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Chapter 1
Introduction

Nathalie Burnay, Jim Ogg, Clary Krekula, and Patricia Vendramin

A Context of Extending Working Life

In recent years, policies that extend the working life have been a key feature of
European and other countries with post-industrialised economies. These policies
focus on two dimensions of work and retirement which governments consider cru-
cial to reform if pension systems are to be safeguarded in the context of ageing popu-
lations. First, legal and administrative reforms are pushing back the legal age of
retirement thereby withholding pension rights until workers have reached a certain
age. Second, defined benefit pensions, so-called because employees and employers
know the formula for calculating retirement benefits in advance of paying them, are
being phased out and replaced by defined contribution pensions, where the level of
contributions, and not the final benefit, is pre-defined and no final pension promise
is made. This shift results in the individualisation of pension benefits, since in most
cases workers must build up sufficient contributions and invest in pension products
on financial markets. The effect of this trend is that workers remain in the labour
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force longer in order to secure an acceptable pension benefit. Overall, the implemen-
tation of these two policies to extend the working life has produced the desired effect
of retaining individuals longer in the labour market and easing the pressure on public
pensions, as can be seen in data produced by Eurostat since the 1990s: the proportion
of people aged 55 years or more in the total number of persons employed in the
EU-27 increased from 12% to 20% between 2004 and 2019 (Eurostat, 2021).

Many individuals benefit from the possibility to remain in the labour force dur-
ing the latter part of their career or even beyond retirement age. In addition to finan-
cial benefits, research on the incentives that keep older workers in the labour force
include maintaining daily routines and having a sense of ‘purpose in life’ (Sewdas
etal., 2017; Scherger, 2021). It is also argued by policy makers that remaining in the
labour force at older ages contributes towards a healthy lifestyle and therefore is an
important factor in the drive to promote ‘active ageing’ and to minimise the risk of
disabilities and illnesses associated with old age, an assertion that is corroborated by
some research (Wahrendorf et al., 2017).

Whilst not denying that there can be positive benefits to gain from extending the
working life, the focus of this book is on the exclusion processes that prevent a
substantial number of people having access to the prerequisites for working longer.
The point of departure is the large body of existing literature that combines both
theoretical and empirical research demonstrating how many older women and indi-
viduals in poor health or who are disabled are excluded from the labour market in
later life (Finch, 2014; Matthews & Nazroo, 2016; Krekula & Vickerstaff, 2017; Ni
Léime & Street, 2017). This literature has led to commentators in the academic
field, trade unions, NGO’s and even some policy makers themselves to criticise
what is often referred to as ‘a one size fits all” policy of extending the working life
(Ni Léime et al., 2017; 2020). The limits to extending work life policies have there-
fore been clearly demonstrated both at the micro level, by identifying the character-
istics of those individuals for whom working longer poses difficulties, and at the
macro level, by revealing the structural processes relating to workplace practices
and strategies of industries and businesses that heighten these difficulties.
Disadvantaged individuals, who are mainly to be found in lower social class groups,
face greater difficulties when confronted with obligations to work longer than indi-
viduals in higher social class groups. Extended working life policies therefore can,
and do, inadvertently accentuate social inequalities.

These inequalities, which form the object of analysis of this book, are part of a
wider paradigm of inequalities associated with ageing and growing old. Within
social gerontology, a growing corpus of research on the theoretical and conceptual
basis from which the process of ageing can be understood has emphasised the need
to combine age-related outcomes with structural, cultural and interactional pro-
cesses (Baars et al., 2016). In this perspective it is necessary to take into account the
influence of social and political forces of different countries, nation states and
regions that shape the experience of ageing. When applied to the domain of extended
working life, the critical gerontology perspective provides important insights, since
its theoretical framework incorporates both structural and hermeneutic perspectives
on sociological analysis (Dannefer, 2006: 103), in contrast to social gerontology,
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which is more rooted in a positivist and biomedical approach. Critical gerontology,
on the contrary, insists on taking into consideration the subjectivities, the experi-
ences and meanings of ageing, but in connection with an analysis of social struc-
tures and macro-sociological contexts. The influence of critical gerontology gained
momentum in the early 2000s in a context of labour market transformations, glo-
balised economies and the incursion of a neo-liberal logic that promoted the market
over the state. For example, the changing nature of work and the globalisation of
economies has a direct impact on the everyday experiences of older workers. Nation
states differ in their political and cultural contexts, and these differences must be
taken into account when promoting extended working life policies that offer oppor-
tunities and not constraints.

In this critical perspective, inequalities are analysed as the result of the individual
life course but embedded in an historical context. For Dannefer (2006: 114), it is
undoubtedly easier to point to the mechanisms that generate poverty and inequali-
ties among older people, to illustrate the psychological and social oppression of
traditional roles, and to analyse processes of social construction and the ideological
functions of theories, than it is to take the task of developing an understanding of the
meaning, value, and positive possibilities of a long life constructed in relation to
others and in a particular sequence of social and historical locations, one day at a
time. These difficulties are reinforced when it comes to understanding life courses
in relation to social roles and more specifically how the dominant social institutions
render older women vulnerable and dependant in a patriarchal model (Estes, 2006:
86) defined not only as a form of male-dominant family structure but also as an
independent, political-economic system of production (Wiegersma, 1991:
174 quoted by Estes, 2006: 87). The theoretical perspectives adopted by critical
gerontology then refer directly to the life course paradigm.

A Life Course Perspective

As Alwin (2012) has noted, the development of the life course paradigm has taken
up an important place in sociology since it was first introduced by Glen Elder in his
pioneering work on Children of the Great Depression (Elder, 1974). Elder’s work
emphasised the fact that human lives are dynamic and that development and ageing
are lifelong processes. In order to understand at a given moment in time why and
how an individual has acquired certain characteristics, it is necessary to retrace the
life course, since individuals make choices and take actions but do so within the
opportunities and constraints of social circumstances and historical time. Elder
therefore stressed the importance of timing, by which is meant that human develop-
ment and life transitions differ according to their timing in a person’s life. Finally,
Elder stressed the interdependence of lives, or ‘linked lives’, whereby socio-
historical influences are expressed through a network of shared relationships.
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In the same perspective, for Riley (1979), the life-course paradigm makes pos-
sible an analysis of ageing that is based on four ‘central premises’ directly linked to
Elder’s principles:

1. Ageing is a process that begins at birth and ends at death.

2. Ageing is a combination of three processes, biological, psychological and social,
which must be thought of in an interactive way.

3. The life course of an individual is crossed by social, environmental and historical
changes.

4. Patterns of ageing contribute to social change by the fact that individuals are
similarly affected by events, which in turn produce real social change.

The life course paradigm permits a specific understanding of the relationships
between changes in individual lives and those in social policies (Grenier, 2012):
how can transition periods in a life course be understood? Thus, the life course can
be defined as a model of stability and of long-term changes (Sapin et al., 2007) that
comprises a series of steps, transitions, and turning points (Abbott, 2001; Bessin
et al., 2009); the turning points correspond to important events that reorient trajec-
tories in a lasting manner (Negroni, 2005). These events, which determine the tran-
sitions and the turning points of a trajectory and which permit an understanding of
changes in identity, may be of a different nature. They may be predictable and codi-
fied, or ritualised and socially constructed; experienced by individuals in global
social contexts (for example, economic recessions) or individual ones (such as the
loss of a parent), or they may be brought about directly by the behaviour of
individuals.

Although the basic principles of the life course paradigm as put forward by Elder
and Riley do not offer a single unified approach from which to study social phenom-
ena, they have been applied to understand how inequalities and disadvantage emerge
and evolve in different domains of human life. In so far as extended working life is
concerned, the importance of life course theory first became apparent in the 1990s
(George, 1993; Settersten Jr., 1997) and it gained increasing importance from 2000
onwards (Burnay, 2000; Dannefer, 2003; Kohli, 2007; Phillipson, 2007). Two domi-
nant themes emanating from life course research can help us to understand the
inequalities associated with extending the working life.

The first relates to the process of cohorts accumulating advantages and disadvan-
tages over time that produce inequalities. As Dannefer has recently confirmed, ‘over
recent decades, evidence supporting cumulative dis/advantage (CDA) as a cohort-
based process that produces inequalities on a range of life-course outcomes has
steadily increased’ (Dannefer, 2020). Poor health, disability and discrimination all
adversely affect the ability of individuals to engage fully in the labour market. As
these disadvantages continue and intensify over the life course, they make it increas-
ingly difficult for older workers to remain or re-enter the labour market. Health
problems that can be created or exacerbated over a working life, often as a result of
the type of work undertaken, have negative effects on the ability to work longer in
later life. In addition to ill health, cumulative disadvantages over the life course that
have a negative impact on the ability to work longer are disproportionately
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experienced by women. Within a feminist perspective, adopting a life course per-
spective has been further taken up by Ni Léime et al. (2017) who argue that ‘a focus
on the relationship between employment and domestic work [also] reinforces the
need to factor in an understanding of the long-run development and effects of lived
lives’ (p. 42). Phillipson (2019), drawing on several European studies that examined
the impact of the closure of early exit pathways from the mid-1990s onwards, has
also pointed to the absence of skills training over the life course which operate to the
disadvantage of workers unable to compete in fast evolving labour markets. Because
pre-retirement schemes for these workers have been phased out, employers have
resorted to other measures such as redundancy to shed an ageing unskilled work-
force. Many older unskilled workers have therefore found themselves unemployed
or in a “no-man’s land” between employment and retirement. In countries where
unemployment benefits still operate, this has placed a financial burden on society.

The second theme emanating from life course research concerns the social trans-
formation of life stages which has been a major feature of post-industrial societies.
In this conception, the analysis of life courses is put into perspective with the devel-
opment of nation states. More precisely, the structuring of life courses must be
compared across different welfare states or in different historical contexts (Mayer &
Schoepflin, 1989: 191). The challenge is to understand how the evolution of social
policies shapes individual destinies, opening up possibilities or, on the contrary,
constraining them. In this sense, a link can be made between this institutionalising
perspective on life courses and historical neo-institutionalism, in particular through
the development of two complementary approaches.

The first approach considers that over the life course an individual can be
‘mapped’ from different segments of his or her life, in a diachronic perspective. In
this sense, existence is divided into successive sequences that seal human destinies.
As early as 1978, Smelser and Halpern developed the idea of the triangularisation
of life between school, family and work. This idea was taken up and developed by
Kohli in 1986, who proposing a tripartite segmentation of the life course: youth as
a time of training, adulthood devoted to professional activity and retirement as a
time of rest. In this partitioning, the importance of work as a structuring element of
life is central. More recently, sociologists and others have pointed to the changing
boundaries of the life stage previously associated with retirement. Moen (2003) for
example, sums up this change: ‘Reaching age 65 (or 62 for some), leaving the work-
force, becoming eligible for Social Security and pensions, defining oneself as
“retired”—all occurred simultaneously with exiting one’s career occupation.
However, today these are increasingly separate events, making the definition of
“retirement” problematic’ (p. 269). This blurring of the retirement phase of the life
course has been taken up also by Phillipson et al. (2019) who argue that there cur-
rently exists a period of uncertainty between the end of work and the beginning of
retirement, rendering this period of the life course ‘open-ended’.

Although the segmentation of the life course is not as marked as previously, it
should be pointed out that life stages continue to have meaning for many individu-
als. One example can be found in the emergence of ‘bridge employment’ (e.g., part-
time, full-time, or self-employment) as a transitory phase of partial retirement
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situated between full-time work and retirement (Beehr & Bennett, 2015). Bridge
employment can be observed in many European countries (Alcover et al., 2014;
Beehr & Bennett, 2015; Dingemans et al., 2016; Dingemans & Henkens, 2020) and
it can be considered as a subsidiary category of the tripartite life course stages and
therefore a continuation of the standardisation of end-of-career life courses.
Moreover, bridge employment continues to reveal the inequalities that are observed
in occupational professions over the life course — individuals in higher socio-
economic groups are more likely to selectively choose the type of bridge employ-
ment that fits with their life styles, whereas workers in lower socio-economic groups
may be forced into taking low-paid part-time jobs in order to supplement their
income before becoming eligible for pensions (Dingemans et al., 2016).

The second approach to understanding how changing social policies shape the
life course of individuals is based on an evaluation of the role of the state, and more
particularly of the welfare states, in this mapping of lives. This evaluation therefore
combines an analysis of institutional arrangements and processes at the macroeco-
nomic level with the dynamics of life cycles at the individual level (Mayer &
Schoepflin, 1989: 195). For Marshall and Mueller (2003), this perspective is based
on a triple characteristic. Firstly, it develops an approach in terms of cohorts, with a
focus on social change, duration and transitions from one generation to another.
Second, it is based on a constructivist perspective that places biographies at the
heart of a particular social context. Finally, it is built on an institutional vision that
enshrines both the analysis of the political framework and the importance of work
in the construction of identities.

This is how the concepts of standardisation and institutionalisation of life courses
came into being, both of which refer to a transformation of social structures and
institutional frameworks. According to Briickner and Mayer (2005): 32-33):

— The institutionalization of life courses refers to the process by which normative, legal or
organizational rules define the social and temporal organization of human lives. It can
refer to stages or states in lives which can be formally or informally decreed like mar-
riage, education, and retirement. It can also refer to events and transitions like leaving
school, entry into and exits from labor contracts, or ages of pension entitlements;

— Conversely, de-institutionalization would then mean that states, stages, events, and tran-
sitions, which at earlier times were clearly differentiated, are being reintegrated or fused.

— The standardization of life courses refers to processes by which specific states or events
and the sequences in which they occur become more universal for given populations or
that their timing becomes more uniform. An example of a highly standardized life
course pattern would be, for instance, if all workers retire and all retire at age 65;

— Conversely, de-standardization would mean that life states, events and their sequences
can become experiences which either characterize an increasingly smaller part of a
population or occur at more dispersed ages and with more dispersed durations.

Where previously welfare state institutions in the European context were inextrica-
bly linked to the lives of individuals, neo-liberal policies and globalisation have led
to an increasing emphasis on individual responsibility in managing social risks.
However, this deinstitutionalisation of the life course has led to age and generational
conflicts, and in this context, extended working life policies contribute to these con-
flicts. This trend has been theorised by Kohli (2007) who has evoked the erosion of
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the institutionalised life course as a major social transformation that took place
towards the end of the twentieth century. This transformation places political regu-
lation and regulation at the centre of the life-course and Kohli argues that *...the
preference and ability to continue working, to be active in the civil society, and to
lead a good life—are highly socially stratified, even more so than during work life.
They depend on income—which is increasingly the income beyond public pen-
sions—education, previous jobs, personal conduct of life, and in general, good life-
course antecedents’ (Kohli, 2007: 268).

Complementing these two salient dimensions of the application of life course
paradigm to analyse the consequences of extending working lives is the notion of
‘active ageing’. Originally formulated in the 1990s by the World Health Organisation
as a series of policy measures to promote good health in old age, ‘active ageing’ was
quickly transposed to the field of economics, whereby healthy older workers could
be productive and thereby contribute to a nation’s wealth (Walker, 2006; Boudiny,
2013). Moreover, it was argued that active ageing would facilitate personal choice
and freedom concerning when to exit the labour force in later life. However, as
Walker has argued (2006) despite the seemingly self-evident desirability of ‘active
ageing’ policies, its application to extended working life is equivocal. The avail-
ability of vocational training and reskilling that is necessary for older workers is
mostly lacking and there is an urgent need to increase the availability of vocational
training in the workplace, particularly in relation to digitalisation and new technolo-
gies, so as to allow older workers to remain active in the workforce if they are able
to do so. Moreover, active ageing policies need to be combined with lifelong learn-
ing activities that present at all stages of the life course and not solely focus on
later life.

The Gender and Work Sustainability Dimensions of Extended
Working Life

The exclusion processes faced by older women workers have their roots in earlier
life experiences. Motherhood increases the likelihood that higher proportions of
women than men are in the labour force and for those women who are, they tend
work less hours than men, and opt for part-time instead of full-time work. In 2018,
the employment rate for women aged between 20—64 in the EU was 12 percentage
points less than the corresponding rate for men of the same age.! In the same year,
one-third of employed women were working part time (30%) in the, nearly four
times the rate for men (8%) (ibid). These gender differences in part explain the gen-
der pay gap which is also present in all EU countries. In 2019, women’s gross
hourly earnings were on average 14.1% below those of men in the European Union

"https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/EDN-20200306-1.  Accessed 15
November, 2021.
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(EU-27). Importantly with regard to exclusion processes for older women workers,
there has been no improvement in the EU gender pay gap in recent years.> A com-
bination of factors (higher rates of part-time work for women, higher rates of unpaid
care work for women, and pay discrimination, particularly in the private sector)
account for this variance in the characteristics of men and women in the labour
force. Moreover, these gender differences, with their origins in early life work expe-
rience, are equally present in the latter part of the careers of women where the
effects of the cumulative disadvantages can be clearly observed. The end of caring
responsibilities for young children is substituted by the growing need for social care
for older parents, as well as grandchildren (refs). Older women are more likely to
face difficult decisions concerning the combination of private and public lives, of
unpaid and paid work. Solutions to the work-life balance differ according to the
socio-economic status of older women. Those who work in managerial or non-
manual professions often have more flexible working arrangements that allow them
to combine paid work and family obligations. In manual work and the service indus-
tries, older women are more likely to resort to part-time jobs, sometimes with dif-
ferent employers, in order to find time to care for their dependent family members.

The gender dimension of paid and unpaid work over the life course points to the
need to develop sustainable employment policies. The construct of sustainable work
over the life course places an emphasis on the effects of working conditions over
time and the interaction between the private and public spheres of life (Vendramin
et al., 2012). In the context of extended working life, it is important to focus on the
development of policies and work practices that take into account the subjective
experience of individuals regarding a work-life balance as well as objective criteria
concerning gender discrimination in all dimensions of working practices. From an
economic perspective, the emergence of global economies that has taken place at an
accelerated pace during the past 20 years has brought about a major transformation
in the nature or work, notably a decline in manufacturing and clerical jobs and
increasing automation. Many employers have shifted the centre of their operations
away from Europe and North America with the result of job losses, wage constraints
and lower standard in working conditions. Older workers, together with young
adults entering the labour market, are the main victims of the transformations of
economies, both in terms of the ability to stay employed and to find new jobs if
unemployed. Labour markets demand skilled workers who are able to adapt to
changing work practices. New technologies that are introduced in the work-place
can render certain jobs redundant, and employees are increasingly required to be
flexible in moving between jobs.

These trends of extending the working life in the context of rapid change in
working practices present a specific challenge for older workers, and point to the
need to ensure lifelong learning practices throughout a working career. Lifelong
learning initiatives that are fully incorporated into extended working life policies

*https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/gender-equality/equal-pay/gen-
der-pay-gap-situation-eu_en. Accessed 15 November, 2021.
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can contribute to creating sustainable working environments where the potential of
older workers is fully mobilised. Although the ability of lifelong learning to create
the conditions where individuals are able to engage in meaningful employment that
assures economic security is uncontested, wide sectors of the older working popula-
tion currently remain excluded from any form of vocational training (Armstrong-
Stassen & Cattaneo, 2010; Fleischmann et al., 2015; Lossbroek & Radl, 2019).
Older workers are particularly disregarded when it comes to training for new tech-
nology (Krekula & Vickerstaff, 2020: 40).

The provision of flexible working time and leave regulations together with degree
of generosity of support for older workers with caring responsibilities is an impor-
tant factor for older workers (Tomlinson et al., 2018), but one that is often absent in
many countries. On the one hand, the shift towards working from home seen during
the (COVID-19) pandemic may help enable older workers to remain in the labour
market for longer. However, on the other hand, many occupations associated with
older workers, particularly older women, are not possible to be undertaken at home
thereby increasing a risk of entrenching existing inequalities between different
socio-economic groups. For these older workers, there are pressures to work longer
hours and to be increasingly flexible in the types of tasks they undertake. This trend
has been described as inducing a form of ‘ontological precarity’ which can be
explained by the intersection between precarious jobs, precarious welfare states and
precarious households (Lain et al., 2019).

Presentation of the Book

The book is presented in three sections which are structured along the temporal
dimension of later life and work: late career experiences; the transition to retirement
with a particular focus on the health dimension and the sustainability of work; and
the experiences of people who are older than the statutory age for retirement.

In a first section, the extended working life is analysed from the perspective of
changes in how individuals end their careers, both within the context of the life
course and the evolution of public policies. The five chapters in this section show
how national contexts and the specificities of welfare state regimes shape profes-
sional experiences by determining the conditions of access to retirement. The fol-
lowing three chapters focus on the ‘push’ and ‘pull” factors that are associated with
the decisions to remain in, or leave the labour market, in later life. Particular atten-
tion is given to the gendered patterns of work over the life course and the health
impacts that these patterns have at the end of a career. Working conditions are shown
to be a key component of preferences to remain in the labour market or to retire. The
final two chapters examine influences on the decision of workers to remain in the
labour market after the statutory age of retirement and the risks of social exclusion
that can be encountered. All the chapters draw on different national contexts, the
influence the life course and individual experiences of extended working life
policies.
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In the first chapter, Aine Ni Léime and Debra Street analyse extended working
life experiences in the United States of America (USA) relating to three different
sectors: teaching, care-giving and janitorial jobs. The research they present is a clear
example that while longer working lives are often presented as a value of freedom
and autonomy, the reality is quite different. Through qualitative analysis, they show
that the life course perspective is necessary to understand late careers because of the
impact of health problems, job insecurity and physically demanding work that exists
over the professional trajectories of workers interviewed. Moreover, the triangula-
tion between family, work and heath closes out the possibility of individual choice,
especially for women in the later stages of their careers. Unpaid caregiving within
the family impacts on women’s ability to continue work later life and the research
presented shows clearly that ‘... women would act as the main unpaid carers for
members of their (often extended) families—children and older family members—
who needed care’. The specific context of the USA where social protection mea-
sures are much less present than in many European countries also illustrates how
social and political forces of nation states shape individual life-course trajectories.
Social inequalities affect individual destinies, especially as the minimal social pro-
tection measures in the USA favour full careers. This effect is important in a life
course perspective because it shows how social inequalities are constructed over
time, in successive layers. As the authors clearly state, ‘economic conditions, family
expectations and public policies combined in various ways to channel workers into
either stable career trajectories with good pay and conditions or, alternatively, into
a series of relatively undesirable jobs most typically characterized with poor pay
and working conditions.” Under these conditions, the end of a career is not just a
specific moment in time independent past experiences, but the result of life course
trajectories and the accumulation of different experiences. Finally, although the
research presented pre-dates the Covid 19 pandemic, the authors stress the fact that
the many disadvantages older workers face in the USA have become more visible in
the public eye, and that a window of opportunity could exist to improve workers’
pay and rights as the economy recovers and help to ease the negative features of
extended working life.

The following chapter by Ilkka Pietild and Hanna Ojala focuses on how men’s
attitudes to work change as they approach retirement age. The context is Finland,
which in common with other Scandinavian countries, has strong social democratic
regime tradition and is known for its universalist and egalitarian social protection
schemes. These countries have had high rates of late career employment. However,
the conditions for retirement have changed over the last years and the extension of
working life is now the dominant policy. In Finland, the official retirement age has
been raised, early exit routes for older workers blocked, and pension policies that
offer financial rewards for people to continue working after the retirement age intro-
duced. The research presented in this chapter focuses on a series of qualitative inter-
views that were undertaken with two groups of workers in the metal industry —manual
workers and engineers. The aim was to address the question as to what extent retire-
ment motives differ from motives that were expressed earlier in the life course. The
research shows that for both groups of workers, health took prominence over finance
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in retirement decisions. For the manual workers, priority was given to reducing situ-
ations that demand physically hard work whilst at the same time these workers were
actively engaged in seeing opportunities to leave their job before the official age of
retirement in order to enjoy their retirement as health as possible. The engineers
expressed the same preference of placing health above finance, although their
opportunities for choosing their moment of retirement were more flexible than for
the manual workers. In both cases, the research illustrates that the primary concern
of both the manual and the white-collar workers was to conserve their health for
retirement, and not for work. The authors suggest that future efforts to prolong work
careers should focus on improving working conditions and age-friendly work envi-
ronments so that employees can reassured concerning the ability to enjoy a health
and active retirement.

The chapter by Rita Neves and Clary Krekula is also set in the context of the
metal industry, with a comparison of workers in two countries, Portugal and Sweden.
Again, both countries have recently introduced measures that increased the length
of the working life. The authors examine the experiences of metal industry workers
in a qualitative and longitudinal research design. The end of a career depends on
external factors that are not a personal or family choice. In this industrial sector,
where the risks of musculoskeletal disorders are frequent, and where the body is
often under heavy strain, the end of one’s career is perceived as a form of deliver-
ance. In these conditions, the health dimension of extended work life must be taken
into account across the whole life course and not only during the last years of a
career. The chapter shows how extending working life policies implemented by
public authorities fail to take into the cumulated disadvantages that these workers
experience and the fact that their work status has increasingly become precarious,
with poor access to on-the-job training, redundancy and layoffs, income cuts,
agency work all leading to social vulnerability and ultimately instability and uncer-
tainty. The authors note that in both countries the end of a career for these workers
can be a period of unemployment while waiting for retirement. This situation is
made worse by the fact that it clashes with the cultural values of the industrial
model: the effort and physical commitment that remain important in the sector are
called into question by the health problems suffered by workers at the end of their
careers. Moreover, in the Ridley perspective, Neves and Krekula show that the indi-
vidual situation must be also analysed as the result of organizational transforma-
tions enforced by neoliberal logics in the workplace.

In the last two chapters of this section, the authors move away from qualitative
research to deal with the end of working careers from the perspective of national
policies and inter-country differences. Merita Xhumari provides a case study of
Albania, where extending working life policies take place in the context of a radical
change of political regimes. Older workers have experienced the transition of their
country from a centralised communist state to one where neo-liberal policies have
become predominant. The influence of the life course on the experience of older
workers is omnipresent throughout the chapter which demonstrates clearly how the
models of the central role of the family and gendered models of division of labour
experienced by workers earlier in their career compete with the new political forces.
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Women in particular bear the brunt of this transition, and policies are needed to sup-
port older women to remain in the labour market and to adapt the conditions of work
in order to significantly improve the work-life balance. In addition, although Albania
has introduced many of the measures adopted by other European countries to
increase the length of the working life such as raising the pension age, increase the
duration of insurance contributions for pensions, levels of unemployment in later
life remain high and the role of women in the informal employment sector is not
taken into account.

The final chapter in this section brings together data from the World Value
Surveys of 1990 and 2012 to explore attitudes towards people aged over 70 years as
potential workers in the labour force in countries with different social welfare
regimes, cultures, demographic and economic situations. Two important conclu-
sions emerge from this analysis undertaken by Renata Siemienska. The first is that
country differences do not appear to be the main driving force for determining atti-
tudes towards older people and that there are no clear differences between post-
communist countries and other nation states. Opinions are not shaped consistently
with the assumed differences based on political and economic history of individual
countries Instead, age, gender, education, and life satisfaction are factors that dif-
ferentiate attitudes. The second finding, and one that has particular relevance for a
life-course approach to understanding the experience of extended working life is
that no real change is observed between 1990 and 2012, with the exception of the
erosion of more traditional attitudes concerning the role of older people in society
held by women. The analysis also shows that the persistence of attitudes among dif-
ferent populations concerning the expectation that older people should in general
withdraw from the labour market whilst at the same time remaining active citizens
as for example in in non-governmental organizations.

This first part of the book therefore makes it possible to highlight social inequali-
ties reinforced by a form of deterioration in working conditions observed in recent
years and by the development of national policies, in various welfare regimes, to
extend the working life. In this perspective, life courses interconnect with external
factors, and they are linked to a macro sociological context and an unfavourable
labour market especially for older workers. Life courses are marked by health prob-
lems at the end of career, which place older workers in a real paradox: they are
caught between extending working life policies and health problems that keep them
out of the labour market.

The three chapters in the second section focus on the transition to retirement with
a particular focus on gender and the sustainability of work. Patricia Vendramin
develops a gender perspective on older workers’ working life courses within the
framework of the concept of sustainable work. A sustainable work system ‘must be
able to regenerate and develop the human and social resources that it mobilises’. In
this context, the cumulative effect of working conditions over time and their rela-
tionship with the private sphere of life regulate the experiences of working in later
life. In this analytical framework, the importance of gendered life course trajectories
for older workers is clearly demonstrated through empirical data that highlight the
institutional influences on careers and the normative patterns that distinguish paid
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and unpaid work for women and men. Gendered life course trajectories are highly
instrumental in determining the configurations of later life work. Using data from
the European working conditions survey, the analysis shows how the end of the
professional career for women is marked by instability but also by the caring func-
tions they have to assume. The author highlights the characteristics of the “sand-
wich generation” which has to take care of ageing parents while still assuming a
parental role with their own children. The chapter shows how working trajectories
impact on health among the over-50s, in turn influencing the pathways into retire-
ment that originate in the gender division of labour that shapes life courses. Under
these conditions, early retirement is not the result of a personal or family choice but
of health problems, especially for a population that has physically demanding jobs
or poor working conditions.

The chapter by Nadia Steiner and Barbara Haas develops a theoretical model that
associates working conditions with health and subjective perceptions of age and
longevity expectations. In their analyses, the authors show that the intrinsic quality
of a job contributes to remaining in employment in later life. Using Data from the
Austrian PUMA Survey, chronological and subjective age, health status, working
conditions and retirement preferences are the key variables that form the basis of
their analysis. A key finding is that ‘individuals’ subjective age is shaped by both
self-rated health and working conditions.” In an extended working life perspective,
working conditions are key to understanding early retirement situations, not only in
terms of health, but also in terms of development opportunities, well-being and self-
commitment at work. The research has important policy implications, since good
quality working conditions promote delaying retirement. Additionally, the authors
raise the question of social justice for those workers with poor working conditions
who feel older than and expect to live shorter lives than workers with more privi-
leged conditions.

The chapter by Chiara Ardito and Maria Fleischmann reviews the literature on
the relationship between health, working conditions and transitions to retirement.
This literature confirms the findings of the two previous chapters concerning the
importance of good working conditions over the life course if the working life is to
be extended. Poor working conditions however, do not necessarily lead to older
workers leaving the labour market prematurely and postponing retirement can lead
to physical health deterioration among low skilled manual workers. However, when
they do retire, these workers do retire, their health can be improved, even though the
consequences of a career with physically demanding work cannot be entirely
reversed. For those workers with high quality jobs, retirement does not seem to
significantly affect their health status and some studies have found that adverse
cognitive health outcomes can arise.

In addition to these professional factors, and in a third part, Nathalie Burnay and
Jean-Paul Sanderson highlight the importance of cultural factors in order to under-
stand how older workers do not necessarily enter into a perspective of prolonging
their working lives. In Belgium, despite major employment policy reforms to keep
older workers in the labour market at the end of their career or even after the legal
retirement age, employment rates remain very low after the age of 55. These results



