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Editorial to the Special Issue “Extending the Late Working Life —
Prerequisites and Risks”

Frank Micheel

Population decline and ageing are the major future demographic trends that most
developed countries have in common; these processes are caused by ongoing low
fertility and increased longevity over the last four decades. Germany is no excep-
tion here. This general population trend is also true for the supply side of the labour
market. In the long run fewer and fewer young people will enter the labour market
whilst a growing number of older workers will depart from the labour force. Shrink-
ing and ageing of the working force are expected to speed up between 2020 and
2030, when the large birth cohorts born between the 1950s and 1960s, are expected
to withdraw from working (United Nations 2010; Dorbritz 2008; Héhn et al. 2008,
Fuchs et al. 2011).

However, shrinking and ageing of the labour force are by themselves not the
main problems of labour markets or social policies when it comes to the fiscal con-
sequences of demographic change. Moreover, the combination of increased lon-
gevity and falling retirement age is the reason that will force policy makers to take
action. According to this age/employment paradox (Wa/ker 2006: 79), reforms of the
statutory pension system which lengthen the working life span are necessary in or-
der to re-adjust the ratio between working population and retirees and thus stabilise
the fiscal balance between contributions and benefits. Not to mention the fact that
reducing unemployment in general or promoting an earlier entry of young people
into the labour market will additionally help to achieve fiscal sustainability

Retirement policies are not restricted to safeguard income in retirement age.
They also have effects on governing the supply side of the labour market. The trends
of the last forty years with respect to retirement policies and their consequences on
the labour force participation of the elderly in Germany can be described as a dou-
ble paradigm shift of retirement policy (Backer et al. 2009). The 1972 pension reform
was the onset of decreasing retirement ages. Older workers were now eligible to
receive benefits from old-age pensions without any deductibles before reaching the
age of 65. Compared to previous birth cohorts older workers now had the oppor-
tunity to choose voluntary pre-retirement and thus extend their remaining years in
enjoying retirement. On the other hand, older workers were advised to leave the la-
bour market and were sent into retirement before reaching the legal retirement age
in order to make room for younger workers. In this context, older people who had
lost their jobs had significantly lower chances to find new jobs than their younger
peers and thus often remained in long-term unemployment until reaching retire-
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ment age. Furthermore, enterprises used pre-retirement programmes as a person-
nel strategy device to achieve juvenile age structures in their companies. A strong
manifestation of this trend can be observed in the 1980s and in the early 1990s. To
summarise this trend, one can say that early retirement became part of the “normal
working biography” in Germany reflecting a social norm (Wibbeke 1999; Naegele/
Krédmer 2002; Heywood et al. 2010; Dietz/Walwei 2011; Kohli 2000). Since the 1990s
concerns about fiscal stability of the social security system led the German govern-
ment to reverse the common practice of early retirement. Several pension reforms
were undertaken (e.g. long-term lowering of pension levels, or strengthening of oc-
cupational and private pension plans) forcing and/or encouraging older workers to
stay longer in the workforce (e.g. Bécker et al. 2009). A recent major reform, the Act
to Adjust the Standard Age Limit to Demographic Developments and to Strength-
en the Financial Foundation of Statutory Pensions Insurance (Gesetz zur Anpas-
sung der Regelaltersgrenze an die demografische Entwicklung und zur Starkung
der Finanzierungsgrundlagen der gesetzlichen Rentenversicherung) with a gradual
increase of the legal retirement age for old-age pensions up to 67 years until 2029
seems to be a preliminary climax of this policy shift. This political measure requires
an intensive debate how older workers are able and willing to extend their work-
ing lives beyond the current legal retirement age. Particularly the serious discrep-
ancy between the fact that the elderly still face disadvantages on the labour market
and that they are simultaneously obliged to delay retirement has to be considered.
Against this background, improving working conditions of older workers and the
recognition of their individual circumstances deserve a closer look as well in order
to resolve this gap.

The lion’s share of the German retirement literature deals with pre-retirement
issues, whereas research studies about working in an age where most workers are
already retired have been carried out rather infrequently (e.g. Nilsson et al. 2011).
This is quite understandable if we consider that for the majority of older workers in
Germany the employment situation is still difficult. As yet, working until the age of
65, the current legal retirement age for old-age pensions in Germany, is more the
exception than the rule, although labour participation rates of the elderly have in-
creased in recent years (Dietz/Walwei 2011; Brussig 2011). A strong interest for this
topic can be mainly found in a growing body of US-literature on working in retire-
ment age; this phenomenon is called bridge employment and refers to a time span
between full engagement in working life and full retirement (von Bonsdorff et al.
2009; Gobeski/Beehr 2009).

Which consequences do we expect, when we leave the macro-level perspective
and focus on micro-level factors, which might explain the extension of working life?
In the future, older workers will be more and more often confronted with economic
and legal pressures when it comes to the timing of retirement. However, beyond
these foreseeable pressures, there seems to be a lack of knowledge of the ability,
the plans, the motivation, or the intentions of older workers with regard to an exten-
sion of late working life. As Barnes-Farrell (2003) for example pointed out, health
and wealth are of course relevant factors affecting the timing of retirement, and par-
ticularly in the case of Germany, we also find various institutional factors relating to
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transitions into retirement that explain the timing of retirement (Rad/ 2007). Beyond
these aspects, we therefore seek for further variables that explain the decision to
extend the working life, especially of one’s own accord. In this special issue, four
papers pick up these aspects and try to shed more light on extending working life at
the end of the working career.

The first paper ,, Retirement at 67” — Findings on the Employment Situation of
Older Female Workers by Barbara Zimmer, Verena Leve, and Gerhard Naegele
deals with consequences of the forthcoming gradual increase of the standard le-
gal retirement age to 67 years especially for o/der female workers (Zimmer et al.
2011). Various problems of labour market issues are gender-specific. Older wom-
en are generally more exposed to the risk of unemployment than men. They are
more often confronted with age discriminating recruiting strategies than their male
counterparts. Interruptions of their working lives due to child-rearing or other fam-
ily responsibilities and subsequent part time jobs are typical of women’s working
careers. Finally the opportunity structures in organisations regarding promotions,
amount of wages, or the achievement of permanent jobs are not equally distributed
between men and women. Altogether women receive lower pension benefits in
relation to men mirroring these cumulative disadvantages through their working
lives (Allmendinger 1994; Leve et al. 2009). Against this background, the article
addresses the current working conditions of female workers and how they can be
promoted with respect to their ability to prolong their late working lives.

In the second paper Activities in Retirement: Individual Experience of Silver
Work by Leena Maxin and Jirgen Deller, the authors developed a new concept of
individual retirement arrangements in Germany: Si/lver Work, which means that the
individual is in employment while officially retired from the working career (Maxin/
Deller 2010). This conceptis closely linked to research work on the concept of bridge
employment, which is discussed predominantly in the U.S. literature. Compared to
the bridge employment concept, Silver Work can be brought into a broader political
context; integrating Silver Workers into working life is discussed as a contribution
to macroeconomic growth potential, and disburden pension systems as a fourth
pillar of old age security (Deller et al. 2009).1

In the third paper The Impact of Socioeconomic Characteristics on Older Em-
ployees” Willingness to Continue Working in Retirement Age by Frank Micheel,
Juliane Roloff, and /nes Wickenheiser, the authors present how the intention to
continue work in retirement age is associated with the socio-economic status of
older workers. Analogous to the notion that actual labour force participation of the
elderly shows a u-shaped pattern in connection with their pre-retirement income
(Radl 2007), the association between socio-economic status and the willingness to
extend working life displays a non-linear connection as well (Micheel et al. 2011).

1 The first pillar in Germany is constituted by a compulsory public pension system run by the

state. The second (occupational pension plans) and the third pillar (private savings) are mostly
organised by private insurance and capital markets. The first pillar is usually organised as a pay-
as-you-go scheme, whereas the other pillars in general are fully funded schemes.
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In the fourth paper Determinants of Work Motivation and Work Ability among
Older Workers and Implications for the Desire for Continued Employment by Victo-
ria Biisch, Dennis A.V. Dittrich, and Uta Lieberum, the authors focus on the connec-
tion between aspects of work motivation, work ability and the intention to continue
working beyond the retirement age. Workers aged between 55 and 64 years were
interviewed in this survey. The results show considerable differences between men
and women: for men, the intention to continue working after having reached the re-
tirement age shows a significant correlation with the work motivation, whereas for
women, the work ability has a significant effect on the intention to continue working
beyond the retirement age (Bdlisch et al. 2010).

In summary it can be said that this collection of papers will enhance the debates
on the extension of working life until or beyond the current legal retirement age
in Germany. The articles expose relevant problems concerning the consequences
of delaying the legal retirement age. Furthermore, the papers provide various ap-
proaches towards solutions for policy makers and for management related to an
ageing and shrinking workforce. Retirement decisions — and the decision to delay
retirement — are driven by individual preferences as well as occupational, legal,
or societal circumstances. Hopefully, the featured articles will give some valuable
hints, new directions and inspiration for further debates in dealing with the upcom-
ing demographic change and its impact on different areas of social life.
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