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v

Throughout recent decades, both the scientific as well as the public discus-
sion on older workers and their work-retirement transitions in Western 
economies has changed substantially. Up until the 1990s, both discourses 
have mainly evolved around the dominant trend of early retirement—
that is, the widespread tendency to leave employment well before reach-
ing mandatory retirement ages. The inevitable prospect of demographic 
ageing and its expected consequences for public pension systems, how-
ever, has prompted many policy makers to significantly revise their labor 
market and social policies and to promote longer working lives. On a 
supra-national level, such policy shifts have often been regarded as an 
integral part of a general strategy of “Active Ageing” meant to promote 
older people’s participation in various parts of society. The designation 
of the year 2012 as the “Year of Active Ageing and Solidarity between 
Generations” by the European Commission is indicative of this general 
policy reorientation in Western economies.

In line with this trend, research in the social and economic sciences 
has started to concern itself with the topic of active ageing, providing an 
overview of recent trends in public pension and labor market policies. 
This book complements earlier publications by a sociological perspective. 
It systematically connects the institutional changes at the national level 
described in earlier studies with its repercussions at the individual level, 
that is, the employment behavior of older workers and social inequali-
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vi  Preface

ties. In addition, particular attention in this respect is being given to 
the intermediate level of enterprises and workplaces which represent the 
“organizational context” where employment and retirement decisions are 
being made.

To that end, the book brings together experts from 11 European coun-
tries, the United States and Japan to demonstrate the variety of ways in 
which the general idea of “Active Ageing” has been put into practice both 
at the policy as well as at the enterprise level. The different nation-specific 
constellations are then systematically compared to recent trends in older 
workers’ employment, thus allowing for an evaluation of the relative 
effectiveness of different “policy mixes” in promoting longer working life. 
Particular attention is paid not only to the general aggregate trend but 
also to the development in social inequalities among the older workforce, 
that is, the question who might be winners and losers of the recent policy 
shift. As such, the book is of substantial interest not only to scientists in 
social, economic and political science, but also to policy makers, union 
and employer representatives and practitioners in promoting older work-
ers’ employment. It is our sincere hope that the book will steer a lively, 
critical and fruitful debate about the development and consequences of 
active ageing policies, both negative and positive.

This research was financially supported through a generous grant from 
the German Science Foundation (DFG) between 2012 and 2016. At 
the same time, it would not have been possible without the voluntary 
dedication of the group of international experts that have devoted much 
of their time and energy to this research. We are deeply grateful for this 
commitment.

A number of other people have contributed to the success of our 
research. In particular, we would like to thank David Stich and Tilman 
Wörz who have served as student assistants to the project and have pro-
vided valuable contributions, both organizationally and with regard to 
contents. Lisa Schmidthuber from Linz also spent various months as a 
student assistant and guest researcher at the University of Mannheim and 
remained a valuable contributor to our project in the months thereafter. 
The Mannheim Centre for European Social Research (MZES) and its 
unique research infrastructure provided much needed help in bureau-
cratic and organizational matters as well. Both Dr. Michael Heldmann as 
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well as the secretary of the Work area A (Sociology), Beate Rossi, deserve 
special mention. Prof. Dr. Bernhard Ebbinghaus frequently provided 
helpful advice and guidance to the national and cross-national research. 
Jonathan Harrow’s careful and critical editing work ensured the quality 
of language in our publications. Finally, the staff at Palgrave Macmillan, 
particularly Philippa Grand and Judith Allan, provided great support 
throughout the production of this book.

We are hopeful that the productive collaboration of this unique group 
of people has helped to eliminate most potential errors in this book; we, 
as editors, are responsible for those remaining.

� Dirk Hofäcker 
� Moritz Hess 
� Stefanie König
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1
Retirement Transitions in Times of 
Institutional Change: Theoretical 

Concept

Dirk Hofäcker and Jonas Radl

D. Hofäcker (*) 
University of Duisburg-Essen, Duisburg, Germany
e-mail: dirk.hofaecker@uni-due.de

J. Radl 
Department of Social Sciences, Universidad Carlos III de Madrid

1	 �Introduction

Currently, we are witnessing a significant retrenchment of pension sys-
tems in most advanced economies that characteristically combines a slow 
but steady reduction in benefit levels with a stepwise increase in statu-
tory pension ages over multiple decades. If we compare the scale of these 
cutbacks to those observed in the other main pillars of modern welfare 
states—unemployment protection, health, and long-term care—pen-
sions are clearly the policy area with the most severe diminution of wel-
fare state generosity. Nevertheless, public resistance to these cost-cutting 
reforms has remained by and large moderate, and the shift toward the par-
adigm of active aging is curiously little contested given the considerable  
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economic losses for prospective pensioners that these policy changes 
entail.

How did we get to this point? For more than three decades, many 
European and other affluent societies have been following a trend of fos-
tering older workers’ exit from employment well before reaching formal 
retirement age. This early exit orientation originated mostly in the 1970s 
when the oil crises put an end to decades of sustained economic growth 
and initiated a period of high and persistent unemployment in European 
economies (Kohli et  al. 1991). At the same time, domestic markets 
became more exposed to international competition, and this created the 
(perceived) need for increased labor force flexibility in order to adapt to 
swiftly changing economic challenges (Blossfeld et al. 2006). Allowing 
older workers to exit from employment prematurely took pressure from 
strained labor markets and was intended to “make way” for younger labor 
market entrants and thus reduce unemployment. At the same time, it 
enabled firms to shed those parts of their workforce with the highest 
wages and employment protection. For older workers themselves, taking 
early retirement provided a socially acceptable and financially attractive 
arrangement, given that early exits were frequently well buffered through 
generous public pension payments and occasionally further incentivized 
by employer top-ups. Under the conditions of economic recession and a 
tight labor market, early exit from employment thus represented a solu-
tion that all social actors were ready to support (Ebbinghaus 2006). In 
fact, this arrangement was such a compelling compromise that, in many 
economies, it turned from an initially short-term policy into a persistent 
labor market trend (Hofäcker 2010).

This consensus, however, came under increasing pressure when policy-
makers and public discourses became more and more aware of the trend 
toward demographic aging. Driven by falling fertility levels and rising 
life expectancy, European societies were moving inescapably toward an 
unfavorable shift in the ratio of younger to older people in general and 
employees to pensioners in particular. Soon the perception took hold 
that this trend was seriously endangering the financial sustainability of 
national pension systems, particularly those based on a pay-as-you-go 
mechanism. The foreseeable burden produced by demographic aging was 
exacerbated by existing early retirement policies that significantly wors-
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ened the projected imbalance between pension contributors and recipi-
ents. As a reaction, many countries have undergone a substantial change 
in their policies toward older workers, reflected in a shift from the previ-
ously dominant policy of early retirement—promoting withdrawal from 
the labor force well before reaching statutory pension ages—to a policy 
explicitly fostering longer working careers and employment retention of 
older workers (Jepsen et al. 2002).

This introductory chapter takes this institutional shift as a starting 
point for developing a novel theoretical framework that conceptualizes 
work and retirement transitions within this changing institutional land-
scape. The need for a novel framework originates from the fact that even 
though recent research has provided a thorough description of the reversal 
of exit from employment (for example, Zaidi and Fuchs 2006), existing 
approaches have not been fully able to offer an effective explanation of 
this trend reversal. In explaining the previous early exit trend, much of 
the earlier literature has referred to two institutional factors that were 
considered to be its main drivers. On the one hand, there are institu-
tional features that promote older workers’ labor market exit. Such “pull 
factors” provide incentives for early labor force withdrawal embedded 
in, for example, public or occupational pension schemes that provide 
financially attractive early retirement pathways. “Push factors,” on the 
other hand, relate to institutional or structural features that impede the 
continued employment of older workers (such as rigid labor markets or 
occupational hazards) and thus effectively crowd them out from the labor 
market.

We identify two additional institutional factors that impact on older 
workers’ employment-to-retirement transitions and that have grown in 
importance throughout the shift from the early exit era to the active 
aging paradigm:

First, recent policy changes may have enhanced the preconditions for 
continuing work careers up to or even beyond formal retirement ages. 
These consist in explicit “positive” policies to promote older workers’ 
employability (such as active labor market policies or lifelong learning 
initiatives); that is, integration factors facilitating active aging—which 
we term “maintain factors.” Second, “negative” policies relating to the 
abolition or “rolling back” of previous early exit incentives (that is, cut-
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backs in early retirement incentives, the raising of formal retirement ages, 
and a shift toward more private old age insurance) have increased the 
pecuniary need to remain employed until later ages. We shall refer to this 
latter group of institutional features as “need factors.”

Beyond outlining the inherent logic of pull, push, maintain, and need 
factors, this chapter links these macrolevel policies to the microlevel of 
individual retirement behavior. It outlines how the mutual interplay of 
different institutional factors influences both the timing of retirement 
as well as the degree of choice older workers experience in making their 
retirement transitions.

Based on the above conceptualization, the chapter develops a set of 
hypotheses about institutional developments and their effect on retire-
ment patterns in different types of contemporary welfare states that are 
subsequently investigated in the country-specific chapters of the book.

2	 �From Early to Late Exit: Empirical 
Overview

Before turning to the explanation of older workers’ employment, how-
ever, we shall first empirically reconstruct this trend using the most 
recently available figures. To illustrate developments in older workers’ 
labor force attachment, we calculate cohort-adjusted employment exit 
rates of older workers that illustrate how far a cohort’s employment 
rate has decreased within a 5-year time span (see Ebbinghaus 2006, for 
details). To comprehensively look at both exit trends in the late 50s as 
well as in the early 60s, we calculate exit rates for the age groups 55–59 
and 60–64 compared to their employment levels 5 years earlier (that is, 
at age 50–54 or 55–59). In order to contrast the early exit era with the 
expected reversal toward active aging, we present trends since the early 
1990s (the tail end of the “heydays” of early exit) until most recently in 
5-year intervals. Exit rates are calculated separately for men and women 
in order to be able to observe gender-specific patterns in employment 
participation and exit behavior. Because employment rates refer only to 
the economically active population in employment, they thus consider 
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the unemployed to have de facto withdrawn from the active labor force. 
Given that joblessness often reflects an enduring status for older work-
ers and that a number of countries have effectively used unemployment 
as an artificial “pathway” into early retirement (see Blossfeld et al. 2006; 
Guillemard and van Gunsteren 1991), this treatment, however, appears 
justified for the age groups under study. In fact, the well-known difficulty 
in gaining reemployment among jobless older workers is at the core of 
the debate on agism (Bytheway 2005).

Tables 1.1 and 1.2 present the exit rates for male and female workers 
in their late 50s (that is, the observed change in percentage points from 

Table 1.1  Cohort-adjusted employment exit rates for men/women aged 55–59 
years, 1990–2014

MEN 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2014

Switzerland – – 7.77 10.12 3.67 3.92
UK 10.60 21.50 11.67 8.23 10.41 5.59
USA 9.25 13.24 9.72 11.39 12.84 7.08
Japan 3.93 3.97 5.75 3.68 4.71 2.13
Denmark 3.46 8.55 5.74 4.30 9.56 5.86
Sweden 6.57 17.58 6.88 4.54 3.05 1.90
Austria – – 28.84 30.27 15.83 9.93
Germany 20.49 25.22 22.06 14.28 3.59 2.85
Netherlands 14.72 25.99 16.99 14.27 6.28 11.47
Italy 23.66 32.27 33.13 30.62 23.03 15.66
Spain 10.80 25.72 11.40 13.92 19.38 20.56
Czech Republic – – 17.60 7.09 7.50 3.78
Estonia – 22.71 17.51 1.12 15.11 –1.76

WOMEN 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2014

Switzerland – – 8.56 6.90 5.72 6.69
UK 15.23 18.26 16.80 11.58 11.93 11.25
USA 7.57 11.41 12.80 12.50 10.42 9.45
Japan 11.37 13.29 13.42 11.64 8.68 5.15
Denmark 12.65 29.40 5.34 2.76 8.06 9.94
Sweden 7.55 16.32 10.33 7.47 4.37 3.85
Austria – – 56.50 41.38 24.41 25.32
Germany 23.78 21.90 21.78 14.78 6.69 2.93
Netherlands 12.65 23.74 17.61 19.09 8.83 12.78
Italy 36.80 42.30 33.58 20.64 17.70 10.66
Spain 9.15 16.75 12.34 1.88 13.16 13.81
Czech Republic – – 56.50 41.38 24.41 25.32
Estonia – 53.07 36.99 7.48 16.83 3.93

Source: OECD 2016, own calculations
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50–54 years to 55–59 years of age, 5 years later) and their early 60s (that 
is, from 55–59 years to 60–64 years, 5 years later) for the countries fea-
tured in this book ordered by their typical assignment to standard welfare 
or labor market typologies (see e.g. Blossfeld et al. 2006). What immedi-
ately becomes apparent is that only comparatively few employment exits 
appear to take place in the 50s (see Table 1.1). This is particularly the case 
for male workers, with a maximum of around one-quarter of older work-
ers exiting employment within this age span.

Exit rates are clearly lowest in the Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian 
countries in which they take values of around 10 % or less throughout 

Table 1.2  Cohort-adjusted employment exit rates for men/women aged 60–64 
years, 1990–2014

MEN 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2014

Switzerland – – 31.74 30.09 21.00 22.42
UK 33.98 39.75 28.45 24.08 27.83 25.97
USA 29.62 33.17 28.25 25.30 26.49 18.47
Japan 20.29 22.98 28.88 26.72 21.20 15.62
Denmark 37.12 41.83 51.04 41.91 41.66 32.57
Sweden 26.66 40.67 32.18 23.43 19.06 16.27
Austria – – 73.62 70.95 51.24 54.26
Germany 54.85 62.38 56.75 45.83 31.17 23.12
Netherlands 62.43 67.67 55.04 53.91 34.84 28.90
Italy 48.28 54.80 48.19 46.36 46.76 38.30
Spain 36.58 47.49 34.61 32.87 43.27 44.29
Czech Republic – – 68.49 52.98 53.36 42.05
Estonia – 57.40 39.57 25.58 34.86 11.35

WOMEN 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2014

Switzerland – – 46.40 37.92 34.11 29.78
UK 55.21 52.67 52.25 45.77 46.18 38.42
USA 27.84 31.78 31.74 26.03 25.06 25.24
Japan 21.84 27.23 32.49 31.60 24.38 21.34
Denmark 50.43 65.20 54.62 55.91 57.62 46.90
Sweden 28.41 42.55 38.40 27.58 27.36 18.70
Austria – – 71.05 68.91 60.33 66.03
Germany 70.89 72.34 68.70 55.96 40.38 26.99
Netherlands 54.95 65.61 58.60 55.15 39.14 35.74
Italy 49.45 62.60 59.36 60.50 61.84 38.62
Spain 31.02 32.16 29.15 22.89 30.43 32.41
Czech Republic – – 60.86 60.37 67.34 63.54
Estonia – 60.17 41.14 20.65 38.87 32.76

Source: OECD 2016, own calculations
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the observed time period. In contrast, in Austria, the Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Germany, the Netherlands, and Spain, exit rates are around 20 
%. In virtually all countries, a general and largely continuous decline 
in exit rates can be observed since the mid-1990s that probably reflects 
the political shift throughout this period. The only notable exception is 
Spain’s volatile labor market in which exit rates show large fluctuations 
and remain around 20 % until the mid-2010s.

Findings for women in their 50s appear to largely mirror those for 
men of the same age, though occasionally at higher levels. Particularly in 
Austria, Italy, and Eastern European countries, women’s exit rates appear 
to be substantially higher, with around one-half of all women in their 
early 50s leaving employment in the following 5 years in the late 1990s 
up to the millennium. Yet, particularly among these countries, exit rates 
drop notably between 2000 and 2014, so that by the year 2014 in, for 
example, Austria and the Czech Republic, only around one-quarter of 
women in their 50s have withdrawn from employment.

Significantly higher exit rates are being observed for both men and 
women between their late 50s and early 60s, the prototypical age span for 
early retirement (see Table 1.2). Again, clear cross-country/cross-regime 
differences can be observed with the lowest exit rates (around 30–40 %) 
in Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian countries as well as in Spain. Exits in 
the late 50s/early 60s are clearly more pronounced in Continental and 
Eastern European countries in which they make up between one-half 
and three-quarters of the working population. Trends over time once 
again indicate a sharp decline starting during the 1990s in most coun-
tries. By the year 2014, only around one-third of employed men and 
women effectively have left the active labor force within this age interval. 
Only in Austria, Italy, and the Czech Republic (and—to a lesser extent—
Denmark) do exit rates remain comparatively high. As for the younger 
age group, exit rates among women in their early 60s appear to exceed 
those of men. These findings capture traditional gender differences in 
employment as well as conventional patterns of coupled retirement with 
wives often retiring simultaneously with their usually older husbands (for 
example, Denaeghel et al. 2011).

Taken together, the presented employment exit figures confirm the 
general shift from an early exit orientation in the late 1990s toward the 
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postponed retirement of older workers since the millennium. The most 
pronounced changes occur for workers in their late 50s and early 60s, 
whereas employment exits in the early to mid-50s are fairly uncommon 
by now and observed in substantial numbers in only a few countries. 
However, even here, a trend reversal can be observed.

3	 �Explaining Retirement Transitions

3.1	 �A Rational-Choice Approach

How can these observed shifts in individual employment exit behavior 
be explained? Or in other words: What drives older workers’ decisions to 
either remain in employment and prolong their career or exit via one of 
the various pathways into early retirement?

We base our explanation on a rational-choice approach to retirement 
decisions that was first put forward by Hofäcker (2010) and is summarized 
in Fig. 1.1. This approach rests on the assumption that the employment 
of older workers can be considered as the outcome of a rational decision 

Global trend: social and economic
change

Labor market behavior of older
workers 
- Labor market status
- Type of employment
- Voluntariness of labor market exit

B. Mesolevel (firm level)
- Occupational pensions
- Economic context
- HRM policies

Labor market situa�on
of older workers

Employment vs.
re�rement decisions of
older workers  

C. Microlevel
(individual) 
- Financial resources
- Human capital
- Household characteristics
- Preferences

A. Macrolevel (na�onal) 
- Early re�rement opportuni�es
- Labor market regula�on
- Labor market policy
- Educa�on (lifelong learning) Sta�s�cal aggrega�on

t t+1

Fig. 1.1  A rational-choice model of retirement decisions
Source: Own illustration
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by older workers who, at a given point in time, opt either for a continua-
tion of their working careers or for a (permanent) exit from employment.

Yet, by relating this to findings from international comparative life 
course research (for example, Leisering 2003; Mayer 2004), we have to 
assume that this is not an entirely free decision and not without external 
restrictions. Instead, it is shaped systematically by nation-specific context 
conditions that create either (positive) opportunities or (negative) con-
straints for continuation of, or exit from, employment. Such opportuni-
ties or restrictions may be provided through public policies such as the 
characteristics and regulation of national labor markets or the provision 
of public welfare, but particularly through public pension systems and 
other programs affecting old age incomes.

The effect of such policies on retirement processes, however, depends 
on how far these policies are in line (or at odds) with firm-level poli-
cies toward older workers. On the one hand, complementarities between 
the policy and firm levels will lead to a mutual reinforcement of either 
restrictions or opportunities. If, for example, both public and firm-level 
policies provide strong incentives for an early withdrawal from employ-
ment while simultaneously constraining opportunities for work continu-
ation, rational older workers will probably decide for a premature exit 
from employment. Vice versa, if both public as well as firm-level policies 
provide strong disincentives for an early exit while, at the same time, 
supporting older workers’ employment (for example, through providing 
continued education and training), it would be rational for older workers 
to prolong their careers.

On the other hand, contradictions between public and firm-level poli-
cies may lead to a weakening of public policy effects. For example, public 
policies to foster the employment of older workers may be counteracted 
by firm-level policies that are still oriented toward shedding or “crowding 
out” older workers from employment. One of the explicit aims of this 
book is to investigate empirically how the context conditions for older 
workers at the public policy and at the firm level interact, and to what 
extent they create self-reinforcing or mitigating effects.

However, results of research on aging and social stratification (for 
example, Blossfeld et al. 2006) suggest that the effects of public and firm-
level policies—be they mutually reinforcing or contradictive—may not 
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impact uniformly on a country’s entire workforce. Instead, even under 
identical context conditions, the available alternatives for labor market 
behavior may vary between different groups of older workers depending 
on factors such as their financial situation, their human capital, or their 
household situation. Older workers with high levels of education and bet-
ter health, for example, may find it easier to remain in work, given that 
more (and better) options for employment continuation are available to 
them, whereas lower-educated workers may be far more constrained in 
their choice. Similarly, older workers with access to extensive financial 
resources may find it easier to decide for or against a continuation of 
employment, whereas older workers with limited material resources will 
be forced more often to continue employment in order to make ends 
meet. One of the aims of this book is to reconstruct these patterns of 
social inequalities and the ways in which they may have changed dur-
ing the gradual shift from early exit to active aging policies. Have they 
remained stable, have active aging policies been able to reduce interin-
dividual inequalities, or has their significance even risen throughout the 
last decades?

Taken together, the explanatory model outlined above allows a recon-
struction of retirement decisions of older workers based on a complex 
model that treats individual decisions at the microlevel as being not only 
bounded by both contextual conditions at the public policy level but also 
dependent on individual characteristics of older workers themselves. It 
thus avoids the reductionist assumption of retirement transitions as being 
entirely free decisions of the individual under merely financial constraints 
(as often put forward in economic theory), but treats individuals as ratio-
nal actors under specific constraints and opportunities. Variations in 
individual employment behavior within countries may then be explained 
as the outcome of interindividual differences in socioeconomic charac-
teristics that either foster or constrain the opportunities for either early 
exit or continued work. Variations in individual employment behavior 
between countries may then be explained as the result of cross-national 
differences in the specific contextual conditions that affect older workers’ 
employment or retirement choices. One of the major aims of this volume 
is to reconstruct the institutional logics at the policy and firm level—
and particularly their change over time—in order to better reconstruct 
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the (changing) employment behavior of older workers. In the following, 
we shall thus turn to a more systematic reconstruction of nation-specific 
context conditions that feature prominently in conventional explana-
tions of retirement processes.

3.2	 �Classical Explanations of Early Exit

Which factors can be held responsible for the cross-national variation 
in exit behavior for older workers? The clear majority of approaches to 
answering this question stem from the 1990s and early 2000s when the 
prime analytical focus was on explaining the—at that time still largely 
persistent—trend toward early exit. Various theoretical approaches have 
attempted to explain the observable international variation in (early) 
retirement. In providing a synthetic overview of these explanations, we 
follow previous research (Ebbinghaus 2006; Ebbinghaus and Hofäcker 
2013; Kohli et al. 1991; Radl 2013) that has categorized these explana-
tions under the labels of “pull” and “push” factors.

3.3	 �Pull Factors

The concept of institutional “pull factors” rests on the assumption that 
economic incentives in public pension or other welfare state transfer 
systems1 provide financially attractive opportunities for older work-
ers to withdraw from active employment prematurely such as early exit 
options without (or with little) actuarial reduction in pension accrual. 
Figuratively speaking, these incentives thus “pull” older workers out of 
the labor market through different types of financially attractive “offers 
that one does not refuse” (Bellmann and Janik 2007). The retirement 
decisions of older workers are thus regarded as being largely voluntary, 
because older workers decide for a (favored) early exit from work instead 
of a continuation of their employment. Indeed, economic research based 
on macro- as well as microdata (see, for example, Blöndal and Scarpetta 

1 Examples of such alternative “welfare state subsystems” for early retirement are disability benefits 
and unemployment pay schemes (Guillemard 1991; Kohli et al. 1991).
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1999; Gruber and Wise 1999, 2004) has demonstrated empirically that 
countries providing strong actuarial incentives for retirement before 
mandatory ages are frequently among those that also exhibit the lowest 
employment ratios among older workers. In addition to incentives found 
in public pensions, additional lump sum payments by the employer or 
employer-sponsored occupational pension plans may exert strong incen-
tives for a premature employment exit. As empirical studies indicate 
(for example, Bellmann and Janik 2007; Dorn and Sousa-Poza 2010; 
Hutchens 1999), these incentives often mutually reinforce each other, 
because payment of employer-based “top-ups” is found most frequently 
in those countries in which public retirement incentives are already high.

In recent years, this pull approach to explaining early retirement has 
gained much support among international organizations such as the 
World Bank, the OECD, or the EU Commission. These have argued 
that to reverse early retirement successfully, financially attractive early exit 
options have to be phased out and retirement ages (or contribution years 
needed to receive a full pension) need to be increased.

3.4	 �Push Factors

Recent sociological studies, however, have pointed out that employment 
exit decisions of older workers cannot be explained by pension system 
incentives alone, but that a broader spectrum of institutional frame-
work conditions needs to be taken into account (Blossfeld et al. 2011; 
Ebbinghaus and Radl 2015; Hofäcker 2010, Solinge and Henkens 2007; 
Wang 2012). Unlike the economic labor supply approach, which treated 
retirement transition mainly as the outcome of free individual decisions 
of older employees to either continue working or exit employment under 
given financial constraints, these studies have highlighted that retirement 
decisions may not always be the result of one’s own deliberate choice. 
Instead, older workers may face labor market difficulties that make it 
hard for them to effectively continue their careers. Various contextual 
conditions were considered to act as such “push factors”. Most obviously, 
economic downturns or labor demand shocks and the frequently associ-
ated rise in unemployment worsen older workers’ labor market chances 
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