing senior talks and milestone conferences, mid life and senior seminars etc.
   - An active work plan adjusting the working conditions.
   - Offering job changes, job rotation, trainee arrangements, sabbaticals etc.
   - Part-time working.
   - Higher pay or more days off.
   - Preventive health care, physical training etc.
 

Practical means to prevent pull
The ‘pull’ model dictates that something has to be done with pension, taxation or social welfare systems to force the companies and each employee to approach the issue of retirement differently. An important part of the debate about today’s general agreements is the question of using negative or positive practical ‘pull’ instruments.

 

An example of negative practical means is that today it is too cheap or too easy to retire early (e.g. sick pay or disability insurance). If this is the case, one solution is to change the pension system (e.g. rules for sick pay and disability pension) to prevent overexploitation or ‘misuse’. Mostly recommended are either higher pension costs where the costs must be covered by the companies or each employee; or change the rules which may then reduce the availability of the pensions. This results in either higher premiums or less availability of the pensions. Present documentary material maintains that especially parts of the AFP-arrangement will need to be discussed.

 

Positive practical means such as extra pay, days off without wage deduction and lower employers’ social liability tax for seniors may cause delayed retirement or even lead to fewer persons choosing an early retirement. Alternatively they want a more flexible or extended retirement option. From 1 July 2002 the employer’s social liability tax is reduced for employees over 62 years. The overall wage agreement in the public sector has from 2002 initiated a special senior policy arrangement which says that employers may grant one day off each month without a wage deduction and/or a pay bonus of up to 10% of gross scale of wages to employees who choose to stay longer in their jobs. The aim with these practical means is to motivate employees over 62 to stay longer in the work force. 

 

Practical means to prevent ‘jump’
It could be extremely difficult to find effective remedies to hold back the ‘jumpers’, if desirable. Some possible practical means could be:

   - Maximum flexibility in pension, tax and social security arrangements initiating possible combinations of work and retirement.
   - Public rehabilitation subsidies to each employee who return to work or to companies that recruit early retirees. The subsidies may be given only once, or as an increase of wages, duty or tax cuts etc.
   - Company agreements in which an employee who has left work is given the option of being invited back. The aim is that the company may apply persons who prefer to stay longer in work.
   - Spreading knowledge and attitude campaigns may create a standard.
   - More research on the’ jumpers’ life situation and preferences while they still are at work and after their exit. 
 

1.8 Some Senior Policy Principles
 

‘Older people’ have ages of between 50 and 100 years and every individual ages differently!

 

The older people are, the more they diverge 
Older people are highly diverse, and assuming that age explains the variety in health status, learning ability, the ability to adapt and produce could be very misleading.

 

A diversity of older and younger employees is to be preferred
The ideal of multiplicity of age also implies that differences as to what jobs are fit for different ages must be acknowledged.

 

Focusing on resources rather than on problems
Many employers over emphasize the negative qualities related to age, and they lay too little emphasis on positive virtues and skills that improves with age. There can be many cultural and organizational barriers that hamper better exploitation of older workers qualifications or their wish to stay longer at work. Too little is done on this field, both companies and society can do more to keep older workers. 

 

From a perspective of development
In the future it is important to focus on, and rely on, older workers in the same way that we do the younger. Older workers really need to be involved in restructuring processes like anybody else in the company. They need to be motivated to take part in competence development and be offered proper teaching methods. This may lead to a productive interactive methodology and restructuring. It is of great importance that older employees are offered adequate supplementary training and further education. Going for development arrangements include that managers and other employees must make the same demands on older and younger workers. Extreme do goodness and unfounded special advantages are no good to older workers.

 

Avoid the senior syndrome
In senior policy the senior syndrome is a vicious circle. The symptoms may start with negative attitudes towards older workers. Ageism means that older people are often seen in a negative light as having nothing worthwhile to say and no useful insights to contribute. It may be said that they are less adaptable; that they must be protected from restructuring processes or that they need not be involved in qualification programmes. Such attitudes may lead to fewer expectations, less challenges and fewer offers of skill updating. This then results in lowering the seniors’ motivation and belief in their abilities to develop and thus produce less interest in career improvement. Less interest in taking part in the company’s development may then confirm and generally increase the negative impression leaders and other employees have on seniors. Negative attitudes and myths about older workers may then come true.

 

A combination of explanation models
Early retirement must be understood from different points of view and models. A varied spectre of practical methods is needed to accomplish the basic aims of senior policy. In working life the main focus will be on the fight against prejudices, bad working environment and lack of proper adaptations for older workers. At the same time public officials need to be responsible for reasonable general agreements through the pension, tax and social welfare systems. Likewise it is important that public authorities in Norway follow up and put into practice the legislative initiatives that are included in the EU initiative against ageism in working life (the Working Environment Act).

  Age Positive ‘Champion’ companies are promoted on our web sites to set an example for your own senior policy: www.seniorpolitikk.no. 
    
 
