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Editorial on the special issue “Ageing Populations, Reversing
Early Retirement and the Economic Situation of Older People in
Modern Societies”

Sandra Buchholz, Hans-Peter Blossfeld

This special issue of Comparative Population Studies addresses the economic well-
being and employment chances of the population aged 50 years and older. One of
the major challenges facing modern societies today and in future is a severe de-
mographic ageing. Due to low fertility rates as well as rising life expectancy older
people become an increasingly important part of the population in most developed
countries. From both, the scientific as well as the political point of view, it is impor-
tant to gain a better understanding about the economic situation of the older popu-
lation as well as their labour market integration. The contributions of this special
issue shed light onto these topics from different, complementing perspectives.

The first main aspect addressed by this special issue is the employment situation
of older people in Europe and partly beyond. More and more, the labour markets of
modern societies have to be able to integrate older workers more successfully. For
several decades, most Western societies have relied on quite the opposite, namely
on systematically pushing older workers out of employment (Koh/i et al. 1991; Gru-
ber/Wise 1999, 2004; Bdérsch-Supan 2000; Blossfeld et al. 2006; Ebbinghaus 2006;
Blossfeld et al. 2011). The expansion of early retirement schemes was used in mod-
ern economies to relieve national labour markets since the early 1970s. Yet, the
growing generational imbalance and the increasing share of older people have put
pension systems of modern societies under pressure. Alongside this, the shrinking
proportion of young workers will sooner or later result in increasing labour short-
ages in modern societies making it more and more important for competitive econ-
omies to maintain older people in employment instead of sending them into early
retirement. Indeed, more recently a clear pension policy change can be observed in
Western societies and governments, especially in European countries, have tried to
increase the labour market attachment of older employees by retrenching early re-
tirement options (see, for example, the “EU Lisbon Agenda 2010” as well as the “Eu-
rope 2020" targets). The first two contributions of this special issue by Ebbinghaus/
Hofécker and Buchholz/Rinklake/Blossfeld dedicate themselves to the question of
the effects of these recent policy attempts for reversing early retirement.

The article by Ebbinhaus/Hofécker adopts an internationally comparative macro
perspective on this issue. The authors show that there indeed has been a reversal
of early retirement in most modern societies in the past years. However, at the
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same time there are significant differences between Western countries regarding
the reversal of early retirement. Ebbinghaus/Hofédcker address the question of how
these differences in reversing early retirement can be explained. For this purpose,
the authors systematically review and discuss the role of diverse institutional fac-
tors by comparatively analysing selected European countries, the USA and Japan.
By doing so, Ebbinghaus/Hofdcker make an important contribution to the existing
literature of early retirement. Whilst previous research mainly aimed at discussing
cross-national variations in using early retirement, a systematic comparative analy-
sis of the differing success of reversing early retirement has been hardly addressed
up to now. In their meta-analysis Ebbingshaus/Hofécker identify four central factors
which lead to a better understanding as well as a better explanation of the most
recent reversal of retirement — namely pull, push, retrenchment, and stay factors.
Based on their comparative analysis, Ebbinghaus/Hofécker conclude that “Yet, re-
versing early retirement does not only require a gradual scaling back or abolishment
of these institutional forces (retrenchment of pull factors), but it also depends on
active ageing policies that help maintain older workers’ employment.” (p. 834).

The second article of this special issue by Buchholz/Rinklake/Blossfeld takes up
this point. However, compared to Ebbinghaus/Hofécker, this article does not ad-
dresses the reversal of early retirement from an international comparative macro-
perspective but from a micro-level perspective for one country, which is Germany.
Germany is one of the countries which made massive use of early retirement in
the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s. However, as other European countries, Germany has
applied a significant pension policy change in the recent past by retrenching early
retirement pathways and increasing financial penalties for early labour market with-
drawal. Indeed, Germany is one of the countries showing a substantial reversal of
early retirement and a comparatively strong increase of old age employment rates
on the macro-level. Yet, in their longitudinal empirical study, Buchholz/Rinklake/
Blossfeld aim at studying the effects of the recent policy change on the individual
micro-level. The authors specifically ask if there are parts of the older population
that are not able to fulfil the new policy expectation to maintain longer working
lives and they discuss possible consequences for social inequalities in old age. This
empirical study is a continuation of the authors’ research within the f/lexCAREER
project, funded by a DFG research grant. The flexCAREER project aimed at analys-
ing the effects of recent pension policy changes from an international compara-
tive perspective. The detailed results for a total of ten modern societies have been
published in an edited book volume in 2011 (B/ossfeld et al. 2011). Though also
the micro-level empirical study of Buchholz/Rinklake/Blossfeld shows that younger
cohorts of older workers postpone their transition to retirement, it also becomes
clear that the postponement of retirement is not accompanied by longer employ-
ment lives of the entire population of older people. In fact, especially lower qualified
workers of recent cohorts are not able to meet the new expectation to maintain
longer working lives, but are stuck in unemployment before reaching retirement.
However, compared to previous cohorts of retirees, recent cohorts who become
unemployed prior retirement are increasingly financially burdened for their “fail-
ure”. Hence, these micro-level results of Buchholz/Rinklake/Blossfeld support the
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argument of Ebbingshaus/Hofédcker that a successful reversal of early retirement
should not only rely on abolishing early retirement incentives (i.e. on reducing the
“pull factors”), but needs to be accompanied by reforms supporting the employ-
ment chances of (all) older people (i.e. by the strengthening of “stay factors”).

The third contribution of this special issue by Engelhardt/Schmidt applies a dif-
ferent view on late labour market participation and labour market exits. Whilst in-
ternational comparative research has broadly addressed the role of national institu-
tions on old age employment rates and early retirement, Engelhardt/Schmidt aim
at understanding the role of other factors (potentially) influencing cross-national
differences in late careers — namely, country-specific demographic, economic and
labour-market structures. Specifically, Engelhardt/Schmidt ask if and how intragen-
erational competition, intergenerational substitution, level of education, unemploy-
ment rates, the extent of part-time work and the amount of service jobs influence
late careers. Using data of the first two waves of SHARE and merging macro-level
indicators from Eurostat, Engelhardt/Schmidt analyse labour market participation
and transition to inactivity of older males in eleven European countries. Applying
a multivariate multi-level framework, the empirical study of Engelhardt/Schmidt in-
novatively tries to disentangle and quantify the effect of country-specific factors
and the relative impact of specific socio-demographic and socio-economic factors
on international late careers. The results of Engelhardt/Schmidt indicate that late
labour market participation and labour market exits are mainly driven by long-term
unemployment and the share of highly educated among the elderly. Additionally,
Engelhardt/Schmidt find some evidence that /intragenerational competition has an
impact on late careers. /ntergenerational competition, however, does not seem to
affect an early labour market exit or late labour market participation.

While the first three articles of this special issue address older people’s labour
market integration, the fourth and final article by Ko/b/Skopek/Blossfeld sheds light
onto a different and up to now largely neglected aspect, that is, older people’s situ-
ation of wealth. Because housing is the core component of wealth among the old-
er population in Europe (Skopek et al. 2012), in their empirical study Ko/b/Skopek/
Blossfeld concentrate on housing inequalities among older people in Europe. Going
beyond the labour market and studying wealth is essential, especially if one aims
at understanding the (economic) situation of the older population. Current research
(Jantti 2006; Keister/Moeller 2000) has shown that the correlation between wealth
and (labour market) income is less strong than expected. In particular for older peo-
ple, wealth is important, especially once they withdraw from active labour market
participation. By studying not only home ownership rates but also housing values,
Kolb/Skopek/Blossfeld ask if there are two dimensions of inequalities in housing in
Europe. Using SHARE data, the authors show that housing inequality in Europe in-
deed is a two-dimensional phenomenon. Additionally, their study highlights that es-
pecially for an appropriate understanding of the economic situation of older people,
it is important to not only focus on (labour-market derived) income inequalities but
also on their wealth position. Especially in times marked by welfare state and public
pension retrenchments, accumulated wealth will become more and more important
for the economic well-being of the older population.
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