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Introduction 

This text is a first full draft that includes all the planned sections and covers key 

aspects of late working life issues in Sweden. 

Chapter 1 presents key statistical data for population structure and demographic 

processes in Sweden as well as labour market participation among the older groups 

of the population. It is mapping the main political economic discourses that frame 

late working life and brings in some historically important points for understanding 

the developments in the Swedish discourse. The aspects of the welfare regime and 

its transformations after the 1990s are included. 

Chapter 2 briefly introduces the Swedish social model and discusses the roles of 

social partners and institutional context. It also informs about particularities 

regarding authorities and unique aspects of the Swedish social model. The most 

information-rich part is the presentation of the discourses and the positions of the 

main actors in the Swedish labour market. They actively contribute to shaping the 

political agenda and policy outcomes that translate into specific legislation. 

Chapter 3 presents patterns and characteristics of current late working life in 

Sweden, and focusses on late labour market participation and exit, working 

conditions, sectoral distributions, and lifelong learning aspects. The main 

inequalities are discussed under these headings. 

Chapter 4 is an account of the most influential policies for late working life in 

Sweden. It covers three main sections. Namely, retirement and pensions, disability 

insurance and policies related to the labour market inclusion. These policies are 

analysed regarding their impact on extending working lives as well as their potential 

to decrease inequalities in the labour market, in particular amongst older workers. 

The text provides, finally, a brief overview of developments and policies 

regarding late working life in Sweden. Moreover, it sketches how these 

developments and policies affect inequalities in late working life. This is followed by 

an appendix containing additional data. 
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1 Late working life: historical and current policy 

context  

1.1 The sociodemographic profile and labour market 

participation patterns in late working life   

Before introducing the policy context of late working life, it is important to first look 

into the demographic changes and patterns of labour market participation. It will 

give an overview of the longer-term developments and introduce the ageing, labour 

market and the debate on welfare state. 

Sweden has been facing issues regarding their ageing society for a few decades 

now (Bengtsson & Scott, 2011). As it is summarized in Table 1, population ageing in 

Sweden is mostly driven by shifts in mortality patterns with increases in average life 

expectancy and an extension of the life span. The average life expectancy is 

predicted to keep on increasing and by 2070 average life expectancy will be 89 years 

for women and 87 years for men. However, the trend is unequal based for instance 

on education level and income – higher education and income tends to mean longer 

average life expectancy (SCB, 2018a). Death rate and infant mortality rates have 

been decreasing while life expectancy has been increasing in recent years. The total 

population of the age group 65+ has been rising for many decades now and made up 

20% of the total population in 2019 (Table 1). The highest expected growth is 

forecasted for the population group 75+. In comparison to 2017, this group will 

increase by 43% in 2030, 81% by 2050 and 116% by 2070 (SOU, 2020:69). Fertility 

has been slightly declining during the last five years period and is now around 1.7 

(Table 1). Combined with high immigration this leads to continuous increases in 

population size in Sweden, where the latter two demographic factors slow the 

ageing trends down (Lundberg, 2020). 
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Table 1: Population and population changes 

Summary of Population Statistics           

Year 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 

Population on 31 December 8 882 792 9 047 752 9 415 570 9 851 017 10 379 295 

Men % 49.5 49.6 49.8 50.1 50.3 

Women % 50.5 50.4 50.2 49.9 49.7 

Persons aged 0-17 years % 21.8 21.4 20.4 20.6 21.1 

Persons aged 65 years and above % 17.2 17.3 18.5 19.8 20.1 

Foreign-born % 11.3 12.4 14.7 17.0 19.7 

Births 90 441 101 346 115 641 114 870 113 077 

Crude birth rate (per 1000) 10.2 11.2 12.3 11.7 10.9 

Total fertility rate 1.5 1.8 2.0 1.8 1.7 

Deaths 93 461 91 710 90 487 90 907 98 124 

Crude death rate (per 1000) 10.5 10.2 9.6 9.3 9.5 

Life expectancy, men 77.4 78.4 79.5 80.3 80.6 

Life expectancy, women 82.0 82.8 83.5 84.0 84.3 

Infant mortality rate (per 1000) 3.4 2.4 2.5 2.4 2.4 

In-migration 58 659 65 229 98 801 134 240 82 518 

In-migrations (per 1000) 6.6 7.2 10.6 13.8 8.0 

Out-migration 34 091 38 118 48 853 55 830 48 937 

Out-migrations (per 1000) 3.8 4.2 5.2 5.7 4.7 

Population growth (per 1000) 2.4 4.0 8.0 10.6 5.0 

Source: SCB (2021) 

 

The latest statistical data indicate that in just a 5-year period between 2015 and 

2019, the Swedish population increased almost by half a million people. The high 

immigration rates contribute to an increase of the younger population as well as to 

an increase of foreign citizens (ca. 9% of the population in 2019) and foreign-born 

citizens (ca. 20% of the population in 2019). 

The labour market participation rates starting from the 1960s were higher 

among men for all the age groups compared to later times. As it is seen in Figure 1 

and Figure 2, the highest participation rate is among the younger individuals, where 

in the age group 55-59 years, the average labour market participation is centred 

around 90% except for the economic crisis in the 1990s and a decreased rate in the 

early 2000s. The participation rate of this group is the most stable throughout the 

whole period in focus. The group of the 60-64-year-olds has a lower participation 



EIWO 
EXCLUSION AND INEQUALITY IN LATE WORKING LIFE 
WORKING PAPER 5:  
EXCLUSION AND INEQUALITY IN LATE WORKING LIFE: NATIONAL COUNTRY 
CONTEXT - SWEDEN 

 

7 

 

 

 
 

 

rate, which has been decreasing since the 1970s, with an even further decrease in 

the early 1990s. This group was more affected by the economic crisis than 55-59-

year-olds. One of the possible explanations can be that older workers have lower 

formal education levels, which also affects their labour market position (leads to 

more vulnerable jobs) and makes it more difficult to re-enter the labour market 

after a period of unemployment (Laun & Palme, 2018; SOU, 2020:69). 

Nevertheless, labour market participation in the age group of 60-64 years changed 

direction during late 1990s and since then, participation rate has increased 

substantially due to factors such as improved health, better working environments, 

higher education levels and changes in social benefit legislation (Laun & Palme, 

2018) However, it is interesting to observe that by 2016 the participation level in 

this group has not yet reached the level of the 1960s. The same pattern can be seen 

among 65-69-year-olds with an even sharper fall in participation rate between the 

1960s and the 1990s followed by relatively stable levels of participation 

under/around 20% until slightly increasing around 2010 (Figure 1 and Figure 2). 

The decrease in the labour market participation and increase in the takeout of an 

early pension were two trends noticed in the policy debate, though there is not one 

clear explanation of why this occurs. It is discussed in Chapter 4 more in detail 

when considering various policies and their effect on late and extended working life, 

but generally, more research is needed in this area (which is also pointed out in the 

policy debate, see SOU, 2020:69). 
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Figure 1: Labour market participation1 among men in various age groups 

 

Source: AKU; Laun & Palme, 2018, p.9. 

 

Female labour market participation has totally different dynamics. Here the gender 

gaps are particularly visible. The female labour market participation rose 

substantially since the 1960s. The increase of female participation in the labour 

market is not only due to the changing view on gender roles, but also due to policy 

changes, such as e.g. the discrimination act, which was introduced in 2009 and 

further developed a former law against gender-based discrimination in the labour 

market (Discrimination Act, 2008). The discrimination act safeguards gender 

equality and bans discrimination based on gender as well as harassment and 

gendered wages (Discrimination Act, 2008). The increase in female labour market 

participation is especially visible in the two age groups 55-59 and 60-64. Comparing 

1963 to 2016, the participation for both groups has doubled. Nevertheless, only 

during the 1990s the gap started closing and in the latest years, women in these two 

 

 

 

1 Participating in the labour market are employed people, who have performed on average at least one 
hour work per week during the November month. It also includes temporary absence from the labour 
market for example for vacation, sickness, or parental leave reasons. Unemployed are defined as active 
jobseekers, who have been out of work at the time of measurement but are ready to start working (SOU 
2020:69). 
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age groups have started to get closer to the levels of the male participation rate. The 

group of 65-69-year-olds are represented by less than 20% still being in the labour 

market. This rate in the latest years is similar to that of men. However, women in 

this group have since the 1960s been inactive in the labour market with a further 

decrease during the 1980s and 1990s and only somewhat catching up with the trend 

for men around 2010.  

Figure 2: Labour market participation among women in various age groups 

 

Source: AKU; Laun & Palme, 2018, p.10. 

 

In their study Laun and Palme (2018) examine the impressive increase in the labour 

market participation among 60-64 year-olds since the late 1990s and conclude that 

societal factors, such as improving health as well as higher education levels and the 

institutional factor of stricter regulations for entitlement to the disability benefit, 

have had an impact on this trend (for more on the disability benefit, see Chapter 4). 

Even after impressive growth in labour market participation levels among women, 

the gender gap is still visible. However, female labour market participation levels in 

Sweden among 16-64 year-olds are high in comparison to other countries (SOU, 

2020:69), even when comparing to neighbouring countries who are developing 

similar policy regimes like for example Denmark (Jensen, 2020). Nevertheless, 

when the attention turns to the age groups of 65-69 and 70-74, the situation 

changes. In 2017, both, men and women had a lower labour market participation 

rate than the OECD average (SOU, 2020:69). 

The current demographic and labour market participation trends result in the 

increased ratio, where an employed individual supports 0.75 individuals not in the 



EIWO 
EXCLUSION AND INEQUALITY IN LATE WORKING LIFE 
WORKING PAPER 5:  
EXCLUSION AND INEQUALITY IN LATE WORKING LIFE: NATIONAL COUNTRY 
CONTEXT - SWEDEN 

 

10 

 

 

 
 

 

labour force. This ratio was 0.71 in the 1970s and if the trend continues, it will rise 

to 0.90 in the 2050s. In addition, the number of hours worked during the life is 

decreasing for both men and women and the share of time spent in retirement is 

rising. The trends are related to late entrance and early exit from the labour market, 

i.e., extended time spent in the education and early retirement, as well as increased 

average life expectancy. Due to Covid-19, unemployment rates raised, but is 

considered to be a short-term effect, meaning the labour demand would resurge, 

and labour shortages remain (SOU, 2020:69). 

1.2 Mapping the political-economic policy discourses: framing 

the late and extended working life 

Research on dynamics in Swedish late working life and changes in retirement policy 

reveals that these are mainly related to a few major factors. First, there is the labour 

market demand, which is contingent on shifts in economic contexts and especially 

sensitive to economic downturns (Laun & Palme, 2018). Second, dynamics are 

driven by the (assumed) financial sustainability of the pension system, its capacity 

to provide decent pensions and to avoid poverty (Engström et al., 2020). Third, they 

relate to perceptions regarding older peoples’ abilities to perform work tasks, which 

is often expressed as a measurement of the health and longevity of the general 

population (Laun & Palme, 2018). Fourth, there are the normative institutional and 

societal understandings about the working- and retirement age, which drive late 

working life dynamics (Engström et al., 2020). Fifth and finally, are attitudes, 

aspirations and decision making in terms of the family situation and needs that are 

relevant (Laun & Palme, 2018).  

What is peculiar about the Swedish case is that since the initiation of the state 

pension system in 1913, the pension age was 67 years, but it was reduced to 65 years 

in 1976 (Engström et al., 2020; Laun & Palme, 2018). Currently, there is no state 

pension age in Sweden, except of the minimum age limits to access various parts of 

the pension. In addition, many age barriers exist in various security systems, which 

makes certain institutional and normative markers for taking a pension at the age of 

65 (see Chapter 4). The effective retirement age – 64.6 years in 2018 

(Pensionsmyndigheten, 2020a), is in comparison to other European countries 

relatively high (SOU, 2020:69). 

The debate on late and extended working life re-entered the Swedish political 

agenda between the 1980s and early 1990s and concluded with the reform of the 

gradually implemented pension system in 1998 and 2001 (with full effect in 2003). 

The key changes of this reform were that pension benefits became more strongly 

related to the contributions, the minimum age was raised, and a higher gross 

replacement rate was ensured for those, who retire after the age of 65 (Engström et 

al., 2020). The Swedish public pension system changed from ‘defined benefit’ to 

‘defined contributions’ (Blomqvist & Palme, 2020, for more information on the 
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pension system see Chapter 4.1). Benefits were no longer defined beforehand, but 

were flexible and dependent on changes in economy, salaries, and population 

ageing (Blomqvist & Palme, 2020). Also, the private pension system became more 

flexible, as e.g. pension funds can be chosen by the individuals (Blomqvist & Palme, 

2020). The initiated changes were based on the increasing share of the older 

population, on young people entering the labour market later and the issues these 

trends can present for the financial sustainability of the pension system (Engström 

et al., 2020). Bearing in mind the economic downturn in Sweden in the 1990s, the 

overall labour demand and employment rate was lower for all the groups in society. 

It was observed though that the employment rate among the age group of 65-69 

year-olds is considerably lower than that of the 60-64 year-olds, even though life 

expectancy and self-reported health did not present the same gap. This is a trend 

that continues to recent years (Laun & Palme, 2018; Figure 1). 

A decade later, in 2011 after an evaluation, the pension reform of 2001 was 

deemed insufficient to increase participation of older people in the labour market 

(Engström et al., 2020). Even more recent research does not have strong evidence 

that the steep increase in labour market participation among older individuals is an 

outcome of the reformed pension system (Laun & Palme, 2020). The Government 

Commission was formed, which suggested the further prolonging of the minimum 

and guarantee pension ages. As of January 1st, 2020, the minimum pension age was 

raised from 61 to 62 years. The guaranteed pension (a benefit for those without 

rights to a state pension) age will be raised from 65 to 66 years in 2023 and the 

pension age will be adapted related to the average life expectancy from 2026 

onwards (see Chapter 4 for more details).  

On the working life side, the most influential policy shaping the retirement is the 

Employment Protection Act (LAS). The idea of reduced employment protection for 

older individuals was introduced in the 1970s. It was formulated as LAS in the early 

1980s. LAS defined a new age barrier (67 years) and allowed to lay off employees 

based on old age for one month before they turned 67, during the so called 

‘window’. After this ‘window’ has passed, employers again were obliged to present a 

valid reason for the lay-off, but the period of notice (uppsägningstid) was shortened 

to one month and employees were removed from the priority list (Ds, 2018: 28; 

Lowen, 2016). For instance, in case of reduced labour demand, employees over 67 

years would then be more vulnerable to job loss. 

The main idea behind introducing LAS in the 1980s was to facilitate laying off 

employees to make the transition to retirement more ‘decent’, avoiding individual 

court cases and the situation where employers would look for evidence to prove an 

employee’s inability to perform their tasks due to their age. It was also related to the 

discourse that people at this age (67 years) often have lowered capabilities to work 

(Lowen, 2016). This policy of reduced employment protection for older workers is 

also in line with the argument of Perez (2002). Perez (2002) states that, historically 

in world economy, before reaching a ‘golden age’, a laissez-faire attitude is usually 
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assumed in policy to ensure a period of high competition and development of a new 

paradigm. This laissez-faire approach often entails less employment protection by 

the state. 

Most recent changes of LAS were initiated by the major political parties (Swedish 

Social Democratic Party, Moderate Party, Liberals, Centre Party, Christian 

Democrats and Green Party) in the so-called pensions agreement 

(Pensionsöverenskommelsen) in 2017. The agreement is based on the reasoning 

that the Swedish population’s life expectancy is increasing and to sustain the 

funding of the pension system, which also provides higher pensions, the working 

life needs to be extended (Ds, 2018: 28). A Government Commission was formed, 

which suggested the further prolonging of the employment protection age. As of 

January 1st, 2020, the LAS age limit is raised from 67 to 68 years and as of January 

1st, 2023, from 68 to 69 years (Engström et al., 2020; Laun & Palme, 2018; see 

Chapter 4). 

As most recent studies (Engström et al., 2020; Krekula & Vickerstaff, 2020) 

indicate, current policies prioritize delaying retirement by increasing the statutory 

pension age rather than supporting the extension of working life by active labour 

market or qualification measures. Even though there are policy discussions about 

late and extended working life, e.g. concerning ageism as stereotype or 

discriminatory practice as well as concerning sustainable and flexible working 

conditions suitable for workers of all ages, only limited attention is paid to the 

variety of situations encountered by different groups of older people (Engström et 

al., 2020). Older people are still identified as a homogeneous group and inequalities 

by gender, class and ethnicity as well as differences in health, employment status, 

workplaces and competing obligations in family and work are widely disregarded 

(Engström et al., 2020; Krekula & Vickerstaff, 2020). In addition, late working life 

policies are framed in relation to broader social, political, and economic discourses. 

Nevertheless, in Sweden population ageing is also connected to increased 

debates about welfare funding and the need for active and healthy ageing for 

increased late labour market participation, to maintain productivity as well as to 

generate revenue improvements and reduce expenditures in the health care and 

pension system. Swedish healthcare is chronically undercapitalized, and it is 

especially the provision of eldercare that was privatised and marketized, resulting in 

increased risks for inequalities in the care system (Andersson & Kvist, 2015). 

Moreover, the now adjusted pension system is only partly providing decent 

standards of living due to decreased replacement rates. The current replacement 

rates are at 53.4% of the pre-retirement earnings (OECD, 2018). The system 

succeeds in reducing poverty to an ever-lesser extent, especially among those with 

low income and interrupted careers (Hamskär, 2020), where the state old-age 

pension (the income-based pension or guarantee pension) constitutes the main 

source of the income (Ministry of Health and Social Affairs, 2016).  
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A recently produced report by the ‘delegation for older labour2’ (delegationen för 

senior arbetskraft) points out three possible solutions for the issues related to low 

pensions and the overall welfare financing. Firstly, by raising taxes (including the 

contributions to the pension system), secondly, by reducing the standard of the 

public services as well as the level of benefits, thirdly, by raising the number of 

hours worked in the whole economy. The productivity growth, on the contrary, is 

not seen as the solution since the public costs grow in the same vein or even faster 

than productivity. The increase of the total amount of hours worked in the economy 

is presented as the best solution. It can be done in a few ways or combinations of 

various ways, which include several groups of the society. Young people, who could 

start working careers earlier (it takes longer time for students to be done with their 

studies); part-time workers could start working more hours, unemployed people 

(jobseekers, individuals on long-term sick leaves or disability benefits) could start 

working or workers in late working life could delay their retirement. The last option 

is thought to be the most gainful (SOU, 2020:69). This conclusion also signals that 

possibilities to enter the labour market are seen as more limited than the chances to 

remain in the labour market. Thus, unemployed young people or those with poor 

health stand further from the labour market and likely have less chances of a 

successful integration than the already established older population. This is an 

interesting line to follow in relation to other political-economic and social 

discourses in Sweden. 

Older people are often described as ‘a problem’ in public discourses (Krekula & 

Vickerstaff, 2020), which feeds into another strand of discourses on citizenship, 

social rights and solidarity. This discourse manifests itself in the debate on 

(un)deservingness of the welfare entitlements. Especially in recent years, since the 

so-called refugee crisis in 2015, refugees are sometimes put against other society 

groups such as pensioners, those in need of health and care support (Dahlstedt & 

Neergaard, 2019; Hansen, 2018). Sweden is known for welcoming refugees and 

experienced a wave of newcomers from the Balkans in the 1990s. Since 2008, 

Sweden had one of the most liberal immigration laws that allowed both labour 

migrants and refugees to enter the country, allowing family reunion (Schierup & 

Ålund, 2011). The discourse around the liberalization of immigration was twofold. 

On the one hand, a pledge for humanitarian cause and on the other hand, the 

expectation that the newcomers will integrate into the labour market and support 

the increasing needs of the ageing Swedish population. The discourses shifted very 

 

 

 

2 The ‘delegation for older labour’ is a special commission, which was established by the Government 
and Pensions agreement group (Pensionsöverenskommelsen) in 2018 in order to promote inclusive late 
working life, tackle age discrimination and utilize the skills of the older workers. The Commission has 
published 23 reports mainly written by scholars outside the group and released a final report with the 
policy guidelines (seniorarbetskraft.se). 
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quickly since 2013, when a wave of refugees reached Sweden. Since then, the 

surfacing discourses indicate that instead of becoming a ‘promised labour force’ and 

supporting the generous welfare state, the refugees fail to integrate into the labour 

market and became an additional burden on welfare (Hansen, 2018). Thus, in the 

interplay between welfare and labour market institutional contexts, older people 

can be depicted as the ‘victims’ and refugees as the ‘scapegoats’. In other words, 

signifying who is ‘the Other’ in any given society and indicating the crisis of 

solidarity (Dahlstedt & Neergaard, 2019).  

Another type of solidarity issue is the one between the younger and older 

generation. On the one hand, unemployment among young people is higher than 

among the older cohorts of the population (SOU, 2020:69) and there are greater 

policy efforts to integrate youth into the labour market than to extend the working 

life. Thus, it could be seen as a competition in the labour market, where the older 

generation should retire and allow younger people to step in. This understanding 

assumes that there is a limited amount of labour demand in the country. The 

evidence from the literature suggests the opposite, namely, that the growing labour 

supply is also related to the growth in labour demand (SOU, 2020:69). Moreover, 

measures reducing employment among older people have the same impact on the 

employment among younger people (SOU, 2020:69). 

The active labour market policy efforts to enter or return to the labour market 

are not prioritizing older people. If to only look at the variety of programs provided 

by the Swedish Public Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen), all of them have 

the upper age limit that is 65 years. While there are special programs directed 

towards youth (Employment guarantee-Jobbgaranti för ungdomar) and newly 

arrived immigrants, mainly refugees (Establishment program -

Etableringsprogrammet), there are no direct inputs for older people 

(Arbetsförmedlingen, 2021). However, the latest report by the above-mentioned 

authority showed that older people once unemployed risk being unemployed long 

term and have more difficulties to return to the labour market, hence they can get 

trapped in unemployment situations. Unemployment can be caused by a mismatch 

between skills and demands (more on that in Chapter 2.2.3), for which older 

workers are more vulnerable as they are less likely to participate in informal 

education, even though job-related skills are quickly outdated nowadays (Landell, 

2016). This risk grows with rising age, where the oldest in the labour market are 

most likely to be affected (Landell, 2016). 

The above-mentioned discourses of solidarity are an actual manifestation of the 

much longer trend of austerity and welfare dismantling in Sweden (Hansen, 2018). 

It was previously described as the ‘end of the Swedish exceptionalism’ (Schierup & 

Ålund, 2011), where back in the 1990s Swedish universal social democratic welfare 

regime caught on the global neoliberalism trend that started in other countries in 

the 1970s. This appears to be in relation to the economic crisis and less driven by 

political powers, especially when it comes to reforms in the pension system (Hagen, 
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2017). The neoliberal discourse indicates that a generous and universal welfare state 

is not compatible with economic growth and the creation of jobs. Thus, there has 

been an increased emphasis on economic growth, which would in turn benefit the 

creation of jobs and enable the individuals to ensure their welfare from the market 

(Schierup et al., 2006). However, the state (and taxation) has still played a larger 

role in Sweden than in many other European countries.  

Blomqvist and Palme (2020) provided an overview of changes in the level of 

universalism in the Swedish welfare model since the 1990s caused by the economic 

crisis and neoliberal ideas. The selected areas of social insurance (unemployment 

and sickness benefits), pension system, family policy and health care underwent 

changes, which were evaluated based on four dimensions of the universalism. 

Namely, (1) inclusion, which shows the coverage of the programs as well as formal 

eligibility and access among the individuals; (2) financing programs publicly or 

privately; (3) provision, referring to service providers, which can be public, private 

or non-profit; (4) benefits, which defines the adequacy of the benefits and if 

alternatives in the private sector are needed. They conclude that at least three out of 

four dimensions of the universalism were reduced with the biggest effect on the 

provision of services. The most affected areas are social insurance and pensions, 

where partial privatization of the financing of these programs led to slightly 

decreased universalism. The universalism was further decreased when it comes to 

marketization of provisions and reduced adequacy of the benefits. The latter refers 

to the stricter access regulations, lowered caps for benefits and decreasing 

replacement ratio. Thus far, the highest risk of a further decrease in universalism is 

identified in the privatisation of service provision. Since service provision is 

administered by various actors, which often creates less effective cost control, there 

is a reason to call for a diversified and potentially less equitable, more stratified 

system (Blomqvist & Palme, 2020). 

Table 2: Changes in dimensions of universalism in Swedish welfare 1990-2019 

 

Source: Blomqvist & Palme, 2020, p. 121.  

 

The Swedish welfare model is based on universalistic ideas, where a generous 

welfare state should be compatible with the market economy. This model is based 

on a dual-earnings approach and has a high labour market participation among 

both genders. The work-life balance is good, where the family policy is generous, 
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and the care (child and elderly) systems are well developed (Blomqvist & Palme, 

2020; Esping-Andersen, 1990; Magnusson, 2007). The social policy is more geared 

towards enhancing equality (more focus on gender, ethnicity and income 

redistribution) rather than life-course policy. The latter comes more into the picture 

in recent debates on lifelong learning policies.  

Poverty and inequality connected to flexible and precarious employments is 

identified as one of the key social risks in Sweden. It specifically affects women and 

young people. It is highly ethnificated (Guilherme Fernandes, 2013; Wikström & 

Ahnlund, 2018) and geographically dispersed (Scarpa, 2013). The biggest issues are 

arising in segregated areas, where ethnic concentration and economic segregation 

form a conjoint relationship (Malmberg & Clark, 2020), urban housing policies 

have been rolled back and living in such an area thus means a higher risk of poverty 

and social exclusion (Thörn & Thörn, 2017). 

One of the biggest challenges for older people in Sweden is that flexible and 

precarious employment creates not only low income while still in the labour market, 

but also makes low contributions to the pension system. It also constitutes 

interrupted careers, which again means lower contributions to the pension system. 

Precarious employment can also mean a stable contract, but difficult working 

conditions that affect individuals’ health and workability and can lead to an early 

retirement. Due to the multipillar nature of the latter and the fact that pensions are 

earnings and work-time related, these labour market disadvantages are further 

translated into pensions. Even though, in comparison to other European countries, 

the Swedish pension system ensures a better living standard, poverty and social 

exclusion in old age still exists (Ebbinghaus, 2019). The most disadvantaged groups 

are correlating to the above-mentioned groups, which generally are more likely to 

be in flexible and precarious employments. The degree of poverty and social 

exclusion in older age depends on the (un)employment history throughout the life 

course and whether precarious and flexible employments lasted during the whole 

working life or just in some phases (e.g. women who have a higher share of care for 

children and elderly).  

Female labour market involvement and gender equality in care is a high priority 

in Swedish policy. Since the 1990s, family policy underwent various changes and 

one of the main consequences has been increased participation of men in parental 

leave schemes. The institutional network of child-care has also expanded vastly, 

allowing parents to get better access to it. Most child-care institutions are publicly 

administered (Blomqvist & Palme, 2020). 

A somewhat different trend was visible in health and elderly care. Even though 

the health care institutional network is quite extensive, marketization has reduced 

its universalism (Blomqvist & Palme, 2020). Swedish healthcare is chronically 

undercapitalized, and it is especially the provision of eldercare that was privatised 

and marketized, resulting in increased risks for inequalities in the health and long-

term care system (Andersson & Kvist, 2015).  
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Concluding, the Swedish welfare state has undergone several changes in the last 

decades and reacted to challenges in different ways. The topic of working life exit 

and pension is rooted in the core of these developments. Although the labour 

market participation among people aged 55 to 69 years has been increasing since 

the 1990s, pensions are still considered low and welfare financing is brought to the 

fore on political agendas. Prolonging working lives is considered the most gainful 

solution to welfare financing shortages.  

2 Late and extended working life: the Swedish 

social model, labour market actors and current 

policy positions  

2.1 The Swedish social model and main labour market actors 

The Swedish (also Scandinavian) social model is widely known for defining specific 

relations among employers’ organisations, trade unions and the state authorities. 

This model was established back in the 1938 in the Saltsjöbaden accord (Dahlqvist, 

2020). It entails a high labour market regulation based on consensus among trade 

unions (TUs) and employers’ organisations, whilst the state does not play a formal 

role in the industrial relations. Its responsibilities are to ensure a macroeconomic 

context where full employment based on a dual earnings model (thus, more gender 

equal) is possible, to promote active labour market policies and to organise the 

education system (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Magnusson, 2007; TCO, 2020a). Even 

though there is a lot of training and education occurring through employers 

(Chapter 3 shows that it is more accessible and more often used by younger 

employees), the main obligation for the education lies with the state and the 

individual. Companies are responsible for training in job tasks and occupational 

health and safety. Moreover, companies are active in training their staff and buying 

specialized education from universities or private actors (SOU, 2015:70; Nordström 

et al., 2016; ETUI, 2020).  

Education in Sweden should be accessible for all and is free of charge (even 

higher education). Developed student loan systems ensure a possibility for 

individuals to continue education or skills development without being dependent on 

the market (CSN, 2020). In recent years, lifelong learning policies received more 

attention. Against this backdrop, the accessibility of vocational and higher 

education expanded and suggestions for increasing the age limit for student loans 

and introducing a comprehensive lifelong learning policy are in place (Regeringen, 

2019; Regeringen, 2015; Regeringen, 2020 a,b; Nordström et al., 2016). The aim of 
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this policy is to see education and work as a one process, where the periods of 

updating and developing skills as well as requalifying are integrated in every 

working life (Nordström et al., 2016; see Chapter 4). 

In case of requalification needs, the state comes into the picture by combining 

the education system with active labour market policies, which provides an avenue 

of support for individuals to change their careers and professions/branches, 

including the services provided by the Swedish Public Employment Service 

(Arbetsförmedlingen). This institution works with unemployed people and provides 

services of coaching, organises retraining and has a database where job vacancies 

are announced. In 2019, the institution undertook a reorganisation and most of its 

functions became privatised. The Swedish Public Employment Service now has a 

coordinating and controlling function of the private service providers. The state is 

also responsible for the establishment of the universal and high-quality welfare 

provision and for income redistribution through taxation, promoting equality 

(Esping-Andersen, 1990; Magnusson, 2007; TCO, 2020a). 

The model combines the interests of labour and capital by mainly using 

collective agreements. Those agreements regulate the labour relations at the 

sectoral level. Since the Swedish labour market is highly regulated by the social 

partners, TUs and employers, such state authorities as the Swedish Work 

Environment Authority (Arbetsmiljöverket) have more of an advisory role rather 

than a more coercive one, which is prevailing in other Scandinavian countries 

(Nielsen, 2017). The collective agreements among the social partners also regulate 

the wage setting, thus Sweden does not have a national minimum wage. Instead, 

there is a variation of wage rates depending on the sector. 

The Swedish model is characterised by having strong trade unions, where the 

union density is one of the highest in Europe (according to OECD, 65.6% in 2017). 

These unions not only represent the workers, but also give access to the health and 

wealth insurances as well as unemployment insurance for its members (TCO, 

2020a). 

2.2 Labour market actors and current policy positions 

This section continues discussing the positions represented by the labour market 

actors who are actively expressing their opinions in the public space and who are 

contributing to the policy formation. Both, their official websites and statements in 

the public media are considered. These selected main actors are: 

• LO – The Swedish Trade Union Confederation 

• TCO - Swedish Confederation of White-Collar Workers 

• Byggnads – Swedish Construction Workers Union 

• Svenskt Näringsliv - The Confederation of Swedish Enterprise is Sweden’s 

largest and most influential business federation 
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• PRO – The Swedish National Pensioners’ Organization   

• SPF Seniorerna (further - SPF) – The Swedish Association for Senior 

Citizens 

• State/government 

2.2.1 Gendered labour market inequalities and poverty: pay gap, care gap 

and pensions gap 

Back in 2014 and 2015, PRO released reports about poverty and inequality among 

pensioners. The two biggest issues raised by the PRO are the increasing number of 

pensioners falling below the poverty line as well as the low replacement ratio, i.e., 

the relation between the pension rates and salaries. In the Swedish pension system, 

the pensions are taxed. Currently, some pensions suffer from higher taxes than 

salaries of the same size. This inequality in comparison to the labour market income 

is emphasised by the fact that some pensions are so low that people end up below 

the poverty line. Those who are mainly affected are low-income earners and a vast 

majority of them are female. In 2013 in Sweden, male pensions were on average ca. 

1.5 times higher than female pensions (PRO, 2015). As salaries have a big impact on 

pension amounts, the gender difference in pensions can be traced back to a gender 

difference in earnings during the working life (PRO, 2015). In 2014, women in 

Sweden earned on average 25% less than men (PRO, 2015), which constitutes an 

increased risk for women to fall below the poverty line as pensioners. PRO is 

pointing out that low female pensions and dependency on the guarantee pension 

(see more in Chapter 4) are partly a result of the unequal labour market, where 

females often end up in the low-paid sectors (mainly in the welfare sector) and are 

more often trapped in flexible and part-time employments which affects their 

income (PRO, 2014, 2015). There is a lack of research on how flexible employment 

affects the likelihood of working in older age (Engström et al., 2020). Some 

previous reports indicate that these types of employments can have ambiguous 

effects. When it is seen as a possibility to get flexible working hours or tasks, it 

might postpone the retirement (Arnek, 2012). On the other hand, when flexibility is 

involuntary, as is common among women in the municipal care and welfare sectors, 

it can over time lead to weakened connection to the labour market (Wall, 2014) or 

possibly earlier exits. Further, the gendered part-time employment inequalities 

depend also on care responsibilities. Here, women more often than men reduce 

their labour market participation to take over care responsibilities for an older 

family member (Szebehely, 2014). 

The above-mentioned employment and income inequalities are also later 

reproduced by the pension system and translated into differences among pensions, 

which has an earnings-related part. In addition, those in, often involuntary, 

insecure employment tend to lack occupational pension agreements with 

implications for future pension income. In their reports, PRO suggests raising the 

guarantee pension as well as the income-based pension rates (PRO, 2014, 2015). 
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According to the latest agreement by the intra-parliamentary ‘pensions group’ in 

2021, the basic pension rates will be raised for those who are getting the lowest 

pensions. PRO welcomes the changes but highlights the importance of a more basic 

reform of the pension system that is not only financially sustainable, but also 

ensures a decent living standard for the current and future pensioners (Hamskär, 

2020). In other words, more reliability on the income from the labour market would 

lead to increased inequalities among pensioners and strongly disadvantage women. 

There is a need to reduce the share of flexible and insecure employment (with more 

quality and sustainable jobs within the welfare sector) as well as to raise structurally 

low salaries in the female dominated sectors (PRO, 2015), although flexibility prior 

to retirement can be popular. Keeping in mind the inequalities stemming from the 

labour market, stronger redistribution via the welfare system is needed and cuts in 

taxation are discouraged with exception for the reduced taxation on the pensions3 

(Hamskär, 2020). 

The questions of gendered labour market inequalities are one of the central 

questions for the trade unions and their confederations - TCO and LO. The main 

issues named are similar to those raised by PRO: unequal payments as well as 

flexible and underpaid employments that prevail in the female-dominated sectors. 

Furthermore, the trade unions and their confederations also call out the unequal 

share of care responsibilities in terms of parental leave, care for sick children and 

household work (Bergold, 2020). The latter is one of the main factors that translates 

into an unequal share of part-time work (women who have small children more 

often shift to part-time employments), salary and pension differences. Hence, the 

parental leave is seen as an important tool to balance out these inequalities. Having 

in mind low-paid female dominated sectors, it is important that individuals get a 

decent payment, which also corresponds to their education and responsibility level 

despite of working in the low-paid sector (Svanström, 2020). 

2.2.2 Labour conditions: adjusted working tasks, sustainable working 

places and ageism 

TCO (2020b) and SPF (2020) argue for the importance of having sustainable 

workplaces that do not lead to ‘worn-down’ employees, adjusting tasks for 

employees according to their skills or providing opportunities for further training 

and education. It is also important to offer flexible working hours. According to 

TCO (2020b), all the above-mentioned factors increase the ability and willingness of 

 

 

 

3 For the impact of changing pension policies such as increased retirement age, greater individual 
responsibility, impact on labour market trends in later working life, see Chapter 4. 
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older people to extend their working lives. Of course, this depends on health, caring 

responsibilities, and whether people can afford to choose not to work. 

It also depends on the attitudes towards older workers or rather a change in 

attitudes, shifting towards viewing older people as potentially equal contributors to 

the labour market. SPF formulated the issues of ageism into a political agenda 

document that calls for ‘respect for the older people’ in society at large, but also 

specifically in the labour market (SPF, 2017). The issues of ageism and age 

discrimination are relatively recently acknowledged in legislation – discrimination 

based on age was included in the Discrimination Act only in 2009 (DO, 2020). The 

research has clearly shown that older people are discriminated against in the labour 

market (Ahmed et al., 2012; Carlsson & Eriksson, 2018), though it is still not clear 

to what extent this discrimination affects the retirement decisions (Engström et al., 

2020). Besides of changing the employers’ attitudes and seeing older people as 

potential workers - thus a solution to the labour market problems – SPF (2017) 

argues that it is also important to address the various discriminatory age barriers in 

legislation. One example of discriminatory age barriers in legislation is the age limit 

defined in the Employment Protection Act, the so called ‘LAS’ age, meaning that 

individuals older than a certain age (currently 68 years) have lower employment 

protection (SPF, 2017; see more in Chapter 4). 

PRO and Byggnads point out that sustainable working conditions are a must 

because people in physically and mentally demanding jobs already now are 

struggling to work until the current pension age. This discussion is especially 

relevant in the wake of the coming introduction of a prolonged retirement age, 

which will be introduced in more detail in Chapter 4. The above-mentioned trade 

unions and pensioners’ organizations clearly point out that it has not been done 

enough in terms of improving labour conditions and combatting ageism in the 

labour market to extend working life, but that the focus until now rather lies on 

postponing the retirement. 

2.2.3 Skills miss-match and labour force shortages  

Both trade unions and employers’ organisation agree that the Swedish labour 

market is dynamic, many new jobs are created, and many are lost (within a year, 

around 450 thousand out of 5 million jobs). People change jobs and move between 

branches. But the labour market also has a big problem with the miss-match. While 

some branches suffer from the labour force shortages, unemployment exists. In 

other words, there is no lack of labour force per se, but it is a lack of the right kind of 

skills. The issue of securing the needed skills is acute for the Swedish labour market 

to maintain healthy economic growth, international competitiveness and welfare 

(TCO, 2020b; Svenskt Näringsliv, 2020). On the one hand, the TUs argue for 

investing in the employees’ skills via education and training to increase 

competitiveness and reduce the unemployment rate (TCO, 2020b). This is 

especially benefitting older workers, who are, once unemployed, more at risk of 



EIWO 
EXCLUSION AND INEQUALITY IN LATE WORKING LIFE 
WORKING PAPER 5:  
EXCLUSION AND INEQUALITY IN LATE WORKING LIFE: NATIONAL COUNTRY 
CONTEXT - SWEDEN 

 

22 

 

 

 
 

 

becoming long-term unemployed compared to their younger counterparts, partly 

due to lower participation rates in informal trainings, which can lead to outdated 

skills (Landell, 2016, Lindell, 2018, Arbesförmedlingen, 2021). Contrasting the TUs 

arguments, the employers’ organization pays more attention to facilitating 

replacement of employees who do not have the required skills. On the other hand, 

the employers’ organization is very active in driving simplified procedures for 

bringing labour from abroad. The current policy is seen to be too rigid and vesting 

the local workers’ interests as it allows the hiring employees from abroad only if 

there is a labour force shortage in Sweden and the right kind of skills are not found 

in the country. The employers’ organization is also raising critique for the migration 

policy regarding the complicated procedures for attaining all the needed permits 

and visa documents (Svenskt Näringsliv, 2020). This indicates certain priorities 

among the employers regarding various societal groups and their employability. The 

easier access to the labour market by foreign workers might also mean less attention 

to older workers already living in the country.  

Trade unions express support for open markets and free movement of labour 

within EU and distance themselves from the labour market protectionist strategies 

(TCO, 2020b). What is more prominent on the TUs agenda is the need for securing 

the same labour and social rights for all workers. Thus, the foreign labour force and 

newly arrived refugees who are striving towards establishment on the labour market 

should be treated equally in terms of salary and labour conditions, integrated into 

the Swedish model and covered by the collective agreements (LO is active in 

promoting these aspects; LO, 2020). That is to not cause wage and social dumping, 

which means that cheaper labour from abroad presents a risk for decreasing salaries 

and endangering labour conditions in Sweden. The employers’ organization is also 

putting a lot of attention to questions of diversity and integration but focuses more 

on benefits for the individual workers, company growth and increase in 

international competitiveness (Svenskt Näringsliv, 2020). 

2.2.4 Possibility and a need for life-long learning 

Life-long learning questions are important for both partners (TUs and employers). 

Both, the current demands and skills shortages as well as the future labour market 

needs are intensively discussed. In the light of a prolonged working life, there will 

be more need for an individual to change jobs or even occupations. Moreover, the 

dynamic labour market requires a constant development of skills and knowledge 

(TCO, 2020b). The main question is how to achieve this. Since the responsibility for 

education mainly lies on the state and the individual, the practices at the branch or 

company level are quite individualized (see more in Chapter 4). The employers’ 

organization pays more attention to education that starts at school and calls for a 

focus on entrepreneurship. It also addresses the higher education institutions as 

well as vocational education providers and calls for a closer matching between 

knowledge and skills provided there and labour market needs. Moreover, the 
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employers’ organization is discussing possible closer collaborations between the 

employers and educational institutions (Svenskt Näringsliv, 2020). These initiatives 

would primarily address the younger population.  

Among the trade unions, TCO has been active in promoting questions of life-long 

learning. The main point here is that employees need to have opportunities and 

conditions to be able to develop during the whole working life. There is a need for a 

new area of policy – competence/skills (kompetensförsörjning) policy – that 

encompasses labour market, education and business policies. Ensuring continuous 

education and training throughout a working life, especially having in mind older 

workers, requires the more prominent role of universities and professional 

education schools (yrkeshögskola), better financed studies (possibilities for study 

loans), easier entrance to various education institutions (for instance, that working 

experience can be taken into account) as well as more flexible and individualized 

learning possibilities (e.g., entering education that does not necessarily correspond 

to the previously attained education). There is a general need for a circular 

movement between education and labour market. Not only unemployed people in 

need of a job should have access to education, but also employed people. This is to 

keep up with the demand for skills at the current workplace, expand career 

possibilities or change of branch (in this way employees can be attracted to the 

areas where labour force is lacking). Here not only the national, but also the 

regional policies are very important. The disparities among the municipalities in 

relation to access to education are wide (TCO, 2020b). 

2.2.5 Swedish social model and the challenges of EU common market  

As it is presented above, the Swedish (Scandinavian) social model is based on the 

strong collaboration between the social partners, TUs and employers’ organisations 

in industrial relations, while the state covers the labour market policy issues and 

creates the political preconditions for full employment and universal welfare. 

The Swedish labour market is highly regulated by the social partners and was 

lately challenged at the European level. First, by the free movement of services and 

posting of workers practices, where companies from other member states were 

providing services in Sweden and adhering to the regulations of the country of 

origin (e.g., a construction company from Latvia) for salary and working conditions. 

The conditions and salaries were lower than the Swedish standards described in the 

collective agreements and induced a reaction from the TUs (Woolfson et al., 2010). 

For instance, the TCO points out that it stands for the free movement of services 

and encourages the international competition, but it sees as its task to explain and 

promote the Swedish social model with strong trade unions and collective 

agreements at the EU level (TCO, 2020b). 

Another moment unveiling the clash between the EU common market (social 

pillar) and the Swedish model is the discussion on an EU wide minimum wage. All 

the social partners, TUs and employers’ organizations as well as the Swedish 
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Government are making statements against the EU minimum wage implementation 

in the form of the Directive. It would not only go against the established 

collaboration and collective agreement principles among the social partners, but 

also threatens to reduce salaries in Sweden, because Swedish salaries are higher 

than the possible EU minimum wage (Dagens Nyheter, 2020; SVT, 2019). 

Moreover, TCO (2020b) underlines that a highly regulated labour market can 

also be flexible. It is important that even the temporary employments would be 

included in employment protection. This would affect extended working life, having 

in mind the above-mentioned gendered labour market inequalities and 

involuntarily flexible part-time employments. 

2.2.6 Employment security and flexibility  

One of the most interesting debates in the recent years are regarding changes in the 

Labour Protection Act, so called ‘LAS’. These changes have already come into effect 

implying that from 2020 January 1st, the employment security age (so called ‘LAS 

age’, the limit until which a person has a priority on keeping the employment in the 

cases of decrease in labour demand or reorganization at the company) is raised 

from 67 to 68 years, and from 2023 January 1st, from 68 to 69 years. 

The changes were welcomed by the PRO and deemed as less discriminatory in 

terms of age, because the so-called ‘window’ was removed and age cannot be used as 

a ground for laying off employees (Tallberg et al., 2019). Thus, it should be stated 

here that the increase of the ‘LAS age’ does not mean more protection for all the 

workers, but just more protection for the older workers. 

When these changes were initiated, they attracted a vast attention from the 

social partners. The employers’ organization became very active. They were trying 

to use the momentum to advertise for larger reforms regulating labour protection 

on a larger scale. Claiming that security in the labour market is important, 

employers were arguing for more flexibility in employment relations. They were 

addressing the questions of the employers’ rights and the need to have more 

dynamic labour force changes. Accordingly, LAS is inhibiting companies’ economic 

growth and limits job growth (companies’ possibilities as well as willingness to 

create jobs/employ). There is a view that LAS is outdated, does not keep up with the 

fast-changing demand for skills and thereby inhibits Swedish companies’ 

international competitiveness (Svenskt Näringsliv, 2020). Whilst the Government/ 

Minister for Labour market, PRO and TUs were pointing out the importance to 

protect older peoples’ employment (Dagens Industri, 2018), the employers’ 

organization argued that the LAS system prevents people without experience 

and/or higher education to access the labour market and thus inhibits their 

integration. According to the employers’ organization, it also inhibits companies’ 

possibilities to secure the human resources with the needed skills and competence 

exchange (Svenskt Näringsliv, 2020). According to TCO, if the aim is to create a 

more competitive Sweden with a lower unemployment rate, there are much better 
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ways to increase the labour market dynamics: instead of changing LAS, more 

investments into education and training should be done. The employees who have 

worked for a longer time could have more possibilities for part- or full-time 

education and training to upgrade their skills in the current profession or to change 

the branch (TCO, 2018). 

Another important moment in this debate was that the employers’ organization 

cooperated with the party alliance (the political alliance of the parties in Riksdag) 

when proposing changes in LAS. TCO emphasized that the employers’ organisation 

is trying to circumvent the common practice of social dialogue among the social 

partners in the labour market, where the negotiation regarding employment 

protection and working conditions is handled in consultation with the trade unions 

and is noted in the collective agreements. Instead, employers are taking a ‘path of 

legislation’ and are ‘playing political games’. In other words, employers’ 

organisation’s strategy is threatening the established order and power dynamics 

among the labour market actors as well as diminishing the impact of the trade 

unions (TCO, 2018). 

To conclude, the Swedish social model is an elaborate system and labour market 

is shaped by different actors, including trade unions, employers’ organizations and 

the state. Seniors’ organisations like PRO and SPF represent the interest of older 

generations in the welfare state and specifically in the labour market. These 

organizations take a stance against ageism and poverty among pensioners and seek 

to improve employment security and flexibility in late working life. On the other 

hand, employers’ organizations want to keep LAS in place and instead invest in 

training and education. Thus, late working life is increasingly emphasised in the 

policy discussions. 

3 Late working life: patterns, characteristics, and 

inequalities 

Prolonging late working life is viewed as a possible key to different challenges, such 

as low pensions or welfare financing. Therefore, it is important to understand 

developments in late working life as well as demographic developments to assess 

chances and risks of late working life policy making. Hence, this chapter analyses 

patterns, characteristics, and inequalities in late working life. 
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3.1 Labour market participation 

3.1.1 Health and life expectancy are increasing faster than labour market 

participation rates 

As it was briefly presented in Chapter 1, the labour market participation among 

older people (especially for 60-64) has been increasing since the late 1990s. On the 

other hand, studies show that life expectancy and self-reported health is increasing 

faster than the labour market participation rate at the older age (Laun & Palme, 

2018). Figure 3 and Figure 4 demonstrate the objective indicators of mortality rates 

and labour market participation rates in 1985 and 2009. It clearly shows that life 

expectancy has been growing, but labour market participation is lagging behind. 

The gap is especially visible for men, which can be explained by the fact that life 

expectancy for men was growing faster during the last decades.  

Figure 3: Labour market participation rate and mortality rate for men (in 1985 

and 2009) 

 

 

 

Source: Dödsorsaksregistret, LOUISE-database; Laun & Palme, 2018, p.25. 
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Figure 4: Labour market participation rate and mortality rate for women (in 1985 

and 2009) 

 

 

 

Source: Dödsorsaksregistret, LOUISE-database; Laun & Palme, 2018, p.26. 

 

Objective indicators, such as mortality rate, might not reveal the full picture of the 

population’s health conditions, since the increased life expectancy does not 

necessarily coincide with the expected number of healthy years. Figure 5 presents a 

subjective evaluation of individual’s health. The data indicates a general trend of 

increases in self-reported health among all 55+ individuals4. It is interesting to 

observe that this share is visibly higher for men for both age groups 55-64 and 65-

74. The younger age group reports slightly better self-reported health, but for men 

both age groups follow the same trend. In contrast to that, among women there are 

visible gaps in the early 1980s and between the 1990s-2000s, which seem difficult 

to explain. 

 

 

 

 

 

4  The comparisons after 2005 with the previous periods are problematic due to a changed 
measurement.  
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Figure 5: Share of population that evaluates their health as ‘Good’ or ‘Very good’  

 

 

Source: ULF; Laun & Palme, 2018, p.22. 

 

Thus, based on life expectancy as well as increasing health and labour market 

participation rates, Laun and Palme (2018) present the indicator of the labour 

market capacity among various age groups. It shows the potential for labour market 

participation, in which anticipated participation rate for 65-74 year-olds is around 

80%. As it is seen in Figure 6 and Figure 7, the overall labour market participation 

capacity is high from the age of 65 years and onwards. But the differences between 

genders are clear once the age increases. According to the estimations, the capacity 

for additional female participation at the age group of 55-59 is only 1%, while for 

male it is 5%. Moreover, the overall participation rate is expected to be higher 

among the latter. This shows not only that female health has not improved at the 

same rate, but also that younger women have a high participation rate. The same 

cannot be said for the age group 65-74. Here female participation in the labour 

market is low and constitutes half or less of that of the men in the same age 

category. 
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Figure 6: Share of labour market participation for men and estimated additional 

labour market participation capacity (grey colour) 

 

Source: SHARE; Laun & Palme, 2018, p.28. 

Figure 7: Share of labour market participation for women and estimated 

additional labour market participation capacity (grey colour) 

 

Source: SHARE; Laun & Palme, 2018, p.29. 
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3.1.2 Labour market participation patterns and characteristics: age and 

gender aspects 

Continuing the labour market participation topic, it is important to look at the 

unemployment trends. Both, Figure 8 and Figure 9 show a clear drop in 

unemployment around the 1990s and then a sudden increase again, which could be 

seen as a direct effect of the economic crisis. The age group of 60-64 was more 

affected by these economic fluctuations. There were higher unemployment rates 

among age group 60-64 than age group 55-59 since the 1960s, but the gap has 

started closing since the late 2000s. 60-64 year-olds have seen the highest increase 

in labour market participation during the last decades, the reasons for this have 

been discussed in Chapter 1. The overall unemployment rates among men are on 

average around 2 percent higher than among women. 

Figure 8: Unemployment among men 55-59 and 60-64 years, 1963-2016 

 

 

Source: AKU; Laun & Palme, 2018, p.12. 
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Figure 9: Unemployment among women 55-59 and 60-64 years, 1963-2016 

 

 

Source: AKU; Laun & Palme, 2018, p.12. 

 

On the other hand, older women on average work less hours than men every week 

(Appendix, Figure 23). Among 55-64 year-olds, this gap reduced during 1976 to 

2006 from a gender difference of 10 hours to around 5 hours a week. Men were 

more stable over time, working 40 hours a week, while female working time 

increased from approximately 30 to 35 hours. In 2005, the reference group was 

redefined and now includes 55-74 year-olds, thus the comparison to the previous 

years is not possible. Nevertheless, similar trends of around 5 hours gap in working 

time can be observed among men and women. However, the average working time 

for men is reduced to just above 30 hours and women work slightly more than 25 

weekly hours, as from 2005 onwards people up to the age of 74 (and not only 64) 

are included in the calculation of the weekly average (Laun & Palme, 2018). 

The overall labour market participation decreases gradually between 55-65 from 

around 80% to 20% for men and 10% for women for all the cohorts (1935-1950). 

Yet, with every later cohort, individuals work slightly longer (Appendix, Figure 24).  

Percent 
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3.1.3 Labour market participation patterns and characteristics: types of 

employment, sectors and working conditions   

After considering the more general aspects of health and gender in late working life, 

we now turn to specific characteristics, such as sectors and branches as well as types 

of employment and working conditions. 

The data presented in Figure 10 represents a shorter time span and indicates 

that among the 65-74 year-olds, the majority is employed in the private sector. This 

held true throughout the years 2008 to 2013, except for 2013, when there were 

slightly more 65-69 year-olds working in the governmental sector. In general, there 

was a big increase in the number of 65-74 year-olds participating in the labour 

market – from 81 000 in 2008 to 140 000 in 2019. The number was growing the 

fastest in the municipal and regional sectors (from 12 000 to 38 000), while the 

governmental sector has demonstrated a more moderate growth (from 4 000 to 9 

000) (SOU, 2020:69). 

Figure 10: Share of labour market participation in state, municipal/regional and 

private sectors among 65-74 year-olds, % in 2008, 2013 and 2018. 

 

Source: SCB, AKU; SOU, 2020:69, p.89. 
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The fastest growth in labour market participation for age group 65-74 during 2005 

to 2018 was among white-collar workers, with 65-69 year-olds being at the 

forefront, while the participation among blue-collar workers was growing more 

moderately (Figure 11). Here some gender differences are visible. The share of 

women among both white- and blue-collar workers in age group 65-69 has 

quadrupled, while for men it doubled. This massive increase was also observed 

among 70-74 year-olds, where in comparison to 2008, in 2018, there was a 100% 

increase in the share of blue-collar workers and a 400% rise among white-collar 

workers (SOU, 2020:69). 

Figure 11: Labour market participation by occupational status (white- and blue-

collar workers), thousands, 2005-2018 

 

 

Source: SCB, AKU; Fransson & Söderberg, 2019, p. 11.  

 

The majority of all 65-74 year-olds work in financial and business services. It is 

especially common among 70-74 year-olds – 26% of the employed individuals work 

in this branch (SOU, 2020:69). This branch covers a variety of employer types and 

one interesting aspect in this branch are the temporary working agencies 

(bemanningsföretag). The temporary working agency (TWA) does not create an 

employment but mediates between employers and potential employees. These are 

staffing companies, which hire individuals and then later ‘rent’ them to other 

companies. TWAs are widely spread in the Swedish labour market and are often 

used as an entry to the labour market by young people and migrant workers. Lately, 
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these agencies have turned to the older work force and there is an expansion 

observed amongst TWAs profiling themselves as the ones offering senior labour. 

The types of jobs covered by TWAs vary from manual labour to highly skilled 

specialists and the jobs in these agencies span from carpenters or plumbers to IT 

specialists and nurses. Work at the TWAs is further characterised by atypical, short-

term temporary contracts and lower payment. It is difficult to estimate, what share 

of the 65 to 74 year-olds work in the TWAs and what jobs they carry out. The branch 

of financial and business services also includes the self-employed who provide 

direct services for other businesses (see below for more on this type of 

employment). 

Another common branch for employment in this age group are health and care 

jobs, followed by jobs in education. The numbers employed in these sectors were 

rising during 2005 to 2018 (SOU, 2020:69). Women of all age groups are 

overrepresented in the welfare sector jobs, where work is both physically and 

mentally demanding (Arbetsmiljöverket, 2018) as well as often characterised as 

more atypical with short term and less secure contracts (SCB, 2020). The latest 

working environment statistics show that women work with other people (e.g. 

customers, clients, patients) to a higher degree than men. They have also less 

control over their work and do more mentally demanding jobs (Arbetsmiljöverket, 

2018). Less control over work tasks was in general more common among young 

(until 30 years) and older workers (50 to 64 years) (SCB, 2020). The data indicates 

that the majority of women (15-74 year-old) in 2009 to 2017 were employed in 

health and care sectors as well as education. In comparison to men, about five times 

more women were working in the health and care sector and around 3 times more 

women were employed in the education sector (Figure 25 in Appendix). These 

sectors are traditionally female dominated among all the age groups.  

In 2019, the highest number of temporary employed in the whole population 

were working in the health and care sector as well as in education. In the former, 

temporary employment was 3 times more common for men compared to women. 

Women also constitute a higher share in substitute (vikariat) positions and are 

more likely to have zero hour/on demand and hourly contracts (behov- och 

timmanställning). In contrast to that, there were more men in probation and 

project-related employments. Temporary employment is more common among 

lower educated people and the share of those having temporary employment rose 

from 20% to 38% between 2005 and 2019. Half of the temporary employed are also 

employed on a part-time basis (SCB, 2020). Lower education might be linked to the 

labour market positions on the secondary, lower-skilled labour market, which is 

often characterised by more precarious work and atypical employments.  
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Figure 12: Share of temporary employed among all employed individuals in 2019 

 

 

Source: SCB, 2020, p. 10. 

 

Temporary employment rates were also rising among older people. In 2005 39% in 

the age group 65-74 were temporarily employed. Except for the economic crisis, 

temporary employment rose steadily to 48% in 2019, constituting almost half of the 

employed individuals at this point. The employment rate in this group rose from 

10% to 18% during the same period (SCB, 2020). This can be related to the 

increasing number of employed in this group, who primarily work in the financial 

and business services (which also include TWAs), health and care as well as 

education sectors. The two latter sectors were already mentioned above as having a 

tendency towards temporary employments. Further, they are female dominated and 

having in mind that the labour market participation increased more among older 

women than men and grew fastest in the municipal/regional sector (where these 

jobs are often located), one can expect this rise to be linked to gendered 

employment trajectories. Compared to other age groups, less than 10% aged 45-54 

and 55-64 have temporary employments. In terms of gender, around 5 percentage 

points more women work on a temporary contract than men (SCB, 2020). This can 

be related to the discussion in Chapter 2, where temporary employments among 

women are discussed in connection to the higher share of care obligations during 

female life courses and especially in the older age, which leads to changes towards 
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part-time and temporary employments to keep the working arrangements more 

flexible and compatible with care responsibilities. The interruption in working life 

due to care obligations can also accumulate and translate to less attachment to the 

labour market in terms of more atypical employments and temporary working 

contracts (Szebehely, 2014; Wall, 2014). The highest share of temporary employed 

older workers (65-74) has a high school degree or higher education. More than half 

of all temporary employed would like to have a permanent contract. The number 

corresponds to those aged 55-64 (around 60%) but only less than 10% of the 65-74 

year-olds are interested in the permanent employment (SCB, 2020). That might 

indicate that temporary employment is seen as a source of flexibility, which is not 

necessarily involuntary.  

Temporary work is also connected to part-time work – a flexibility that many 

older workers prefer to have. Around 60% of the 65-69 year-olds in the labour 

market work part-time. Both, short part-time (1-19 hours a week) and long part-

time (20-34 hours). In the age group 70-74, around 80% work part-time and about 

two thirds of those work 1-19 hours a week. Among 20-59 year-olds, only 10% have 

a short part-time work, while 25% work long part-time and almost 70% work full-

time (SOU, 2020:69). The average working time per week has mainly remained 

unchanged for the age groups 20-59, and 60-64 with slightly higher fluctuations for 

65-69 year-olds and biggest changes for 70-74 year-olds. For the latter, the working 

time decreased during 2005-2018 (Figure 13). Considering the gender differences, 

in the age group 65-69, men work on average around 3.5 hours more per week than 

women and in the age group 70-74 this difference makes up almost 7 hours per 

week. White-collar workers are on average working less hours than blue-collar 

workers, which can be explained by the fact that the former are often more likely to 

adjust their working tasks more flexibly and work shorter hours. The total amount 

of hours worked among the 65-74 year-olds was rising under 2005 to 2018, which 

contributed to around 2.2 million work hours per week or an increase by 120%. This 

relates to the demographic changes. The number of older people in the population is 

increasing as well as the labour market participation among this group. However, it 

does not go along with longer working hours worked by older individuals as 

mentioned above (SOU, 2020: 69). 
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Figure 13: Average working hours per week for various age groups, 2005-2018 

 

 

 

Source: SCB, AKU; Fransson & Söderberg, 2019, p. 20.  

 

In terms of ethnicity, there were more temporary employed among the ones born 

outside of Sweden. The share was rising from 21% in 2005 to 25% in 2019. It can be 

explained by the fact that many individuals born abroad have entry jobs in the 

Swedish labour market, which often begin with a probation period or another form 

of temporary employment. The highest temporary employment share was among 

women born outside Sweden – it amounted for 27% in 2019. Both women and men 

born outside Sweden had a 10 percentage points higher share of temporary 

employment compared to the ones born in Sweden. Furthermore, a higher share of 

foreign-born people were willing to get permanent contracts (around 70%) in 

comparison to Swedish-born (slightly above 50%). Moreover foreign-born people 

are more likely to move to unemployment after a temporary contract than Swedish-

born people. It is important to mention that the biggest drop in temporary 

employment in relation to the economic crisis of 2008 was among foreign-born 

men (SCB, 2020; Figure 28 in Appendix).  

In the total population, there are slightly more women working on temporary 

contracts than men, but there are more men who are self-employed or helping 

household members (doing unpaid labour that later benefits them via shared 

household resources) in a private business (Figure 27 in Appendix).  
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Self-employment is very common among the older workers – out of more than 

250 000 of all employed in the age group 65-74 around one third were self-

employed in 2017 and a small share combine both employment and self-

employment. Self-employment, same as for the whole population, is more common 

among men than women. Around 40% of men and 30% of women are self-

employed or combine employment with self-employment (Figure 14). A big share of 

those self-employed in the age group 65-74 had their companies before they turned 

65, so this age, serves as a transition from employment to self-employment. 

Figure 14: Labour market participation by the type of employment (employees, 

self-employed and combination), 65-74 year-olds, thousands in 2017 

 

Source: SCB, Yrkesregistret; Fransson & Söderberg, 2019, p. 16.  

 

Turning to the working environment and conditions among older workers, there are 

no big changes towards the end of working life. Older workers are mainly content 

with their work where they can learn new things. They also express a will to have 

more control over their work tasks, pace and planning as well as would like to 

receive more help from their closest manager. The psychologically and physically 

demanding tasks are more often reported in age group 55-59 than 65-74, the 

differences between 55-59 and 60-64 are small. On the one hand, this can be related 

to the trend that the youngest workers (16-29) are most likely to have physically 

difficult tasks. On another hand, it can be tied to the so called ‘healthy worker 

effect’, which means that individuals in more disadvantaged health situations have 

already exited the labour market and do not work after the age of 65 (SOU, 2020: 
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69). This goes in line with the data presented later in this chapter, which shows that 

labour market exit via health insurance takes place at the younger ages. 

Around 7% among the 50-64 year-olds report difficulties to carry out their 

working tasks due to their age. This holds true for both genders but differs for those 

with high and low income. In 2009 to 2017 the trend remained stable, where 

around 4% of high earners and 9% of low earners reported difficulties. Slightly more 

than 10% of the working population indicates that they will not be able to work until 

common pension age. The female share was higher in all years between 2009 and 

2017. According to the latest available data, from 2017, around 14% of women and 

11% of men report that they will not be able to work until  pension age 

(Arbetsmiljöverket, 2018). This can be tied to low-income earners and women 

having more disadvantageous and less sustainable working conditions. They are 

faced with difficulties to carry out current tasks and feel ‘worn down’ by strenuous 

tasks, which leads to an earlier retirement. On the other hand, the data presented in 

the beginning of this chapter reveals that women self-report their health lower 

compared to men, which can also contribute to the experienced difficulties in the 

labour market. 

Besides the differences and inequalities in the labour market participation based 

on wealth, age and gender, education also plays a role in forming chances on the 

labour market. 

3.2 Education and lifelong learning  

Education is divided into formal education, non-formal education, and informal 

learning. The first type is taking place in public institutions, while the second is 

often provided by employers as staff training during working time or is gained 

during free time but upgrades work-related skills (Landell, 2016; SCB, 2018b). 

The formal education level among older people has been growing for the last 

decades. Almost half of the women and men born in 1952 have high school 

education as their highest attainment in comparison to 25% of women and around 

30% of men born 1923. The rate of people with higher education has also been 

rising - comparing cohorts 1923 and 1952, the level among women went up from 7% 

to 35% and among men from 10% to around 30%. These increases correspond to 

the decrease in the share of individuals having lower than high school education. 

Comparing men born in 1923 and 1952, the share without a high-school degree 

decreased from around 60% to 25%. The decrease was even more substantial 

among women – from 70% to around 20% (Laun & Palme, 2018). These are positive 

developments since studies show that individuals with higher education tend to stay 

longer on the labour market. In fact, the highest share of early leavers is among 

women with lower than high school educational attainment (SOU, 2020:69). 

In line with the rising educational attainment level, labour market requirements 

in terms of formal qualification level were also increasing between 1974 and 2010. 
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Formal qualification levels were increasing more quickly for positions occupied by 

women compared to men. In 2010, the qualification requirements were higher for 

the jobs occupied by women compared to jobs occupied by men (SOU, 2020:69). 

The SCB report from 2018 indicates that the formally required qualification level 

was a big incentive for those with lower education attainment to participate in staff 

trainings, which led to receiving certificates, while other types of skills trainings in 

the workplace were more popular among people with higher education (SCB, 

2018b). 

More than half of the employed participated in education during their paid 

worktime between 2009 and 2017. Both women and men participated in education 

during paid worktime to a similar extent, however, women were participating 

slightly more. Considering all women who participated, less older women (50-64 

years) than younger women (16-29 and 30-49 years) gained education during their 

paid time (SCB, 2018b).5 

Figure 15: Share of employed people who have gained education on their paid 

work time during the last 12 months, 2009-2017 

 
Source: Swedish national labour force survey; Arbetsmiljöverket, 2018, p. 28.  

 

 

 

 

5 Corresponding figures for men were not stated in the report. 
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The participation in education during paid work time was around 10 percentage 

points lower among older people (age 55+). Thus, it is interesting to investigate the 

motivation of those not participating in education. In comparison to younger 

people, a higher share in the age group 55+ was not willing to participate in 

education. On the other hand, almost 10%, a very similar share to younger groups, 

were willing to participate (SCB, 2018b). Previous studies found that willingness to 

participate in training programmes is e.g. depending on social and governmental 

expectations, with social expectations being the most powerful (Focacci & Lam, 

2020). This could potentially explain the low willingness for participation among 

the age group 55+, as there might be social expectations about education and 

development of older workers that could inhibit their willingness to participate in 

training programmes. 

Figure 16: People, who did not participate in the education split by willingness to 

participate 

 

 

Source: AES 2016; SCB, 2018b, p. 85. 

 

This indicates some temporary or more structural barriers for participation. People, 

who are close to the normative pension age are reported to have less access to 

education and training at the workplace and are involved less in new projects (SOU, 

2020:69). This can, on the one hand, affect the productivity of older workers in the 
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short term, prevent them from competing in the labour market and prolonging 

working life. On the other hand, these practices can be seen as ageist and received 

by older employees as a sign of exclusion from a workplace, a subtle message about 

the value of the employee or as encouragement to retire at a certain age (SOU, 

2020:69). 

3.3 Labour market exit: patterns and characteristics 

There is no defined statutory pension age in Sweden, but a rather strong normative 

understanding about a pensionable age as well as some age barriers in various 

security systems, which serve as a natural transition to the pension system at the 

age of 65. The flexibility in the pension system is very high and the pension can be 

taken out fully or partially by choosing one of the pension parts or combining them. 

This is possible also due to the Swedish pension system, where various parts of 

pension come from different sources – state, occupational funds, and possibly 

private savings. Moreover, even full pension from various sources can be taken out 

together with the income from work (full- or part-time). As it was discussed above, 

many reduce weekly working hours or change type of employment at an older age 

instead of directly going from full-time employment to full retirement (SOU, 

2020:69; see also Chapter 4). This makes it more difficult to define  the age at which 

people retire. Therefore, a few indicators are used to monitor different aspects of 

the labour market-retirement transition. Average retirement age 

(medelpensioneringsålder) shows an average age when individuals start to take the 

main state pension. It did not change much between 2005 and 2019 and is 64.6 

years. Even though the state pension takeout is very flexible and can be done 

partially, most individuals take the full amount or half of it. There is also a small 

share of individuals, who start taking out this pension, then pause it and later 

resume (SOU, 2020:69). 

Figure 17 and Figure 18 show what share of individuals take a state pension for 

various cohorts and at which age. The developments reveal interesting dynamics. A 

65-year norm is not set in stone and instead of starting to take out pensions later, a 

larger share take it earlier, between 61 to 64 years. The trend looks similar for men 

and women, just in the 1938 cohort there were around 10% more women taking the 

pension at the age of 65 and in contrast to more men taking pension both before 

and after 65. In the 1953 cohort, around 45% of the women started taking the 

pension at the age of 65 and 35% started taking out pension earlier (at age 61-64). 

The changes in taking pension out at 66 years were more moderate and rose from 

10% to 20% between cohorts 1938 to 1951. For the male cohort 1953, the gap 

between the share taking pension at the age of 65 and the age of 61 to 64 is even 

smaller.  

There are slightly more men than women who take out an early pension, which 

can be explained by more women than men getting income from health insurance 
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and more women working part-time or having lower salaries (SOU, 2020:69). In 

that case, taking out pension before the age 65 would mean an even lower pension 

in the future, since the pension system in Sweden rewards a takeout of the state 

pension from the age of 65 (see Chapter 4). 

Figure 17: Share of newly granted state pensions for various cohorts, women 

 

Source: Pensionsmyndigheten; SOU, 2020:69, p. 100. 

Figure 18: Share of newly granted state pensions for various cohorts, men  

 

Source: Pensionsmyndigheten; SOU, 2020:69, p. 100. 
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The trends clearly indicate an increase in taking pensions earlier. During 2003 to 

2009, the share was growing fastest among 61-63 year-olds and later flattened out, 

but continued to increase steadily, especially among 63 year-olds. Almost one third 

of the ones taking pension before the age of 65 were 63 years old. Over 15% were 62 

years old and less than 10% aged 61. Some people taking the state pension earlier 

also combine it with income from the labour market. The share of 61-63 year-olds, 

who combine their pension with income from the labour market, was rising between 

2003 to 2006 and the curve has flattened during 2007 to 2016. In 2016, around half 

61-year olds combined the income from both pension and work. Slightly less of the 

62 year-olds and around 40% of the 63 year-olds combine work with pension. The 

tendency to work is reducing with increasing age, thus gradually less individuals 

combine income and pension later in life. One of the main reasons for taking an 

earlier pension and combining it with income from work is because the latter is low. 

The income usually starts reducing a few years before individuals start taking out 

the state pension, which indicates that they participate in the labour market only 

part-time or have even exited it. With the reducing income from the labour market, 

the income from the state, occupational and private pension is increasing. Also, the 

share of income from unemployment and health benefits increases. Some take out 

their pension earlier and invest it or save money for themselves (SOU, 2020:69). 

If around 50% of the 61 year-olds combine the income from state pension and 

work, almost the same share (45%), who take this pension did not have any income 

from labour market since a year before. The distribution of the income sources also 

signals about the living standard as well as inclusion in the labour market. Those, 

who combine work and pension income have higher disposable income and better 

health as well as a better labour market situation. This reveals inequalities in the 

late labour market based on health. The inequalities also depend on the level of 

education – as was mentioned earlier, highly educated people tend to stay in the 

labour market after the age of 65. There is a slightly higher number of low educated 

people, who take pension at the age of 61. Couples tend to take an earlier pension 

than singles, because the combined income is an advantage. On the other hand, 

when an age difference between partners exists, early pension take out becomes 

more likely, especially among the often younger female partner to spend retirement 

together with their older partner (SOU, 2020:69). 

In addition to measuring when individuals take out their pension, another 

indicator, labour market exit (utträde från arbetsmarknaden), is widely used for 

labour market-retirement transition analysis. The labour market exit is measured as 

the age when the main annual income from the labour market in a given year and 

the two following years is lower than a certain base (in 2019 the base for the annual 

income was 46 500 SEK). This age does not have to coincide with the average age of 

the pensions take out, but the two are related (Laun & Palme, 2018). 

As can be seen in Figure 19 and Figure 20, the peak of exiting labour market for 

all the cohorts is around 65 years, though, there is a bigger share of women who exit 
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labour market at the age of 65 or earlier in comparison to men. The exit after 65 

years is more even among the genders, though men overall exit later. 

Figure 19: Share of men exiting the labour market, by age and birth cohort

 

Source: LOUISE-database; Laun & Palme, 2018, p. 15. 

Figure 20: Share of women exiting the labour market (by age and birth cohort)

 

Source: LOUISE-database; Laun & Palme, 2018, p. 16. 
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Among the ones, who take out the state pension early and exit the labour market, 

many see a drop in disposable income already a year before. This is a consequence 

of the dependency on income from health insurance or unemployment benefits 

(SOU, 2020:69). Analysing the path of exiting the labour market, Laun and Palme 

(2018) define a pension path and a social insurance path. The former encompasses 

state and occupational pensions and the latter health insurance (sickness and 

disability benefits) and unemployment benefit. 

In all cohorts, there is a slightly higher percentage of women who exit the labour 

market via social insurance path (sickness/disability benefits or unemployment 

benefits) and higher percentage of men exiting via the pension path. More women 

than men, who leave via the social insurance way, leave via disability benefit (14% 

and 7%). There are more men, who leave via unemployment benefits in comparison 

to women (accordingly, 12% and 17% during 2010-2016) (SOU, 2020:69). From the 

available data presented above, this could be explained by a combination of lacking 

access to the labour market among women and their lower (self-reported) health in 

comparison to men. For both genders, the exit by the social insurance pathway on 

average means much earlier exit - between 59 to 60 years. While the pension path is 

usually taken from 63 years onwards (Figure 21 and Figure 22).  

Figure 21:  The average age of exiting the labour market by age and the pension 

and social insurance path 

 

Source: LOUISE-database; Laun & Palme, 2018, p. 17. 
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There is a relation between year of birth and the share of the older individuals 

exiting the labour market. Before the amendments in the disability insurance 

system, it was possible to exit via receiving these benefits due to labour market 

reasons, which made this a particular way known as an ‘early retirement’ benefit. It 

was especially common among people with low education and low income, probably 

because of the worse health and labour conditions among this group (SOU, 

2020:69). Abolishing this rule and instead basing eligibility for disability benefits 

only on health conditions, dramatically reduced the number of receivers (see also 

Chapter 4). This trend is visible in Figure 22, where the drop in the exit via the 

social insurance path is almost identically mirrored in the rise of the exit via the 

pension path. This also affected the age when older people leave the labour market, 

since the exit via social insurance was mostly common for the ones younger than 

60. Occupational pension is usually taken for the first time between 60 and 64 years 

and state pension are more commonly taken out at the age of 65. 

Figure 22: Share of the people exiting the labour market by year of birth and the 

pension or social insurance path 

 

 

Source: LOUISE-database; Laun & Palme, 2018, p. 18. 

 

Labour market exit is unequal among various groups. It depends on laws and 

regulations, workplace, and individual factors. Laws and regulations have various 

age criteria, which often form the circumstances for a labour market exit. Among 
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the ones who take out an early pension, one finds both, privileged and 

disadvantaged groups. For instance, a variety of state employments still allow to exit 

the labour market at the age of 61 and here using an occupational pension is the 

most common path. Early leavers from the municipality and regional sectors more 

often take health or sickness benefits. The workplace is also important as it is 

related to specific sectoral characteristics and work environment. On average, 

women from female dominated sectors such as health and care sectors as well as 

education leave the labour market later than the rest of the women. For both, men 

and women, the highest likelihood to take an early pension is related to physically 

hard work, which more often has lower educational requirements and is more 

common in the sectors dominated by men – forestry workers, agriculture workers 

or postal service employees. On the contrary, the lowest share of early pensioneers 

is in the occupations, which require a higher education, such as psychologists, 

health and care specialists or university and college teachers. The physically hard 

work is more likely to lead to workplace accidents, but a stressful work 

environment, lack of inclusion in the group or even mobbing can as much 

contribute to ‘worn down’ employees and their low wellbeing – both are factors that 

can contribute to early exit from the labour market. Not the least important are 

employer’s attitudes towards older workers, ageism and age discrimination in the 

working place (SOU, 2020:69). 

The decision to take pension depends on many factors and these often work in 

combination with each other. Research shows that the decision to keep on working 

beyond the age of 65 depends on inequalities in individual circumstances. Health 

condition, education and economic situation play a big role here. Women report 

that their own and their relatives’ health affect their decision to take out their 

pension. Further, women more often than men state that their economic situation 

does not allow them to take an earlier pension (SOU, 2020:69). 

To conclude, since demography is changing, the age group between 65 and 74 

years is growing. In parallel with this, labour market participation is increasing in 

the same age group. However, late working life and labour market exit are not the 

same for everyone and depend on different factors. Firstly, there are gender 

differences. Women aged 55 to 74 rate their health lower than men and 

consequently women also leave the labour market more often through disability or 

sickness benefits. Women are also more likely than men to work in a form of 

temporary employment, which is less secure and usually less paid than permanent 

contracts. In contrast to that, men are more likely to work as self-employed, which 

offers great flexibility in late working life. The highest share of early leavers from the 

labour market are women, especially low-educated women. Education is another 

factor in late working life and labour market exit. Higher educated people are more 

likely to have permanent contracts and stay longer in the labour market compared 

to less educated people. This goes along with the trend that white-collar workers 

(usually higher educated) tend to work longer than blue-collar workers (usually less 
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educated). An explanation for this could be that white collar workers often have 

more flexible working conditions, so that they can change their working conditions 

to their needs, as they grow older. Furthermore, blue-collar work tends to be more 

physically demanding and can therefore lead to earlier exits. Another factor 

impacting late working life and labour market exit is ethnicity. People born in 

another country are more likely to be temporary employed and are more likely to be 

unemployed after the end of a temporary contract. 

4 The most influential policies regarding late 

working life profile 

Late working life in Sweden is shaped by various policies that partly constitute who 

and when to enter and exit the labour market. One of the main legislations that 

delineate the normative boundaries for the labour market exit is the old-age pension 

system. The other is the Labour Protection Act. As early retirement became 

increasingly popular a few decades ago, recent policies seek to prolong working life 

to safeguard welfare financing. Therefore, not only the pension system itself needed 

modification, but also the health insurance system and labour protection legislation. 

Changes are made not only in institutions and legislations, but also within 

companies by adapting HR strategies. Different measures are taken to protect the 

rights of older workers, counteract ageism and incentivise companies to employee 

older workers. 

4.1 Retirement and pensions  

The old-age pension system in its current form encompasses income pension, 

premium pension and guarantee pension as well as occupational pension. The 

national public pension (income and premium pension) is income-based (also 

called, a main pension) and depends on the earnings throughout the working life. 

The income pension is tax funded (first pillar, PAYG) and the premium pension is 

accumulated in the private funds. The guarantee pension is a benefit, based on 

residency in Sweden and is paid to those having low income-based pension or to 

those not entitled to it. Occupational pension forms the second pillar, provided via 

the employer and is an important addition for those who have high earnings. Lastly, 

the third pillar of the private pension savings is also available in Sweden. The first 

and second pillars of the pension as well as the occupational pension can have a 

flexible take-out age and it is possible to take a partial (25%, 50%, 75%) or a whole 

pension in combination with income from work, though a minimum age thresholds 

exist. The minimum age (for both genders) for the income-based pension is 62 years 
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(since 2020), but the take-out age is flexible, and the guarantee pension can be 

accessed from 65 years onwards (Ministry of Health and Social Affairs, 2016). 

The Swedish pension system underwent several changes since its introduction in 

1913. Pension age was reduced and then raised again. More recent changes in the 

pension system from the 1990s and early 2000s seek to integrate older people into 

the working life and foster late working life participation. 

As of 1 January 2020, the minimum pension age was raised from 61 to 62 years. 

The guarantee pension age will be raised from 65 to 66 in 2023. Moreover, from 

2026 onwards the pension age will be tied to the average life expectancy. This 

means that the person who takes pension before a certain age (66 in 2026), will 

have a lower compensation rate (Pensionsmyndigheten, 2020b). For instance, if a 

person takes a pension at the age of 65, the compensation rate will be 59%, if at 66, 

the rate will rise to 62%. It is important to mention that women have on average 

lower compensation rates than men, so they would need to work longer than men to 

receive an equivalent pension. For the foreign-born people, who on average have 

even lower compensation rates, this would mean even longer working lives than for 

Swedish-born women (SOU, 2020:69). Considering only the national public 

pension, the foreign-born people living in segregated areas on average receive 

approximately 73-77% of the pension level of the Swedish-born. Foreign-born 

people, who do not live in segregated areas receive on average 82-85% of the 

pension of the Swedish-born. The pension gap increases even more when 

occupational pensions are taken into consideration – foreign-born people receive on 

average 64-72% of the pension of Swedish-born people. To tighten this gap, the 

retirement for the foreign-born people would need to be prolonged to 70-73 years, if 

the Swedish-born retire at the age of 65 (FTF, 2018). 

The retirement in Sweden is very flexible and aims at dispersing ages for the 

pension take-out. This means more individualized retirement decisions, which are 

often difficult to take due to the complexity of the pension system. Despite the 

retirement age(s) being postponed, other age-related barriers exist in various 

security systems, which sustain a norm of retirement at 65 years, but has unequal 

effects for various groups. For instance, a combination of the guarantee pension and 

housing supplement (bostadstillägg) being available from the age of 65 makes it 

more beneficial for low-income earners to take their pension at this age. Another 

important constituent here is the occupational pension. It is often a decisive 

component in the pension system, which defines the higher and lower pension 

receivers and lifts many to a more decent rate. Occupational pensions in Sweden are 

higher for men compared to women (due to the reason that men are more likely to 

have a higher income) and higher for blue-collar workers compared to white-collar 

workers (Bergold, 2020). The size of and access to it depends on the individual’s 

occupation and collective agreement. For example, certain agreements, especially in 

the state sector, allow a take-out of occupational pension as early as age 55. Most of 

the occupational pensions stop contributions when a person turns 65, even if one 



EIWO 
EXCLUSION AND INEQUALITY IN LATE WORKING LIFE 
WORKING PAPER 5:  
EXCLUSION AND INEQUALITY IN LATE WORKING LIFE: NATIONAL COUNTRY 
CONTEXT - SWEDEN 

 

51 

 

 

 
 

 

continues working after this age. The payment of the occupational pension in some 

cases starts automatically from age 65 unless one actively expresses a will to not 

receive it then. Occupational pension is also sometimes automatically paid out 

within five years and a payment extended over a longer period needs to be applied 

for. That causes common misjudgement about the pension size and encourages to 

retire at the age of 65 (SOU, 2020:69). If workers are not covered in a collective 

agreement or a more informal special employment contract, they often do not 

receive any occupational pension (FTF, 2018). It is estimated that around 95% of 

the Swedish-born workers are covered, while only around 89% of foreign-born 

women and 86% of foreign-born men are covered by these agreements (FTF, 2018). 

4.2 Health insurance: sickness, rehabilitation and disability 

insurance  

Every employed person has a right to sick pay (sjuklön) for 14 days. After that, the 

Swedish Insurance Agency (Försäkringskassan) provides a sickness benefit 

(sjukpenning). The sick pay is tied to the employment regardless of one’s age, but a 

sickness benefit is usually paid until one turns 65. Afterwards, if an employee is 

taking more than 180 days of the benefit, an individual evaluation is carried out and 

the benefit might be stopped. After the age of 70, the maximum of available 

duration for the sick benefit is 180 days (SOU, 2002:69). 

When a person participates in a labour market-oriented rehabilitation with the 

aim to maintain or restore work capacity, one can receive a rehabilitation 

compensation, which can be paid out until one month before a person turns 65. The 

same rules apply for the ones who got an occupational injury and receive a 

compensation, unless the injury was endured after the age of 65, then compensation 

can only be paid until 67 years old (SOU, 2002:69). While no separate data is 

available on gender differences in claims for rehabilitation compensation, gender 

differences are observed when it comes to claiming sickness benefits including 

rehabilitation benefits. In 2017, women in all age groups made more use of these 

benefits compared to men. On average, women received 13.3 paid net days of 

sickness benefit and rehabilitation allowance in 2017, while men received 6.9 paid 

net days (SCB, 2018). This might be connected to the gender differences in self-

reported health (see Chapter 3.1.1). In addition to gender differences, also income 

plays a role for older workers’ health conditions. In 2009 to 2017, 9% of the low-

educated people workers between 50-64 years had problems to execute their work 

tasks due to their age, compared to 4% of the high-educated workers in that age 

group (Arbetsmiljöverket, 2018). This might be related to the fact that blue-collar 

workers, who often work in more physically demanding and accident-prone work 

environments, are often less educated than white-collar workers. 

The age limits connected to these benefits obviously mark the line, where a 

person should transit from the health care system to the pension system. 
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4.2.1 Disability benefit: activity and sickness compensations   

Another important policy is the disability benefit. Since the 1950s Disability 

Insurance has transformed from covering purely health related issues to being 

applied on eligibility-based on labour market issues or a combination of both. 

Thereby, Disability Insurance turned into an early retirement scheme. Special 

conditions for 60-64-year-old individuals applied that meant lower medical 

requirements, no demand to participate in education and rehabilitation as well as 

lower requirements to change place of residence or occupation. These special 

conditions were removed in 1997 and the eligibility due to labour market reasons 

was removed in 1991 (Karlström et al., 2008). Despite of that, this so called ‘early 

retirement’ (förtidspension) policy also worked as a labour market policy and 

allowed for people to retire at the age of 60. This was done in combination with 

employers laying off staff at the age of 58.3, who then later were eligible for 450 

days of unemployment benefit before they could move to an early retirement 

scheme (Galte Schermer, 2020). The scheme increasingly expanded and was 

criticized for being expensive, thus it went under reforms between 2000 and 2003. 

In 2003, the ‘early retirement’ scheme was moved under the health insurance area 

and is now called disability benefit (sjukersättning och aktivitetsersättning). 

However, it still is often referred to as an ‘early retirement’ scheme (RiR, 2005:14). 

There currently are two types of this insurance and the eligibility mainly depends 

on age. Individuals who are 19 to 29 years old and will not be able to work for one 

year or longer are mainly entitled to activity compensation in the event of sickness 

(aktivitetsersättning) and individuals between 30 to 64, who will likely never be 

able to work again, are eligible to sickness compensation in the event of sickness 

(sjukersättning). Even 19-29 year-olds can get the latter type of benefit, if they too 

are assumed to never be able to work during their lives, even in supported and 

adjusted workplaces (Försäkringskassan, 2020). This scheme was also criticized for 

not activating and encouraging individuals to return to the labour market (RiR, 

2005:14). To overcome this, the ability to work is being continuously evaluated and 

since 2008, individuals get a right to a benefit that is limited in time and needs to be 

reassessed continuously. Furthermore, everyone who has a disability benefit (both 

types of it) can receive it fully or partially. This means, that it is possible to work 

part-time and get part of the benefit. To encourage the reintegration into the labour 

market, individuals who have the right to a full or partial sickness compensation can 

apply for part-time work or increase their working time without losing their right to 

the benefit. Benefits allocated after July 2008 can be put on hold for up to two years 

after receiving it for at least one year (Försäkringskassan, 2020).  

The implemented reforms had a large effect on disability benefit eligibility. 

Measuring the immediate effect (2-3 years) of the reforms of the years 1991 and 

1997, Karlström et al. (2008) concluded that the number of the disability benefit 

recipients in the age group of 60-64 has decreased, but it was more due to a spill 

over to the sickness insurance and the unemployment insurance rather than higher 
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participation in the labour market. When considering the effect of the reforms in the 

early 2000s for all the age groups, it is interesting to compare the data of the 

disability benefit take up. The data from 2006, when the take up was extremely high 

(almost 560 000 recipients), and 2019 (ca. 271 000 recipients), indicate that the 

number of recipients decreased substantially (Försäkringskassan, 2020). In the 

long run, these reforms have mainly affected more privileged people, i.e., the ones 

with better health, higher education and income, and born in Sweden. Now only the 

ones with the poorest health get access to disability benefits, whilst others have the 

option to apply for sickness insurance, unemployment insurance or to take out an 

early pension, when there are no possibilities to participate in the labour market 

(SOU, 2020:69). The social insurance pathway to exit labour market is slightly more 

common among women compared to men, this could be due to poorer self-assessed 

health or a lacking access to the labour market, which seems to create inequalities 

between the genders (see Chapter 3). Low-income earners were always 

overrepresented among disability benefit recipients, which is probably also related 

to poor health and low education, limiting the labour market participation. Even 

though the income inequalities among older people have been increasing, this is not 

related to changes in disability benefits, neither for more privileged groups nor for 

the ones with the poorest health (SOU, 2020:69).  

4.2.2 Attendance allowance   

Attendance allowance is an allowance which covers the expenses for the personal 

assistance for a disabled person. Individuals who are covered by the Act regarding 

Support and Service for People with Certain Functional Impairments (LSS), are 

insured in Sweden, and need assistance for 20 hours or more per week are eligible 

to have personal assistants. The 20 hours per week are compensated by 

municipalities and the remaining time is covered by the Swedish Insurance Agency 

(Försäkringskassan). Personal assistance was introduced in 1994, regulating that 

these assistants can be family members or professionals and they can get paid from 

the attendance allowance (Försäkringskassan, 2020). Individuals with a disability 

cannot be older than 65 years when applying for this allowance but has a right to 

keep it after turning 65 (Försäkringskassan, 2020). This is how care work is 

financed, which is still to a big extent provided by women, as was described in the 

earlier chapters of this report. As mentioned above, if the support is not provided by 

family members, one can hire other individuals and pay them for the care work. In 

this way personal assistance is providing more opportunities for women to stay in 

the labour market. As it tends to be older workers and especially women who take 

over caring responsibilities, the option for personal assistance enables the option to 

either get paid for caring responsibilities or to shift caring responsibilities to a 

family-external personal assistant. Choosing an external personal assistant frees up 

time for work and enables more full-time employment. This is especially important 
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in the light of increasing longevity, which goes along with an increased demand for 

care. 

4.3 Labour market inclusion 

4.3.1 Active labour market policies 

As it was mentioned in Chapter 1, there are no special labour market policy 

programmes provided by the Swedish Public Employment Service 

(Arbetsförmedlingen) aimed at labour market integration of older workers as they 

exist for young people and newly arrived migrants. Hence, the chances of re-

integration into the labour market for older people depend on other factors, 

especially which sector they work in and whether they work as a blue- or white-

collar. This might lead to some inequalities among older workers. 

Unemployment benefits are administered by the social partners and paid via 

special unemployment insurance funds. The monthly contributions are paid by the 

employees. The benefits can be received up to a month before an unemployed 

person turns 65. Simultaneously, membership in the employment insurance fund is 

also terminated. An unemployed person is then directed to take out a pension. This 

barrier remains for a few decades - when the pension age was changed from 67 to 65 

in 1976, the unemployment benefit access upper age limit was adjusted in parallel. 

Even though the upper pension age in Sweden does not exist anymore (if not to 

consider ‘LAS age’, see further), the unemployment insurance retains this limit 

(SOU, 2020:69).  

Complementary to the national labour market policies and unemployment 

insurance, the services are regulated in the collective agreement called 

Omställningsavtalen, which can mean ‘job security agreements, career transition 

agreements or redundancy support agreements’ (LO, 2021). The agreement is made 

between trade unions and employers organisations and aims to provide competence 

development possibilities for individuals who were laid off, so that they can find 

another employment. It covers almost all the employees in Sweden and is usually 

funded by setting aside 0.3% of the salary. The agreements are operated by special 

foundations. There are few main organisations which cover different sectors in 

Swedish labour market (LO, 2021). 

Blue-collar workers in the private sector are covered by the agreement between 

The Swedish Trade Union Confederation (LO) and Confederation of Swedish 

Enterprise (Svenskt Näringsliv), administered by Trygghetsfonden since 2004. It 

includes only full-time employed until the age of 65. The foundation’s statistics 

show that the reintegration to the labour market gets more complicated with the 

age. Within 12 months after the notice, 90% of 20-39 year olds get re-employed, 

85% in the group of 40-49, 83% in 50-59 and 60% among the ones 60+. White-

collar workers in the private sector are covered by the agreement between the 
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Council of Negotiation and Cooperation (PTK) and the Confederation of Swedish 

Enterprise (Svenskt Näringsliv), administered by Trygghetsrådet since 1974. Here 

the same age barrier, 65 years, is in place and according to the statistics, 80% of 

those 60+ get employed, start education or start their own company within 12 

months after a lay-off. Not only being a blue-collar or white-collar worker, but also 

the place of birth seems to play an important role for the length of unemployment. 

For the 55-64 year-olds, 6% Swedish-born people without high-school degree 

started working again every month, compared to 4% foreign-born with a high-

school degree (Lindell, 2018). Employees in the municipalities and regions are 

covered by the agreement between Swedish Association of Local Authorities and 

Regions (SKR), Municipal Employers’ Organisation (Sobona) and trade unions 

within municipal and regional sector. This collective agreement, called KOM-KL, is 

administered by Omställningsfonden. The agreement follows the LAS-age (see 

below) and covers employees who are permanently or temporary employed and 

employees who were absent due to the sickness or individuals who have 

accomplished rehabilitation. According to the statistics, older workers were not 

more disadvantaged in terms of labour market reintegration. On the opposite, the 

older receivers of the funds have a slightly better chance to be employed. The fund 

pays a lot of attention to the competence and skills and promotes lifelong learning. 

It identifies specific needs for the groups of employees in the sector and aims to 

increase their employability via education and training. In the state sector, the 

collective agreement is between The Swedish Agency for Government Employers 

(Arbetsgivarverket) and the trade unions in the sector and is administered by 

Trygghetsstiftelsen. As most of the above agreements, it covers people up until the 

age of 65. Statistics show that for people below 55 years, it takes on average 9 

months to come back to employment, the period doubles to 18 months for age 

group 55-59 and further increases to 16 months for those who are 60+ (SOU, 

2020:69). 

4.3.2 Employment protection 

Turning to the labour market policies, the key legislation here is the Employment 

Protection Act, also called ‘LAS’. It is constituting a guarantee for the employment 

protection of all the employees who have a permanent employment contract (that 

can also mean short-term contracts). The employees are arranged in a certain 

priority list, based on qualifications needed and duration of employment (where 

employees working longer have a priority). LAS implies that an employer needs to 

present a valid reason for a layoff, where age is not one of them. In situations of 

reorganization or a reduced labour demand, the priority list is invoked and those 

(higher) on the list have more protected rights to stay employed (Ds, 2018: 28; 

Lowen, 2016). 

As discussed in Chapter 1, the introduction of LAS in the 1980s reduced 

employment protection for older individuals, facilitated the lay-off of older 
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employees and made employees over the age of 67 more vulnerable for job loss. 

Recently, efforts are made to prolong working life as well as protect older workers 

and policies are introduced to protect employment for older workers. 

An employer can lay off an employee who is older than 68 years (69 years from 

2023) without presenting a valid reason. The above-mentioned ‘window’ is also 

removed. The period of notice for the employment termination remains to be one 

month and the above-mentioned employees are removed from the priority list 

(Riksdag, 2019). The earlier regulation with the ‘window’ for laying off employees 

was acting as a certain marker for retirement age. For instance, state, municipal and 

regional employers automatically terminated employments for those who would 

reach ‘LAS age’. An employee could then be re-employed and as a rule, various 

temporary contracts would follow. After the above-mentioned reform, this practice 

was terminated and employees can maintain permanent employments, though 

losing the place in the priority list (SOU, 2020:69). This might eventually affect the 

share of temporary employed workers at an older age (see Chapter 3). But this does 

not mean that all the employees continue working after turning 68. State, municipal 

and regional employers use the ‘LAS age’ as an occasion to have a dialogue with the 

employees about the work and retirement plans (SOU, 2020:69). 

4.3.3 Ageism and age discrimination 

Age discrimination in Sweden is covered under the Discrimination Act (2008: 567) 

and is implemented under the auspices of the Equality Ombudsman (DO). It is the 

governmental agency working to promote equal rights and fight discrimination 

based on gender, transgender identity or expression, ethnicity, disability, sexual 

orientation, and age. Age discrimination means that a person is disadvantaged 

based on the ‘length of the life reached’. Age as a ground for discrimination was 

introduced in the legislation only in 2009 (DO, 2020; Discrimination Act, 

2008:567). In 2013, the discrimination based on age was expanded from labour 

market area to also consider health care, social services and goods (SOU, 2020:69). 

According to statistics6, most of the complaints that reach the DO are based on 

ethnicity and disability – 700-800 per year during 2017-2019. These causes are 

followed by gender (350-400 cases) and age. There is a slight yearly increase in the 

complaints based on age discrimination apart from 2016. There is no clear 

explanation for the latter (see: Table 3; DO, 2020). 

 

 

 

6 Unfortunately, the available statistics is not displayed for various age groups and encompasses both, 
younger and older people.   
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Table 3: The complaints submitted to DO on age discrimination  

Year 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Number of 

complaints 

269 280 210 274 305 304 

Source: DO 2019, 2016.  

 

Both men and women report discrimination experiences equally often and a 

higher share of the discrimination complaints relate to only one cause. When it 

comes to intersections, for instance, in 2019, 59 cases were based on age and 

ethnicity, 57 on age and gender and 48 on age and disability. It should be taken into 

consideration that the share of unreported cases is high, which makes it difficult to 

account for the real extent of discrimination (DO, 2020). 

The Discrimination Act concerns all areas of life and encompasses 

discrimination in the labour market as well as in society (Discrimination Act, 

2008:567). Based on the number of complaints submitted to the DO, the most 

common area of discrimination in 2017 to 2019 was working life and institutions as 

well as organisations related to it. Around 1200-1500 complaints reached DO yearly 

under 2017 to 2019. The vast majority experience discrimination in their working 

life. This was also the most common area for complaints based on the grounds of 

age (149 in 2019) (DO, 2020). 

An experimental study exploring age discrimination in the recruitment process 

conducted in 2015 to 2016 concludes that older individuals are more disadvantaged. 

Researchers sent 6 000 fictional job applications with random qualifications and 

various ages (35-70) to recruiters. It revealed that the likelihood to be contacted 

decreases dramatically after 40 years of age and starting from the normative 

pension age of 65, the chances to be contacted were only around 2-3%. The trend of 

being contacted less with increasing age was more pronounced among women. A 

possible explanation for this trend is that people over the age of 40 are not 

considered young anymore. Not being perceived as young relates to stereotypes 

about having difficulties to learn new things as well as lacking flexibility and 

initiative (SOU, 2020:69). 

In employment situations, discrimination can take place in all aspects and 

phases of the working life. Therefore, since 2017, the Discrimination Act obliges 

employers to actively promote equal rights and opportunities in the workplace 

(Discrimination Act, 2008:567). Based on this, there are four of these active 

measures. First, five areas need to be continuously investigated, analysed, measures 

need to be taken, and monitoring/evaluation carried out. These areas are: ‘(1) 

working conditions; (2) provisions and practices regarding pay and other terms of 

employment; (3) recruitment and promotion; (4) education and training and other 

skills development; (5) possibilities to reconcile gainful employment and 
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parenthood’. It is important to not only take tangible barriers for equal rights and 

opportunities, but also ‘attitudes, norms and structures’ into consideration. Second, 

gender balance in various occupations should be promoted. Third, guidelines and 

routines preventing harassment, sexual harassment and reprisals need to be in 

place, followed up and evaluated. Fourth, employers must carry out annual pay 

surveys (DO, 2020). 

The questionnaire distributed in 2017 showed that a share of the employers was 

not aware of the amendments in the Discrimination Act that altered their 

obligations for the active promotion of the equal rights and opportunities. DO 

provided information campaigns as well as toolkits to implement these active 

measures (DO, 2020), but their effect is not yet clear. 

To date, there is still not much research available on age-based discrimination in 

the working life and many discrimination cases are deemed unreported (Abramsson 

et al., 2017; DO, 2020). Age discrimination in the labour market is difficult to prove, 

if the cases reach the court. Employers might for example not directly and openly 

discriminate in the recruitment process, but instead set certain requirements, which 

disadvantage older individuals. There is a general lack of measures to sanction the 

discrimination in the labour market and discriminatory practices among employers 

go unpunished (SOU, 2020:69). Therefore, it is hard to know what the overall 

effects of the Discrimination Act are for various groups of society, including older 

individuals.  

4.3.4 Lifelong learning  

As it was mentioned in Chapter 1, education and lifelong learning is currently lying 

in the domain of the state and the individual. The employer has the responsibility to 

educate staff to be able to carry out their working tasks but has no official 

commitment beyond that. The main obligation for the education provision lies in 

state-funded institutions, which also encompass free of charge vocational and 

higher education. To support individuals choosing further education, the state 

provides student loans. They are administrated by The Swedish Board of student 

Finance (CSN).  

In 2015, the Swedish Government instigated a commission ‘Mission: Future’ 

(Uppdrag: Framtid) to develop policies, which would meet the challenges of the 

future. One of the three working groups formed was called ‘Work in the future’ 

(Arbetet i framtiden) and operated for about a year during 2015 to 2016 

(Regeringen, 2016). The group produced multiple reports and three of them were 

emphasising the importance of lifelong learning. The results highlighted the 

importance of education equipping individuals with the skills and knowledge 

needed, preparing them for labour market participation, continuously developing 

their skills and training new employees. In fact, most changes in the Swedish labour 

market are related to individuals changing jobs compared to people coming in and 
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out of the labour market – accordingly around 10% to 4-5% yearly change7 

(Nordström et al., 2016). Thus, the reform of lifelong learning possibilities for the 

individuals already in employment is deemed to be ‘the most important future 

reform to ensure a high employment rate, low unemployment, and a reduction in 

gaps’ among individuals (Nordström et al., 2016: 3). 

The Government made an assessment ‘Higher education over twenty years’ 

(Högre utbildning under tjugo år) on the higher education provision in 2015 and 

found that many universities are providing so called ‘commissioned training’ 

(uppdragsutbildning) that is purchased by the employers and then adjusted to the 

needs for the particular competences and skills. A supply of this type of education 

was suggested to be the main way of lifelong learning education for organisations. 

More women than men are taking part in commissioned training (Herjevik et al., 

2016). The most represented group in commissioned training are women over the 

age of 35, while men at that age as well as both genders in younger age groups, are 

taking part in commissioned training to a much smaller extent (Herjevik et al., 

2016). Another type of education is single-subject courses that can be taken outside 

of the program, are also considered an important part of lifelong learning and 

usually attract older students. Single-subject courses are more popular among 

women compared to men (SOU, 2015:70). The supply of these courses has been 

declining during the latest years and  further decrease of this type of education is 

not recommended. The same applies to the summer courses that can be seen as a 

way to shorten education (SOU, 2015:70). 

The above-mentioned working group proposed a reform based on two pillars. 

Firstly, measures that need to be taken to widen the current system and enhance a 

compatibility between the supply and demand for the existing education and skills 

development activities. Secondly, measures to broaden the system of lifelong 

learning (Nordström et al., 2016). 

To begin with the first pillar, the possibilities for the professionals to further 

educate themselves depend on (1) the available supply of education, (2) the match 

of this supply to current needs of the labour market and (3) the accessibility of  

education (Landell, 2016). All of these areas need to be improved, so that education 

matches the needs of the individuals in terms of its focus and form. The 

professionals should get real access to the education provided (Nordström et al., 

2016). 

The second pillar proposes to build a new system focused on lifelong learning. Its 

central aims are threefold:  

 

 

 

7 Corresponds to years 1988-2012.  
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• The information about support in recurring skills development should be a 

natural part of the working life; 

• Individual counselling for the 30+ year olds active in the labour market in 

order to support them in recognising their competences and possible ways 

to develop their skills; 

• ‘Skills insurance’ (kompetensförsäkring) providing individuals with the 

economic possibilities to participate in skills development activities in the 

middle of the working life.  

The reform proposes to establish a new structure for lifelong learning, where roles 

and responsibilities among the social partners – state, trade unions and employers’ 

organisations – and public actors should be defined. Further, there is a need for an 

organization responsible for safeguarding that all aspects of lifelong learning would 

be implemented in the whole labour market. This organization would follow the 

demand of skills among the employed and in collaboration with other actors ensure 

that the supply of the available education matches this need for lifelong learning. 

Finally, the proposal suggests that the government should initiate an enquiry 

into how such a new system could be formed and would discuss the roles and 

financing with the trade unions and employers’ organisations. There is also a need 

for discussion if and in what situations individuals should be required to participate 

in the activities of skills development (Nordström et al., 2016). The newly presented 

report by another group, the ‘Delegation for older labour’ (Delegationen för senior 

arbetskraft), also emphasises the importance of the lifelong learning for the 

extended working life. The commission agrees that all labour market actors should 

take responsibility in contributing to lifelong learning (SOU, 2020:69). 

Lastly, it is important to discuss new solutions for parts of the employment 

protection in the above-mentioned Labour Protection Act (LAS). The working group 

emphasised that the security of the employed  lies to a higher degree in their skills 

and to a lower degree in the total employment time (Nordström et al., 2016). 

Keeping in mind that the so called ‘rank’ of most and least protected employees for 

lay off is also based on the length of employment, the group is basically proposing to 

put more focus on the skills. It is not clear how that would affect the older 

employees, but it would definitely look away from the merits based on the length of 

employment history in a particular organization allowing more flexible circulation 

of the labour force as opposed to the traditional long(er) careers at the same 

workplace. Even though the working group does emphasize that this reform is 

meant for adjusting the current regulations to a new lifelong learning system and is 

not intended to ‘worsen the protection of the employed nor to change the power 

relations’ among the social partners (Nordström et al., 2016). As it is seen from the 

account on LAS presented earlier in the text, the ‘rank’ system was not changed and 

the balance between the length of employment at the workplace and the skills 

needed has not changed. 
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There were few instigated changes in line with the working group’s and 

Government evaluation’s conclusions. The accessibility to higher education was 

expanded by raising the number of permanent education places in vocational 

education and higher education in the whole country, so that education would be 

available in all the regions. The latest increase in higher education places is also 

related to the measures in face of the Covid-19 pandemic (Regeringen, 2015; 

Regeringen, 2020a). The proposed changes in the Higher Education Act imply more 

freedom for the institutions and the clarified role of these institutions in lifelong 

learning in forming their education supply in relation to students’ demand and the 

labour market needs (Regeringen, 2020b). Lastly and most directly related to late 

working life, a proposal has been issued to amend the rules for the CSN support by 

raising the maximum age limit from 56 to 60 years and including it in the budget as 

of January 1, 2021 (Regeringen, 2019). Currently an access to study loans is reduced 

stepwise already from the age of 47 with the ceiling of 56 years. A certain centralised 

state support – studies start support (studiestartsstöd) - is available for 

municipalities to´include people into the education system, so that their 

employability is improved. It is currently also available until one turns 56 years old 

(SOU, 2020:69). 

4.3.5 ’Silver work’  

In order to prolong the working lives of individuals, the Swedish state is using tax 

relief incentives for the employers to hire older people. Since the 1st of July 2019, 

employing people who have turned 65 years became ‘cheaper’8. The well-known 

high Swedish employer income tax contribution (arbetsgivaravgiften) rates are 

lowered by 6.15%, from 16.36% to 10.21% (Carlgren, 2019; Regeringen, 2019). This 

was not the first time the government introduced it. In 2007, the employer income 

tax contribution rate was lowered from 26.37% to 10.21% when employing 65 year-

olds and older (Carlgren, 2019). These measures do not affect the net income, but 

another incentive does. The employment tax deductions (jobbskatteavdraget) are 

directly targeting the lower income earners (lower income earners are often 

characterised by weak position on the labour market, low education, poor health 

condition, etc.) by reducing their income tax and in that way raising their net 

income. These deductions are more generous for older workers. Since 2009, people 

who are 65  and older and still in the labour market have an automatically higher 

limit from which the employment tax should be paid (förhöjt grundavdrag). In 

2020, no income lower than 52 600 Swedish crowns is taxed (SOU, 2020:69). 

 

 

 

8 These measures apply also for self-employed. 
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These incentives are meant to encourage employers to hire older people and for 

employees to stay in the labour market for longer. The common understanding that 

it is more expensive to hire older employees is challenged by reducing the 

employer’s income benefit as well as keeping in mind that many costs for insurance 

benefits regulated in the collective agreements are also taken away after the 

employee turns 65 (e.g., occupational pension contributions are not paid anymore) 

(SOU, 2020:69). These measures potentially can have positive effects on the 

increase of labour market participation and the actual prolongation of the working 

life (Carlgren, 2019; Laun & Palme, 2017). On the other hand, they are still not 

widely known and stereotypes about expensive older workers pertain (SOU, 

2020:69). 

4.3.6 HR strategies and age-sensitive leadership 

HR strategies and leadership have an important role in retaining older workers in 

the labour market. The workplace policies go beyond a mere age discrimination as 

described above (section 4.3.2.). These policies are often age-neutral and are in that 

way understood as just and non-discriminatory, but they are not norms-neutral and 

do not always contribute to the prolonged working life. Three key HR routines – 

recruitment, development, and salary dialogues - are discussed in a report by the 

delegation for older labour. The norms and understandings about who is an older 

worker, what the common pension age is or that an employee should be primarily 

adjusting to the working tasks, affect these routines. The societal and organisational 

norms that are institutionalised over time, also affect the managers’ view of the 

older workers and standardised processes do not always consider individual needs. 

That is why, it is important to talk about age-sensitive leadership instead of an age-

neutral one. There is a need for a strategic and coherent planning to maintain the 

older workers’ competence. This should be done before the pension decisions need 

to be taken. For instance, planning and including employees in the education and 

training as well as showing appreciation for employees’ work should be taken into 

consideration. Not many organisations have a well-developed and functioning age-

related policy. Here both, the managers’ and HR staff roles are important (SOU, 

2020: 69). 

It is important to underline that the attitudes and norms, both positive and 

negative, affect the decision whether to stay in the labour market or not.  

Stereotypes, like e.g., that older people are less capable of learning new things, 

affect the actual motivation to learn. These attitudes and norms affect the working 

environment and can act as a ‘nudge’ towards deciding to retire in a structural way 

(SOU, 2020:69). Studies show that there are various understandings on what is the 

age defining an ‘older’ person. Looking at the employers’ attitudes towards 

jobseekers in recruitment processes, Carlsson and Eriksson (2019) found that an 

older worker was on average thought as someone above 54 years old. Nilsson’s 

(2019) study shows that in the municipality sector, the managers thought that both 
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their male and female employees are older when they are on average 59 years old. 

Thus, the norms and attitudes are also related to the specific sectors, branches and 

workplaces. Employers at workplaces with older employees have more positive 

attitudes (SOU, 2020:69) and managers in the municipal sector who would like to 

work beyond 65 years, find it important to keep employees longer. Managers in 

municipal sectors also see a need to retain older workers with the right skills, 

because of the labour force shortages. Older employees’ competence and acquired 

knowledge can be transferred to younger workers and used in mentoring. Older 

employees are also seen as more loyal and meticulous in their work. Most of the 

managers in the municipal sector stated that older workers have difficulties to 

accept changes, are not as flexible, innovative, have lower education and a more 

negative view towards new technology compared to younger workers. Around half 

thought that older workers are slower and less productive (Nilsson, 2019). There is 

a general tendency among employers to underestimate the productivity and 

overestimate the labour costs for older workers, but it varies by sector and branch. 

In the municipal sector employers see this relation as more positive among older 

than younger workers. The same holds in construction and educational sectors. The 

opposite situation is more common in state and private sectors as well as such 

branches as trade, communication, transport, finance and care sectors. Here the 

productivity-labour costs balance is thought to be better among younger employees. 

There were no differences depending on the size of the company or if the sector was 

male or female dominated, but female employers were more positive towards older 

employees. Due to reduced employer income tax contribution and terminated 

payments for the occupational pension, it is often cheaper to employ individuals 

older than 65 years (SOU, 2020:69). 

To conclude, there is a clear trend in recent policies to prolong working life and 

protect the rights of older workers. Older workers are now better protected against 

losing their jobs and anti-discrimination legislation now includes ageism. The 

Swedish health insurance system was modified to incentivize people to start 

working again and to not leave the workforce completely. Even though there are still 

stereotypes against older workers, especially in certain branches, different policies 

made employing older workers cheaper and more gainful for employers. 

5 Concluding points 

Two issues appear to be specific for the Swedish case. Firstly, the demographic 

situation, where the share of an older population is increasing, but without a 

fertility crisis. However, the improving longevity/health is not mirrored in the 

labour market participation. The latter sharply drops after the age of 65 – a trend 

that is related to the regulations and norms regarding retirement transition. In 
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comparison to the other EU countries, Swedish retirement age is relatively high, but 

it is being postponed and working life is extended. Secondly, the particular social 

model that designates the field of industrial relations for the social partners – TUs 

and employers – and leaves the state with the responsibility for the macroeconomic 

stability, generous redistributive welfare as well as assurance of full-employment 

and the education system. Nevertheless, the social model is changing and is faced 

with challenges.  

The austerity and dismantling as well as privatisation of the welfare (e.g. in 

health care, elderly care and education) brings up debates on the neoliberal turn. 

When looking at the latest changes in the migration policy, right wing nationalistic 

and populistic trends are also visible in the Swedish public discourse. Both trends 

are somewhat contradicting the prevailing image of Sweden as an ideal solidaristic 

welfare state and some authors point out the end of the ‘Swedish exceptionalism’ 

(Schierup & Ålund, 2011). 

The Swedish model, (especially the good labour conditions and high wages, but 

also the TUs’ power) has also been challenged by the EU’s common market for 

decades. The most recent debates are related to mobility of services and workers as 

well as plans for the minimum wage regulations. In these debates it is important to 

consider gendered labour market inequalities and older workers’ circumstances. As 

labour market inequalities are often manifested in involuntary temporary or part-

time employments, these employments should be included in employment 

protection. 

Inside policy debates indicate issues of gendered labour market inequalities, 

poverty among pensioners and problems to financially sustain the pension system. 

Issues such as labour force shortages as well as lack of demanded skills impede 

economic growth and international competitiveness and are highly visible in the 

discourses of all partners. The main difference between the TUs and employers’ 

organisation is the suggested strategies to counteract these problems. While the TUs 

emphasise life-long learning as a solution to labour force shortages, the employers’ 

organisations favour facilitated conditions to replace employees who do not have 

the required skills. The latest policy debates in relation to Employment Protection 

Act (LAS) indicate the differences among the social partners’ positions based on 

where on the security vs. flexibility continuum they stand. There are still stereotypes 

prevailing against older workers. While in some contexts, older workers with special 

skills are highly valued, many employers still see older employees in a negative light 

due to stereotypes. To counteract stereotypes and discrimination, the 

Discrimination Act includes a passage on age discrimination since 2009. Also, 

employers are incentivised to employ people above the age of 65 through financial 

benefits. Regarding the above-mentioned security vs. flexibility continuum, policies 

are increasingly striving towards security by protecting employment of older 

workers and thereby contributing towards prolonging working lives. 
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Although extending working lives has become an increasingly important point 

on the political agenda, the labour market is still coined by inequalities, especially 

among older workers and for women in particular. There are still older workers in 

involuntary part-time or temporary employments and factors such as socio-

economic status as well as gender unequally impact late working lives. It remains to 

be seen how the COVID-19 pandemic affects labour market inequalities and 

working conditions for older workers. The pandemic not only changes working 

lives, but also affects workers’ health and ability to work. On top of that, the COVID-

19 pandemic might increase stereotypes against older people, which could in turn 

affect the employability of older workers. As prolonging working lives is viewed as a 

promising solution to securing welfare financing, the trend towards improving 

working conditions and employability of older workers should be continued and 

inequalities should be reduced throughout the lifecourse. 
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7 Appendix  

Figure 23: Average working time a week (measured in hours per week; only paid 

work is counted in; 2005 marks a change in the age groups definition, thus results 

are more difficult to compare), 1976-2016 

 

 

Source: AKU; Laun & Palme, 2018, p.13. 
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Figure 24: Share of the population that is participating in the labour market (by 

birth cohorts and age; available data is from 2001-2015) 

 

 

Source: LOUISE-database; Laun & Palme, 2018, p.14. 
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Figure 25: Female (15-74) labour market participation by sectors in 2009-2017, 

thousands 

 

Source: SCB, AKU; Arbetsmiljöverket, 2018, p. 14. 
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Figure 26: Male (15-74) labour market participation by sectors in 2009-2017, 

thousands 

 

Source: SCB, AKU; Arbetsmiljöverket, 2018, p. 15. 
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Figure 27: Amount of employed people in the population 16-64 years, by gender 

and type of employment, years 2009-2017 

 

Source: SCB, AKU; Arbetsmiljöverket, 2018, p. 16. 
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Figure 28: Share of temporary employed by Swedish- or foreign-born and gender, 

2005-2019 

 

 

Source: AKU; SCB, 2020, p. 20.  
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