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Individual and organisational determinants of the prolongation of working life while maintaining good health and		
high productivity.
Cost-effective individual and organisational interventions and measures (e.g. regulations and legislation) that extend 		
working life in good health and productivity.
Cost-benefit analysis on the societal level demonstrating a positive return on investment in human capital will 		
encourage the promotion of sustainable employability.
Research agenda which addresses, from an integrative multidisciplinary perspective: sustainable working conditions,
workplace health promotion, improvement of lifelong learning, and career development and mobility, and work-		
place system (‘social’) innovation.

Sustainable employability to
prolong working life
Summary
Demographic change will be a major driver for labour market develop-

1 For references see publications on the European level:

_ CEDEFOP,  Future skills needs. Medium-term forecast. Synthesis report, 2008.
_ European Agency for Safety and Health at Work, ‘European Survey of Enterprises on New and Emerging Risks. Managing safety and health at work’, European Risk Observatory Report,
2010, osha.europa.eu
_ Eurofound, Demographic change and work in Europe, www.eurofound.europa.eu, 2010.
_ OECD, Live longer, work longer (Paris: OECD Publications), 2006.
_ OECD, Human Capital: How what you know shapes your life. OECD insights, 2007.
_ OECD, Sickness, Disability and Work: Breaking the Barriers, Vols. 1-3, 2010 (Paris: OECD Publications, 2006, 2008, 2010).
_ OECD, Innovative workplaces. Making better use of skills within organisations, 2010.

ments in Europe. These developments will also have a huge impact
on occupational safety and health. For governments, enterprises and
citizens alike, it will be of crucial importance to prolong working life
in a healthy and productive manner. Research should contribute to a
paradigm shift in OSH from its focus on work as a risk factor of ill health
to work as a source of vitality, empowerment, healthy ageing and participation in society. A multi-actor approach should be developed to
create a common ground. Working conditions, education and training

Further information:
This research challenge is part of the PEROSH report “Sustainable workplaces of the future – European research challenges for
Occupational Safety and Health”. The full report, as well as each of the research challenges separately, can be downloaded in
pdf-format from the PEROSH website: http://www.perosh.eu/p/OSHresearch2020

and motivation to prolong working life are the main topics.
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Demographic change will lead and is already leading to ageing
of the population, including the working population (see figure).
At the same time, many workers leave the workforce well before
the official retirement age. Decreasing income due to a shrinking workforce and growing expenditure for pensions, health and
long-term care poses a major threat to the welfare in Europe. The
key challenge is to increase the productive work participation of
people aged 55-70 years, women, the long-term unemployed
and people with disabilities. This is even more important in view
of the worldwide economic crisis and globalisation, in which the
European region faces strong competition. Importantly, raising
the official retirement age will not automatically result in productivity gains.1

2. Research needs at European level

Figure1. Population structure and ageing in 2010 (bordered) and
2060 (solid colours) in EU-27.

The proposed research should contribute to a paradigm shift in
OSH from its focus on work as a risk factor of ill health to work
as a source of vitality, empowerment, healthy ageing and participation in society. This will lead to close cooperation of OSH
and HRM, and to a bridging of the gap between OSH and healthcare. Within this broad scope the following topics could be addressed:
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Intervention studies on workplace health promotion and lifestyle
are needed: facilitators, barriers and cost-benefit analysis, interventions including corporate culture, personal leadership and
work-life balance, and targeting different groups of workers including precarious groups of workers.
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Although it is obvious that employers will need to employ more
older people due to an increasing shortage of younger workers, negative stereotyping of older workers still persists in many
countries. Little is known about this difficult mix of prejudice and
actual demand/supply frictions for older workers on the labour
market. In addition, new psychosocial risks emerge due to new
technologies, the growing use of ICT, the expanding service sector, and new forms of work such as telework, self-employment
and flexible work. Also migrant work is expected to increase. At
the same time, several ‘old’ hazardous or strenuous labour conditions will remain a reality for many professions. Since these workers enter working life before their twenties, prolonging working
life will be very difficult if they have to remain in the same profession during their career. Hence people, if they continue to work
for increasingly long periods of time, will be exposed to new and
existing risk factors for longer and later in life.

2.1 General

2.3 Education and training

Studies that investigate which health-related factors, work-related
factors, skills and knowledge, social factors, and financial factors
influence motivation, work ability and the opportunity for prolonging working life, as well as actual behaviour. Secondly, studies on disability prevention and re-integration are needed (see
also Disability prevention and reintegration). It is recommended
that research includes, but is not limited to, older people. Transnational studies may provide insight into the influence of cultural
and institutional factors.

The working environment has to be converted to a learning environment: How can company culture enhance lifelong learning
that keeps skills and abilities up to date and facilitates mobility in
the labour market? Innovative and interactive learning methods,
such as those based on virtual reality technology and gaming, are
needed. These tools should be geared to different target groups
(e.g. sector, level of skills/education).

An integrative risk assessment and state-of-the-art instruments
on sustainable employability, both at company level (company
policy benchmarks etc.) and employee level should be developed.
Additionally, there is a need to develop a multi-actor approach in
which various stakeholders are brought together, i.e. employee
and employer organisations, insurance companies, service providers (OSH, HR, rehabilitation etc.) and other companies involved
to implement actions for sustainable employability.
2.2 Working conditions and health
In evaluation studies the following questions need to be answered: How can working conditions and health in workers with
physically and or mentally demanding jobs be improved? Which
interventions are cost-effective? Risk assessment instruments
and solutions should be developed.
Methods and models for tailor-made workplaces that enhance
work ability and motivation to prolong working careers are
needed. This may include job carving, job crafting (re-engineer-
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ing job requirements to fit the individual worker) and workplace
and career adjustments. Special attention should be given here
to precarious work.

2.4 Motivation to prolong working life
Design and test interventions aimed at increasing motivation
to prolong working life with a focus on positive psychology, engagement, and resilience. In challenge 3, psychosocial wellbeing
is covered in general, whereas the issue here is the motivation to
keep on working above the age of 60.
Study which job characteristics could entice older employees to
remain in employment, productive and in good spirit and which
institutional incentives would be appropriate (flexible pension
age, tax measures etc.).
Many if not all European countries face similar problems in dealing with the demographic changes and the need for labour market reforms and innovations in the field of OSH, human resources
management (HRM) and worker oriented healthcare. By dealing
with sustainable employability at a European level, countries
could learn from each other and try to set up (large) research
projects together. Transnational projects will contribute to our
knowledge of how cultural and institutional differences influence
sustainable employability and the costs and benefits of interventions in different settings.
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