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Abstract

The goal of this study is to enhance our understanding of the micro- and macro-level determinants of retirement timing in contemporary Western Europe. This objective is pursued by means of a statistical analysis of large-scale survey data. In short, three points of emphasis characterise this study in comparison with previous research: 1) the focus on social stratification in terms of gender and class differentials; 2) the central attention paid to social norms of aging; and 3) the joint consideration of individual- and country-level mechanisms in explaining retirement timing.

A review of previous literature demonstrates that the currently available theoretical approaches by themselves are inappropriate for explaining social variability in retirement timing. Building on the life course paradigm and social-class theory, I consequently outline a novel analytical framework, which concentrates on social-class and gender disparities in terms of work orientations, age norms, and opportunity structures in late work life.

On the basis of the third round of the European Social Survey (ESS), I gather empirical evidence on international and group-specific differences in retirement age norms in Western Europe. Subsequently, I analyse actual retirement behaviour. Drawing on the Survey of Health, Ageing, and Retirement in Europe (SHARE), a set of event-history models examine the determining factors of retirement timing at country and individual levels. Then, I scrutinise the relationship between retirement timing and social stratification in Spain and Germany specifically. The two country studies employ 2006 data from an ad-hoc module on retirement, which has been implemented analogously in the respective national labour market surveys, Encuesta de la Población Activa (EPA) and Mikrozensus. The study concludes that social class and gender are crucial determining factors of retirement behaviour, which ought to be included in every causal explanation of differential retirement timing in contemporary Western Europe
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1. Introduction

The question of what determines the timing of retirement is key to one of the greatest challenges facing aging societies. After decades of persistently low employment rates among older workers, early retirement practices today appear as a historical aberration. Huge economic costs are related with early retirement in terms of pension expenses and the foregone productive potential of older workers (Herbertsson & Orszag 2003; OECD 2006a). Postponing retirement is therefore almost universally regarded as indispensable in order to relieve European welfare states from financial pressures further aggravated by population aging. Correspondingly, one of the so-called Lisbon targets of the European Union (EU) has been to lift the employment rates of older workers (55–64 years) from 36.9% in 2000 to 50% by 2010. To achieve this goal, policy makers in many countries have opted for a steady increase in the financial penalties connected with early retirement. Nevertheless, the objective set at Lisbon has not been accomplished within the envisaged timeframe – the employment rate of older workers in the EU was still only 47.4% as of 2011. With macro-economic projections continuing to predict the emergence of severe financial difficulties, the challenge of reversing the trend towards early exit remains an ever-pressing issue on the policy agenda (Börsch-Supan et al. 2009b).

While from a macro-societal perspective early retirement is increasingly seen as undesirable, from an individual perspective the case is more ambiguous. Survey evidence suggests that most Europeans would probably not refuse the chance of retiring before age 65 as long as economic conditions are favourable (Bertelsmann Stiftung 2006; AXA 2008). Sometimes the term “early exit culture” is used in this context (e.g. Guillemard & Rein 1993). However, early retirement is not always the plain result of voluntary decision-making. Rather, it is frequently connected with job loss or poor health. As a consequence of pension reforms intended to incentivise later retirement, older workers with limited employability are now becoming increasingly vulnerable. Specifically, harsh reductions of early retirement pensions in combination with a general weakening of the public pillar of old-age provision could cause the return of widespread poverty among the elderly. In view of these developments, observers have voiced concern about the emergence of “new social risks” (Taylor-Gooby 2004; Ebbinghaus 2006b; De Vroom & Bannink 2008).

In short, the goal of this study is to enhance our understanding of the micro- and macro-level determinants of retirement timing in contemporary Western Europe. This objective is pursued by means of a statistical analysis of large-scale comparable survey data. The remainder of this introduction intends to highlight the relevance of the topic and to situate the study within the context of the large field of retirement research.

Theoretical Advances in Retirement Research: Beyond the Push-Versus-Pull Dualism

The public discourse about retirement ages is dominated by the logic of labour-supply theory, which establishes a pivotal role for monetary incentives on retirement behaviour. Often directly addressing policy makers, economists’ contributions to the debate usually demand early retirement be financially discouraged (cf. e.g. Blöndal & Scarpetta 1998; Gruber & Wise 2004b). Many journalists and other social scientists also assume, albeit not always explicitly, work (dis)incentives to be the main driving force behind varying retirement ages. Indeed, there is compelling evidence to support this point of view. Without doubt, the introduction of generous early retirement policies in the 1970s and the decline in economic activity rates among older workers are two closely related phenomena (Kohli et al. 1991; Ebbinghaus 2006a). Since the main explanatory variable of retirement behaviour here consists in the force of attraction exercised by early pension benefits, this line of reasoning is often referred to as a pull approach (cf. Kohli & Rein 1991).

By contrast, push approaches assert the primacy of labour market constraints over financial considerations in retirement behaviour. The proponents of this view (mostly gerontologists, psychologists, and sociologists) point to disabilities and unemployment as crucial determining factors of the age of work withdrawal (Vickerstaff & Cox 2005). Narratives of involuntary exit from work and problematic adjustment to retirement illustrate that work to many people means more than a source of income (Szinovacz & Davey 2005; Riach & Loretto 2009). As a matter of fact, many older workers do not give up their job because of favourable early retirement arrangements but because of a lack of alternatives. By stressing that ill health and employers’ labour-shedding practices cause involuntary exit from work, push approaches underline the important role of structural constraints on retirement behaviour.

The controversy of push versus pull factors in early exit from work has compiled an intimidating stockpile of research output, but the debate has not produced a clear winner. Today few doubts remain that both economic incentives and labour market constraints exert a significant influence on the age of retirement. Further discussions about which of the two dimensions is overall more influential seem fruitless. Rather, advances in our understanding of work-exit processes require a more elabourate analytical approach that allows the determining factors of retirement age to vary across different social groups. In order to resolve the policy dilemma between economic efficiency and the prevention of old-age poverty, it is necessary to recognise social variability in retirement processes. Correspondingly, some of the most policy-relevant and theoretically most interesting questions about retirement have become the following: in terms of retirement timing, which social group is most susceptible to economic incentives? And correspondingly, which group of workers carries the greatest risk of being pushed into early retirement?

In short, this study asks for the group-specific determining factors of the age of retirement in Western Europe. It aims to identify the social mechanisms behind differential retirement timing at the individual level. For reasons set out below, the main theoretical interest lies with class and gender differences. In detail, my research questions are as follows: to which extent is the retirement timing of different social groups driven by labour market constraints? How much control are different kinds of workers able to exert over their retirement transition? Which groups of workers have the best access to attractive early retirement arrangements? How do early pension benefits affect the retirement behaviour of different groups of workers?

Beyond push and pull factors, the role of soft factors, such as norms and preferences in retirement decisions, is not well explored in previous research. Qualitative studies have revealed high levels of diversity in retirement orientations (Higgs et al. 2003; Hyde et al. 2004; Vickerstaff 2006). Yet, there are hardly any quantitative studies offering generalisable insights about heterogeneous preferences regarding the timing of retirement. Scholars on both sides of the push-vs.-pull dualism make opposed assumptions about retirement preferences, but few efforts have been made to analyse the subjective dimension of work-exit transitions empirically for a representative population. Differences in retirement norms and preferences, it is argued here, may be the missing link between push and pull approaches for explaining retirement behaviour. A number of important questions still await clarification: are there established social norms of labour-force withdrawal and, in this case, what role do they play in differential retirement behaviour? Do all workers leave work as early as possible? And if there are exceptions, what kind of workers choose to remain employed until a later stage in life? Discovering the factors which foster norms of late exit could help improve the design of social policies directed at postponing retirement (Hult & Edlund 2008).

Previous comparative research has focused on welfare regimes in terms of institutional diversity and labour market conditions. In contrast, the question of cultural difference has largely been neglected (De Vroom 2004). Situating individual behaviour within a broader societal context, taking into consideration social norms can add to our understanding of international diversity regarding early retirement. To what extent do countries and regime clusters differ with respect to age-graded social norms of retirement? Does the popular welfare regime approach adequately capture cross-national similarities and differences in retirement norms and preferences?

In order to find answers to these questions, I examine individual and cross-national differences in retirement behavior and age norms. In short, three points of emphasis characterise this study in comparison with previous research on the topic: 1) the focus on social stratification in terms of gender and class differentials; 2) the central attention paid to social norms of aging; and 3) the joint consideration of individual- and country-level mechanisms in explaining retirement timing.

Retirement and Social Stratification

Research on the linkage between social inequality and retirement timing has been hampered by a fundamental ambiguity regarding the evaluation of work in later life: shall we view early retirement as a good or a bad thing? Is it a privilege for an older person to be out of the labour force before reaching statutory pension age, or does early exit equal exclusion from gainful employment and identity-enhancing productive activity? Shall we, vice versa, be concerned about people having to work longer than others to secure adequate income in old age, or shall we regard them as advantaged, because they keep earning a wage and remain integrated in their accustomed environment, which grants them social recognition? As long as the analyst does not know whether early retirement is a blessing or a curse for workers, it is difficult to approach the issue from an equity perspective or to make informed recommendations for policy makers.

One way to tackle the nexus between work exit and social inequality is to ask for the individual consequences of (early) retirement. In fact, there is a sizeable literature on the impact of retirement on life satisfaction, economic well-being, and psychological health (Feinstein 1993; Kim & Moen 2002; Bender 2004; Szinovacz & Davey 2004; Van Solinge & Henkens 2005; Börsch-Supan & Jürges 2006). These studies largely coincide in that it is very difficult, if not impossible, to pin down: the impact of the retirement event. Critically, retirement status is endogenous to health and happiness, such that reliable evidence on the causal effect of labour market withdrawal is difficult to obtain. Moreover, there is a high degree of heterogeneity in work-exit trajectories, which is linked with markedly different experiences of this key life transition. In sum, in all likelihood, there is not a single true effect of retirement on well-being but a whole array of possible effects, which depend crucially on individual circumstances.

After all, early retirement per se appears to be neither a good nor bad thing. Its consequences depend almost entirely on workers’ situations. Therefore, it is inappropriate to treat the age of retirement as yet another indicator of social inequality. Unlike income, wealth, health, or happiness, the age of retirement is not a continuous socio-economic outcome measure that allows a mapping of social structure along a continuum between a positive and a negative pole. Rather, the plurality of individual retirement experiences implies that it is indispensable for research addressing the nexus of retirement timing and social stratification to adopt an approach that is sensitive to group-specific work-exit trajectories.

However, the currently available theoretical approaches by themselves are inadequate for explaining social variability in retirement timing. Below I will argue that this gap can be filled by combining the life course paradigm (Elder 1995; Kohli 2007; Mayer 2009) with a social-stratification account (Esping-Andersen 1993a; Grusky 2001b; Sørensen 2001). Specifically, the approach adopted in this study is to analyse the transition from work to retirement in terms of choice within constraints. As for the degree of control exercised by individual workers, the accessibility of pathways into retirement in practice hinges on workers’ health and employment opportunities, as well as on the setup of public pension schemes and on the availability of employer-sponsored early retirement programmes. But it is only because exit modalities depend on a variety of circumstances that it does not mean that these modalities were completely unstructured or individualised. Quite the contrary. There are good reasons to assume that individual opportunities in the retirement transition are socially stratified.

On theoretical grounds, I will identify social class and gender as the most relevant dimensions of social stratification in retirement. Maybe as a consequence of the mentioned ambiguity in the normative evaluation of early retirement, class theory has rarely been applied to studies of labour-force withdrawal thus far (but cf. Blossfeld et al. 2006). However, I will contend that retirement research cannot afford to neglect the role of social class as occupational divides influence retirement timing through various mechanisms. Specifically, I will draw on neo-Weberian class theory – which essentially identifies class positions on the basis of job skill requirements, as well as on the difficulty of monitoring job performance – to link workers’ location in the occupational hierarchy with retirement behaviour. Accordingly, an individual’s opportunity-structure in the late-career stage is first and foremost a function of his or her level of employability and pension entitlements. Only someone who is healthy and has a job (or the chance to get one) can opt for continued work. Vice versa, only someone who has accumulated pension rights or disposes of sufficient private savings can afford to retire early. Since both conditions strongly vary according to job characteristics, the extent to which retirement decisions are structurally constrained is expected to depend crucially on class membership.

With regard to gender, the state of research is likewise surprisingly thin. Gender issues have been treated extensively in policy-oriented research, with a focus on how gender inequalities are sustained through the welfare state in general (e.g. Orloff 1993; O’Connor et al. 1999; Leitner 2005) and pension systems in particular (Ginn & Arber 1993; Ginn et al. 2001; Meyer & Pfau-Effinger 2006; Jefferson 2010). However, as several authors have rightly pointed out (Hurd 1990; Ruhm 1996; Jefferson 2010), most empirical analyses of retirement behaviour up to date have been focused on men. Ironically, the context in which women have received the most attention is the debate on couples’ joint retirement decisions (Allmendinger 1994; Gather 1996; Drobniĉ 2002; Kim & Moen 2002), that is, when it comes to their impact on men. Yet women’s retirement behaviour in itself has not received enough consideration. Comparisons between female and male work-exit patterns are scarce (but cf. Ginn & Arber 2002; Dahl et al. 2003; Fasang 2008). In particular, women’s retirement trajectories have rarely been examined in a cross-nationally comparative fashion. In this sense, the amount of theoretical understanding of the impact of gender on retirement as well as its empirical implications remains limited.

Age Norms of Retirement

The notion of “early exit culture” is frequently evoked to suggest that attitudes favourable to early retirement have become deeply entrenched in society (Guillemard 2003; Phillipson 2004; Esser 2005b). On the flip-side of a widespread preference towards early withdrawal from work are negative stereotypes about older workers. Age discrimination on behalf of employers and work colleagues is allegedly an important obstacle to the new paradigm of “active aging” (Loretto et al. 2000; McGregor & Gray 2002). Arguably, established social norms of aging sustain ageist behavior. However, while most studies on ageism are based on qualitative interviews, there is not much large-scale survey evidence on the pervasiveness of age norms of retirement in Europe. Correspondingly, there is limited understanding of the determining factors of age-graded social norms and their relationship to retirement as a status configuration.

Given the salience of the issue to policy, it is unsurprising that several studies have explored attitudes towards reforms of the statutory retirement age (Bertelsmann Stiftung 2006; AXA 2008; Litwin et al. 2009); others have analysed people’s future expectations regarding their own timing of retirement (Van Dalen & Henkens 2002; Engstler 2004). Whereas these questions may reflect citizens’ opinions and knowledge of specific social policies, they tell us little about actual age-graded social norms or even about the influence of these norms on retirement behaviour. Although a few significant contributions pay attention to the configuration of age norms in the U.S. (Settersten & Hagestad 1996; Settersten 2003), the topic has been largely neglected by European scholars. Most existing surveys ask for the “ideal” or “preferred” age of retirement (Esser 2005b; AXA 2008), but these measures have doubtful implications for actual behaviour (Marini 1984; Settersten & Mayer 1997). In this way, the problem of the structure-agency relation in retirement has been largely left out of previous quantitative research.

Social norms may be of special salience when it comes to gender differences in retirement. Against the background of recurrent arguments about the influence of gender norms and preferences on women’s work-family decisions (McRae 2003a; Hakim 2007; Stähli et al. 2009), it seems important to ask: how far do men and women differ in their attitudes towards their retirement ages? In terms of social stratification, the analysis of age-graded norms can further help to explain social diversity in retirement outcomes. Class disparities are not only likely to determine the latitude for individual decision-making in retirement but may also influence workers’ attitudes towards work. Can retirement norms and preferences be seen as rationalisations of group-specific behavioural differences? Finally, social norms of aging represent a gap in the comparative literature on retirement behaviour, which has in the past concentrated on the respective roles of pension systems and labour market conditions (De Vroom 2004). By delineating the idiosyncracies of cross-national variation in retirement ages, we can assess social norms of retirement to enrich our understanding of the work-retirement nexus.

Comparative Analytical Strategy and Case Selection

The welfare-regime approach is the most frequently applied comparative framework to the phenomenon of early exit from work. As the reader is likely well aware, Esping-Andersen (1990, 1999) distinguishes between three (to four) welfare regimes, which are characterised by distinctive designs of social policies, labour market regulations, and family arrangements. According to the literature, the regime typology is useful in order to account for cross-national differences in retirement ages (Ebbinghaus 2000; Esser 2005b; Blossfeld et al. 2006; Ebbinghaus 2006a; Schils 2008; Kim 2009). The cited studies convincingly demonstrate that different institutional configurations and labour market conditions give rise to different patterns of work-exit in later life. On other pertinent questions, no consensus could be reached thus far; however, it is necessary to ask, is social variability in retirement behaviour in different countries the product of the same social mechanisms? Does the influence of class membership on the timing of retirement differ between countries? If this is the case, what impact does the class structure of a country yield on the average retirement age? What is the relationship between mid-life employment participation and retirement behaviour? Do selection effects play a role for regime differences concerning retirement timing (especially women’s)?

In the next chapter, I argue that the strength of the regime approach does not consist in itself in the accurate clustering of countries into a limited number of categories. There is a fundamental trade-off between precision and parsimony that makes every country typology debatable and ultimately arbitrary. Rather, the virtue of the regime approach consists in its capacity to generate hypotheses about cross-national diversity regarding a wide array of research objects. Precisely thanks to its highly stylised nature, the approach is well suited to derive pointed expectations with respect to a variety of outcomes of sociological interest, including retirement timing (Ebbinghaus & Manow 2001; Mayer 2001).

In the welfare state literature, the view has prevailed that Southern European systems of welfare are sufficiently distinctive from the “conservative” regime to constitute a regime of their own (Arts & Gelissen 2002). However, the comparative retirement literature has not settled on the exact boundaries of the fragmented regime (or on its best label). For instance, Ebbinghaus (2006a) places France, usually categorised as conservative, together with Italy in the “Latin” cluster. By contrast, Hofäcker et al. (2006) rely on a conventional regime classification, and hence only consider Southern European countries to form the fragmented regime. Most characterisations of the “Southern model” of early exit from work are based on Italy as a paradigm case. However, there is little comparative research available on retirement processes in the other three Southern European countries: Greece, Portugal, and Spain. Moreover, the distinctiveness of the Mediterranean cluster vis-à-vis the rest of continental Europe it is still unclear in relation to retirement. The central difference emphasised by Ebbinghaus (2006a) refers to labour relations. Yet rather than directly affecting work-exit patterns, the effect of labour relations is mostly indirect, as corporatist negotiations transform the institutional preconditions for early retirement through political reforms.

Against this backdrop, in the present study, I focus on the comparison of the fragmented (or Mediterranean) and the conservative welfare regimes, and specifically on its connection with retirement behaviour: are retirement patterns in Italy, Spain, Portugal, and Greece similar enough to speak of a regime of its own? To what extent do retirement incentives, retirement behaviour, and retirement preferences in these countries resemble those in continental European countries, and to what extent do they not?

Specifically, I will assess regime disparities on the aggregate level of country averages in the age of retirement. Moreover, I will examine micro-level regularities in retirement behaviour and attitudes in different countries and place them in comparative perspective. Notably, the relationship between individual- and country-level effects on retirement behaviour has been dealt with only cursorily in existing studies. Viewing this as a shortcoming, I will attempt to explain how far the social mechanisms underlying differential retirement timing are sensitive to contextual factors. In detail, I derive and empirically test hypotheses based on a set of interactive mechanisms that cross-cut the dualism of micro- and macro-level effects. While doing this, I again concentrate on similarities and differences between Mediterranean and continental European societies.

The universe of analysis of the present study shall be contemporary Western Europe.1 This choice is the result of a methodological compromise. On the one hand, excluding all Eastern European countries from the sample further reduces the number of cases at the macro level, thereby aggravating the small-N problem. In principle, most theoretical assertions that can claim validity for Western Europe should be able to “travel” (cf. Sartori 1970) to Eastern Europe, too. On the other hand, the abrupt transition from socialism to capitalism was an extraordinary shock for Eastern European labour markets (Hofäcker et al. 2006). At least for the generation of current retirees, it would be bold to assume that the same regularities as in Western Europe govern work-exit dynamics in Eastern Europe. The later life course of today’s elderly Eastern Europeans is so profoundly shaped by the regime change that it renders direct variable-based comparisons with Western Europeans from the same generation awkward. Furthermore, the usual difficulties in identifying cohort and period effects are exacerbated by the lack of information necessary to fully reconstruct individual biographies retrospectively, which comes about with the use of internationally comparable cross-sectional data sets. For similar reasons of data availability, the adopted comparative-research design implies that the dimension of social change cannot be pursued further in detail here (cf. Blossfeld et al. 2006; Blossfeld et al. 2011).

The first two empirical chapters (4 and 5) of this study cover 14 and 11 Western European countries, respectively. As mentioned above, within Western Europe, my main focus is on possible differences between Southern Europe and the rest of continental Western Europe. For the detailed examination of micro-macro interactions, I have selected Germany and Spain for dedicated case studies (chapters 6 and 7). This country selection follows from the research question concerning regime similarities. Specifically, Germany is the cradle of the social insurance system, which is at the heart of the conservative welfare state. Furthermore, the country has preserved a range of “non-standard institutions” (Carlin & Soskice 2009: 96), which converted it into the prototype of the conservative welfare regime. Within continental Western Europe, Germany therefore provides the ideal benchmark case for comparison.

Various reasons support the selection of Spain for the Mediterranean case study: first, retirement behaviour in Spain is less investigated than in Italy, certainly in terms of sociological literature in the English language (but cf. Bernardi & Garrido 2006); second, with 46.7 million inhabitants Spain is the fifth-largest country in the European Union. In terms of social monitoring, this makes the findings more relevant than a study of Portugal (10.7 million) or Greece (11.3). But even more importantly, the large population size eases comparison to Germany, because differences in country size can largely be excluded as a potential explanatory factor for alleged differences (cf. Ganßmann 2002); finally, the author has a thorough knowledge of the German and Spanish language, but not of Greek or Portuguese.

Methodology

One of the methodological doctrines of social science research postulates that its theories should be tested based on the maximum number of data sources:

“…[I]n order better to evaluate a theory, collect data on as many of its observable implications as possible. This means collecting as much data in as many diverse contexts as possible. Each additional implication of our theory which we observe provides another context in which to evaluate its veracity. The more observable implications which are found to be consistent with the theory, the more powerful the explanation and the more certain the results” (King et al. 1994: 24).

In this spirit, I will test various hypotheses concerning the nexus between retirement timing and social stratification using different data sets covering a varying sub-sample within the universe of cases, i.e. Western Europe. Given the theoretical emphasis on the interplay of micro- and macro-level mechanisms, the guiding idea is to estimate statistical models that control for individual-level differences and that are comparable at the international level, particularly between continental and Southern European countries.

Specifically, I select the European Social Survey (ESS) and the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE), as cross-national data sources. Moreover I use two national sets: the Spanish Encuesta de la Población Activa (EPA) and the German Mikrozensus. Both feed into the European Union Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS). The ESS is well-suited for the comparative study of retirement attitudes. Its third round, which was carried out in 2006, covers nearly all of Western Europe. The sample used here covers 14 countries, including Portugal and Spain in the South. For our purposes, SHARE has the virtue of being specifically designed to analyse the population aged 50 plus. In its first wave, from 2004/05, it covers 11 countries, including all large central European countries as well as three out of four Mediterranean countries (Greece is missing). Because of the characteristic sample size restrictions in international survey projects, the Spain-Germany comparison additionally draws on national labour-force surveys in order to establish similarities and differences in individual-level determinants of retirement age with a smaller error margin. Specifically, I draw on an ad hoc module on the retirement transition carried out analogously in both countries in the year 2006 within the EU-LFS framework.

I use a number of statistical techniques in the course of this study. The kind of applied methods range from ordinary least square (OLS) regression, to the Tobit censored regression model, to various flavours of event-history analysis.2 The latter provides the most appropriate modelling approach to retirement timing, as it allows an assessing of the factors related to the duration upon an event of interest based on a sample of varying size. Most analyses are conducted using the software package Stata.

A further methodological note is apposite here: to the maximum possible extent, this study adopts the hypothetico-deductive model. Nevertheless, the presented empirical analyses do not exclusively follow a procedure of hypothesis testing but have a partly inductive character, too. Testing theoretically-derived hypotheses is the core task of sociological research, and hence of this study. Yet given that our theoretical toolbox inevitably remains highly simplifying vis-à-vis the complexity of the social world, it is also instructive (and sometimes demanded by academic modesty) to let the data speak for themselves. In this sense, one component of this study should be understood as a social monitoring of retirement processes.

Structure of the Book

This study is organised in three broad parts: (I) the first, the theoretical part, in which I review the relevant literature and develop the conceptual foundations for the analyses (chapters 2 & 3); (II) the second part, which contains empirical analyses of retirement behaviour and age norms based on international survey data covering a representative range of Western European countries (chapters 4 & 5); and (III) the third part, which consists of the two country-specific analyses of retirement behaviour in Spain and Germany (chapters 6 & 7). Instead of concentrating all methodological notes in one chapter, details on the methods employed are outlined in each chapter individually. This procedure was chosen because each of the four empirical chapters is based on a different data set with subsequently varying operationalisations.

In detail, the remainder of this study is structured as follows: the next chapter presents a review of the state of the art in retirement research. I discuss a variety of conceptual approaches operating at both the individual and the societal level with a focus on their respective theoretical strengths and weaknesses when it comes to explaining differential retirement behavior. On this basis, the third chapter puts forward an analytical framework for the study of social variability in work-exit processes. Within the scope of methodological individualism, I suggest combining the life course paradigm and the social-stratification perspective into one coherent approach.

The fourth chapter examines retirement-related social norms and preferences. On the basis of the European Social Survey (ESS), I attempt to find out whether age norms actually exist and, in this case, which form of retirement timing they prescribe for men and women in different occupations. I further seek to establish commonalities and differences between countries in order to identify the pertinent “age cultures.” The empirical analyses comprised in the fourth chapter are different from the subsequent three because the dependent variable is attitudinal instead of behavioural. Although the presented findings with regard to retirement age norms are relevant in their own right, they can also be conceived as preliminary analyses for the subsequent inquiries into retirement behaviour. In particular, the evidence gathered about retirement attitudes enables the taking into account of age norms in the formulation of hypotheses about social differences in retirement timing.

In chapter five, data from the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) is analysed as to how individual characteristics influence the timing of retirement. The group-specific impact of push, pull, and soft factors on the transition from work to retirement is examined by means of a competing-risks framework, which distinguishes between various employment-exit modalities. Besides looking at institutional diversity, I also test for idiosyncratic country-specific effects in order to assess the extent to which micro-level findings concerning class and gender stratification in retirement are representative for Western Europe as a whole. In this sense, the findings on the basis of SHARE provide a benchmark model against which to interpret the specific retirement patterns in the two country case studies.

Following on from that, the sixth and seventh chapters study retirement patterns in Spain and Germany in greater detail using data from national labour-force surveys. Each of the case studies features a characterisation of the national institutional context and labour market structures. The description of the institutional framework relevant for retirement transitions focuses on the period of reference for this study, approximately from the mid-1980s to 2006. Due to the salience of path-dependent processes in the evolution of welfare states (Pierson 1994), some historical background is provided in order to make the reader familiar with the origins of today’s welfare-state regulation in both countries. Exploiting the common methodological framework imposed by Eurostat, a uniform analytical design is used to examine retirement transitions in Germany and Spain in comparative fashion. By analysing the group-specific use of distinct work-exit modalities, I attempt to further our understanding of the driving forces behind social variability in retirement timing.



1 This includes the members of the old EU-15, plus Norway, Switzerland, and Iceland. Mini states such as Monaco or Lichtenstein are not taken into consideration.

2 Recurrent synonyms are survival analysis, duration models, hazard rate models.


2. Theoretical Approaches to Retirement and Early Exit from Work

2.1 Introduction

Labour-supply arguments have established discursive supremacy in the public debate on pensions and retirement (Marschallek 2004). Since the World Bank averted the “old age crisis” (The World Bank 1994), the looming process of population aging has made cost efficiency the main priority among policy makers. By contrast, the status quo in academic retirement literature has been characterised by more balance, as rational-choice pull approaches are challenged by firm-based push approaches (Kohli & Rein 1991). While the former largely consider monetary incentives responsible for early exit from work, the latter highlight the role of structural constraints as evidenced by high unemployment and a relevant percentage of retirees who leave the labour market because of health problems.

With the aim of outlining the appropriate theoretical bases for the later empirical analyses, this review compiles arguments from different strands of research and different disciplinary perspectives that contribute to a fuller understanding of the multifaceted work-retirement nexus. The next section of this chapter makes clear the theoretical foundations underpinning labour-supply approaches to retirement behaviour and reviews the corresponding standard econometric models. The third section explores arguments that relate retirement directly to health status and productivity changes that accompany the process of aging. A similar line of reasoning is used in human capital models, which by reference to implicit contracting uncover the origins of employers’ high propensity to shed older workers.

Subsequently, I shall present sociological perspectives on retirement. Inter alia, they propose the need to historicise retirement as a normative status configuration in modern societies. The life course approach leads the way towards a dynamic concept of retirement, which is understood as an institutionally embedded life course event. Further, it sheds light on “linked lives” in retirement timing. In the fifth section, I consider the popular welfare-regime approach, which has seen frequent use in retirement research. Despite a lack of analytical rigour, the welfare-regime approach is portrayed as a potent heuristic tool for the classification of internationally diverse social systems of welfare production.

In the course of this literature review, I discuss the analytical strengths and weaknesses of each of the approaches with respect to my research question and highlight eventual conceptual shortcomings. It shall be noted in advance that the proposed categorisation does not always draw clear-cut boundaries between rival theories. In fact, many of the cited studies embrace some sort of cross-over approach, and there is a noteworthy tendency towards an inter-disciplinary exchange in the field of retirement research. To give an example, social scientists increasingly pay heed to rational choice arguments in their studies instead of discarding them a priori as ontologically flawed (Szydlik & Ernst 1996). Conversely, some mainstream economists have recognised that involuntary retirement is not adequately captured by standard life-cycle models (Herbertsson 2001; Börsch-Supan & Jürges 2006). Nonetheless, it is straightforward to discern certain centers of gravity in the theoretical accounts used by different research traditions.

2.2 Labour-Supply Theory

According to economic labour-supply theory, individual workers make their retirement decisions by maximising their utility. While earlier static models saw the retirement decision merely as a non-recurrent allocation of time between the employment and post-employment phase, state-of-the-art dynamic life-cycle models treat the transition to retirement as a discrete inter-temporal optimisation problem (Burtless & Moffitt 1984; Lazear 1986; Arnds & Bonin 2003). The bottom line is that elderly workers face a fundamental trade-off between the consumption of goods, which require the earning of an income through paid work, on the one side, and the consumption of leisure in retirement on the other. In a sequential decision process, the worker accordingly chooses his or her labour supply as a function of his or her income prospects. Not only are incentives dependent on expected wage earnings but also on present and future pension entitlements.

The standard model in this literature is the option-value model (Stock & Wise 1990). Each worker accordingly compares the expected future utility streams that would result from retiring immediately and from remaining employed for another year, respectively. The option value is the utility compensation for working one additional year. This financial premium for continued work is composed of wage earnings on the one hand and the increase in the discounted value of expected social-security benefits – the so-called social-security wealth – on the other. Given that people differ in their valuations of these financial prospects, the optimal moment to retire, in principle, also varies with a person’s impatience, risk aversion, and preference for work versus leisure. If the option value is positive, workers can achieve a utility gain by postponing retirement. Otherwise, the optimal choice is to retire.

From this point of view, early retirement is driven by adverse incentives produced by the pension system and other social-security programmes. Numerous econometric studies provide empirical support for the strong effect of monetary incentives on retirement decisions (Blöndal & Scarpetta 1998; Casey et al. 2003; OECD 2006a; Schils 2006). Two edited volumes, which form part of a project by the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), merit closer attention as they figure prominently in the economic literature. Jonathan Gruber, David Wise, and collabourators investigate through systematic country comparison how national social-security provisions influence retirement incentives by imposing implicit taxes on work (Gruber & Wise 1999a, 2004a). In this way, the authors draw attention to interesting empirical regularities such as the sharp rise in retirement rates at ages of first eligibility for benefits and the employment effects of changes in pension plans.

Existing social-security programmes are benchmarked against a hypothetical incentive-neutral system, in which benefits are adjusted purely on the basis of actuarial standards. It is shown that the thus-defined “tax penalty on work” (Gruber & Wise 1999b) varies noticeably between countries. Following cross-country estimations of potential reform scenarios, the percentage of economically inactive men in “early exit countries” like Germany or the Netherlands would diminish radically as a consequence of a unified reform that introduces an actuarially-fair system (Gruber & Wise 2004b: 30 f.). The rates of labour market participation of elderly workers in other countries would not be altered considerably. Considerably more similar are the results for the eventual implementation of a three-year delay in eligibility ages. Such a tightening of the eligibility criteria of retirement benefits would yield a reduction in the proportion of economically inactive men of the relevant age between 23 and 36% (ibid.: 35).

Based on such projections economic studies in unison advise policy-makers to remove early retirement incentives, which are seen as barriers to the labour market participation of older people. This conviction originates from the economic credo that low employment participation equals a loss of welfare. Put bluntly, “such distortions of labor-leisure decisions are problematic as they reduce labor supply, output and living standards” (OECD 2002b). This reasoning leads to the view that “all fiscal subsidies to early retirement should be phased out” (Koning et al. 2004: 43).

To sum up, exploiting the power of formal analysis, labour-supply theory has forcefully established the linkage between benefit generosity and early retirement. The resulting evidence clearly demonstrates the responsiveness of individual actors to monetary incentives, even though the magnitude of this elasticity is unknown. Economics also has the merit of emphasising that retirement decisions are characterised by essential uncertainty. In this vein, retirement has been called “an individual-specific ‘experience good’ [...], about which one knows virtually nothing until one tries it. Then, people might choose to become retired, only to discover that it lowers well being” (Charles 2002: 16).

Then again, micro-economic models have often been criticised for treating retirement as a free decision, neglecting the importance of structural constraints for the timing of labour market withdrawal. Before the assumption of voluntary choice is problematised in the next section, I would like to put forward a different objection, namely that individual and cultural differences tend to be neglected in econometric models of retirement.

Life-cycle models are mostly characterised by an across-the-board handling of individual heterogeneity and socio-cultural differences (Legros 2006). As the incentives represented by social benefits are the main explanans in the option-value model and others like it, preference parameters are normally estimated uniformly for the entire sample. This is a matter of choice and convenience as, in principle, the econometric apparatus would allow for the introduction of heterogeneous preferences. This is rarely done however,3 because “in many countries, it is likely easier to identify the effect of incentive measures than the effect of wealth levels” (Gruber & Wise 2004b: 16). Another reason to ignore heterogeneity in work orientations and preferences is related to the intention to “accurately isolate the program incentive effect“ (ibid.: 12). Since common proxies of preference parameters – such as wage, occupation or education – also in part determine the value of the incentive variable, many economists prefer to estimate their models without these indicators. The (untested) justification for this procedure is that “much of the estimated effect of these variables is likely to reflect the influence of financial incentives and not individual heterogeneity” (ibid.).

Critically, taking account of varying preferences would render empirical findings less straightforward. It would then become more complicated to derive clear-cut policy implications from such more complex models. In order to avoid undesired ambiguities, the standard econometric model of retirement behaviour therefore operates on the basis of the unrealistic assumption that work orientations do not vary across individuals, hence attributing diverse retirement timing solely to pecuniary incentives.

Nevertheless, the NBER study provides a rich empirical picture of retirement behavior. As for social inequality, it is noteworthy that social-security wealth – a good proxy of life-time earnings – in most countries has a positive effect on retirement probabilities (Gruber & Wise 2004b: 16). This implies that high entitlements to social-security benefits, which are usually the result of either long working histories or high wages, tend go along with a higher propensity to retire early. With regard to culture, Gruber and Wise (2004b: 17) claim that “the results point to an important relationship between incentive effects and labor force participation, independent of cultural differences among countries.” Yet, this can be regarded as an exaggerated conclusion from the presented results, given that the authors also report that the incentive variable is not significant or even of the “wrong” sign in Spain and Italy – the two Mediterranean countries in their twelve-country sample. This is not to claim that monetary incentives do not operate in Southern Europe; but it should be kept in mind that the available empirical evidence is more ambiguous than suggested by the economic mainstream.

2.3 Productivity, Human Capital, and Aging

A seemingly simple explanation for retirement timing is a decline in the ability to work of aging workers. Naturally, physical condition tends to deteriorate with age, and a significant lowering in fitness levels obviously affects the capacity to work. Correspondingly, disability is universally recognised as one of the most frequent reasons for retirement (cf. Blekesaune & Solem 2005). A radical interpretation of the negative correlation between age and health consist in the so-called “deficiency hypothesis of aging,” which suggests an inevitable, rapid decay of the physical and mental fitness of elderly workers. If older workers are not productive enough, it would be only logical that employers try to push them into early retirement.

However, the discussion on the relationship between aging and productivity has shown that the age-related decline in productive abilities is by no means a linear or deterministic process. Gerontologists have forcefully criticised the “deficiency model of aging” as outdated and mechanical (Clemens et al. 2003: 56 f.), arguing that aging is accompanied by a structural change in work capacities rather than by a loss of them. While young workers usually are physically stronger and better at some cognitive skills, like creativity or flexibility, elderly workers are generally more reliable and have a superior job knowledge (Börsch-Supan et al. 2009b).4

There have been numerous attempts to measure age-productivity curves accurately. The typical representation of this relationship is in the form of an inverse U-shape (Fehr 2009), where productivity initially increases with ongoing formal education and on-the-job training and then declines after some age threshold (OECD 1998; Fehr 2009). However, no one knows with precision whether this turning point really exists or where it lies. Obviously, for the design of public policies, it makes a substantial difference whether the average productivity of workers falls after age 45 or after age 60 (Börsch-Supan et al. 2009a).

Empirically, the observed shape of age-wage curves seems to underpin the hypothesis of curvilinear productivity functions (OECD 1998). However, a dedicated OECD study also found that variations within an age group exceed the average differences between age groups. It concludes that “the productivity potential of the older work groups does not appear to be substantially impaired by age per se“ (OECD 1998: 136, 138; emphasis in original). In any case, since they are based on cross-sectional data, such generalisations do not take account of cohort differences. Moreover, this and similar economic studies assume that wage differentials directly reflect productivity differentials (Fehr 2009). In all likelihood, this is wrong; not only are wages co-determined by institutional regulation but also employers may be guided by erroneous prejudices concerning the productivity of elderly workers.

Hence, hard evidence on productivity is difficult to gather. Surveys among employers often show that elderly workers are not perceived as less productive than their younger colleagues (Koller 2001: 480–490; Brussig 2005: 7–9). However, the measurement of work performance over the life course is particularly sensitive to the instruments applied (Skirbekk 2003: 19). Summarising findings based on more objective methods like work-sample tests, Skirbekk (2003) reaffirms that productivity probably follows an inverted U-shape with increasing age. Arguably, a significant decline normally occurs at around 50 years of age, when cognitive abilities start to deteriorate. Despite rising job experience, a threshold effect prevents productivity from improving significantly further: job expertise does not seem to increase beyond a certain ceiling.

However, the reliability of such “laboratory” experiments is doubtful provided that most real-world work tasks are conducted not by isolated individuals but by teams of workers with a specific internal allocation of roles (Börsch-Supan et al. 2009b). Individual work performances are actually to a large degree interdependent. Therefore, one underlying problem of this entire debate is that productivity is not a purely individual characteristic that could be appropriately conceptualised as the sum of physical and mental skills (Werding 2008: 5-6). Instead, development of working capacities over the life course is highly context dependent. For instance, the productivity of elderly workers varies crucially in function of occupation and work conditions. In this vein, the gerontological research tradition stresses the fact that health problems causing workers’ exit from the labour market can often be avoided by creating an appropriate work environment.

Moreover, productivity also depends on how work is organised. Since modern societies are characterised by an increasing division of labour, the productivity of an individual always depends on the size and composition of work teams as well as on the technology employed. As Börsch-Supan et al. (2009b) emphasise, productivity should therefore be conceptualised at the level of firms, industries, or national economies rather than at the personal level. In this vein, Werding (2008) builds on a large-scale macro-data panel to assess the age-productivity nexus in a comparative fashion. His results support the conventional view that demographic factors influence workforce productivity. The estimated curvilinear effect is even stronger than usual, with total factor productivity peaking strongly for the group of 40–49 year olds. However, the author admits that as there are several plausible micro-level mechanisms that could explain this empirical pattern at the macro level, there is no consistent proof of an age-related productivity decline.

Seniority wages – i.e. age-related wage increases that are not backed by increases in work performance – are often mentioned as a factor that aggravates the supposed productivity deficit of elderly workers. Contrary to perceived wisdom, however, the above-mentioned OECD study shows that it is not the oldest employees that have the highest earnings. Instead, age-specific wage curves peak for the age-group of 45–54 years in all of the 20 countries under observation, with the single exception of France (OECD 1998). Compared to these prime-aged employees, workers aged 55–64 years had gross earnings that were on average 9% lower. To be detrimental to employment participation, the true average productivity deficit of elderly workers would need to exceed this already substantial decline. Regardless, these numbers have to be interpreted with caution because of unobserved cohort effects.

There are further reasons why a cross-sectional view on wages and productivity is most probably flawed and why a life-cycle perspective seems indispensable. As Lazear’s (1979) implicit contract model shows, seniority wage structures can, in fact, be in the interest of both employers and employees. A wage profile that pays workers less when they are young and more when they are old enhances workers’ motivations. In this way, a combination of large amounts of effort and high life-time wages can be achieved via an implicit long-term employment contract. Interestingly, this solution outperforms the alternative equilibrium of less effort and low wages (Lazear 1979: 1264). “Back-loaded compensation” seems to be a beneficial arrangement for firms as well as for workers (ibid.: 1283), especially if the latter are risk averse and consequentially prefer longterm employment (Hutchens 1999). However, steep wage paths also make early retirement particularly attractive for firms. When workers reach the normal retirement age, employers can exploit legal provisions of mandatory retirement as part of the implicit contract.

Another central determining factor for the development of productivity over the life course is training and education. As highlighted by the human capital perspective (Mincer 1993), productivity levels are strongly influenced by skills investments in the past. Steadily diminishing human capital can then be considered a main reason for early retirement: “Because knowledge of older technologies becomes obsolete and because people forget, human capital is subject to depreciation“ (Alders 2002: 2). The latter can be avoided by engagement in further training. Yet the amortisation periods for skill investments, for both employers and employees, decrease with increasing age (Szydlik & Ernst 1996). The human capital approach explains how this pattern results in a downward spiral in retirement ages once early exit has become the expected norm (Ebbinghaus 2001: 88). As the expectations of firms and workers regarding the timing of retirement are crucial determinants of the amount of human capital investments (Alders 2002), the trend to early retirement turns into a self-reinforcing process.

The human capital approach to early retirement has become more relevant in recent decades, as Western economies have gone through an era of deep structural transformation. The shift in the production process implies an accelerated rate of technological change that is especially to the disadvantage of elderly workers, whose qualifications increasingly become quickly outdated (Buchholz et al. 2006: 7). To prevent this, workers depend on firms’ willingness to support lifelong learning. Moreover, as already mentioned above, productivity is not simply the result of health and skills investments but hinges on the organisation of work as well. Successful aging thus also depends on employers providing an adequate work environment for their older employees.

To sum up, the available evidence on the productivity of older workers is inconclusive. Although it is commonly assumed that cognitive and physical skills decrease after a certain age, there is no robust scientific evidence to prove this assumption. Nevertheless, productivity-based approaches provide a rich picture of the sources of the disadvantage of elderly workers in times of structural economic change. They allow the researcher to address differences between firms with regard to work strain, further training, and the replacement rate of the workforce.

Overall, however, productivity-based explanations of individual behaviour represent an equation with too many unknown parameters. Therefore, human capital theory, like other productivity-based explanations, is not capable of explaining individual retirement dynamics in a satisfactory manner. Moreover, an account of heterogeneous preferences is painfully absent in the human capital approach to retirement. The underlying assumption is that workers generally want to keep on working because steep wage paths represent an incentive to stay employed. In this way, employers ultimately determine the time for the retirement of employees, who themselves would rather stay on the job. This logic runs counter to survey evidence showing a wide-spread disposition towards early retirement (Esser 2005b; cf. chap. 4). To adequately account for social heterogeneity in retirement the individual worker needs to be placed at the center of the analysis.

2.4 The Sociology of Retirement and the Life Course Perspective

Since Weber’s inquiry into the religious roots of modern work-ethics, sociology characteristically sees work as a source of identity and self-realisation. In sociological theory, the meaning of retirement has therefore been inseparably linked with a normative dimension (Kohli 1986; Grint 2005). In Marxist thought, the idea that meaningful work is essential to human self-realisation is central, too (Elster 1986; cf. section 3.1.1). In sociological approaches, retirement is thus regarded as a particular social status that is inherently tied to one’s working life. The implied emphasis on an intrinsic value of work is in sharp conflict with the economic concept of a work-leisure trade-off that is mainly mediated in monetary terms.

Sociologists have also been concerned with the historicisation of retirement as a modern phenomenon and the corresponding change of its social meaning (Kohli 1985; Morrison 1986; Ehmer 1990; Abbott 2005; Hudson 2005). Indeed, a post-working life of considerable duration is a rather recent phenomenon. In the nineteenth century, the majority of the population did not live to see the age of 65, and those that did were normally still working. For example, Kohli (1985: 10) reports that 79% of men aged between 60 and 70 years in Germany in 1895 were still working. Comparable estimates for the situation in the U.S.A. show that approximately 69% of American men over 65 were still in the labour force in 1900 (Abbott 2005: 314). For men in the same age group, Moen and Gratton (1999) still report a share of 38% for the years 1935–36, in the heart of the Great Depression. In short, before the 20th century, retirement was not a distinct phase of life.

The establishment of retirement as an experience that is universally expected by everyone was grounded on two historic innovations: a decline in mortality and morbidity on the one hand and the erection of a public pension system, which provides universal access to income in old age, on the other. Together with the generalisation of compulsory schooling, these features of modernisation have resulted in the establishment of a relatively standardised biography after the Second World War. Only since then has the normal life cycle been divided into the preparatory phase of education, the central phase of economic activity, and the post-work phase of retirement (Kohli 1985).

Furthermore, retirement has not been associated with a time of “fun and self-indulgence“ (Ekerdt 2004: 8) from its conception. Instead, retirement was until quite recently often accompanied by physical malady or “structured dependency“ (Townsend 1981). Only as a result of major improvements in the health and income situation of older people during the post-war period has retirement become a state of “late freedom” (Rosenmayr 1983). Characteristically, this “third age“ offers chances for self-fulfillment in a life phase without work (Laslett 1991).

Many recent sociological studies on retirement can be placed within the life course paradigm. The life course perspective stresses the institutional embeddedness of the temporal patterning of individual biographies (Elder 1995; Marshall & Mueller 2002; Mayer 2009). According to Martin Kohli (1985), the institutionalisation of the life course consists of the establishment of a biographic programme that structures the chronological order of life histories.5 In this way, the employment-centered tripartition of life sequences sets a generalised schedule for labour market participation in individual biographies. The theorem of the institutionalised life course suggests a substantial degree of homogeneity in the temporal order of life events, albeit not uniformity. The diversity of possible life trajectories notwithstanding, the overarching institutional framework systematically shapes individual biographies by imposing a specific chronological opportunity structure (Kohli 1985, 2003).6

Another central element within the sociology of retirement is the notion of norms of aging. According to life course theory, retirement behaviour is significantly influenced by age-graded social norms (Settersten & Hagestad 1996; Han & Moen 1999; Settersten 2003). In the pioneering study of Neugarten, Moore, and Lowe (1965: 711), age norms are conceptualised as a set of social expectations that add up to “a prescriptive timetable for the organization of major life events.” Age-related social expectations can also emerge as a side-product of other norms directed at the use of time and the duration of particular spells in biographies (Scherger 2007: chap. 5). Arguably, there exists a high degree of implicit societal consensus in the attitudes towards age-appropriate behaviour, not only with respect to labour market transitions but also with respect to major family events (Mortimer et al. 2005). Furthermore, the institutionalisation of the life course as a regulatory system has given rise to a high awareness of actors regarding their own timing with regard to the “social clock” (Moen et al. 2005). After all, assumptions about the salience of norms of aging are very widespread among life course scholars (Settersten & Mayer 1997: 242). Such assumptions are also manifest in the debate on “agism,“ which has highlighted the persistence of negative stereotypes about older workers (McGregor & Gray 2002; Bytheway 2005).

The concepts of the institutionalised life course and concomitant age norms are closely related to the notion of moral economy, which was introduced by the historian E.P. Thompson. It has been evoked to maintain that people’s attitudes towards social institutions are irreducible to a purely self-interested perspective (Kohli 1987; Mau 2002; Svallfors 2006). Instead, people’s attitudes towards work and the welfare state are loaded with norms of reciprocity and fairness that are formed under the influence of social policies. According to this “cultural institutionalist” view, “institutions create or socially construct the actors’ identities, belongings, definitions of reality and shared meanings“ (Rothstein & Steinmo 2002). Hence, the members of a socio-political community develop a particular sense of moral responsibility, which responds to the signals of welfare and labour market policies. The moral economy also offers a rich reservoir of ideas that can be drawn upon by social actors to achieve (or redefine) their interests (Blyth 2002).

The life course paradigm is furthermore characterised by an elective affinity towards a reflexive approach to social theory (Giddens 1997). In this vein, the institutionalised life course is constituted and reproduced through the mutual interplay among the triad of formal institutions, biographical agency, and normative expectations. Accordingly, the societal life course regime affects individual biographies by means of selective incentives and constraints embedded in various socio-economic institutions (Settersten & Mayer 1997; Leisering et al. 2001; Geissler 2004). Age-related rules and regulations are present in a whole range of state arrangements, like welfare benefits and labour market regulations as well as education, training systems, and taxation (Lynch 2001). Institutional opportunity structures communicate age-specific social expectations to individual actors (Behrens & Voges 1996). By this token, the configuration of social-security programmes gains normative significance. Institutionalised age norms can also be detected in collective agreements between the social partners, firms’ retirement plans, and employer-employee relationships, which are loaded with long-term reciprocal expectations (Kohli 1987; Streeck 1992).

At the micro level, the life course approach stresses the “path-dependent” dynamics of individual biographies. Arguably, early life events often exert an influence on later-life events (Mayer 2009). For instance, early career trajectories modify workers’ opportunity structure for subsequent life course transitions. Family formation can similarly produce long-run “biographical pacing” (Han & Moen 1999) effects on successive biographical transitions, including retirement.

Social clocks move at different rates for men and women (Han & Moen 1999). However, the retirement behaviour of women is still under investigated. Age, cohort, and period effects have been particularly difficult to discern in the wake of increasing female labour market participation. In fact, today’s retired women in most European countries belong to a generation for which life-long employment was the exception rather than the rule (Brugiavini & Peracchi 2005). While the female life course is supposedly less institutionalised overall, family effects are arguably of special salience for women. As we shall see in detail in section 3.4, the life course tenet of “linked lives” establishes the relevance of the household context and pinpoints the interdependence of spouses’ retirement trajectories.

Another hotly debated issue in the literature – especially in gerontology – has been the limits of individual decision-making (Higgs et al. 2003; Hyde et al. 2004; Phillipson & Smith 2005; Riach & Loretto 2009). Stressing the role of structural constraints, this view is formulated in direct opposition to the labour-supply approach (Vickerstaff & Cox 2005). Here, retirement is treated as externally imposed on elderly workers who have no chance to get another job, or are in poor health. Individual choice requires some discretion. Since the employment opportunities of elderly workers are slim, the argument goes, unemployment at later ages often amounts to forced retirement (Hirsch 2003). Arguably, instrumental cost-benefit considerations are not in effect in the case of involuntary retirement. A misleading version of this argument implicitly assumes that workers cannot (or should not) accept lower wages, hence neglecting that a lesser-paying job could be a viable alternative to early retirement.

Recent related work has livened up the earlier discussion about the subjective perceptions of the retirement event (cf. Atchley 1976). It could be shown for the U.S. that people who lack choice perceive their retirement as involuntary and externally imposed (Szinovacz & Davey 2005). Interestingly, the topic has seen growing interest in economics as well, as research on the impact of retirement on personal well-being confirms the importance of individual control (Charles 2002; Szinovacz & Davey 2004; Börsch-Supan & Jürges 2006; Dave et al. 2006). There is a broad consensus that retirement is more enjoyable if it is voluntarily chosen (Shultz et al. 1998; Kim & Moen 2002; Bender 2004). Vice versa, forced retirement frequently leads to low subjective well-being or to depression. Nevertheless, it is far from unanimous whether the retirement experience itself accounts for differences in quality of life in old age or if the latter reflect inequalities in employment biographies (Hyde et al. 2004).

In sum, sociological approaches to retirement trace the emergence of age norms back to historical developments in age-specific policies and institutional arrangements. Moreover, the life course perspective accounts for the formation of preferences through divergent life histories. In principle, the life course approach is, hence, particularly well-suited to addressing social heterogeneity in the timing of retirement. However, the circular structure of some arguments inspired by reflexive social theory is at odds with the ambition to test these hypotheses empirically.7 In addition, the life course approach rests on an eclectic set of theorems which do not in every respect add up to a consistent theory (cf. Mayer 2009). For instance, it remains unclear whether age norms should be seen as societal constraints on individual decision-making or rather as an integrative element of actors’ preferences. Frequently, retirement-related analyses in the life course tradition implicitly or explicitly borrow from rational choice pull approaches and from firm-based push approaches alike, giving rise to undesirable ambiguities.

A key conceptual weakness of the life course paradigm lies in the unsystematic treatment of structural constraints. The focus on societal norms and institutions has largely hindered life course scholars from explicitly modelling the limitations to individual agency. Although not being linked directly to the question of retirement timing, this problem is taken up in the debate on involuntary exit from work. Consistent with qualitative and quantitative findings about retirement planning and the psychological adaptation to retirement, this literature emphasises the individual experience of this status passage. However, the phenomenon of forced retirement is not systematically linked to an account of social inequalities that could explain the unequal distribution of retirement opportunities. In the third chapter, I shall thus propose an analytic framework for the study of retirement behaviour that utilises the life course perspective as well as, by drawing on a social-stratification account, integrating social-class differences into the theoretical model.

2.5 Welfare Regimes and Early Retirement

In Esping-Andersen’s seminal work The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism, welfare-state regimes are defined as “qualitatively different arrangements between state, market, and the family” (Esping-Andersen 1990: 26). Accordingly, each regime is associated with a distinct mode of state intervention into the market sphere, which is systematically intertwined with particular labour market and family structures. Building on earlier work by Titmuss (1974), national packages of social policies and labour market regulations are delineated by the resulting degree of “de-commodification of labour,” i.e. the extent to which “social citizenship” (Marshall 2000 [1950]) is guaranteed independent of market income.

The original threefold-regime approach distinguishes between a social-democratic, a conservative, and a liberal welfare regime (Esping-Andersen 1990). The social-democratic (or universal) regime provides universal rights of social citizenship and extensive social services. Furthermore, this kind of welfare state is characterised by its strong commitment to a full-employment policy and the engagement in far-reaching income redistribution aiming at social cohesion, financed through heavy taxation. In a conservative (or corporatist) welfare regime, the dominant Bismarckian social-insurance system ties eligibility for social benefits closely to employment. The guiding principle of subsidiarity promotes the traditional male bread-winner model (e.g. through the taxation system). While it has been quite successful in maintaining a fair standard of social security, the conservative welfare state tends to reproduce structures of social stratification along occupational categories. In contrast, in a liberal (or residual) welfare regime, the state limits itself to preventing extreme poverty, following a “principle of non-interference.” As far as possible, the liberal regime relies on the aggregate welfare-enhancing effects of market self-regulation and high employment rates, with this pattern produces high levels of poverty and social inequality.

In the aftermath of the Three Worlds study, several authors proposed to extend the welfare-regime typology, sacrificing simplicity for accuracy. In particular, the inclusion of a fragmented welfare regime as a distinct type has become a standard in the literature (Arts & Gelissen 2002). Specifically, the Mediterranean welfare states, with Italy as the paradigm case, are characterised by dualist labour markets and a highly polarised character of social protection, including clientelistic welfare policies and a pronounced gender gap. Unlike conservative welfare states, the Southern model of welfare provides national health services on a universalistic basis (Ferrera 1996). In addition, the introduction of a “Radical” regime, which demarcates the “Antipodean” welfare states of Australia and New Zealand from their liberal Anglo-Saxon counterparts, has seen some support (Bambra 2007). Further, the “Japanese familialist residual welfare regime” has been proposed as a stand-alone type (Ebbinghaus 2006a: 73). Although the course of Eastern European welfare states may be not entirely clear yet, Bukodi and Róbert (2007) suggest distinguishing between a “post-socialist liberal” regime (with the Baltic states) and a “post-socialist conservative” regime (with the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slovenia, and Slovakia).

Welfare-state theory assumes a close relationship between welfare regimes and the incidence of early retirement (Esping-Andersen 1996b), because the political responses of national economies to deindustrialisation since the 1970s were “intimately related to the nature of their welfare state“ (Esping-Andersen 1996a: 10). Specifically, Esping-Andersen (1990: 152) argues that the welfare state influences the timing of retirement through a combination of labour-supply and labour-demand effects. Accordingly, the regime-specific type of welfare-state intervention determines national retirement patterns by offering a specific “menu of alternative income maintenance choices“ (Esping-Andersen & Sonnberger 1989: 15) on the one hand, and by altering employment opportunities on the other hand (Esping-Andersen 1996b).

In detail, the salience of early retirement in continental Europe is seen as the result of high levels of long-term unemployment among older workers in combination with generous pension benefits, a genuine product of conservative welfare-state intervention (Guillemard 2001). Early retirement has long been explicitly promoted as a means of creating employment opportunities for the young.8 In Scandinavian countries, conversely, low early exit rates are achieved by maintaining favorable labour market conditions for elderly workers via active labour market policies. Despite the overall generosity of old-age pension benefits put in place by the universalist welfare state, there are relatively few institutionalised early retirement incentives.9 In liberal welfare-state regimes, exemplified by the Anglo-Saxon countries, relatively high employment rates of elderly workers are maintained by providing few early retirement incentives and by keeping the unemployment rate down on low-wage labour markets.

Paraphrasing Esping-Andersen, the patterns of retirement are influenced by the welfare state in two essential ways. Firstly, the generosity of the pension system (and other systems of social security) has a direct effect on the labour supply of elderly workers. Secondly, the welfare state has an indirect effect on the work-retirement nexus, because it shapes labour market structures, which in turn alter the extent of early retirement through demand side effects.10 In synthesis, the expected result is a clustering of cross-national patterns of retirement behaviour along the lines of welfare-state regimes (Esping-Andersen 1990: 144). The employment rate (and even more so the employment rate of the elderly, young, or women) should describe a U-shaped function of the degree of decommodification: both a high (social-democratic) and a low (liberal) degree of decommodification are compatible with high labour market participation of the elderly; medium levels of welfare-state interference in conservative (and fragmented) regimes conversely lead to low retirement ages.

In this vein, many scholars have studied the impact of the welfare state on employment rates in general (Scharpf & Schmidt 2000; Scharpf 2001; Furåker 2003; Heidenreich 2004), and on early retirement in particular (Esser 2005a; Blossfeld et al. 2006; Ebbinghaus 2006a; Kim 2009). Extending the regime approach, Ebbinghaus (2006a: chap. 3) identifies five clusters of “institutional affinities“ covering the realms of the welfare state, the system of economic governance (or production regime), and the system of industrial relations. Each of these macro constellations gives rise to a distinct employment regime with particular consequences for early exit from work. Ebbinghaus’s comparison of ten OECD countries confirms the “protection pull hypothesis,” insofar as higher pension levels generally go hand in hand with rising early retirement. Another comparative study addressing the impact of globalisation on late careers in twelve countries also adopts a welfare-regime approach (Buchholz et al. 2006). By and large, its findings support the hypothesis that the effects of economic transformation on the patterns of retirement vary according to the national “institutional filters,” broadly following the predictions of Esping-Andersen described above (Hofäcker et al. 2006). In order to systematically compare typical life course patterns, including the transition to retirement, across countries, Karl Ulrich Mayer (2001) proposes a fourfold typology of “life course regimes,” which correspond to the expanded welfare-regime typology including Southern Europe. Somewhat similar is the approach used in Lessenich (1995), who stresses the distinctive age orientation of welfare regimes.

After the publication of The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism, many studies have been concerned with arriving at an accurate country ordering (Arts & Gelissen 2002). In the intense debate, Esping-Andersen’s typology has received substantial criticism, most of which addresses its tendency to oversimplification. The empirical reality often appears to be far more diverse than the regime approach suggests. Notwithstanding the fundamental trade-off between parsimony and accuracy, it is noteworthy that some of the more refined typologies work significantly better than the original three-worlds approach when it comes to clustering countries with respect to central empirical dimensions of “welfare statism,” such as social spending and its sources of finance (Bambra 2007). Welfare regimes have proven most fruitful when used “primarily as pragmatic conceptual devices for comparison“ (Ebbinghaus & Manow 2001: 9).

A second line of criticism concerns the role of women and the family in the regime approach. Feminist scholars have described the approach as gender-blind. Firstly, regime types have been shown empirically not to fit cross-national patterns of women’s employment or social-care services very well (cf. Sainsbury 1994; Antonnen & Sipilä 1996; Daly 2000; Lewis 2006; Lewis et al. 2008). Secondly, and more importantly, the concept of de-commodification has been found to be inappropriate because it does not take into consideration to what extent the formal criteria for social rights are gender linked (O’Connor 1993: 511; Orloff 1993: 319). Instead, the gender dimension is largely subsumed under the class dimension of social stratification. Put bluntly, “the worker Esping-Andersen has in mind is male” (Lewis 1993: 14). Arguably, due to this shortcoming, the conventional regime approach not only neglects important ways in which state policies affect gender relations but is also unable to deal with the question of gendered political interests (O’Connor et al. 1999: chap 1). Alternatively, it has been proposed to distinguish social policy regimes on the basis of their degree of “familialism,” or how much they support the traditional “male bread-winner model” (Lewis 1993; Pascall & Lewis 2004; Leitner 2005). The feminist critique furthermore objects that the regime framework fails to appreciate gender-related inequality of condition, especially with regard to women’s unpaid caring and domestic work (Orloff 1996):

“A gender sensitive analysis of welfare state regimes entails not only an examination of benefits and services in terms of gender stratification effects but also a focus on the way in which productive and reproductive activities are articulated” (O’Connor 1993: 514).

Esping-Andersen (1999: chap. 4) has responded to these criticisms by readjusting the role of family and household work in his framework. In this modified account, one distinctive feature of regimes is the relative contribution of the family to a country’s welfare mix. Accordingly, the extent to which the welfare state relies on private households to absorb social risks defines its degree of “de-familialisation”. The key criterion of de-familialisation is the degree of compatibility between motherhood and employment careers (Esping-Andersen 1999: 51). By this token, the social-democratic welfare regime cluster clearly constitutes the most family-friendly institutional environment.

Given the focus of the present study, it is useful to consider how the Mediterranean countries rate with respect to de-familialisation in comparison with the rest of continental Europe. It turns out that Southern Europe exhibits very low levels of coverage of childcare and home-help provided to the elderly (Esping-Andersen 1999: 61). The latter dimension is of particular interest here because early retirement can be seen as a way of becoming available for caring (I will return to this point in section 3.1.4). Here, the Southern European countries not only stand out for their low levels of help services provided for the elderly population but also for the absence of cash benefit transfers on behalf of the welfare state (Leitner 2005: 365).11 Moreover, the net market costs of private services are comparatively high, making it hard even for families with average earnings to afford the purchase of marketable services (Esping-Andersen 1999: 64). On the other hand, tax-based disincentives to female employment are less pronounced than in continental Europe, where an implicit fiscal premium persists for the male breadwinner model. Overall, the heavy weight of the family prescribed by welfare institutions in the fragmented regime is likely to bring about particularly pronounced work-related gender divisions in the Mediterranean countries.

A particularly problematic aspect in most of the welfare regime literature, including the explicitly gender-sensitive contributions, consists in the ontological status of the typology (Crouch 2005). Not always it is clear whether the latter deals with real types or with ideal types. Although Esping-Andersen (1990: 28) admits that there are no “pure cases,” welfare regimes are often used in a reifying manner. That is, countries tend to be treated as examples or show cases of ideal types. However, as Crouch (2005) points out, this search for paradigm cases is in conflict with Weber’s (1991 [1904]) methodological proposition to create ideal types as stylised and exaggerated descriptions of a phenomenon’s key features. In this tradition, hybridisation should be expected to be the norm rather than the exception. Hence, controversies about which regime type fits incoherent cases best (e.g. the Janus-faced Dutch or Swiss welfare states) might be misleading. Finally, another weakness of Esping-Andersen’s typology consists in its inability to explain institutional change (Mares 2003; Thelen 2003; Meyer & Pfau-Effinger 2006).

2.6 Summary

In this chapter, a variety of theoretical approaches, which are pertinent in the field of retirement research, have been presented and discussed. This final section summarises the main insights of the literature review. Table 2.1 gives a schematic overview of the diverse theoretical propositions that have been dealt with above. The theories are sketched here by reference to their central explanans with regard to retirement behavior, the respective key actor(s) involved as well as by the analytical level at which the explanatory mechanism operates. On this basis, I intend to provide a synthetic evaluation of the current state of research on retirement behaviour.

In labour-supply theory, the key mechanism in determining retirement behaviour consists in the responsiveness of individuals to economic incentives. A complex formal apparatus has been elabourated in order to calculate incentive measures, taking into consideration a wide range of parameters including life expectancy, impatience, and risk aversion. Yet at the center of attention is always the design of social-security systems, i.e. institutional features at the macro level. For instance, the comparison of macro-economic externalities and reform scenarios hinges on the simplified model of a stylised rational actor at the micro level. Albeit appropriate for this kind of endeavour, this rigid a priori assumption evidently represents a serious obstacle if the research interest lies precisely in the patterns of social heterogeneity in retirement. Especially, it is unrealistic (and incoherent with existing empirical findings) to assume that individuals can be characterised by identical work-leisure preferences or that every worker has the freedom to voluntarily decide on the time for his or her exit from work. In spite of these limitations, labour-supply theory is an essential ingredient for research into retirement behaviour, because it explains the degree of attractiveness of different work-exit pathways.

Table 2.1
Key Features of Theoretical Approaches to Retirement.
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Source: own elaboration.

Productivity-based approaches to retirement operate chiefly on the level of the work-place. Specifically, human capital theory posits that investments in the skills of workers determine their productivity and hence their employability. In the main, the retirement age is explained as the consequence of differences in educational assets, which depend on the management of human resources on behalf of the employer as well as on the willingness of employees to engage in further training. However, productivity remains a fuzzy concept that is not very useful for the explanation of social differences in retirement behaviour at the individual level. In fact, despite a good deal of tentative evidence pointing in this direction, there is no hard proof for the widely held assumption that productivity declines with age.

Similarly, the gerontological literature has placed its main emphasis on the implications of working conditions for the health of older workers. The employment chances of senior workers are seen primarily as a function of the firm’s production strategies, especially in terms of the effort made to accommodate the particular strengths and weaknesses of an aging workforce. By and large, the labour market opportunities of elderly workers are regarded as the result of company processes. Macro societal configurations, in contrast, are not thoroughly addressed in gerontological or human capital approaches (but cf. Walker 2005). As a consequence, these accounts are not suitable for explaining international diversity in retirement. Moreover, since workers are reduced to their performance capacity, neither approach can account for individual decision-making. In this way, many sources of intra-company variation in work-exit dynamics are beyond the scope of human capital or gerontological theory. Still, productivity-based approaches are apt for assessing the variation in work-exit dynamics at the firm or industry level. They can be used for the development of hypotheses concerning the influence of the economic sector as well as of education and health on the timing of retirement transitions.

Norms of aging are an essential notion in sociological thinking about retirement. In particular, the life course approach emphasises the normative significance of age boundaries in the context of institutionalised patterns of work biographies. On the one hand, it allows the researcher to account for diverse attitudes towards retirement, which depend on socialisation and labour market experience. On the other hand, the life course approach also addresses the co-evolution of age-graded norms and socio-economic institutions at the societal level. By this token, we gain a deeper understanding of the emergence and historic development of age-related social norms, although the causal direction vis-à-vis institutional regulation is not always unambiguously defined. With respect to the main research question of the present study – the micro and macro determinants of retirement timing – a serious shortcoming of the life course approach is the under-conceptualised role of structural constraints. Two important problems arise from this lack of a straightforward way of coping with the structure-agency problem.

Firstly, in spite of the popularity of the age-norms theme in the life course literature, the notion is not consistently embedded in a theoretical model of individual action. Most importantly, it has not been established whether we should think of age-related social norms in a rational-choice fashion as constraints to individual decision-making or rather, as suggested by the frequent juxtaposition with terms like culture, morality, values, etc., as “orienting patterns,” i.e. as part of actors’ sets of preferences. As a consequence, existing life course research has not been able to systematically assess the scope of age norms in retirement behaviour.

Secondly, the life course approach in itself does not offer an explanatory account of the sources of inequality in economic resources. The diversity of career trajectories is usually recognised, but this notion has rarely been translated into testable hypotheses about social disparities in retirement behaviour. In the next chapter, I shall argue that class theory is ideally suited to fill this gap. The concept of social class is well-equipped to address occupational differences in late-career risks and, hence, in retirement opportunities. Despite being the most prominent measure of social stratification, social class has hardly been employed as analytical category in retirement research thus far. In the following chapter I shall propose to combine the long-standing tradition of class analysis with the life course paradigm into a novel analytical framework for studying differential retirement behaviour. Not least because of the eclecticism of its conceptual toolbox, the life course paradigm is a good starting point for designing an analytical framework for the study of retirement behaviour.

At the macro level, the welfare regime approach offers a stylised categorisation of the various modes of state intervention into the labour market. Esping-Andersen’s contribution has inspired fruitful comparative research. Particularly through a dialogue with his feminist critiques, our understanding of the interaction of the welfare state, the market, and the family has been greatly enhanced. The central explanans with regard to retirement is the set-up of social policies and labour market regulation. Whilst implicitly referring to both labour-supply and labour-demand mechanisms, however, the regime approach lacks a consistent account of micro-level processes. National institutional configurations act as a filter for push and pull factors, the tension between which is not dissolved theoretically. The state remains the central actor.

For the study of exit from work transitions, the regime approach is most useful as heuristic device for country comparisons. By providing a well-grounded schema for mapping countries according to institutional characteristics, the regime typology facilitates the generation of hypotheses regarding cross-country differences in retirement behaviour. For the sake of analytical rigour, however, the respective patterns of social stratification that allegedly correspond to the different welfare regimes have to be re-interpreted as hypotheses rather than as representing constitutive features of regime types. The discussed criticisms regarding the gender dimension draw attention to an interesting empirical question that shall be addressed in this study, namely, whether the conventional regime typology is appropriate for the analysis of women’s exit from work.



3 For a remarkable exception, see Gørtz (2006).

4 For example, Brumfield (2008) reports findings that suggest that older scientists are more productive than their junior counterparts. Accordingly, professors in their 50s and 60s publish far more papers each year than those in their early 30s while being as well cited and respected.

5 Some scholars have questioned the status of the life course as an institution (cf. Scherger 2007). Notably, Karl-Ulrich Mayer (1996: 48) posits that patterns of age differentiation are, in fact, largely epiphenomena of institutional effects on multiple life domains (work, family, etc.). While this may be true, it brings up the question of how specific institutional age thresholds come into existence in the first place, turning the controversy into a “chicken and the egg” question. Moreover, the efficacy of institutional regulation does not rule out the existence of the life course as an overarching normative institution that serves as a guideline for individual actors and institutional gatekeepers. I will return to the question of age norms as manifestations of the institutionalised life course in the fourth chapter.

6 In opposition to Kohli’s account, others have stressed the counter-movement of a de-institutionalisation (or de-standardisation) of the life course, which has arguably taken place in recent decades (cf. George 1993; Guillemard & Rein 1993). Despite an increasing pluralisation of life-course patterns, the degree of heterogeneity in the timing of key life events is still rather limited. For details on the de-standardisation debate, see Scherger (2007).

7 The theoretical relationship between individual behaviour, formal institutions, and socio-cultural norms is rarely spelled out unambiguously. In a prime example of scholarly vagueness, Leisering et al. (2001: 16 f.) state that the diminishing share of formal employment contracts has induced “frictions between institutional normality prescriptions and individual biographies, which require mutual legitimisation through cultural patterns and increasing individual acceptance” (ibid.: 16). The authors go on to argue that these frictions, which arise from the interaction between individuals and institutions, are stimulants of change. They conclude that all this leads to a changing significance of institutionalised life course regimes as well as of their contents. [“Reibungen zwischen individuellen Normalbiographien und institutionellen Normalitätsunterstellungen sind entstanden, die wechselseitig ihre Legitimation aus kulturellen Mustern und individuellem Zuwachs on Akzeptanz beziehen. Diese Reibungen sind Stimulantien des Wandels. Sie werden sozial wirksam durch die Interaktion zwischen Individuen und Institutionen. Insgesamt ergibt sich daraus ebenso ein Wandel der Bedeutsamkeit institutionalisierter Lebenslaufregime wie deren Inhalte.“]

8 Yet the underlying assumption that the amount of work to be done is fixed – the so-called “lump-of-labour fallacy” (Koning et al. 2004: 43) – was misleading. The eventual effect of early retirement policies on the unemployment rate remained small at best.

9 Pension system can simultaneously provide high replacement rates at the statutory retirement age and punish early retirement by means of high discount rates.

10 On closer inspection, however, labour-market push factors appear to be of greater importance to Esping-Andersen than the pension system, because low unemployment is implicitly treated as a necessary condition for retaining elderly workers in the labour force. If the labour market does not offer older workers chances for employment, the argument goes, national economies are likely to display high rates of early exit although they may offer only mediocre benefits (Esping-Andersen & Sonnberger 1989).

11 Note, however, that the position of Spain in this respect has changed with the introduction of a public scheme to finance long-term care in 2006.


3. Social Variability in Retirement Behaviour: An Analytical Framework

The following sections set out the analytical bases of this study. Drawing on the plurality of contributing factors identified in the literature, the first sections (3.1.1–3.1.5) develop a theoretical framework of individual action in retirement. It will serve as a conceptual guideline in the empirical examination of the workretirement nexus at the individual level.

Secondly, I discuss the comparative dimension of the research design. At the macro level, the well-known welfare-regimes typology will be used as a heuristic metric of institutional configurations that can explain international differences in retirement ages. Moreover, a set of micro-macro mechanisms is introduced that help to establish the linkage between country-level factors and individual variation in retirement behaviour.

3.1 A Life Course Stratification Approach

The controversial debate about the respective role of push and pull factors in early exit from work, summarised in the previous chapter, has ended in a draw. At this stage there is little doubt left that both financial incentives and labour market constraints exert an important impact on the timing of retirement. There is not much added value in further attempting to determine which of the two dimensions is, overall, more influential. Instead, the theoretically pertinent questions have become: Which social groups are more susceptible to financial incentives of prolonged work? Which social groups are at greater risk of being forced into early retirement?

I propose to tackle these questions with an approach that adopts sociological life course theory and class analysis as its main conceptual pillars. Whereas life course theory allows the analyst to account for norms of aging, class analysis reminds us that also in retirement, life chances are unequal. Standing in the tradition of empirical micro sociology, this study embraces an approach in accordance with the premises of the social-mechanisms paradigm (Hedström & Swedberg 1998), methodological individualism (Boudon 2003) and comparative life course research (Mayer 1997).

To begin with, the case shall be made that an adequate analytical account of retirement behaviour needs to take account of heterogeneous retirement preferences, which are essentially a function of individual work experience. In the subsequent section, I revisit the life course approach in search of an appropriate conceptualisation of age norms within an individual-centered theoretical approach to retirement timing. Following on from this, I use class and gender theory to emphasise the role of unequal opportunities in retirement transitions. Moreover, based on recent developments in stratification theory, I will argue that the scope of social class and gender theoretically reaches even further, potentially modifying the very configuration of individual preferences.

The fourth section draws on life course theory to suggest a set of mechanisms by which family processes influence retirement decisions. Finally, in the synthesis section, I attempt to assemble the various conceptual pieces into a coherent theoretical model of individual agency in retirement. Although they have been rarely applied jointly in retirement research thus far, stratification theory and the life course approach are compatible, and even turn out to be complementary when it comes to explaining social variability in the timing of work withdrawal.

3.1.1 Work Orientations

Understanding the social mechanisms at work in retirement transitions from a sociological perspective requires prior theorising on the plural motivations for retirement. It seems obvious that people’s preferences for work and leisure are significant in their retirement decisions. Nonetheless, individual orientations towards work have largely been neglected in the relevant literature. Indeed, push and pull theories rest on diametrically opposed assumptions with regard to the retirement preferences of individual actors. These assumptions are often only implicit and lead to ignoring potential sources of heterogeneity in work orientations. While economists stick to the idea that people would, in principle, prefer not to work, gerontologists like to assume that most early retirees would have preferred to work longer. In order to better understand the dynamics of labour market withdrawal, we shall first ask why people work.

In economics, work is regarded as instrumental. Homo economicus only works for the money. Consumption is his final purpose because it yields utility, whereas work is not more than a means to generate the required income. Although the economic doctrine by necessity has little to say about the origin of preferences, work is conventionally regarded as a “bad” that lowers utility (Arnds & Bonin 2003). This is a consequence of the set-up of standard econometric models (see section 2.2). Mostly it is simply presumed that “if they aren’t paid, people don’t work” (Gruber & Wise 2004b: 1).

In contrast, the sociological perspective typically assumes an intrinsic value of work in modern societies (Doherty 2009; cf. section 2.4). This modern work ethic, which has religious origins (Weber 2000 [1904/05]), is rooted in the conviction of the value of the specific work per se. Svallfors (2006: chap. 3) presents findings that corroborate the claim that there is a normative attachment to employment. Non-financial employment commitment is remarkably widespread. In fact, only 18% of Swedish respondents agreed that “a job is just a way to earn money – no more.” In comparison, the maximum average score on that item was reached in Britain, with 34%. Further, three quarters of Swedish and German respondents claimed that they would enjoy having a paid job even if they did not need the money. Even in Britain, where the most pronounced instrumental work orientation was found, 58% expressed this opinion. The prevalence of volunteering, similarly, evidences the intrinsic value of work (Wilson & Musick 1997; Strauß 2009).

Jon Elster proposes a theoretic approach to the work-leisure dilemma that provides a cue to such evidence of widespread normative employment commitment. Inspired by the Marxist tradition, he sees work as a potential source of self-realisation.12 “Work, according to Marx, is rewarding and painful; moreover it could not be rewarding without being painful” (Elster 1986: 110). The potential of work to foster self-esteem largely stems from the associated recognition granted by others (ibid.: 106). This social acknowledgment is manifest in the wage that work generates, but also – as Weber (2005 [1922]) was probably the first to point out – in the social status enjoyed by certain occupations.

Mastering a task enhances self-efficacy. Hence, work can be pursued as a source of happiness, though in a different way than leisure or consumption. Specifically, the satisfaction from doing a job well is gained in the form of a deferred gratification after the accomplishment of the task. This deferment is one reason why people would – in an often myopic manner – prefer not to work. The choice between work and leisure resembles an “intrapersonal, intertemporal Prisoner’s Dilemma [...], because the person neglects the positive externalities of work” (Elster 1986: 111). Myopia and risk aversion can be insurmountable obstacles to engaging in work, even though being productive would eventually improve personal well-being in the long run.

The central implication of this argument is that people can have an interest in work, over and above the earnings that it generates. In consequence, a worker’s preferred retirement age will not only depend on the balance between his or her wage and pension entitlements but also on his or her work orientation.

According to Elster’s account, adopted here, the necessary condition for an emphatic work orientation is that the job task is appropriate to the worker in terms of difficulty and amount of strain. Ideally, it should be interesting and challenging but not overly demanding or even physically damaging. Albeit often helpful, wages are not a necessary condition for work to be gratifying, as demonstrated by empirical evidence concerning the positive influence of volunteering on well-being (Thoits & Hewitt 2001). Instead, work orientations are contingent on individual work experience. This line of reasoning is largely supported by evidence on differential perceptions of work (Siegrist et al. 2006; Svallfors 2006: 38 f.). The conclusion that follows is that the taste for early or late exit from work is also likely to depend on the skill requirements of one’s job and as well as on actual working conditions. As a consequence, retirement preferences are expected to vary critically across occupational social class.

3.1.2 Age Norms and the Life Course

While work orientations are largely entrenched in one’s own work experience, age norms are created within a social environment. Other than labour-supply decisions in mid-adulthood, retirement is a genuine biographical milestone loaded with social significance. Despite being reversible in principle, for the great majority of people, retirement de facto puts a permanent end to working life.13 Moreover, it is characterised by major uncertainty with regard to the concomitant features of post-working life. Uncertainty adds complexity to cost-benefit calculations and makes actors sensitive to significant signals that allow for a more precise estimation of the “value” of retirement. Therefore, standardised life course patterns can serve as blueprints for appropriate decision-making in key life transitions. Lacking reliable information about the expected outcomes of earlier vs. later retirement respectively, actors take note of the examples set by others in their social environment. In this way, people’s attitudes towards retirement are shaped by the temporal norms of the institutionalised life course.

Following life course theory, we expect individual retirement behaviour to be under the influence of age norms that define a particular age (range) as appropriate for the transition from work to retirement. In Coleman’s terminology (1990), age norms can be prescriptive or proscriptive social norms. A prescriptive age norm dictates an age when one should retire. A proscriptive age norm stipulates that one should not retire before or after a certain age. These temporal scripts for retirement entail both duties and entitlements. On the one hand, age norms of retirement amount to the social obligation to work until reaching a given age threshold. On the other hand, age norms also legitimise the eventual end of the working career (Kohli 1987).14

It should be noted that the age-norm hypothesis does not imply uniformity across all social strata. Instead, the normative blueprints for retirement will, to some extent, vary according to the target actor’s situation (gender, job, family situation, etc.). In Cristina Bicchieri’s words, age norms are local, “insofar as their content and recommendations are context-dependent” (Bicchieri 2006: 80). People’s normative beliefs about the appropriate retirement age for a construction worker can obviously differ from their beliefs regarding, for instance, a judge’s retirement. Nevertheless, it must be possible to define a common core of these beliefs to qualify as social norms. And only if there is some general consent on retirement behaviour in a society as a whole can we really speak of age cultures (see section 3.1.5).

Within the conceptual framework outlined here, the term age norms is simply a short-cut for age-related social norms (section 2.4). Social norms are defined as subjectively acknowledged obligations or interdictions of actions that are shared by most members of society, or by the majority of a specific social group. According to Elster (1989), social norms are essentially non-consequential, that is, not outcome oriented. In other words, social norms are not a means to an end but an end in themselves; actors adopt social norms as goals in their own right. Often, the violation of social norms will trigger sanctions, for example, in the form of symbolic depreciation by others and a consequential loss of social prestige. But external sanctions are not a necessary condition for the existence of an age norm (Bicchieri 2006: 24).15 “Social norms have a grip on the mind that is due to the strong emotions their violations can trigger” (Elster 1989: 100).16 If a social norm is internalised to a high extent, the potential loss in self-respect can be sufficient to induce norm compliance (March 1994: 65).

The emphasis placed here on internalised social norms that are endorsed by most members of a society goes hand in hand with a conceptualisation of age norms that form part of most actors’ preferences. Bicchieri’s theory of social norms offers a conceptual clue here (Bicchieri 2006: chap. 1). According to her account, social norms are erected on the basis of actors’ conditional preferences for complying with a given rule. Accordingly, ego will prefer to conform to the rule if he or she believes that a sufficiently large subset of a target population complies with the norm (empirical expectation) and expects ego to obey as well (normative expectations) (Bicchieri 2006: 11-31).17 In this way, conformity is motivated by “the recognized legitimacy of mutual normative expectations” (ibid.: 25).

3.1.3 Social Class, Gender and Choice: The Scope of Social Stratification

The high incidence of involuntary retirement (see section 2.3) casts serious doubt on the micro-economic modelling of transitions to post-work life as a free decision. In fact, in a situation in which the “feasible set” (Elster) of possible actions is very small, rational-choice theory can contribute little to the explanation of social behaviour. For instance, it is not very meaningful to calculate the option value of continued work (see section 2.2) for someone who suffers from a severe disability. The less choice exists, the more potent are theoretical accounts that refer to structural constraints for the explication of an action. It should be noted that the term “constraints” is used here in the sense of “hard constraints” rather than “soft constraints.” While the former constrain individual decisions “by making some options absolutely unfeasible” (Elster 2004: 188), soft constraints do so only in relative terms by affecting the cost-benefit trade-off between competing goals. That is, constraints shall refer to the lack of choice rather than to the economic costs related to alternative choices. The latter shall be subsumed under the term “incentives” here. The key criterion for hard constraints in retirement is having the chance to be employed.

Inequality of opportunities is implicit already in the classical notion of social structure (Smelser 1988: 105). Accordingly, individual actors are restricted in their range of possible actions depending on their position within social relationships that grant access to economic resources (Giddens 1997).

DiPrete (2002) has argued that the structure of social stratification is revealed most critically in the conditions experienced in risky life events. The varying scope for individual decision-making should thus be a crucial dimension in retirement as well. Concretely, the opportunity structure in retirement is dictated by the accessibility of the various pathways that lead from work into retirement (cf. section 3.3.1).

In the following, I discuss the theoretical importance of class and gender with respect to retirement behavior. According to the vast literature on social class, life chances are generally closely connected to class membership (Mayer & Carroll 1987; Erikson & Goldthorpe 1992; Wright 1997; Sørensen 2000; Grusky 2001a). Following a class-analytic account (cf. section 3.3.2), market position determines the individual endowment of material resources, which in turn determines life course mobility. For example, access to early retirement benefits varies according to occupations, as social-security regimes are often fragmented across professional divisions. In this sense, occupational pensions are rents (Sørensen 2000) par excellence. Vice versa, the risk of being forced into early exit from work depends on the nature of the employment relationship. This is particularly true for the risk of ill-health and disability, which hugely depend on job characteristics. The strong class effects on health and mortality are well documented (Feinstein 1993; Marmot et al. 1997; Davey Smith et al. 1998; Rose & Pevalin 2000; Hoffmann 2008; Layte & Whelan 2009). Similarly, the likelihood of becoming unemployed varies strongly according to social class, because individuals’ skill levels and degree of employment protection are also closely related to their position within the occupational hierarchy (Gallie et al. 1998: chap. 5; Layte et al. 2000). In sum, it should be expected that the ability to withdraw from work and take up an old-age pension under favourable conditions is highly class-selective (cf. sections 3.1.5).

The gender divide is another crucial dimension of social inequality. Yet, the precise analytical location of the gender category in stratification theory has been the subject of a long debate (Sørensen 1994). Much of this dispute has been carried out in the form of “‘class first’ versus ‘patriarchy first’ arguments” (Crompton 1989: 569). Feminist scholars have criticised that an occupational definition of social class neglects the fundamental sex-based division of labour (cf. Heath & Britten 1984; Stanworth 1984; Sørensen 1994). Accordingly, the exclusive focus on the allocation of persons to jobs precludes an understanding of sex-based inequalities in modern societies. Apart from ignoring women’s home production, the standard class-analytic approaches would also not be able to take account of the evident gender segregation on labour markets, in which women systematically occupy jobs with inferior status and career prospects. Against these assertions, the conventional approach maintains that it is the position of one’s job in the hierarchy that determines the socio-economic status of the incumbent and not his or her sex (Goldthorpe 1983). In other words, gender is not recognised as a central organising principle of economic resources in society in the order of occupations. The status implications of sex are not denied altogether but are rather assumed subordinate to the rank order of occupational strata (Lockwood 1986: 21).

What seems crucial to take away from Feminist and gender-theoretical contributions to stratification theory is the relevance of sex-based labour market segregation and gender discrimination. To the extent that job-related opportunity structures are gender-specific, the patterns of decision-making in retirement will also be gender-specific. Women continue to be employed in a narrower range of jobs than men (Gundert & Mayer 2012). Specifically, they are more likely to be employed in clerical, sales, and service positions, particularly in the public sector (Dunn & Skaggs 1999). Moreover, within given career paths, the “glass ceiling” effect impedes women from being promoted to top positions (Goldin 1990; Blau et al. 1998). At the same time, there is solid empirical evidence that women still receive less pay for equal work, a phenomenon known as the “gender wage gap” (OECD 2002a: chap. 2; Aisenbrey & Brückner 2008).

These different forms of the unequal job situations of men and women should be taken into consideration in the study of men’s and women’s retirement behaviour. The way in which the regularities governing women’s retirement behaviour differ from those validly identified for men is not well understood thus far (Hurd 1990: 589 f.; Kim 2009: 525; Jefferson 2010: 116). Correspondingly, a pending task addressed by this study is to evaluate whether gendered labour market structures have an impact on women’s work-exit behaviour independent of social class.

Beyond the question of inequality of opportunities, a recent debate has evolved around the impact of gendered preferences on subsequent labour market outcomes. Spurred by Hakim’s provocative “preference theory” (Hakim 1996, 2007), the alleged influence of gendered preferences has become subject to a heated controversy (Hakim 2003; McRae 2003a, b). Hakim not only argues that women’s work orientations depart from men’s in fundamental ways but also claims that differences in the employment participation of women can be causally attributed primarily to their work-family preferences.18 Not surprisingly, sociologists have voiced strong criticism against this view, maintaining that social structures and institutions impose serious constraints on work-family decisions (McRae 2003a, b; Duncan 2005; Crompton & Lyonette 2006; Stähli et al. 2009). The principal objection is that preference theory fails to appreciate the far-reaching scope of the restrictions upon women’s set of feasible actions.19 The debate seems to have settled on a viewpoint that sees labour market outcomes as the product of a confluence of institutions and preferences (Kan 2007; Kangas & Rostgaard 2007; Debacker 2008; Stähli et al. 2009).

In my opinion, the conceptual clues from this strand of literature can also be made useful for retirement research. Distinguishing the impact of choice from the impact of constraints on retirement transitions is crucial for uncovering the social mechanisms at work for different groups of actors. Although seldom spelled out explicitly, the notion that gender has a two-sided influence on retirement behaviour is not alien to life course theory. In fact, the assumption that career trajectories as well as family-related transitions shape later actions via mechanisms related to both agency and structure is implicit in many life course studies. Class and gender theory help extract meaningful, testable hypotheses from this fundamental insight.

Beyond class and gender, research in social stratification has increasingly looked at ethnicity as a “new” axis of inequality (cf. Esping-Andersen 1993a). For our purposes, the issue at stake here is the extent to which ethnic differences or racist discrimination within the labour market have an impact on retirement patterns. In this vein, scholars have compared the forms of work exit of African-American and white men in the U.S. (Burr et al. 1996; Hayward et al. 1996). More recently attention has also been paid to the retirement behaviour of the Hispanic population (Flippen & Tienda 2000; Flippen 2005; Brown & Warner 2008).20 In most of European retirement research, by contrast, race and ethnicity have hardly been addressed thus far. The main reason for this is that the share of non-nationals among the retirees in most Western European countries is still marginal. Correspondingly, ethnic inequality will not play a role in the remainder of this study. Yet, this axis of inequality will gain importance in the near future as the generation of post-war immigrants approaches retirement age.

To sum up, social class and gender are regarded as the most pertinent theoretical categories of social stratification that need to be analysed in order to understand the unequal distribution of retirement opportunities in contemporary Western Europe. I expect that class and gender influence retirement timing strongly, because differences in employment chances and health are stratified according to both dimensions. Despite the acknowledged influence of divergent labour-shedding strategies, firm-level mechanisms are not scrutinised in detail but controlled through the kind of industry in which an individual is employed.

It should be kept in mind that, as argued above, work orientations and age norms are likely to be structured along the very same axes of social stratification as are structural constraints. In order to advance our understanding of work-exit dynamics, it is therefore crucial to disentangle the decision element from the opportunity structure correlate of social class and gender respectively. The latter comprises everything connected with social class or gender that shapes the feasible set of options available to an individual approaching the end of working life. Conversely, the former refers to the class and gender gradient in workleisure (or work-family) decisions made by elderly workers, i.e. the retirement choices that are made by actors given the constraints they face.

3.1.4 Linked Lives and Family Effects

As already mentioned in section 2.4, the mutual dependence of spouses’ retirement decisions has been subject to a lively debate (Allmendinger 1994; Gather 1996; Drobniĉ 2002; Kim & Moen 2002; Szinovacz & Davey 2004). On a more general level, the impact of the family domain on individual labour market trajectories has also been demonstrated by the literature on coupled careers (Blossfeld & Drobniĉ 2001). The theoretical framework presented here embraces the principle of “linked lives” (Elder 1995), which, as advanced in section 2.4, assumes an influence of family issues on retirement planning.

Family circumstances are expected to reshape individual situational preferences in function of the vigorous social norms. In the main, we can distinguish three different ways in which family influences retirement decisions: (1) the “joint lunches” effect; (2) care work; (3) household finances.

Ad (1): The “joint lunches” effect refers to a preference for synchronised retirement within the couple. The synchronisation of his-and-her retirement can be driven by mutual expectations between spouses regarding time use. In particular, both partners may share the preference for joint retirement and consequently attempt to synchronise labour market withdrawal.

However, joint retirement may also be strongly preferred by only one partner, while the other prefers an asynchronous timing of retirement. For example, it has been shown that men carry a higher risk of suffering from symptoms of depression when their wives retire later than themselves (Kim & Moen 2002; Szinovacz & Davey 2004). To the extent that husbands anticipate these adverse consequences, it is plausible that they either postpone their own retirement or urge their (often younger) wives to retire as well. In fact, the employment situation of husbands has been found to exert a larger effect on their wives’ retirement decision than vice versa (Drobniĉ 2002). Spouses who disagree about retirement planning are likely to negotiate the timing of their respective labour-force withdrawal by evoking partnership roles and norms of aging.

Ad (2): A different “linked lives” constellation emerges when a parent becomes dependent on permanent care, and one of their children (in law) stays home to care for them. The degree of voluntariness can differ in these situations. Depending on the national system of long-term care and family liabilities, purchasing professional help on the market may be not be affordable for everyone (Esping-Andersen 1999: chap. 4). However, adult children may also freely decide to take care of their parents on the basis of a moral sentiment of duty, despite having sufficient resources to pay for nursing services. Furthermore, norms related to gender or birth order may be evoked among siblings or spouses to assign caring responsibilities. In this context, some authors have pointed to caring obligations as a markedly sex-specific motivation for retirement (Kim & Moen 2002; Jefferson 2010). Gender-graded norms arguably play an important role here (Haberkern 2009: chap. 8), which is why particularly daughters and daughters-in-law are expected to undertake caring duties.

Ad (3): Preferences aside, family events can also have an immediate impact on household finances. On a very general level, the low employment rate of women in many countries has been attributed inter alia to a system of taxation that stabilises the male-breadwinner model (Orloff 1993: 316). Accordingly, a traditional gender division of labour is promoted by a fiscal system that imposes lower marginal tax rates on single-earner couples, or “unequal one-and-a-half patterns” (Pascall & Lewis 2004: 387). This social policy argument explains gender differences in retirement timing by reference to taxation rules at the country level.

Another way in which household processes modify economic retirement incentives is through changes in marital status, particularly through divorce from or death of the spouse. Since widowhood often causes a loss of income, it may increase work incentives for the surviving spouse. In this case, widowhood would induce later retirement. However, the effect can also work the other way around: in Germany, for example, the receipt of a survivor pension is, to some degree, incompatible with earnings (cf. chapter 7). Since continued work here means to forego part of one’s potential income, we would rather expect widows and widowers to leave the labour market prematurely. Any adverse health effects following the death of a spouse would presumably lead to early retirement, too.

Divorce, too, can have a variety of effects on the financial situation of individuals approaching retirement. Depending on circumstances and legislation, it is possible that divorced persons increase or decrease their labour supply after divorce (cf. Chiappori et al. 2002). If pension-sharing regulations are in place, divorce also alters individual pension entitlements, which, in this case, are redistributed in favour of the (ex) spouse with the lower income. A competing hypothesis is that due to adverse health effects divorce leads to earlier exit from work.

The previous retirement literature has paid far more attention to the “joint lunches” effect than to the other two kinds of household-level interactions mentioned. Today, caring obligations still only affect the work-exit decisions of a limited number of workers, but due to population aging, caring work will be of increasing importance for retirement behavior in the future. The third factor mentioned here, family finances, has hardly been explored in the existing literature at all. In particular, there is limited knowledge of the relationship between divorce or widowhood and retirement. This mechanism is potentially sizeable in its effects on a given worker but is again confined to a relatively small group of individuals.

In sum, the “linked lives” theorem captures a peculiar set of interdependent retirement decisions and family effects. The related aspect of asymmetric power relations and family bargaining will not be pursued further in the following analyses. Instead, the influence of the household situation on retirement behaviour is captured via actors’ family-related retirement preferences (see next section) and financial considerations.

3.1.5 Synthesis: Constraints and Preferences in Retirement Behaviour

In the foregoing sections, a set of concepts from life course and stratification literature have been adopted as theoretical devices for the study of differential retirement behaviour. Drawing on the contributions to social theory by Jon Elster and Christina Bicchieri, this synthesis intends to expound how these various theoretical arguments can be integrated into one coherent approach.

Essentially, outcomes in terms of retirement timing are expected to differ according to opportunity structures and preferences. Actors are considered receptive to monetary incentives. Specifically, they are expected to conduct rational cost-benefit calculations whenever they dispose of at least some “room for maneuver.” However, treating all unemployed older workers as helplessly determined to retire wrongly asserts the all-importance of structural constraints. Push approaches are often short of falling prey to a “structuralist fallacy,” whereas pull approaches frequently adopt a flawed voluntarism in neglecting the narrowness of the opportunity set available to actors. How much choice actually exists for older workers is an empirical question that depends on the worker’s employability as well as on the design of social policies.

In short, the transition from work to retirement is modelled in this study as the result of individual decisions within structural constraints. Yet it is inappropriate to make a clear-cut distinction between voluntary and involuntary retirement. Most people approaching retirement can be expected to dispose of some discretion for the timing of their retirement. Instead of assuming a dualism between deliberate and imposed retirement, we shall rather distinguish varying degrees of individual control over the status passage from work to retirement. This line of argument is analogous to Sen’s (1985) concept of “agency freedom.” In an individual’s transition into retirement, the “set of functioning vectors within his or her reach” (Sen 1985: 200–204) is given in form of the accessibility of different pathways into retirement. Whereas the welfare state is the main gate-keeper of early exit pathways, the accessibility of late-exit pathways is preponderantly controlled by employers.

At the end of working life, people do not differ only with respect to their opportunity structure but also with respect to their retirement preferences. Two sources of retirement preferences will be considered: work orientations and age norms. Sections 3.1.1 and 3.1.2 have shown on theoretical grounds why individuals are likely to differ with respect to work orientations per se, but also with respect to local age norms of retirement, which have their origin in the institutionalised life course. Since there are competing understandings of social norms and preferences in the social sciences (cf. Hechter & Opp 2001a; Bicchieri 2006), some additional clarification about terminology is useful here.

In this study, I will rely on the theoretical concepts of work orientations, social norms, and preferences. Figure 3.1 provides a conceptual map that shall help illustrate the relationship between these concepts. Work orientations have been characterised in section 3.1.1 as the genuine value ascribed to working in one’s job vis-á-vis being inactive, independent of the wage it generates. Work orientations are part of ego’s preferences. In turn, social norms are defined in section 3.1.2 as non-consequential beliefs that prescribe or interdict particular actions and that are shared among the majority of individuals within a social group. If a symmetric social norm is internalised, it is treated as an element of the actors set of preferences as well.21

The contrast between symmetric (self-regarding) and asymmetric (other-regarding) norms is important. Many social norms are shared by most members of a particular group, but not by all. For the minority, these norms are external. Rather than part of their preferences, they represent a constraint. Vice versa, ego may hold asymmetric norms that concern the actions of others. But by definition, the majority of target actors of a norm also subscribe to it. Correspondingly, the focus in this study is mostly on age norms as internalised symmetric norms.
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Fig. 3.1 Conceptual Map of Preferences and Social Norms.

Retirement preferences are thus mainly composed of work orientations and internalised age norms. While the former are goal-oriented, because work is pursued as a means to self-realisation or social status, social norms are pursued as goals in themselves.

With these definitions in mind, figure 3.2 illustrates the analytic account of choice within constraints in retirement that is adopted for this study. Generally, the actor’s retirement decision is constrained to varying degrees by economic circumstances, giving rise to a particular opportunity structure: while employability is crucial to one’s chances of staying on the job, pension rights grant differential opportunities for early exit. Within these limits, workers supposedly carry out rational cost-benefit considerations in a similar way as stipulated by labour-supply theory. Generous early retirement arrangements represent an incentive to withdraw from work, while foregone income imposes implicit costs on early exit.

Work orientations also enter into rational cost-benefit calculations, which determine ego’s self-interest in a given situation. The more emphatic ego’s work orientation, the higher the utility ascribed to the option of continued work. It is thus through instrumental cost-benefit calculations that work orientations exert an influence on retirement behavior. If an actor does not subscribe to the norms that are operative for the social groups of which he or she forms a part, these norms can suppose additional costs, in so far as there are sanctions for norm violation (e.g. ageist discrimination at the workplace).
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Fig. 3.2 Individual Agency Within Constraints in Retirement.

Finally, ego decides about his or her retirement timing in accordance with his or her self-interest and internalised social norms. In case of conflict between these two incommensurate dimensions, ego involves in self-negotiations as to which side should have priority. The more imperative structural constraints are the less the result of cost-benefit calculations is influenced by work orientations or social norms.

An additional intervening factor may be the family domain. On the one hand, the importance given to time spent with family exerts a direct (negative) influence on the intrinsic value of work. A person’s work-orientation can be broken down into the relative satisfaction gained from work and family/leisure activities respectively. Moreover, the linked-lives tenet makes reference to preferences being shaped by interdependent processes in the household (cf. previous section). On the other hand, family obligations can also enter retirement decisions in the form of external or internalised social norms. For instance, women living in a traditional family arrangement may feel morally obliged to stay at home to care for a frail parent (internalised norm) or may be pressured to retire by their dominant husbands who, driven by traditional gender roles, do not tolerate their wives being active when they are already retired (external norms).

Critically, particular internalised norms and work orientations are distinct at the analytical level but will be often be largely indistinguishable in empirical research. For instance, gender norms and age norms may be blended together. The co-existence or fusion of different (and sometimes conflicting) motivations is a characteristic feature of human agency. If various motivations are in conflict, the priorities given to the respective dimensions differ across individuals. In most cases the analyst will be unable to identify the precise mix of reasons for an actor’s attitude towards retirement. It is normally too much to ask survey respondents (or even interviewees in qualitative research) to place themselves in counter-factual situations to rigorously distinguish self-interested cost-benefit calculations from social norms. Nevertheless the analytical distinction is seen as crucial for our theoretical understanding of retirement behavior.

Closely related to social norms is “culture,” of which I will speak when referring to normative orientations at the societal level. Different sets of age-graded norms found at the level of nation states will be referred to as age cultures (cf. De Vroom 2004). Where appropriate, I will refer to “attitudes” as the empirically observable manifestations of norms and preferences, but this term does not carry distinct theoretical meaning.

To sum up, I consider the following as principal sources of social variability in retirement timing: retirement opportunities, work orientations, and age norms. Firstly, the opportunity set available to workers facing retirement is socially stratified. The employment chances of some workers are seriously constrained because of unemployment or disability. These late-career risks can be expected to be very unevenly distributed across occupational groups. Attractive early retirement programmes are similarly restricted to certain collectives of workers. The emphasis on social class intends to capture the way in which occupational boundaries render retirement opportunities unequal. Gender differences are hugely important for late-career constraints as well, be it because of sex-based labour-market segregation, the “motherhood penalty” inherent in pension legislation, or human capital deficits stemming from employment interruptions.

Secondly, the intrinsic value related to work is contingent upon job characteristics. Insofar that classes differ fundamentally with respect to working conditions and the possibilities to find self-realisation in work, they are as well expected to differ with respect to their work orientations. The social prestige or status of a job plays a role here as well. With respect to gender, it has been argued above that women and men are likely to act differently given the same opportunity structure because their work orientations may diverge systematically. For instance, care responsibilities as well as coupled retirement decisions may affect men and women differently.

Thirdly, age-related social norms can be expected to diverge between occupational and gender groups. Some occupational groups receive privileged treatment in the system of social welfare, which often entitles them to an anticipated old-age pension. Age norms are therefore expected to vary according to membership in occupational groups with similar social standing and career trajectories. As outlined above, these similarities are synthesised in the concept of social class (see section 3.3.2 below). Similarly, many pension systems establish different retirement-age thresholds for men and women. Under such conditions it is highly plausible that gender-specific views emerge concerning the appropriate age for retirement and then become post-hoc established as age norms.

In the empirical chapters of this study, I shall strive to examine how class and gender effects, stemming from unequal opportunities and divergent preferences respectively, shape the timing of retirement in contemporary European societies. Following such an approach, I maintain, also has the potential to contribute both theoretically and empirically to a better understanding of the controversial relationship between class and gender.

3.2 Institutions and the Life Course: Establishing the Macro-Micro Linkage

The timing of retirement is dependent on manifold country-specific conditions. Three kinds of macro-to-micro chains need to be taken into account here: firstly, social policies, and especially pension systems, are of critical importance, as they decide the availability and financial attractiveness of exit pathways. Secondly, the configuration of the labour market and the structures of occupational segregation determine the employability of different classes of elderly workers, and hence, the opportunity structure that individuals face in the transition to retirement. Thirdly, age cultures, in the sense of country-specific bundles of agegraded social norms (see previous section), are expected to cause cross-national differences in the age of retirement.

Therefore, this study not only addresses the mechanisms of differential retirement behaviour on the micro level but also the impact of formal and informal socio-economic institutions on the macro level. In doing so, it aims to contribute to our understanding of the “institution-life course outcome linkage” (Mayer 2001: 101) in retirement. The impact of the three mentioned dimensions – pension systems, labour market structures, and age cultures – on individual retirement behaviour will be captured by applying a comparative research design (cf. Mayer 1997; Heinz 2001).

This section outlines the macro-sociological concepts that shall help to identify contextual effects on retirement behaviour. I will first lay out the methodological approach that is connected with the use of the welfare regime typology in this study. Subsequently, I attempt to transcend the limits between individual- and country-level explanations by introducing a set of macro-micro interactions that may interfere in work-exit processes.

3.2.1 Welfare Regimes Revisited

The welfare regime approach, which has been discussed at length in section 2.5, is adopted here to address cross-national variation in push and pull factors. Welfare regimes are useful, short-hand descriptions of institutional configurations, which cover social policies as well as labour market regulation. Presenting regime characteristics as stylised facts, they can function as complexity-reducing prisms that highlight pertinent country differences. If interpreted as a set of ideal types, in the strict sense of a “heuristic theoretical device to facilitate the measurement of reality and the comparison of empirical forms” (Grint 2005: 103), the welfare-regime typology represents a formidable analytic tool for the comparative study of retirement.

Specifically, a four-fold typology, which, along with the three original regime types, includes the fragmented welfare regime, will be used in the remainder of this study. Despite legitimate criticisms regarding the classification of particular countries, there is a fundamental trade-off between accuracy and parsimony, which makes each further refinement of typologies costly in terms of a loss of analytical potential. Building on a welfare-regime approach has the added advantage of making a considerable body of research accessible for comparison. Institutional arrangements are well-documented in the literature, often by using the welfare typology as a blueprint.

In any event, welfare regimes alone are not sufficient as an analytical reference at the macro level; instead, national context needs to be conserved in the comparative analysis of individual-level outcomes. The empirical clustering of countries could turn out to be very different from the predictions that follow from the regime approach. By simply replacing country names with the best-fitting welfare-regime label, the analyst could easily fail to notice relevant differences within the pre-defined country clusters. Moreover, using the regime approach always runs the risk of creating black-boxes. Since regimes are defined on the basis of a large array of shared characteristics, it is not easy to know which institutional features precisely are responsible for the empirical similarities between certain families of countries. Hence the importance of replacing country and regime names with substantial macro-level indicators. As far as possible, the international variation in retirement patterns should be explained in terms of concrete institutional and structural differences between societies. In short, the regime typology can supplement, but not substitute, a disaggregated country-level analysis (Mayer 2001).

Another caveat to using the regime approach shall be avoided: Esping-Andersen’s typology is formulated on the basis of both institutional characteristics and the associated patterns of work and social stratification. Critically, this implies that using the approach to explain employment issues is always close to a tautological form of reasoning (Arts & Gelissen 2002). For the sake of methodological rigour, it is therefore necessary to de-couple individual-level outcomes of social-policy intervention from the defining features of welfare regimes. In order to be applicable to social differences in retirement timing, the regime classification has to be deprived a priori of the supposed country patterns of retirement timing and social stratification. Rather, the latter will have the status of hypotheses, which will be spelled out in detail and subsequently tested in the respective empirical chapters.

As for the third corner of the welfare triangle (state-market-family), regime-specific family dynamics are likewise submitted to empirical testing instead of simply being defined as concomitant features of certain welfare regimes. Specifically, gender differences and household-level processes are addressed at the micro level (see sections 3.1.3–3.1.5), as well as in relation to various macro-micro interactions (see the following section).

3.2.2 Macro-Micro Interactions

Institutional and structural features of national societies do not only influence the extent of early retirement practices in a country. They may also modify the very interplay of social mechanisms that determine retirement behaviour at the individual level:

“For given life course transitions there are not only fairly complex explanatory stories to tell on the level of individuals, households and families, but partly additional explanatory stories on the level of local and national communities. [...] To provide an adequate account on cross-national variations forces one to specify causal models not only on both levels, but also on the detailed interchanges between both levels” (Mayer 1997: 209).

Although implicit in parts of Esping-Andersen’s writings on the welfare state, the multi-level nature of many of the involved processes is not systematically spelled out in his work, nor, for that matter, in the work of most other scholars researching retirement in a comparative fashion. However, given the institutional embeddedness of individual labour market transitions (cf. section 3.1.5), taking account of interactions between macro and micro variables appears crucial for understanding retirement behaviour. In the present study, I shall pay special attention to the interrelations that cut across the boundaries of the micro-macro dualism. Four different mechanisms that mediate between the macro and the micro level shall be distinguished:

Institutional Filters

Welfare institutions do not merely affect the average retirement age in a country; at the same time, they also potentially alter the socio-economic factors related to early or late exit from work. For instance, employment-protection legislation may affect class inequalities in retirement opportunities by increasing the costs for employers of shedding elderly employees, and, in this way, reduce the risk of unemployment for older, low-skilled workers.

Moreover, most pension systems contain multiple parameters that modify the incentives for early retirement for different social groups. For example, a guaranteed minimum pension makes early retirement more attractive for low-wage earners. Moreover, in a country where early pension entrance is granted to women but not to men, the pattern of gender stratification in retirement is likely to be different than in a country that does not apply different pension rules to men and women. Likewise, if early retirement privileges are restricted to certain occupational groups, this feature of pension system design is expected to produce a distinctive class pattern in terms of labour-force withdrawal.

Institutional filters are the most commonly considered macro-to-micro chain (cf. Buchholz et al. 2006; Ebbinghaus 2006a). To the extent that welfare-state intervention influences the individual-level determinants of retirement timing, we will observe corresponding country- or regime-specific patterns of social diversity that depart from (or even transcend) the generic model of class or gender stratification.

Selection Effects

In studying only a specific subgroup of the population – i.e., older workers who remain alive and economically active until age 50, when they enter the “risk” to retire (see the section 3.3.1 for a detailed discussion of the adopted-retirement concept) – there is always a risk of confounding the outcome of interest with a selection process. As Berk puts it, “whenever one has a nonrandom sample, the potential of sample selection bias exists” (Berk 1983: 391). This may occur because some (typically unobserved) factors lead a certain type of individuals to self-select into the subset of the population in which our study is interested. The smaller the group in question, the stronger the potential selection effect. The selectivity of the target population is intentional, as it is inherent in the conventional definition of retirement; but the implications of this selectivity should nevertheless be taken into consideration in empirical analyses.

When applying this rationale to the comparison of work-exit processes between countries, it is possible that the sheer aggregate size of a particular social group changes the micro-level factors associated with retirement behavior. A prime example is the way in which female inactivity affects women’s retirement ages. When only a minority of women stay in the labour market long enough to retire, it is probable that this group is not representative of all women of their age. Accordingly, a hypothesis that we will test in chapter 5 claims that the fewer women work, the more women’s retirement will resemble men’s retirement behaviour. If this holds true, the effect of being female on retirement ages would be dependent on the female employment rate in the country.

Correspondingly, the relative size of a particular class may be directly related to the average behaviour among the members of this class. For instance, in his analysis of the educational field in France, Pierre Bourdieu (1988: chap. 4) has described how the growth of the body of university lecturers went along with changing recruitment and career patterns of the profession as a whole. Similar associations may exist if we compare different countries at a given moment in time.

Compositional Effects

The composition of the labour force can have an impact on aggregate retirement timing in various ways. To begin with, a country’s class structure and work-exit pattern are likely to be closely intertwined. One could argue that societies with a high proportion of self-employed and small employers exhibit a high average retirement age, simply because the petty bourgeoisie always retire exceptionally late. In this way, the average retirement age in a country can be influenced by its class structure.

Likewise, women’s retirement age in a country can be supposed to depend on the degree of sex-based occupational segregation. Assuming that early retirement is more common in typical female occupations, the average work-exit age of women will be higher in a country where the level of occupational segregation is low, such that the class composition among women resembles the male class structure.

If selection effects follow a top-down logic, compositional effects are their bottom-up counterparts. The latter mechanism precisely assumes the absence of the former, i.e. that the overall size of a class does not alter the group-specific work-exit pattern. Unlike institutional filters, compositional or selection effects cannot easily be manipulated by policy makers to achieve a desired change in retirement behaviour. The structural composition of labour markets is deeply rooted in national economic histories, and hence heavily inert (Gerschenkron 1962: chap. 1).

Cultural Effects

Culture is, of course, the classical (albeit controversial) answer as to why things are not the same in different countries (cf. Keating 2008). In the previous chapter, we have already introduced the notion of age cultures, which relates to cross-nationally varying retirement attitudes. However, the impact of culture could even be deeper, affecting not only the proportion of people subscribing to age norms favorable of early exit but also the kind of people within a society who subscribe to such norms. Stated in multi-level terminology, it is possible that cultural effects modify not only the intercept but also the slope of a given relationship within each country.

Gender roles are an illustrative matter. To give an example, Crompton and Lyonette (2006) report large differences in sex-specific work attitudes between Britain and Portugal. Whereas respondents’ sex and occupational class are strong determinants of attitudes towards job promotion in Britain, this is not the case in Portugal, where no significant differences are found. In this vein, it is plausible that the relationship between gender and retirement behavior is structured differently in diverse national contexts. The analyses in the fourth chapter of this study will test for such gender-specific patterns in retirement attitudes.

Assumptions concerning micro-macro chains have far-going theoretical implications. When relying on a pooled sample using international survey data, particularly within the European Union, it is often implicitly assumed that the underlying social mechanisms work in an identical way. However, in view of ongoing transnationalisation trends, the degree to which this is really the case should be considered an empirical question (Breen & Rottman 1998). To take up the title of the 2009 conference of the European Sociological Association, are we dealing with “European Society or European Societies?” Specifying how micro-macro linkages play out empirically in Western Europe can help to clarify the extent to which the process of European integration has (as yet) created a society that functions with uniform regularities.

However, the identification of micro-macro mechanisms is a very difficult task. In order to be capable of detecting these micro-macro interactions, “fully specified complex models of the microprocesses” (Mayer 1997: 212) have to be put in comparison. This requirement has to a large extent dictated the choice of data sets exploited in this study. Only micro data that are strictly comparable across countries is drawn upon. Given the trade-off between cross-country and longitudinal information imposed by data availability, the dimension of social change had to be largely left aside as a consequence.

Although the distinction between macro- and micro-level explanatory variables is very useful in heuristic terms, one caveat shall be mentioned here as well: influential processes with respect to retirement timing also take place at the meso level of companies, or branches of industry (Jacobs et al. 1991a; Teipen 2003; Ebbinghaus 2006a; Ichino et al. 2007), and would merit investigation in their own right. Yet, due to space restrictions, these issues will not be pursued in detail in the present study. As far as possible, I control for firm-level mechanisms via industry dummy variables.

3.3 Methodological Foundations

A main requisite of empirical social research is an analytical toolbox that is adequate in connection with the adopted theory and suits the data at hand. The most eminent problem for assessing retirement ages stems from the disputed definition of the very retirement event. As Smeeding and Quinn point out, the term “retirement” has multiple meanings:

“One would be hard pressed to find a less murky term or one with fewer questions attached. Is retirement defined by labor supply, receipt of retirement income, or by selfdescription? Is it a ‘state’ behavior or a transitional behavior? […] And once older workers leave their lifetime jobs do they continue to work? […] Does receipt of retirement benefits mean total stoppage of work […]?” (Smeeding & Quinn 1997: 4)

Against this background, the next sections address potential methodological hitches related to the dependent variable of the present study: the age of retirement. It will be emphasised that multiple pathways into retirement give rise to a plurality of transition modalities, which pose a challenge for every possible definition of the retirement event. I further discuss measurement problems related to retirement ages and include a short review of the common practice in the literature, paying special attention to the much-used retirement-age indicators produced by Eurostat and OECD. An operationalisation of retirement is set out that will be applied in the later chapters. In essence, it refers to late-life labour-force withdrawal.

The final section of this chapter discusses methodological issues related to social class, one of the central explanatory variables in this study. The way to most adequately map social classes within a measurable metric has been subject to a long-standing debate in sociology. Various class schemes compete for scholarly consideration. Therefore, I shall outline the reasons that led to the choosing of the European Socio-economic Classification (ESeC) for the operationalisation of social class.

3.3.1 What is Retirement?

Contemporary retirement is a markedly diffuse phenomenon. Its blurriness is the product of rapid socioeconomic change, which has led to greater disorderliness and plurality in labour market careers. Empirically, today’s retirement transitions are far more manifold in terms of timing and sequencing than some decades ago, with this trend producing both conceptual and technical problems for the measurement of retirement ages, particularly in the realm of cross-national comparative research.

Since the expansion of labour-shedding practices in the 1970s, retirement less frequently takes the conventional form of a simple shift from employment to non-employment accompanied by uptake of an old-age pension. Instead, employment exit on the one hand and entrance into the old-age pension scheme on the other have often become separate life events. At the same time, empirical patterns of retirement have become very diverse – within as well as between countries – such that the variance in retirement timing cannot anymore be depicted without reference to the transitory and supplementary use of unemployment benefits, disability pensions, or firm-sponsored retirement plans. In effect, retirement is better understood as a process rather than a one-time event. Correspondingly, the state-of-the-art methodological approach to retirement transitions is dynamic in that it distinguishes between different pathways into retirement (Kohli et al. 1991; Kohli 1993; Flippen 2005; Radl 2006b, 2007; Fasang 2012).

A pathway into retirement consists of a particular sequence of status conditions through which an individual passes when moving from late-career employment to the receiving of an old-age pension. Status conditions are distinguished on the basis of formal employment status and sources of income (Kohli & Rein 1991). The pathway concept draws on two central notions within the life course paradigm: transition and trajectory (Han & Moen 1999). Pathways into retirement can also be thought of as institutional bridges for the transition from work to retirement. In fact, for most countries, it is still possible to identify a specific set of typical trajectories for the status passage between work and retirement that represent the great majority of individual retirement transitions (Scherger 2007; Fasang 2012). Social-policy arrangements and firms’ retirement plans together provide a certain portfolio of standard routes for the status passage from employment to retirement.

However, not all workers have access to every existing, institutionally defined retirement pathway. Instead, pathways are socially selective, because accessibility depends on various eligibility criteria. For example, qualifying for an old-age pension normally requires a minimum contribution period. For the drawing of a disability pension, it is also necessary to officially have a reduced earning capacity. Sometimes, access to old-age pension benefits hinges on previous employment status, e.g. to be unemployed for a certain time before being entitled to early retirement benefits. Employer-sponsored early retirement programmes are likewise usually offered only to a certain fraction of the workforce. In this way, different institutionalised arrangements provided by firms or the state channel different kinds of workers through the status passage from work to retirement. Note that the financial and the normative attractiveness of exit pathways are correlated but do not converge. Particularly, an imposed early exit through redundancy or disability can lead to social stigmatisation and self-accusation in spite of generous economic compensation (Wolf 1988; Riach & Loretto 2009).

In short, pathways from work to retirement can be simple or sequential and differ considerably with respect to their eligibility, generosity, and control. Pathways into retirement can stretch over time periods of variable length. Eventually, they will differ with regard to subsequent retirement ages. Therefore, the pathway concept is a central heuristic device in the context of this study.

How to Measure Retirement Ages

The age of retirement may seem an obvious concept. Quite the contrary, the measurement of retirement ages is indeed very complicated. On the one hand, the difficulty of measuring retirement ages is a consequence of the described complexity of empirical retirement processes. On the other hand, and perhaps more importantly, this difficulty arises from ambiguities in the definition of retirement. Specifically, every student of retirement timing faces the problem of identifying the retired population, which involves a twofold identification problem: it requires (a) the fixing of a lower age threshold that delimits which persons shall count as being “eligible” for retirement and (b) the identification of the triggering event that determines the subgroup of the study population that shall count as retired. The former issue has received less attention than the latter, despite being equally important for measuring retirement ages.

A couple of examples shall illustrate the scope of the identification problem. Consider the case of a man or woman who at the age of 42 suffers an accident at work that causes a permanent disability. When shall we count him or her as “retired”? At the time of the accident, or at the time when his or her disability pension gets consecutively converted into an old-age pension (usually at age 65)? Or never, because he or she was too young to retire when he or she left the labour market? Should a married woman or man who dedicated her- or himself to household work during the majortity of her or his adult life automatically count as retired when reaching old age?

(a) The lower age threshold for retirement brings up the question of whether everybody who does not die when still working eventually retires. In principle, this boundary could also be drawn using some characteristics other than age, such as the number of years worked. In practice, the adequate approach will depend on the particular research question as well as on data issues and on the definition of the retirement event. The convention is to consider retirement from 50 years of age onwards. For instance, age 50 is the sampling threshold used by the Health and Retirement Study (HRS), the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA), and the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE). Using a lower minimum age makes it difficult to discern retirement from other forms of inactivity, such as parental leave or sick leave. Without a lower (age) threshold, retirement becomes indistinguishable from other work-exit transitions (e.g. unemployment), which we know are governed by different social mechanisms. Furthermore, persons who were inactive during most of their life (because of ill health or as homemakers) are often excluded from the population of interest because the notion of retirement presupposes prior work. As a matter of fact, the etymological origin of the English word retirement goes back to the French word retirer, which means “to draw back.”

(b) As for the defining characteristics of the retirement event, the sociological concept of retirement consists first and foremost in the end of working life, for it is the termination of work that is regarded as the most important biographical milestone in later life (Kohli 1987). From the individual actor’s point of view, every-day activities and social status depend heavily on economic activity. Exit from work is correspondingly the most frequent operationalisation of the retirement event. For instance, the first sentence of the Wikipedia entry (13 April 2010) for retirement reads: “Retirement is the point [at which] a person stops employment completely (or decides to leave the labor force if he or she is unemployed).”

An alternative perspective would give priority to the individual’s sources of income. In fact, the receipt of an old-age pension benefit is used as constitutive criterion for retirement in some studies (e.g. Fasang 2008; Radl 2008). However, within this definition of the retirement event, it can become a source of confusion that some pathways lead directly into old-age pension schemes whereas others are sequential, stringing various sources of income together (unemployment or disability benefits, special early retirement schemes, firm-sponsored provisions, indemnity pay, etc.). Most importantly, unemployment represents a serious identification problem for an income-based retirement definition. In principle, jobless workers are part of the labour force and thus not retired, because it is supposed that this situation is only a temporary break between employment spells. Yet, unemployment insurance often serves as a bridging device that provides income while waiting for eligibility for an old-age pension. In this case, older unemployed workers do not actively seek employment and are more appropriately treated as retired. A similar caveat applies to persons receiving social assistance or other mean-tested public transfers. In addition, a pension-based definition complicates the comparison of retirement transitions across different welfare states that rely on distinct public-private mixes for old-age provision.

Operationalisation of Retirement

In sum, each retirement definition has its particular advantages and drawbacks. It has become clear from the foregoing sections that retirement processes can hardly be assessed exhaustively within a purely categorical metric. Yet some sort of dichotomous categorisation is required by most statistical models. Therefore, this study defines retirement as definite exit from lifetime employment after age 50. In this way, it embraces the most common conceptualisation of retirement: we consider retirement from age 50 onwards and identify the retirement event as exit from work. Where applicable, workers who have less than ten years of labour market experience are excluded from the sample. For pragmatic reasons, it is furthermore assumed that no labour market participation occurs beyond a certain age, and hence no retirement. As is usual, for pragmatic reasons, retirement will be considered an absorbing event.

In terms of data management, I rely on an identification of retirees that combines the self-assessment of employment status and actual working hours. Formerly employed or self-employed persons are treated as retired if they report their own employment status as “retired,” “disabled, or “inactive”. All workers who have left their last job and who do not search for a new job are considered retired. Where applicable, the ILO criterion of current working hours is used instead. In order to be part of the population of interest, individuals must have worked for pay at some point after turning 50.

Having delineated who counts as active and who counts as retired, the age of retirement can be used as a dependent variable in large-scale data analysis. Specifically, I will use an event-history framework: retirement-transition rates will be modelled as age-specific estimates of the likelihood of transitions given a variable population at risk. Since retirement ages greatly depend on the exit routes used, a dynamic perspective will be applied throughout the analysis that takes account of diverse transition modalities. That is, retirees are distinguished with regard to specific pathways into retirement, using a competing risks framework.

The Retirement Age Indicators by Eurostat and OECD

The demand on behalf of policy makers for information on the labour market participation of elderly workers has improved data availability on retirement timing during the last decades. On a yearly basis, cross-national data on retirement ages for a large number of countries are provided by Eurostat and OECD. Since these statistics are used on several occasions in the course of this study, they shall be introduced briefly.

The retirement age indicators provided by Eurostat and OECD rely on national labour-force surveys, which are conducted by national statistical offices. However, the international reporting system in the area of labour market statistics is largely restricted to aggregate data. Lacking information on individual employment biographies, the calculated retirement ages have to be regarded as relatively crude approximations. Eurostat and OECD use similar methods in order to estimate retirement ages, and both base these ages upon some rather restrictive socio-demographic assumptions and also raise the well-known problems of cross-national comparability and data quality.

Until quite recently, it was common practice to measure retirement ages by simply comparing the participation rates of different age groups at one particular moment in time. This static indicator was introduced by Latiluppe (1996) and was explicitly formulated in an oft-cited OECD paper by Blöndal and Scarpetta (1998). As Johnson (2001) and Scherer (2002) demonstrate, this measure has a number of undesirable properties and may convey misguiding information. In essence, it builds on the assumption that age-specific labour market participation remains stable in the relevant period. The method is particularly sensitive to changes in cohort participation rates, which renders its use problematic, especially for assessing female labour supply. The dynamic probability model, which today is the basis for both Eurostat and OECD estimates of retirement ages, is described at length in Scherer (2002). It has the virtue of abandoning the assumption of a completely stationary labour force. Instead, it estimates average retirement ages by comparing artificial cohorts across consecutive surveys, exploiting the linearity of biological aging. More precisely, the age-specific probability of leaving the labour force is calculated on the basis of the change in the difference between the number of active and the number of non-active persons within a particular age bracket. It treats all unemployed persons as non-retired while everybody who works at least one hour per week in paid work counts as employed.

In spite of relying on the same generic concept, there are also noteworthy differences between Eurostat and OECD data on retirement ages. Eurostat considers the exit from the labour market between age 50 and 70 and calculates retirement probabilities for single age groups. In contrast, the OECD uses quinquennial age-groups, imposing the additional assumption of constant hazards, and follows the economic activity of these 5-year clusters in the wider age interval between 40 and 80 years. In sum, the cohort-adjusted retirement-age indicators, which are provided by the international statistical bodies, use appropriate methodology but still rely on strong assumptions concerning changes in the reference population and individual labour market activity.

3.3.2 Social Class: Schemes and Controversies

The concept of social class has been fiercely debated ever since Karl Marx (1969 [1867]) claimed its absoluteness as both objective matter and analytical category in social theory (Mayer & Carroll 1987; Van Parijs 1987; Goldthorpe & Marshall 1992; Wright 1997; Grusky & Sørensen 1998; Goldthorpe 2000: chap. 10; Sørensen 2000, 2001; Scott 2002; Wright 2005; McGovern et al. 2007). It is essential to distinguish between two broad schools of thought in class analysis, namely the Marxist and the Weberian account. Contemporary class analysis largely follows the (neo) Weberian tradition (Breen 2005), according to which classes are defined on the basis of a common market condition (Weber 2005 [1922]: 223 ff.). This “stratum concept of social class” (Sørensen 2001) captures the types of employment relationship and working conditions shared among broad occupational groups.22 In this vein, social classes are still the expression of fundamental economic divides, which translate into inequality of life chances and material life conditions. But the definition of class is decoupled from a particular theory of exploitation. Similarly, potential implications for class-graded attitudes, political behaviour, and life styles – not to mention the general course of history – are submitted to further theorising and empirical observation (cf. section 4.2; Grusky & Sørensen 1998; Svallfors 2006). This approach stands in stark contrast to a structuralist, Marxist conceptualisation (cf. Van Parijs 1987; Wright 1997), in which class structures are inherently tied to identities (“class consciousness”) and the direction of macro social development.

In modern class analysis, moreover, the focus has shifted from the dualism between capitalists and the proletariat to structures of stratification within the large group of dependently employed (Goldthorpe 1982). A major part of the discussion has thus been concerned with the most adequate grouping of individuals into homogeneous categories (Scott 2002; Leiulfsrud et al. 2005). Although today’s class schemes usually preserve a hierarchical criterion, the increasing weight of service occupations together with the diversification of work and family forms have been mirrored in a differentiation of class typologies.

The most commonly used class schema has been formulated by Erikson and Goldthorpe (1992). The EGP (Erikson-Goldthorpe-Portocarero) schema is based on a typology of employment relationships (Goldthorpe 2000: chap. 10). On the one hand, self-employment is held separate from dependent employment. On the other hand, the schema draws a distinction between the labour contract and the service relationship. The labour contract consists of a direct exchange of wages for clearly specified amounts of low-skilled labour, which usually takes place on a short-term basis. On the contrary, the service relationship corresponds to jobs with high skill requirements that necessarily involve “an import measure of trust” (Goldthorpe 1982: 168; emphasis in original). Since the typical tasks of managerial, professional, and administrative employees are based on the delegation of authority, they are difficult to supervise. Therefore, employers need to rely to some extent on their employees to abstain from abusing the discretion inherently demanded by their jobs. This is achieved by a long-term commitment, which takes the form of a high employment security and continuous salary increments (ibid.: 169). The introduction of expectations of reciprocity modifies the market character of the employment relationship in fundamental ways. This difference in the nature of the employment relationship is reflected in the distinction between working class and service class.

An additional type is made up by the so-called intermediate occupations that are characterised by a mixed employment relationship. The mix can consist of a low human-asset specificity combined with high costs of supervision – typical in routine, non-manual occupations, such as clerical or secretarial worker – or vice versa, as is the case for higher-grade manual workers and lower technicians.23 Furthermore, the EGP schema underpins the hierarchical nature of the occupational structure by incorporating the degree of specificity of human capital; for instance, it distinguishes between upper and lower salariat, and between skilled and unskilled manual workers.24 The remaining class categories – the total number varies from seven to eleven in the different formulations – take account of the dissimilar work logic of small proprietors and the self-employed as well as of the distinct work reality in agriculture.

The EGP schema has been criticised for its narrow focus on the male occupational structure. In fact, the degree of differentiation for typical female occupations is much lower than for typical male occupations (Oesch 2006b: chap. 3). This reproach is connected to another, namely that the EGP schema is outdated given the disproportionate attention paid to manufacturing. In this spirit, another prominent class typology by Esping-Andersen (1993b) posits a divergence between traditional Fordist jobs and the newly emerging post-industrial service jobs. Similarly, Oesch (Oesch 2006a, b) proposes a new class map that differentiates between three work logics (technical, organisational, inter-personal). Critically, by pointing to the peculiar work roles of employees in the educational and health sectors, this schema makes a serious attempt to reflect the feminisation of the labour force. Another strand of the literature attempts to implement a very similar distinction of work logics within the framework of the EGP schema, albeit only with respect to the service class (Güveli et al. 2007). On this basis, Güveli and De Graaf (2007) show that the so-called “socio-cultural specialists” exhibit a markedly strong tendency towards social closure. Focusing at the other end of the occupational hierarchy, Bernardi and Garrido (2008) analyse the emergence of the “new service proletariat” (cf. Esping-Andersen 1993a). In sum, there is a wide variety of class schemes available. Which schema is most appropriate depends on the particular research question as well as on the availability of adequate data (Leiulfsrud et al. 2005).

This study will rely on the European Socio-economic Classification (ESeC) for the operationalisation of social class (Rose & Harrison 2007). The ESeC is a further development of the EGP. Conceptually, it is likewise based on the typology of employment contracts along the two axes of human-asset specificity and difficulty of monitoring. In this way, it maintains the general distinction between the working class, intermediate occupations, and the service class (as well as the self-employed and small proprietors). One central innovation is cross-national harmonisation, using the international standard classification of occupations ISCO-88 (Com).

Table 3.1, taken from Rose and Harrison (2007), gives an overview of the ESeC classes.25 The definition of the service class is practically the same as in the EGP schema. Examples of higher service class occupations are corporate managers, physicians, or judges; large employers are also located here. Typical lower service class occupations are teachers, nurses, journalists, engineering science technicians, or police inspectors. The delineation of the classes of skilled workers as well as higher-grade blue-collar workers is also largely unchanged. Class 8 includes, for instance, machinery mechanics, tool-makers, fitters, plumbers, and locomotive drivers. The occupations in Class 6 are mostly the same as in Classes 7, 8, or 9, the difference being that their incumbents exercise a supervisory function (foremen). Moreover, lower technicians, such as safety and quality inspectors, telephone line installers, or instrument makers, are placed here.

Table 3.1
The European Socio-Economic Classification.
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Source: Rose & Harrison (2007: 464).

An important modification with respect to EGP is the creation of Class 7.26 Unlike the intermediate occupations of Class 3 (e.g. office clerks, secretaries, teaching associate professionals), which are characterised by a mixed-employment relation, these lower-grade white-collar workers count as working class. Often, we find here women who work part-time (Rose & Harrison 2007: 468), for instance, in personal care or client information services, but also as cashiers or shop and market salespeople. The lowest class category, routine occupations, comprises not only non-skilled or semi-skilled manufacturing workers (e.g. machine operators, assemblers) but also lower service jobs (e.g. motor vehicle drivers, porters, domestic helpers, cleaners, housekeeping and restaurant service workers). Finally, the petite bourgeoisie consists of small employers (with less than ten employees) and the self-employed. Among these independent workers a further distinction is made between agricultural (Class 5) and non-agricultural occupations (Class 4).

The ESeC has been chosen for the present study for two main reasons. Firstly, the theoretical account based on the differential nature of the employment contract seems appropriate given the analytical focus on the structure-agency nexus in retirement transitions. It can be assumed that the quality of the employment relationship is crucial for the constraints faced by senior workers. At the same time, the ESeC seems superior to the EGP in the present context because analysing the gender division in retirement is of central concern.

Secondly, this piece of research is genuinely comparative, the universe of analysis being Western Europe. While the EGP is rooted in the British occupational structure of the 1960s, the ESeC has been explicitly designed for a contemporary European context, and the construct has been validated for a number of European countries (e.g. Müller et al. (2007)). A practical advantage of the ESeC vis-à-vis other schemes, e.g. the one proposed by Oesch, is the fact that the classification is based on the ISCO minor groups (3-digit codes) and not on the more detailed unit groups, for which the full 4-digit codes are required. Tests for operational validity showed that the ESeC is even relatively reliable if only the 2-digit ISCO codes are available (Rose & Harrison 2007: 474).

In short, the ESeC appears as the most adequate class schema in the context of the present study. Reduced versions of the schema will be applied instead of the full classification where appropriate. Versions are chosen to match sample size and marginal distributions of the respective data sets (cf. table 3.2). For instance, there are many self-employed but few higher-grade blue-collar workers in Spain, whereas in Germany, the constellation is the other way around. The reduced schema is obtained by collapsing the two kinds of self-employed (Classes 4 and 5) and the two groups of intermediate occupations (Classes 3 and 6), respectively.

A point of discussion has been about the proper way of determining the class position of different members of a household in the presence of female employment (Crompton 1989; Sørensen 1994). In the conventional approach, the male breadwinner determines the class position of all household members (Goldthorpe 1983). This account was criticised fiercely by feminist scholars who demanded the labour market status of women be reflected in the class position of the conjugal unit (Stanworth 1984). Since the unit of analysis in the present study is the individual rather than the household, we do not here face this problem. It is assumed that not only women’s work exit trajectories but also their normative orientations are determined to a larger extent by their own occupation than by their husbands’. In consequence, we determine women’s occupational class position in exactly the same way as men’s. In any case, since women are typically employed in service jobs, the balance between secondary- and tertiary-sector jobs was an important criterion for electing the ESeC as the class schema to be used throughout this study.

Table 3.2
Versions of ESeC Class Schema by Chapter and Data Set.
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Source: own elaboration.



12 In this view, work is only one of the activities which lend themselves to self-realisation. Elster divides human activities into the categories of consumption (e.g. eating, reading a book), self-realisation (e.g. playing chess, building a house, acting, writing a book), spontaneous interpersonal relations (e.g. meeting friends, making love), and drudgery (e.g. cleaning the streets, working in assembly line) (Elster 1986: 99).

13 Returning to work after having retired from the labour market, or “unretirement,” is still a marginal phenomenon in continental Europe, albeit more common in the Anglo-Saxon world.

14 The age norms theorem does not necessary imply that people act according to an overarching life plan or holistic biographical design, as suggested by the concept of “life course agency” (Hitlin & Elder 2007).

15 This conception diverges from rational-choice theory and some sociological approaches, which define social norms as mere constraints on self-interested action (Coleman 1990; cf. Hechter & Opp 2001b). Notably, the social-norms-as-constraints view has particular difficulties in explaining the emergence of social norms as well as norm compliance (Elster 1989; Anderson 2000).

16 Some rational-choice scholars have recognised that norms can be internalised (Coleman 1990: chap. 11). Internalisation means that the individual builds up an internal sanctioning system. However, although shame and guilt may resemble internal sanctions, this terminology conceals the societal origin of normative values.

17 To be accurate, Bicchieri acknowledges (in condition 2b) that for some individuals, avoiding punishment is the main reason for compliance. However, “[t]he common observation that norms transgression is often accompanied by punishment (or the expectation of punishment) does not entail that norms are only supported by sanctions, in the sense that if sanctions were not there, conformity would be entirely absent. […] It is important to acknowledge that different individuals may need different normative expectations in order to be prepared to obey a norm, and that an individual may follow some norms, but not others, in the absence of any expected sanction” (Bicchieri 2006: 24).

18 There has been also a recent attempt to apply the model to leisure activities in old age (Vidivicova 2005).

19 “[U]nderpinning the data […] are social structural/class differences in subjective rationality – in women’s interpretations of the courses of action open to them relative to their goals – which produce both differences in labour force participation after childbirth and ideologies about motherhood and families” (McRae 2003a: 330).

20 Notably, measuring the influence of ethnic origin on economic outcomes is complicated by strong labour-market-selection effects and data availability Critical problems with studying migrants’ retirement are caused by return migration and limited data availability. (for an overview of the situation in Germany cf. Mika 2006)

21 This conception departs from rational-choice theory in that social norms are understood as a sub-set of preferences rather than self-imposed constraints to a somewhat ambiguous primary orientation.

22 By contrast, a “quasi-Durkheimian” approach (Grusky & Weeden 2001) calls for a disaggregated approach to class analysis that takes concrete occupations as a starting point (cf. Birkelund 2002; Weeden & Grusky 2005).

23 McGovern et al. (2007: chap. 3) demonstrate that the conceptual class schema corresponds quite accurately to the empirical mapping of the respective occupations along the dimensions of skill specificity and difficulty of monitoring. A close empirical association between class position and skill requirements is also found by Tåhlin (2007), who, however, calls into question the theoretical conception of class as linked to employment relations.

24 The treatment of the educational dimension in class categories has also been subject to discussion. The standard position is that skills should only count when they are exploited, that is, when they are required for the occupied job. However, Oesch (2006b: 77) suggested to adjust for differences in formal education by re-allocating individuals that are substantially over- or under-qualified for their jobs. Note that in this context, the ISCO-88 Code implicitly incorporates the skill-requirement barrier into the delineation of the occupational structure.

25 Further details can be found on the project website, which provides excellent documentation and hands-on advice for users: <http://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/research/esec>.

26 Its closest correspondence in EGP would be class IIIb.


4. Too Old to Work, or Too Young to Retire? The Pervasiveness of Age Norms in Western European Societies

4.1 Introduction

European policy-makers have decided to cut early retirement benefits in order to stimulate employment among elderly workers. The proclaimed goal is to replace an alleged “early exit culture” with a model of “active aging.” At the same time, the ageism debate has pointed to the persistence of negative age stereotypes among both employers and employees (Loretto et al. 2000). Without sufficient public support, the efficacy of pension reforms aimed at deferring retirement ages seems questionable (Litwin et al. 2009). But while discriminatory age norms appear to be widespread, the actual holders of these norms have remained curiously anonymous because there is limited understanding of the pervasiveness of social norms of retirement.

Drawing on recent micro data from the European Social Survey, this chapter gathers empirical evidence on social norms and preferences concerning the timing of retirement across European societies. At the macro level, the aim is to establish empirically how country-specific institutions shape the understandings of age-appropriate behaviour. Against the background of an ongoing retrenchment of pension schemes, the question arises as to how far individuals adapt their preferences to a changing institutional and economic environment.

As to micro-level differences, one aim is to estimate the impact of social class on retirement age norms. According to the popular second-modernity theorem, class should not play a significant role here. By contrast, sociological class theory naturally presumes a close relationship between occupational position and work-related attitudes. Can individual norms and preferences concerning the appropriate age for retirement (still) be explained in terms of class divides? Furthermore, I examine the relationship between gender and attitudes towards retirement. Given that an increase in employment rates precisely among women and older workers are two current policy goals, it is timely to compare retirement age norms for men and women. Are social norms regarding the age of retirement as deeply gendered as are work biographies? Do the characteristics relevant for the molding of female age norms differ substantially from the determinants of male norms?

The chapter is structured as follows: in the next section, I review the relatively small body of literature on retirement attitudes. The state of research is highly influenced by the life course paradigm, which also originally brought the topic of age norms to the research agenda. In addition, a brief excursion is dedicated to discussing the most prominent approaches to the class-attitudes nexus, bearing in mind their application to the specific case of retirement age norms. The third section develops a series of hypotheses located at both the micro and the macro level. The fourth section documents the methodology employed in the following data analysis, including the treatment of the dependent variables, the statistical model, and the operationalisation of the applied theoretical concepts using data from the European Social Survey. Following this, I examine the pervasiveness of age norms on the basis of descriptive statistics. In the central part of the chapter, then, a set of two-limit tobit regression models is estimated to assess the determinants of retirement norms and preferences. The final section features concluding remarks concerning the guiding question of this chapter: namely, who favours early retirement?

4.2 State of Research

Social norms of aging represent an original theme of the life course paradigm (see section 2.4). In fact, the whole research field rests on the insight that instead of being a purely biological phenomenon, the meaning of age and aging is being shaped by historical and institutional contexts (cf. Neugarten & Neugarten 1986; George 1993; Mayer 2009). After sections 3.1.2 and 3.1.5 have outlined the definition and theoretical location of age norms within this study, the present section attempts to give an overview of previous findings on age norms. By and large, studies that deal with age-related norms have concentrated on three major themes: (1) The existence of age norms and their relevance as research object; (2) the changing dynamics of age norms at the societal level, and especially their relation to formal socio-economic institutions; and (3) the sources of variation at the individual level.

(1) Do age norms of retirement exist in society at all? In their pioneering study, Neugarten, Moore, and Lowe (1965: 710) draw the attention to “systems of norms which refer to age-appropriate behavior.” The authors also present the first tentative evidence of consensual attitudes that suggest the existence of age norms. Arguably, these norms function as a basis for self-assessment, as people compare themselves to others (cf. Neugarten & Neugarten 1986). More recently, Settersten (2003: 89) reports findings from the U.S. showing that 55% (47%) of respondents perceived a deadline for men’s (women’s) life course transitions. Respondents who refused to give a general answer perhaps thought the proper timing depended on individual circumstances other than sex (e.g. occupation). Of those who gave a valid answer, 63% (54%) said that a men (women) should retire by an age between 60 and 65 years. Remarkably, the average age deadline was two years higher for men (61.3 years) than for women (59.3 years). These results suggest that age norms exist in society, prescribing a rather clear age range for the transition into retirement (cf. Settersten & Hagestad 1996). Yet, these norms are not universally perceived and are less accentuated for women than for men.

Conceptually, the age-norm hypothesis is related to a broader argument concerning the ordering of life events (George 1993; Kohli 2007; cf section 3.1.2). Accordingly, the institutionalised life course prescribes a particular timing and sequencing of life transitions. As Scherger (2007) demonstrates for West Germany, even today, a clear patterning of life-transition sequences can be observed. This standardisation of temporal patterns can be linked to social norms of aging embedded in society’s “moral economy.” In other words, life course theory assumes that the transition from work to retirement is influenced by age-graded social norms. In fact, social norms of aging owe their popularity and relevance as a research topic chiefly to their presumed influence on actual behavior (Billari & Liefbroer 2007; De Vart & Liefbroer 2007).

(2) To what extent do age norms differ between societies? At the societal level, age norms have been characterised as age cultures, in the sense of “social norms, values, ideals or perceptions in society that structure the ideas of the age-work relationship” (De Vroom 2004: 8). The view that age cultures vary across countries seems rather univocal. Age cultures concerning retirement are expected to depend on the welfare system, labour-market structures, and the broader cultural codes inscribed in national historical and religious traditions.

Yet we should not expect that there was just a singular culture of aging in every society. Pathways to retirement differ greatly in the moral meaning they carry (Kohli & Rein 1991), and living arrangements in old-age have probably become even more diverse thanks to the trend of individualisation (Higgs & Gilleard 2006). Nevertheless, it is highly plausible that different societies bear specific understandings of the appropriate timing of retirement.

How do age cultures emerge and reproduce in relation to formal socio-economic institutions and behavioural regularities? Age norms of retirement are usually considered in the context of career patterns and the institutional framework in place, using as a reference the “golden age” of welfare capitalism. In fact, in the 1950s and ‘60s, the conventional male work biography that ended with retirement at an age 65 years had actually become the overwhelming standard. Han and Moen (1999: 193) insist that the exceptional convergence of retirement ages around a single reference point was “the result of a multitude of factors coalescing and coinciding around a specific age, which in turn became defined as normative post hoc.”

This account is representative of life course theory in that it understands socio-economic institutions and norms of aging as interdependent. Accordingly, the various associations within the triangle of institutions-norms-behaviour involve mutual causation. Therefore, both collinearity and endogeneity represent potential pitfalls in relying on age cultures for the explanation of retirement behaviour. To the degree that the incentive structure embedded in formal institutions reflects latent age norms existing in society, the effect of age norms on individual behaviour will not be distinguishable from instrumentally rational behaviour (Mortimer et al. 2005). Moreover, observed regularities in life course patterns can just as well be the consequence of normative effects as norms of early exit can be rationalisations of past behaviours or of institutionally defined age thresholds. Therefore, testing the impact of age norms on behaviour empirically is complicated.

Ingrid Esser’s (2005b) study tackles the question of the determining factors of the preferred retirement age using cross-sectional Eurobarometer data. In her multi-level model, institutional and demand-side variables explain between 25 and 31% of country-level variance in retirement preferences for the male and about 22% for the female sub-sample (Esser 2005b: 30). In any event, there is a widespread belief among life course scholars that social norms are characterised by a considerable degree of autonomy, which implies that they are not susceptible to direct political manipulation (Behrens & Voges 1996; Kohli & Künemund 2000; Geissler 2004).

(3) Turning to the question of micro-level differences, Esser (2005b) reports that the greatest variation in preferred retirement ages is found within countries and not between countries. Ironically, the individual characteristic that was analysed first with regard to its relevance for age norms was age itself. Already Neugarten et al. (1965) point to an age-specific pattern in the internalisation of age norms. Young and middle-aged respondents revealed a considerable lack of congruence in their personal attitudes towards age constraints as compared to what they thought about other people’s opinions (Neugarten et al. 1965: 715). Generally, respondents maintained that they held more liberal views than the generalised other. However, this pattern was not found among older respondents, who expressed high accordance with what they perceived as most people’s attitudes. Older people thus seem to have a more realistic view of age norms, and express far more restrictive attitudes concerning age appropriateness than their younger counter-parts. The authors suggested that this overall pattern may be the result of the fact that people tend to give undue weight to the opinion of older people, who, by that token, are perceived as the defenders of social norms. In addition they emphasise the learning effects of adult socialisation, which lead to “a certain crystallisation of attitudes in the aged” (ibid.: 717). Esser’s (2005b) estimates similarly indicate that age is the strongest predictor of retirement preferences on the micro level across countries: the older a person is, the later he or she prefers to retire. There is also evidence showing a close relationship between age and non-financial employment commitment (Hult & Edlund 2008).

As already mentioned, studies on the social norms of aging regularly find substantial gender differences (Settersten & Hagestad 1996; Settersten 2003). Yet, the impact on retirement norms and behavior is not well understood. Role theory and preference theory offer some intuitive explanations for traditionalist gender age norms of retirement (George 1993). Still, both accounts can be regarded as unsatisfactory in theoretical terms insofar as social context is not adequately taken into consideration (see section 3.1.5 above). In this vein, Esser (2005a: 14) exhorted that “subsequent analysis of work and retirement preferences needs to take account the gendered participation patterns related to still widely gendered labour markets, work careers and work identities.”

The main place where age norms on exit from work are diffused and reproduced is probably the workplace. The literature on ageism points to substantial influence of organisational characteristics on negative stereotypes about older workers (McGregor & Gray 2002). At the same time, there is evidence that a higher proportion of senior workers in a company is related with a higher expected retirement age among the workforce (Moen et al. 2005: 253). Notably, the literature on age norms has hardly paid attention to social class. An exception is Esser (2005), who did not find significant class effects. The lack of sociological research in this area is surprising insofar as the class-attitudes linkage is a classical problem in social theory.

Excursus: The Class-Attitudes Linkage

The question of class-graded norms goes back to Marxist theory, which sees most attitudes as a function of class situation. The preeminence of the objective distribution of the means of production over subjective ideas is a central tenet of historical materialism. For Marxist theorists (e.g. Lukász), the famous problem of “class consciousness” was to identify the necessary economic conditions for the proletariat to become a class “for itself,” i.e. to develop a self-awareness as an exploited group necessary for collective action (cf. Hechter 2004; Scott & Marshall 2005). Yet, the content of this class consciousness was seen as inherently determined by the totality of the historical process. This circular line of argument has proved misleading and its predictions false.

Neo-Weberian class theory has long abandoned the notion of an immanent class-consciousness link (Goldthorpe & Marshall 1992: 383), thereby excluding the question of identity from the definition of social class. Unfortunately, this has led to the neglect of most cultural correlates of social class in mainstream sociological research until its revival within the works of Pierre Bourdieu. Recent work attempts to bring the normative realm back into class analysis (Devine & Savage 2000).

For the following analysis of the class-attitudes nexus, it is helpful to distinguish clearly between three normative dimensions of social life that have often been associated with class: (1) the attitudinal dimension, which refers to preferences and norms shared between members of a group.27 It includes work orientations, social norms, and tastes of consumption; (2) the reflexive dimension, which refers to the self-perception of individuals as belonging to a particular group, that is, to the question of identity, and more specifically to class consciousness (Savage et al. 2001; Payne & Grew 2005); (3) the status dimension, which refers to the external perception of the members of a social group and is related to the concepts of prestige and reputation (cf. Sørensen 2001; Scott 2002).

Age norms, as a research object in this chapter, are seen exclusively as an instance of the attitudinal dimension. Social classes can differ with respect to their retirement preferences without having the self-perception of pertaining to a particular class. Analogously, it is not necessary that their reputation be valued differently by society in order to hold different social norms concerning retirement. Questions of identity or status are not pursued further here. Note that the proposed threefold distinction fulfills mainly analytical purposes and does not deny that there are important intersections and interactions between these dimensions (cf. Hechter 2004).

How then can we conceptualise the relationship between social class and preferences? An important contribution in this respect was made by Karl Mannheim. He argued, similarly to Marx, that norms and preferences are dependent on class positions (Standortabhängigkeit). “These [objective] conditions channel and motivate his [the individual’s] behavior whether he is aware of them or not“ (Mannheim 1992: 110). In contrast to Marx, however, Mannheim acknowledges the importance of individual agency in realising “… the fact that a class does not completely absorb and explain all actions of the concrete person” (ibid.). Individual orientations can thus depart from existing class-graded norms (Mannheim 1980: 81 f.).

Moreover, in Mannheim’s theoretical reasoning (1980: 297–303), we also find the idea of a multi-layer culture in modern societies. Accordingly, the idiosyncratic norms and preferences of “primary cultural communities” co-exist and interact with an overarching societal culture. This parallels the concept of “local norms” in Bicchieri’s norm theory (cf. section 3.1.2). The notion of class norms being situated on an intermediate level between individual motivations proper and societal cultures seems today still appropriate. Indeed, occupational class is often regarded as key to individual attitudes, particularly in terms of political orientations (Sørensen 2001; Hechter 2004; Svallfors 2006).

But how exactly do members of different social classes develop distinct work orientations and shared social norms? As Grusky and Sørensen (1998) set out, this link mainly works through three mechanisms: social closure, formal training, and self-selection. Social closure guarantees a limited range of social interactions within occupations. As a consequence of peer-group effects, increasing work experience therefore tends to go along with the adoption of at least part of the occupation-specific norms. Furthermore, the lengthy periods of training required to obtain formal credentials foster occupational socialisation and set the foundation for the reproduction of occupational identities (Grusky & Sørensen 1998: 1208). Finally, preference-driven self-selection leads individuals with a similar predisposition to enroll in similar occupational tracks in the first place. In this way, a variety of plausible mechanisms contribute to the cultivation of class-specific norms and preferences. In the next section, this conception will be applied specifically to norms concerning retirement.

4.3 Competing Hypotheses

4.3.1 Instrumental Work Orientations or Age Norms?

In the economic analysis of retirement, preferences are treated as exogenously given and are assumed to be homogenous. This choice is not only a matter of econometric convenience but also reflects the supposition that differences in strategic responses to monetary incentives are more relevant than differences in preferences. The guiding idea is that homo economicus only works to earn an income, the final aim always being consumption. The restrictions imposed by this model, of retirement decisions as a purely pecuniary calculus, however, do not prevent many economists from interpreting early retirement as driven by people’s low levels of attachment to work. By this token, we would expect to observe a widespread affinity to early exit from work. Indeed, there is empirical evidence which points to an average preferred retirement age well below the common statutory pension age of 65 years (Bertelsmann Stiftung 2006; AXA 2008). This leads to the following instrumental-work-orientation hypothesis:

H1a: People prefer to retire as soon as possible.

The actual degree of uniformity of people’s desire to retire as soon as possible, however, is unknown. In contrast to the instrumental understanding of work in economics as a mere source of income, the sociological approach typically emphasises the intrinsic value of work to individual actors (Doherty 2009; cf. sections 2.4 and 3.1.1). The high incidence of volunteering is a case in point (Wilson & Musick 1997; Strauß 2009). As set out above, from a life course perspective, we would expect to observe pointed age norms regarding the retirement transition. In particular, the intrinsic value of work should be reflected in a noticeable retention against very early retirement. Contrasting the notion of instrumental work orientations, these ideas can be translated into the age-norm hypothesis:

H1b: There are established social norms regarding the timing of retirement, and especially against very early retirement.

4.3.2 Class, Gender, and Individualisation

The individualisation discourse questions the usefulness of social class as a sociological category (Beck 1983), and particularly the impact of class on attitudes (cf. Scott 2002; Atkinson 2007). With respect to retirement, the proponents of a “second modernity” argue that social class has increasingly lost its power to shape identities and lifestyles in later life due to a decoupling of working and post-working life: “Variability in the material and social outcomes of individual lives can no longer be seen as resulting from stable, fixed social positions” (Higgs & Gilleard 2006: 231). The individualisation hypothesis is based on the observation of an ongoing pluralisation of lifestyles and new living arrangements, which supposedly offer more freedom of choice to individuals than before in the overcome class society. The retirement decision, which certainly marks a profound change in lifestyle, should thus be unaffected by class membership.

H2a: Class membership is not a determinant of retirement age norms.

This individualisation hypothesis stands in stark contrast to the premises of social-stratification research. As explained above, class-belonging is believed to influence the world views and preferences of the individual via work experience, peer-group effects, and shared life conditions (Grusky & Sørensen 1998). For instance, it has recently been demonstrated how strongly social class is related to work-related attitudes (Svallfors 2006). Correspondingly, we expect retirement age norms to differ across social classes.

H2b: Class membership affects retirement age norms.

To be more specific, age norms should vary according to work strain, autonomy in the workplace, position in the command structure, and career prospects. According to a class-analytical account, we would expect position in the work hierarchy to be positively correlated with the preferred age for exit from work. At the same time, employers and the self-employed ought consequently to have a high affinity for late withdrawal from the labour market. Further, as a consequence of differences in work strain, we would expect manual workers to adhere to lower retirement age norms than white-collar service employees.

Patterns of labour-market participation in most advanced economies are very different for men and women, and retirement is no exception. Women withdraw from work earlier than men. Insofar as social norms match with gender-specific retirement behaviour, early exit from work should be regarded as more appropriate for women than for men. According to the “doing gender” approach (West & Zimmerman 1987), a low work attachment can be seen as a form of gender display. The doing gender hypothesis accordingly posits a substantial gender difference in social norms of aging.

H3a: Retirement age norms differ according to gender, with early retirement being considered more appropriate for women than for men.

In this form, the assertion concerns women as a target group of social norms, whilst not referring to the sex of the actual holders of norms. From Hakim’s “preference theory” (Hakim 2003, 2007), however, a more far-reaching hypothesis can be derived. In what amounts to a variation of the “doing gender” theme, she argues that there is a sizable group of “home-centered” women who affirmatively embrace their role as housewives. It follows that men and women can be expected to hold different sets of age norms regarding women’s timing of retirement. Driven by home-centered women, female respondents should thus on average display a stronger acceptance of women’s early exit than do male respondents: “There is only a weak link between public morality attitudes and personal preferences and goals. […] Men and women may believe that women should be allowed to become miners, army officers or politicians without necessarily wanting to do such jobs themselves” (Hakim 2003: 340). Hence, the preference-theory hypothesis:

H3b: Women find appropriate an earlier retirement for women than men find appropriate for women.

Hakim’s account suggests that preferences are an expression of free will, not imposed by society (cf. section 3.1.3). Critically, her view neglects the immediately related question of preference formation and, ipso facto, circumvents pertinent causality issues. Fortin is therefore right to ask: “Were women’s attitudes formed before employment decisions – in their youth, for example – or are these attitudes subsequent rationalizations of their labor market choices?” (Fortin 2005: 420). As quoted above Hakim insists that women’s preferences are only loosely connected to the valid social norms in a society. Since gendered preferences thus appear as the “natural” state of things, her view appears indeed “gender-essentialist” (Crompton & Lyonette 2005).

4.3.3 Age Cultures, Institutions, and Behaviour

As set out above, life course theory assumes that institutions, behavioral regularities, and people’s attitudes are interdependently related. Accordingly the institutional framework should induce a normative force that brings preferences in line with welfare-state regulations. Due to the diversity of national histories and welfare regimes, we would therefore expect to find diverse work orientations (Sivesind 1995) and age norms (De Vroom 2004) at the country level. This view seems to be quite uncontroversial. Correspondingly, age norms and preferences for early retirement should vary substantially across countries.

H4: Retirement norms and preferences differ significantly across countries.

Somewhat vaguely, the literature also refers to the phenomenon of “early exit culture” (Guillemard 2003; De Vroom 2004; Gould & Saurama 2004; Phillipson 2004; Esser 2005b). Unfortunately, the implications of this notion have not been spelled out at any great length, but for the most part, the term seems to refer to the presumed impact of formal institutions on social norms and values. More to the point, Mortimer et al posit that “[a]ge norms may arise in response to institutional regulatory schemes and to the rewards and punishments that are linked to compliance” (Mortimer et al. 2005: 177). That is, individuals directly adjust their norms of age-appropriate behaviour to the institutionally defined pay-off scheme for the life transitions in question. Since modifications in the institutional opportunity structure supposedly translate immediately into changes of preferences, we shall called this the preference-regulation hypothesis.

H5a: Retirement preferences in a society vary according to the monetary incentives offered by the welfare state for early retirement.

As discussed above, the institutionalised life course theorem implies a different, albeit compatible, take on the institution-attitudes nexus. Arguably, the age boundaries established by public pension schemes exert a normative effect over and above the financial incentives inherent in them (Esser 2005b: 30). This symbolic significance of age markers beyond their pecuniary relevance makes them an effective regulatory device (Kohli 1993). Besides, the functioning of age thresholds is far easier for citizens to grasp than the technicalities involved in pension rules, such as discounting and indexation. In short, the normative-age-boundary hypothesis asserts that the statutory normal retirement age serves as a genuine benchmark for retirement preferences.

H5b: The normal retirement age of pension schemes exerts an influence on retirement norms, over and above the inherent monetary incentives.

In this context, it is important to clarify that the early retirement incentives manifest in pension schemes are, in principle, independent from the fixation of a normal retirement age. Of course, empirically, there is a large degree of co-variation, but theoretically, identical incentive schemes can exist that define different normal retirement ages.28 However, the same is not true for eligibility ages, which are a crucial element of early retirement incentives. In contrast to H5a, the emphasis on the saliency of the normal pension age implies that H5b assumes only a loose association between pension incentives and retirement attitudes.

The notion of “early exit culture” has not only been associated with social-security incentives (H5a) but also with the impact of labour market conditions on retirement attitudes. In fact, according to a simplified version of the revealed-preference theorem, a high level of unemployment indicates that people have an average reservation wage that is higher than the market wage. Insofar as unemployment and retirement from a purely economic point of view are similar states of inactivity, this revealed-work-preferences hypothesis posits,

H6: Norms of late exit are negatively associated with the unemployment rate.

It was already suggested above that the life course approach conceptually relies on the various interactions among the triad of institutions, attitudes, and behaviour. Accordingly, another mechanism by which attitudes towards retirement can vary internationally is mere convention. Analogous to Weber’s ideal type of traditional action, the idea here is that people affirmatively adjust their work-related norms and values to the life course patterns that they observe among previous generations. Then we should find at the macro level that the molding of retirement age norms at a particular moment is a function of antecedent retirement behaviour of older cohorts. In technical terms, this would mean that country differences in age norms can be explained by a lagged effect of the effective retirement age.

H7: Retirement age norms follow the retirement behaviour of the foregoing generation.

The bottom-line of this age-norms-as-conventions hypothesis is that, everything else being equal, age norms may simply change because of the changing retirement practices in foregoing generations of retirees. In this view, the expansion of early retirement as a behavioural regularity – which in turn may be due to an exogenous shock, like a shift in pension rules – induces a persisting change in retirement preferences. Perhaps it is this peculiar mechanism that the evasive label “early exit culture” would actually fit best.

However, there are some pertinent counter arguments to the above hypotheses. Accordingly, in spite of the interrelatedness of formal and informal institutions, norms concerning the life course are not susceptible to direct political regulation. Neither can age norms be expected to simply adapt to behavioural patterns of the past. For example, Esser (2005b: 30–33) finds no evidence to support the idea that either welfare state generosity or high unemployment among the elderly would go along with a widespread preference for early exit from work.

Moreover, in spite of some responsiveness to material incentives, it seems reasonable to assume that cultural norms of aging are relatively inert (Mortimer et al. 2005). The effect, if any, that institutional opportunity structure has on social beliefs and values is probably indirect and lagged rather than direct and immediate. Hence, the social expectations around retirement likely reflect, at most, a skewed image of the socio-economic circumstances of the past. In conclusion, the question of the strength and immediacy of institutional impact cannot be decided on theoretical grounds but must be submitted for empirical testing in the remainder of this chapter, bearing in mind the expected collinearities between age norms, institutions, and behaviour.

4.4 Data and Methods

4.4.1 Data and Sample

In its third round, the European Social Survey (ESS) featured a rotating module on “The Timing of Life,” which consists of a series of questions on age-related attitudes. Interviews were conducted between August 2006 and December 2007. The ESS’s strictly comparative survey design converts this prize-winning survey project into a particularly well-suited data source to study age norms in a multi-country framework.29 Besides asking for the respondents’ opinions on earlier life events, such as parenthood or employment entry, there is also a set of questions on retirement transitions, which will be used in the present analysis. The sample is restricted to respondents in the 14 participating Western European countries: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Great Britain, Finland, France, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland.30 Eastern Europe is not considered here for the reasons explained in the introductory chapter.

Only respondents aged 50 and above are selected in the sample because previous research had shown that attitudes towards retirement are not well-defined among young and middle-aged persons, who are often ill-informed about pension issues. Dealing with cross-sectional data, it was further found to be preferable to exclude the oldest interviewed respondents from the sample in order to limit any bias resulting from period effects or differential mortality. In consequence, the final sample comprises all respondents born between 1930 and 1957. As the present analyses put a major emphasis on the gender divide, it is very convenient that all ESS questions related to age norms were posed to men and women separately. For this purpose, a split-ballot procedure with random assignment was used. That is, one half of the respondents (men and women) have been asked about their attitudes concerning men’s life transitions and the other half, on women’s.

To start with, the module includes the question, “In your opinion, what is the ideal age for a man/women to retire permanently?” In case of doubt, retirement is specified by the interviewer as giving up paid work. In the words of Settersten and Mayer (1997), the ideal age of retirement counts as an optimal age norm, as it comprises notions about the “best” or “preferable” age to experience a particular life event. However, such optimal age norms are not necessarily closely linked to actual behaviour (Marini 1984). Instead, prescriptive and proscriptive age norms are likely more relevant , as they entail “shared expectations about when certain transitions `should´ or ‘should not’ occur” (
Settersten & Mayer 1997: 242). Proscriptive norms regarding the timing of retirement are captured in two other items from the ESS module analysed below. They ask respondents the ages before which someone is too young to retire permanently and after which one is too old to work. In detail, one question reads, “Before what age would you say a man/woman is generally too young to retire permanently?” It captures the view of the respondents on the youngest appropriate age for retirement. Correspondingly, the oldest appropriate retirement age is asked for in the following question: “After what age would you say a man/woman is generally too old to be working at least 20 hours a week?”

Together, these three items appear as appropriate tools for the measurement of the concept of interest, i.e. social norms of aging. By explicitly referring to the generalised other, the wording of the latter two items is clearly focused on age-graded social norms as opposed to narrowly-defined individual preferences. The question on the ideal age, by contrast, has a more personal focus that likely entails individual work orientations. Jointly, these instruments are qualitatively superior to those used in most of the previous literature on retirement age norms, which were almost exclusively based on questions regarding the ideal or optimal age. As an analytical apparatus in the context of this study, they are still limited, though. Ideally, additional survey questions would make explicit reference to the personal situation of the respondent (Hakim 2003). In this way, the analyst would be able to isolate external social norms from internalised norms, thereby obtaining a richer picture of individual attitudes towards retirement. For the class-analytic research questions dealt with in this chapter, it would be particularly desirable to differentiate the items not only by gender but also by occupational groups.

4.4.2 Statistical Model

This section discusses the nature of our three dependent variables,31 and sets out the reasons for choosing a tobit censored regression model for the multivariate statistical analysis. In principle, the three dependent variables are interval-scaled and thus susceptible to analysis through simple OLS. In the introduction to this survey section, respondents were told to give an approximate age for each of the items, and interviewers were instructed to ask for a specific age when respondents answered with an age range. This procedure thus yielded point data for the majority of respondents. However, a serious shortcoming of applying the standard linear model to the data in hand arises from the considerable share of nontrivial non-response, e.g. people answering with “never too old” on the question when a man is too old to work or “never too young” in response to at what age one is too young to retire (see section 4.5.1 below). There are some cases coded as “should never retire permanently” in response to the “too young” and “too old” questions, also, and for each item, there are a minority of respondents (less than 1%) who answered that one “should never work/be in paid work.”32 In OLS, all these observations would either have to be dropped or imputed, thereby losing valuable information conveyed by these extreme responses.

A more elegant approach is offered by the tobit regression framework. The tobit model refers to a family of estimators particularly designed for corner solutions or censored dependent variables (cf. Breen 1996; Long 1997: chap. 7; Wooldridge 2006: chap. 17). It was developed by the economist James Tobin (1975), who was confronted with a strong lumping of the distribution at value zero when analysing the consumption of durable goods. The intuitive assumption of the model is that there actually exists a true value corresponding to the censored cases that we are unable to observe. In technical terms, the method amounts to estimating the regression coefficients for an underlying latent variable rather than for the observed values. This is achieved by, in the words of its inventor, “a hybrid of probit and multiple regression model” (Tobin 1958: 25).

In the present case, the two-limit tobit model (Long 1997: 212) will be applied. It represents an extension of the simple tobit model for cases in which the dependent variable is subject to both an upper and a lower limit (Rosett & Nelson 1975). Given the lower and upper boundaries τL and τU, our observed dependent variable y is determined by
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We observe the latent variable y* directly only if it falls between the two limits, and we otherwise observe either τL or τU. Thus, our sample is split into three fractions. Correspondingly, the likelihood function includes three components: one for observations censored from below, one for observations censored from above, and one for non-censored observations. Long (1975: 212) shows that the logarithm of then becomes
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where and F refer to the normal cumulative density function and the normal probability function respectively and σ is the standard deviation of the error term.

As Rosett and Nelson (1975: 142 f.) set out, this function has the desirable property that the exact non-limit (out of bounds) values of y do not have to be known provided that we know the limits of . It can be maximised using the Maximum-Likelihood estimator. In the present application, it has been chosen to treat responses as point data in the interval ages of 40 to 80. Correspondingly, “never” answers are treated as either censored from below (“should never work”) or from above (“never too old to work”) respectively. At the same time, this method implies a straightforward handling of outliers, hence avoiding a distortion of the results by a few deviant cases.33

Note that the interpretation of tobit regression results can be undertaken by reference to different marginal effects, depending on which elements of the likelihood function are of greatest interest. In the present case, the fraction of censored cases is quite limited, such that the predicted scores on the underlying latent variable are actually corresponding quite closely to the point data directly observed in years of age. Therefore, in the discussion of the findings below, the coefficients are displayed as per unit changes in the assumed underlying continuous variable, which, for simplicity, are also referred to as years. It should also be noted that standard errors are corrected according to the stratified sample design using the clustered sandwich estimator and that weights are applied in order to correct for unit non-response.

4.4.3 Operationalisation of Micro-Level Variables

With regard to the right-hand side of the equation, there is a great variety of factors that may theoretically be related to retirement-related norms and preferences. The next two sections set out the operationalisation of the covariates of interest as well as of the included control variables. Note that all missing values have been imputed using multiple imputation and that standard errors of all presented estimates have been corrected accordingly.34

Social class: Social class is measured according to the European Socio-economic Classification (ESeC). The coding of social class is based on the characteristics of the main job for the employed; otherwise, and this mainly applies to the retired respondents, the basis is the last job held. See section 3.2.2 for further details.

Age: It is a recurrent finding that preferred work-exit age is sensitive to age (Engstler 2004; Esser 2005b). In particular, people tend to mention a later retirement age as they age themselves. This could be explained by learning processes. Indeed, it seems reasonable to assume that once people approach retirement they form more realistic beliefs about the possibilities and financial implications of retiring early and hence adapt their expectations to the perceived income constraints. Age is measured in the ESS on a monthly scale; it is implemented into the model in both linear and quadratic form in order to account for possible non-linearities.

Employment status: Employment status is an important determinant of retirement norms and preferences. From a revealed preferences perspective, we should expect unemployed persons as well as homemakers to have a lower work attachment than employed persons. For retirees, in turn, the work attachment could depend on the very experience of retirement. For instance, it has been shown that many people live a honeymoon phase of increased life satisfaction immediately after retiring.

However, this regressor is potentially endogenous because people with a lower work attachment are also more likely to be retired at any given moment. Thus, the coefficients from of a simple regression would be biased. The problem of causality is manifest in all analyses of the linkage between attitudes and labour market participation (Fortin 2005). The possibility of circumventing this caveat using an instrumental variables estimator has been explored but was eventually discarded. The reasons are twofold: firstly, this quasi-experimental approach relies on identifying at least one valid instrument. Such a variable needs to be correlated with the endogenous regressor, conditional on the other covariates, but must not be causally related with the error term of the outcome equation. Yet, it proves to be a nearly impossible challenge to find such an exogenous variable, and all the more in a cross-sectional data set. In the present example, the factors that enter the selection equation (here, factors that predict employment status) also influence the population outcome equation (here, attitudes towards retirement).

Secondly, even if it were possible to fix the obvious endogeneity with respect to employment status, the very same problem would still be present for most of the other variables of interest. For example, it was mentioned above that social class is potentially endogenous to retirement preferences, because the choice of a profession is also a choice of a particular career path. Educational and job choices are a function of one’s early life work-leisure preferences in the first place. Here, as in the vast majority of sociological research settings, we are utterly unable to neatly model the underlying process in terms of strict causality. Given this situation, the attempt to adjust the employment status coefficient would only conceal the basic constellation of mutual causation and omnipresent endogeneity. Instead of estimating causal effects, the more modest objective here is to identify the conditional expectation function (cf. Ichino 2008; Angrist & Pischke 2009: 29-40), i.e. the model that gives us the best predictor of our dependent variable.

Health: The respondent’s health status is captured through a dichotomous variable indicating if self-perceived health is less than good. Evidently, ill health increases work strain and strongly increases the risk of early exit. To a certain extent, health differences are thus also captured in the respondent’s employment status. However, it is reasonable to expect that deteriorating health does not lead to immediate retirement but will often first be reflected in the intention to withdraw soon. Among retirees, similarly, worsening health is probably subjectively associated with the work biography. It would not be surprising if under these conditions, people re-evaluate their retirement decision, wishing they had withdrawn earlier.

Trade union membership: The effect of belonging to a trade union can reflect two distinct mechanisms, namely a selection effect and a causal effect. Both point in the direction of early exit. Firstly, the decision to sign up for trade union membership is likely to be driven by a critical attitude towards the employment relationship. The labour movement is founded on its opposition to the capitalist organisation of work, and trade unions have been involved in a class struggle with employers for centuries. Therefore, the average unionised worker is likely to seek earlier retirement than non-unionised employees. Secondly, being a trade union member strengthens the position of workers in the firm. We therefore expect union members to be able to achieve more favourable conditions for early retirement than non-union-members.35 To the extent that work-exit norms are affected by rationalisations of the foreseeable timing of retirement, this should result in the greater approval of early work withdrawal among unionised workers.

Education: In nearly all empirical studies on normative issues, education is one of the strongest single predictors. However, the precise mechanisms through which education matters for work-related attitudes are not well understood (Ortega & Polavieja 2012). Educational attainment might affect retirement norms through its relationship with labour-market position, but this dimension should be captured more adequately by class membership. Education is nonetheless of genuine importance here because a higher-level education translates into a later entry into paid employment. To the extent that work-related norms are conditional on the duration of careers, the length of the educational career should be positively associated with norms of late exit. A high number of working years, which itself is unknown in the data set, may also go along with diminishing motivation and growing weariness of work. Correspondingly, years of full-time education rather than level of education is here used in the operationalisation. What is more, it is possible that a better education leads to more egalitarian gender norms. Anecdotal evidence suggests that a more liberal world view goes hand in hand with a longer time spent in modern educational systems. Hence, education should play a crucial role to the extent that age cultures are influenced by gender and family norms. Of course, gender norms target not only female but also male behaviour. Nevertheless, it can be be argued that the male life course is a less contested normative construct than the female life course. As a consequence of rapid change and greater heterogeneity in women’s career patterns, we should thus expect education to be a stronger predictor for age norms related to women’s retirement than for those related to men.

Job quality: The expected effect of social class is arguably partially linked to differential working conditions and job satisfaction. For employed respondents, information on job satisfaction is available in the ESS and will be used to scrutinise the social mechanism by which social class affects retirement preferences. Three variables have been selected: satisfaction with one’s job is measured on a scale running from zero (“extremely dissatisfied”) to ten (“extremely satisfied”). Respondents are further asked how much of the time they find their job (a) interesting and (b) stressful. Answers are given on a scale from zero (“none of the time”) to six (“all of the time”). The latter variable is entered in both linear and quadratic form in order to detect non-linearities: more stressful jobs might also be more stimulating and therefore more attractive (Blekesaune & Solem 2005).

Family of origin: In sociology as well as in psychology it goes unquestioned that most social and moral norms are formed in early childhood and adolescence (Marini 1984). Accordingly, the family of origin plays a major role in shaping the individual’s primary orientations and values. It follows that it might be relevant for retirement attitudes, too. Therefore the model controls for the father’s level of education and for the mother’s employment status when the respondent was 14 years old as proxies for family background effects. A working mother should lead respondents to give a higher retirement age norm for women. As no detailed information on parents’ occupation is available, the father’s level of education is used as a proxy for class origin.

Other covariates: Household income is measured in natural logarithm form using an equivalence scale of the square root of the household size. The number of grandchildren is taken into account, because their presence may provoke the wish to retire earlier. Furthermore, family situation is included, measured as a set of dummies that simultaneously captures marital status and the partner’s employment status (if present).36 This variable is intended to account for the attitudinal dimension of coupled retirement dynamics (see section 3.1.4). Accordingly, we expect to observe the interdependence of retirement attitudes in the household, i.e. a retired spouse should lead to lower work attachment.

4.4.4 Operationalisation of Macro-Level Variables

Change and level of pension wealth: As discussed above (see section 2.2), pension wealth measures the present value of pension-benefit entitlements, taking account of discounting, mortality and indexation of pension payments (for a formal definition cf. OECD 2005a; Queisser & Whitehouse 2006a). From a micro-economic labour-supply perspective, it provides an adequate measure of the incentives scheme an average earner faces at the end of working life. Two measures derived from this concept are used here, both of which are provided by Edward Whitehouse (2006) in a special draft issue of the OECD’s Pensions at a Glance series: namely, the change in pension wealth as a consequence of postponing retirement from age 60 to 65, measured as a percentage of individual earnings, and the level of pension wealth at age 60, expressed in multiples of individual earnings. The indicator is calculated on the basis of the pension rules effective during the early 2000s. However, this kind of reference period gives only a rather crude orientation of the legal conditions, as pension rules typically change gradually and apply differently to different social groups (depending on cohort, sex, occupation, etc.). Some imprecision notwithstanding, this measure can be regarded as the single best comprehensive indicator of the relative generosity of pension systems towards early retirement available for a large number of European countries.

Normal and minimum pension age: Pension systems also differ with respect to statutory retirement ages. Although in most countries the normal pension age for the cohorts in our sample was still 65, there a few exceptions to this: it was higher in Norway (67 years) and in Ireland (66 years), while the official retirement age in France was still only 60 years. The minimum age refers to the earliest age at which a public old-age pension can be drawn upon. On this variable, country variation is larger. Early retirement provisions exist partly within the regular old-age pension system, partly as separated schemes. Moreover, not all countries offer the possibility to be eligible for an old-age pension before the normal retirement age. Early eligibility ages, within this definition, vary between 55 and 65 years. Neither unemployment nor disability benefits are taken into consideration here.

Average age of retirement: It has been argued above (H7) that the average exit age from the labour market in a given country can have an impact on individual retirement norms and preferences. To test if age cultures depend on the actual age of work withdrawal of the foregoing retirement cohorts, macro-level data on country-specific retirement ages are inserted into the multivariate regression model. The variable, which is taken from the OECD, is coded such that each individual is assigned the average retirement age for the year when he or she turned 50 years of age.37 For example, to the oldest cohort, which was born in the year 1940, corresponds the average retirement age of the year 1990.38 By means of this lagged variable, the impact of the behaviour of the foregoing retirement cohort can be accounted for in the regression, while avoiding endogeneity. Even though this is a macro indicator, there is considerable intra-country variation owing to cohort differentiation. As set out above (see section 3.3.1), the OECD retirement-age indicator is based on aggregate cohort-adjusted time-series data from national labour-force surveys and considers labour market withdrawal between age 40 and age 80.

Unemployment rate: The unemployment rate is the most commonly used indicator for labour market conditions and will be employed in this study to test H6. I use data provided by Eurostat within the framework of the sustainable-development indicators. The main advantage over the comparable OECD data is that the Eurostat database allows better targeting the relevant age group, namely the 50–64 year olds. It is based on the standard ILO definitions and refers to the average of the years 1996 to 2006.39

4.5 Descriptive Findings

The following section explores the pervasiveness of age norms and the variability of these norms across various socio-economic dimensions by means of summary statistics. For the calculation of means, imputed values have been used for “never” answers (see foregoing section).

Table 4.1
Summary Statistics, Retirement Age Norms, by Gender.
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Source: ESS 3 2006; * weighted means.

4.5.1 First Evidence: Too Young to Retire? Too Old to Work?

Table 4.1 gives an overview of the three items relevant for retirement. Recall that the sample comprises respondents between 50 and 77 years of age in the Western European countries participating in the third round of the European Social Survey in the year 2006. In general, the data show that age norms are favorable towards early exit from work. While the mean ideal age for retirement is 61 years and four months for men, it is two-and-a-half years lower for women (58 years and nine months). As for the lower retirement age boundary, the mean response is 52.8 years among men but only 50 years among women. The gender gap for this proscriptive age norm is thus wider than for the ideal age; but the largest gender difference is found for the age after which a worker is considered too old to retire. While the mean response for men is 64 ½ here, women on average are held to be too old to work already when reaching the age of 60 years.

Most importantly, retirement age norms in Western Europe prescribe an earlier retirement for women than for men. In line with hypothesis H3a, norms of retirement seem to reflect the gendered nature of labour market participation. In each of the three dimensions, there is a highly significant difference between male and female age norms of retirement.

Equally remarkable is the orderliness of these norms of career exit. For both women and men, the mean ideal age for retirement lies between the age before which one counts as too young to retire and the age after which one counts as too old to work.40 But the ideal age lies much closer to the latter than to the former, especially for women. In fact, for women there is only one year between the ideal age for retirement and being too old to work. Given the fact that not many old-age pensions allow for eligibility before age 60, it appears that for women there is a particularly narrow age corridor in which economic conditions and social norms of aging coincide.

It is worth examining the response patterns in more detail. Figure 4.1 shows the distribution of responses on the ideal age for retirement in histogram form.

A first thing that catches the eye is the strong concentration of answers at single ages. With respect to men’s retirement, about one-third of respondents said the ideal age was 60 years and more than every fourth situates it at 65 years. Overall, more than two out of three respondents put the ideal age of retirement for men between 60 and 65 years. There are few people that mentioned a lower ideal age. Analogously, less than 10% of respondents name an ideal age above 65 years. For women, although the modal answer – 60 years of age – equally comprises a third of respondents, the ideal age of retirement is slightly less uniformly defined. This is mainly due to a higher share of respondents that situate the ideal age for female below 60 years, most of whose responses cluster at exactly 55 years. In turn, only one in seven respondents set the ideal age of retirement for women at 65.

Figure 4.2 shows the distribution of people’s opinions about the earliest appropriate age for retirement. Remarkably, there is less consent on the lowest appropriate retirement age than on the ideal retirement age. The dispersion of age categories is much greater. For men, still, 68% of the given answers are concentrated between 50 and 60 years. While the most frequently mentioned minimum retirement age for both men and women is 50 years, there are also important gender differences.

Particularly, early retirement is generally found to be more appropriate for women. Put another way, nearly 60% of respondents expressed the opinion that a woman is not too young to retire at 50 years of age; including a considerable proportion (10%) who think that a woman is never too young to retire. Although this could in principle also be the manifestation of a very liberal world-view (i.e. rejection of age norms), the fact that this response was clearly rarer for men than for women indicates its meaning as a gendered norm against the late retirement of women.

Turning to the third and final retirement age-norm item under analysis, figure 4.3 shows that roughly four out of five respondents agree that someone is too old to work when he or she is over 70 years old. With regard to men’s exit from work, the most common answer is that one should leave the job by age 65, but interestingly another sixth of the respondents think that working until 70 is just fine. Overall, more than 40% of respondents do not think that a man over 65 is too old to work, whereas only one out of four do so for women. Nevertheless, almost 15% support the opinion that women are never too old to retire, a slightly larger proportion than for men. On the other end of the spectrum, less than 30% gave a maximum retirement age for men below 65 years, whereas the majority of respondents did so for females. The modal age for women’s latest retirement is 60 years.
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Fig. 4.1 Ideal Age for Retirement for a Man/Woman.
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Fig. 4.2 Age Before which a Man/Woman is Too Young for Retirement.
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Fig 4.3 Age After which a Man/Woman is Too Old to Work.

One general finding from the analyses so far is that people think of the life course in strongly quinquennial terms. Despite the openness of the survey questions, there is a massive clustering of answer at quinquennial ages. This pattern highlights the fundamental insight that social aging is a non-linear process. It also points to the relevance of institutional effects. Since eligibility ages in most European pensions systems have been fixed at 60 and/or 65 years, the normative age boundary of retirement – as a mental reference point – also tends to be situated at these particular ages. Modern retirement as a status configuration appears to be shaped by the benefit rules of the welfare state.

Another striking piece of information is the relatively low share of people who were unable or unwilling to provide a valid answer to the analysed survey questions. The low incidence of non-response underlines the salience of age norms. Even when including all “never” answers, missingness is still surprisingly modest, with rates being somewhat higher for female than for male retirement norms. The weighted proportion of respondents who gave an answer that is quantifiable in years is 84.4% for men’s ideal retirement age and 76.7% for women’s ideal retirement age. Among the two other items the corresponding share is similarly high: 85.8 and 74.8% for the age before which men and women respectively are too young to retire; 80.9 and 75.8% respectively for the age after which men and women become too old to work. Note that the comparatively low number for men on this variable is due to the many respondents stating that men are never too old to work.

Those numbers are considerably higher than those reported by Settersten and Hagestad (1996) (see section 4.2). In all likelihood, this discrepancy is related to the fact that the Chicago study used by the authors included adults from all ages. Only a third represented persons aged older than 50. Among the missing values are probably a considerable number of people who believe that the adequate timing of retirement depends on individual circumstances.

Overall, the high degree of social consensus expressed in the response pattern supports the hypothesis that age norms of retirement are highly pervasive. At the same time, age norms about men are more widely shared than age norms about women. On all three items the variability of answers is larger when the focus is on female labour market participation and non-response/indifference is higher. This can be interpreted as the normative analog of the fact that female career trajectories are still less standardised than male ones. Moreover, proscriptive norms are less generalised than the optimal age norm expressed in the question on the ideal retirement age. People seem to have more consensual opinions about which retirement age they prefer than about which retirement age they do not approve.

As an interim conclusion, the data give substantial credibility to the age-norm hypothesis (H1b) and the ageism discourse, because a large majority of West Europeans indeed hold explicit retirement age norms. Nevertheless, the configuration of age norms does not unambiguously identify one particular year in life as appropriate for retirement. Instead, there exists a rather broad age span for adequate retirement timing that ranges over 10 to 15 years. This heterogeneity could lead some observers to deny the existence of age norms on the basis that retirement attitudes are not universally shared. However, age tolerance is clearly bounded. For instance, the findings show that 80% of respondents agree that someone is too old to work when he or she is over 70 years old. And nine out of ten respondents agree that a man is too young to retire before age 40.

When comparing the three normative dimensions of retirement, it is significant that the norm on the oldest age for retirement tends to fall precisely into the age range that according to policy makers should be the normal time to retire in the near future. This makes the variable particularly interesting for further investigation. This age deadline is also closely related to the debate on age discrimination at the workplace. By contrast, the norm on the youngest age seems less relevant, as few people can afford to retire this early anyway. Moreover, the adopted definition of retirement does not contemplate work withdrawal before age 50. It was already mentioned above that the behavioural relevance of the ideal age for retirement is doubtful. Besides, there is very little variation in this variable. Therefore it appears that the most socially pertinent age norms are captured by the perception of someone being too old to work. The following analyses will thus concentrate on the latest appropriate age for retirement.
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Fig 4.4 Mean Responses, Age Norms of Retirement by Country, Men.

4.5.2 Age Cultures Across Europe

Figure 4.4 shows mean values of the various retirement-norm items across countries. The bars show the range between the youngest and oldest age of retirement in the respective country, and the markers indicate the average ideal retirement age. In line with the age-culture hypothesis, the data reveal important country differences for male retirement norms. On the upper end of the scale, Norwegians on average said that a man is only too old to retire at over 67 years old; on the other extreme, the French think the same about men older than 61 years.

It is easy to identify regional clusters in the country rankings. Not surprisingly, the Nordic countries are to be found in the upper section of the panel, although Finland curiously scores more than two years lower than its Scandinavian neighbors. Great Britain and Switzerland are characterised by a late-exit culture, while Ireland figures near the non-weighted country mean of 65 years. The mean response on the latest age for retirement is similarly at intermediate levels in Germany, Austria, and the Netherlands.

With their very low work attachment, France and Belgium stand in quite remarkable contrast to the other continental European countries. The picture of the Mediterranean countries generally reveals a high acceptance of early exit for men: Spanish respondents hold age norms that are consistently below average. Portugal shows the greatest age tolerance in this country comparison, scoring lowest on the youngest age for retirement but average on the oldest age. In this sense, we observe the most pointed age norms in Ireland, where the normatively defined age corridor for retirement stretches only over about seven years.

For women’s retirement (figure 4.5), retirement age norms take lower values everywhere. Besides, inter-country variation is larger. France and Belgium again form a separate cluster, which is situated at more than two years below of any other country. According to Belgian respondents, a woman is too old to work after an age of 55 years.41 And for the average French respondent, a woman is not too young to retire at 48 years of age.

The Nordic countries clearly lead the country ranking, although the gender difference is also considerable here. Unlike for male retirement norms, Finnish respondents do not differ as much from their Scandinavian counter-parts with respect to latest age for leaving the labour market, although they are significantly more open to early retirement for women. For female retirement norms, Switzerland ranks only in the middle section of the European country ranking, exhibiting a similar profile to Germany. The Anglo-Saxon countries score about average, too.

Besides, it is remarkable that inhabitants of the Mediterranean countries – commonly characterised as extremely gendered societies – do not seem to hold particularly discriminatory attitudes towards women’s retirement. Instead, both Portugal and Spain rank somewhat higher than with respect to male retirement ages. The contrary is true for the Netherlands and Austria, where the gender gap seems to be particularly pronounced.
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Fig 4.5 Mean Responses, Age Norms of Retirement by Country, Women.

Age norms for women’s retirement are linked to the prevailing gender norms in society. Where traditionalist family values are still dominant, women’s employment is seen critically in general, hence the low support for late retirement. Accordingly, a low score on these survey items may not only be driven by a high affinity for early retirement in general but also by gender norms. The greater cross-national variation for female retirement ages suggests that countries differ more with regard to gender norms than with regard to their retirement norms proper. Notably, France and Belgium – and not the Mediterranean countries – are the societies with the greatest gender disparities in retirement age norms.

4.5.3 Age Norms, Gender, and Social Class

On the micro level, we are primarily interested in two sources of variation: gender and social class (see sections 4.1 and 3.1.5). Fortunately, the data in hand allows for a twofold analysis along the gender dimension. Above, we already looked at the gender difference across the target sexes of retirement age norms (i.e. differences between the age norms targeted at men and women). The main finding was that age norms in European societies favor an earlier retirement for women.

Table 4.2 facilitates a more differentiated view, taking account of the sex of the respondent. The emerging picture is varied. On the question of whether a man or a woman counts as too young to retire, there are no significant differences between male and female respondents. Neither is this the case with regard to the ideal retirement age for a woman or the oldest retirement age for a man. That is, men and women largely agree on these issues, and crucially, neither of the two sexes has more gender-egalitarian attitudes. Since women are accordingly supposed to exit the labour force earlier than men, the gendered age-norm hypothesis (H3a) finds clear support.

Table 4.2
Mean Response (weighted), Age Norms by Sex and Target Gender.
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Source: ESS 3.2; author’s calculations.

The data also show that male and female respondents held significantly different opinions on certain issues. This is the case for the age after which a woman is too old to work, as well as for the ideal age for retirement for men. According to women, women become too old to retire at a later age than the age at which men think women are too old to retire. Notably, this is exactly the opposite pattern to the one posited by the preference-theory hypothesis (H3b). However, the other two questions regarding women do not reveal significant differences in opinion according to the sex of the respondent. At the same time, women regard a slightly higher age as optimal for men to retire than men themselves. The gender gap for the oldest retirement age for men is at the edge of being significant, at the 5% level.
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Fig. 4.6 Age After Which a Man/Woman is Too Old to Work, by Class.

In sum, it appears on the basis of these descriptive statistics that most women have internalised social norms prescribing gender-differential labour market participation as much as men. The evidence does not support the view that men have the more gender-discriminatory opinions, or that men and women have antagonistic world views. Gender differences are more subtle. On the one hand, women give themselves more time before they consider themselves too old for work than men give them. On the other hand, women consider the ideal retirement age of men to be higher than men themselves consider it to be.

Figure 4.6 shows mean responses on the oldest appropriate age for retirement by social class and gender. It makes palpable the pronounced class differences in age norms. The maximal class differential is more than three years. Moreover, it shows that social class is also an intervening variable in the gender-attitudes relation, although a lower retirement age for women is found appropriate among all classes.

By and large, the specificity of skills is positively related to a norm of late exit. In detail, the higher and lower salariat, as well as farmers, are most supportive of a long working life for men. Somewhat surprisingly, the petty bourgeoisie scores lower, despite the fact that the self-employed are generally associated with a high work attachment. Skilled workers have the lowest affinity to late retirement, even lower than their semi- and unskilled colleagues. Those in intermediate occupations, as well as low-skilled service employees, exhibit average attitudes towards late exit for men.

The gender gap is considerable among members of all classes. This consensus on gender-specific retirement norms is a telling piece of evidence. Within these limits, the gender gap is nevertheless contingent on class membership to some degree. With farmers, we find the greatest gender disparity: while placing the latest age for retirement for men at age 65, for women, they situate it at only 58 years. By contrast, for skilled workers, the gender differential is much smaller, as norms on men’s and women’s retirement converge at a low level. Notably, the perceived difference between male and female retirement is also small among the petty bourgeoisie. Otherwise, the class-graded pattern of female age norms is close to the pattern of male age norms.

As set out in section 3.1.2, the fact that age norms vary to some extent according to social groups lines up with the conception of age norms as local norms (Bicchieri 2006). The gendered pattern of responses is a manifestation of precisely this specificity of age norms for different target groups. Admittedly, though, one shortcoming of the preceding analyses is that other population characteristics and target group characteristics are inevitably confounded. In the case of the social-class differences examined here, the analyst cannot know with certainty to what degree people’s own disposition enters into their survey responses. This caveat, which also applies to the following regression results, refers back to the difference between internalised social norms and work orientations (cf. section 3.1.5). Put another way, given the data in hand, it is impossible to ascertain how much respondents give their opinion of the “generalised other” and how much they evaluate their own situation. The measured impact of socio-economic characteristics on age norms (other than gender) can correspondingly be interpreted in two different ways: either we deal with differences in social norms for distinct target groups or we pick up patterns of heterogeneous work orientations.

4.6 Determinants of Retirement Age Norms at the Micro Level

4.6.1 Modelling Strategy

In the following, the determinants of retirement norms and preferences will be assessed in a censored regression framework. The analysis deals with social norms concerning the oldest age of retirement, which have been identified as the most relevant of the variables available in the ESS. The estimations are carried out for age norms targeted at men and women separately.

In order to scrutinise the influence of social class, three different model specifications will be presented for two different sample populations respectively: the first model for the full sample includes the main variables of interest – sex of the respondent and social class – alongside most control variables, including country dummies; in an attempt to cope with the potential endogeneity of employment status, the set of employment-status dummies is entered into the regression equation in a second step. To scrutinise the effect of social class, the covariates income, years of education, trade union membership, and health status are introduced separately.

A second set of models is presented for the subsample of employed respondents only, as it can be expected that the determinants of retirement preferences are not the same for working persons as for those outside the labour market. After starting again with a parsimonious model, the job-related variables, such as income and education, are entered. Focusing only on employed respondents allows the inclusion of variables related to work satisfaction and the quality of the job in the final model specification.

4.6.2 Empirical Estimation Results

Table 4.3 displays the results from the multivariate two-limit tobit regression model concerning the age-appropriate retirement behavior of men. Interestingly, female respondents turn out to hold retirement age norms targeted at men that are significantly higher than those of their male counterparts. When controlling for their other socio-economic characteristics, women situate the moment when a man becomes too old to work about nine months later (on the latent underlying variable) than men themselves. This result goes beyond the descriptive findings above, where the sex differential for the variable in question was only at the border of significance.

The estimations substantiate that social class affects retirement norms. Members of the service class are significantly more supportive of late retirement for men than routine workers. The marginal effect is quite sizeable. Besides, the two classes of self-employed and small employers appear to hold similar attitudes. The finding of an influential class effect corroborates the above results based on the bivariate association.

In the second model, the newly entered employment status variable in fact turns out to be correlated with retirement preferences. Overall, the non-employed are more supportive of early retirement than the employed. The negative effect is strong among the unemployed, who remain at 1.5 years below the working population with respect to their support for late exit; retirees are equally in favor of men retiring early. These findings are in line with a revealed preference perspective, yet they cannot be interpreted causally, as selection effects are likely to be at work (cf. section 4.4.2).

Table 4.3
Tobit Model, Age After Which A Man Is Too Old to Work, Micro.
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Source: ESS 3 2006
* p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01

Class effects are hardly affected at all by the inclusion of employment status. It is confirmed that the higher and lower salariat have a much higher work attachment at the end of working life than unskilled workers. The magnitude of the effect amounts to about 20 months. It is worth noting that the attitudinal difference between the salariat and working class also remains significant after the inclusion of other job-related characteristics in the full models 3 and 6. There are no appreciable differences with respect to retirement age norms for men between the remainder of the class categories, however. That is, among the bulk of lower- and middle-class dependently employed, ranging from unskilled blue-collar workers and lower sales and service personnel to lower technicians and intermediate service occupations, we find no further internal differentiation in terms of attitudes towards men’s retirement.

Among the job-related variables entered in the third model, only being a member of a trade union accounts for a significant difference in age norms concerning men’s exit from work. Concretely, trade union members rate at one year below non-union members. The coefficient corresponding to years of education yields the expected positive association, but it is no significant predictor of retirement attitudes beyond class membership.

Likewise, neither household income nor health status at the time of the interview seems to matter. In terms of the social mechanisms behind class effects, it can be concluded that the specific occupational work experience as well as peer-group and selection effects likely account for the lion’s share of the class effect in retirement attitudes.

Besides, the household context exerts a non-trivial influence on retirement attitudes. We observe the predicted “joint lunches” effect, i.e. a low commitment to late exit among people whose spouse is retired. By contrast, the socio-economic situation of the family of origin does not play a major role, and the presence of grandchildren is not noticeable in retirement attitudes either.

The second set of regressions exclusively analyses the retirement age norms of employed respondents. This yields some additional insights. The initially observed differences between the service class and unskilled workers are larger among the economically active than within the full sample. Further, skilled manual workers display an even greater propensity to retire early than unskilled manual workers. The former situate themselves at more than two years below the latter. Again, the inclusion of other job-related characteristics in model five does not much alter this pattern of class regularities.

Another interesting deviation from the full sample (comprising all respondents aged 50 or more) takes place at the household level. Specifically, the “joint lunches” effect, the increased preference for early exit among married persons with a retired spouse, is amplified. Accordingly, the linked-lives effect is of far greater magnitude for the employed than for the inactive population. More, married people with an inactive spouse seem to share a similar attitude. For those who never married, interestingly, men only become too old to work two years later than in the views of married people with a working spouse.

The last column of table 4.3 shows the results from a model that includes a series of job quality variables. Yet, all turn out not to be statistically significant. Given the strength of class effects, this is a puzzling result that stands in opposition to the argument that classes differ in their retirement preferences in part because of diverse working conditions. Upon closer observation, however, it turns out that class differentials on the three job-quality variables are actually very small. This ambiguity is broadly in line with previous research, which found inconclusive class differences in job satisfaction (Svallfors 2006). It can be argued that this is due to the adaption of expectations (Grint 2005). Satisfaction with work does not depend solely on the objective quality of work but also on subjective expectations and the reference group for inter-subjective comparisons (Svallfors 2006: 42). In spite of having a less interesting job, workers may not have a negative perception of their work if they do not expect anything more from their employment (cf. Grint 2005). Albeit not being captured by job satisfaction measures, differences in work conditions can still have an unobservable effect on retirement preferences. In any case, the concept of social class involves more than working conditions (cf. section 3.3.2).

The regression results regarding attitudes towards women’s retirement, shown in table 4.4, differ in some respects. Particularly for social class, the effects are markedly stronger. The difference to routine workers is much larger now for the upper and lower salariat as well as for the petty bourgeoisie. For instance, large employers and professionals think that women become too old to work more than three years later than unskilled workers. Moreover, we now find statistically important effects also for intermediate occupations and higher-grade blue-collar workers, that is, for the two classes with a mixed employment relationship.

Again, the class effects on age norms hardly change when controlling for employment status. And as with norms for men, the diagnosed class effects for women are only to a small extent attributable to education, income, or trade union membership. There is only a weakly significant income effect, which is positive and explains some part of the difference between the service and the working classes. In line with expectations, poor health translates into a more favorable opinion of early exit for women.

The sex of the respondent is also a significant determinant of age norms concerning women’s retirement. Given the general normative consensus on gendered retirement patterns revealed above, the greater prevalence of late-exit norms among women is a striking finding. While at face value the difference between men and women was one year (see 4.5.3), the effect under ceteris paribus conditions is between one-and-a-half to two years. In other words, the fact that women give themselves more time before getting too old to work than men give women is even more remarkable given their socio-economic profile, which would generally suggest a greater approval of early exit from work. The sex-based difference is much greater than for norms directed at men’s retirement. Based on this evidence we reject the preference-theory hypothesis (H3b).

Table 4.4
Tobit Model, Age After Which A Woman Is Too Old to Work, Micro.
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Source: ESS 3 2006
* p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01

Additional information on the gender nexus is conveyed by the coefficients corresponding to family situation and employment status in the second model. It turns out that homemakers – who are predominantly female – express an extremely low approval of late exit among women. Respondents with a retired spouse – and the majority of those were in this instance female – hold age norms that are particularly in favor of early exit of women from the labour market. Together, these findings thus point to a considerable degree of heterogeneity among women concerning their retirement preferences. Nevertheless, the findings displayed contradict the suggestion by Hakim that the majority of women – the adaptive group in her typology – do not have strong work attachment.

A father’s level of education significantly impacts attitudes towards women’s retirement. The pattern is linear and positive. Evidently, the family of origin plays an important role for gender norms, even among people aged 50 or older. Children of fathers with higher education think that women become too old to work more than two years later than children whose father has less than primary education (some 18% of the respondents in the analysis sample). Given the high degree of social immobility in Western European societies (Erikson & Goldthorpe 1992) and the strong class effects found in the present analysis, it is evident that family origin exerts a very strong effect on respondents’ views regarding retirement. Against prior expectations, the earlier labour market activity of the respondents’ mothers has no effect.

The results from the second set of models for employed persons do not diverge much from the full sample. Unlike for male retirement norms, class effects for female retirement norms are now slightly weaker among the working population. It could be speculated that this reflects a cohort effect in gender norms that tend to become more egalitarian across all social classes. For men, the “joint lunches” effect, regarding the presence of a retired spouse, is more salient among employed than among non-employed respondents. The reason behind the negative effect for widowed respondents is not obvious.

In contrast to previous studies (Neugarten et al. 1965; Esser 2005b), age seems not to be particularly relevant for either male or female retirement norms. This divergence from earlier findings probably owes itself to this study’s looking exclusively at the 50-plus population. Among those in the second half of their lives, age is not a main driving force of retirement attitudes. Unfortunately, the cross-sectional nature of the data set does not allow for a distinction between age and cohort effects.

Overall, although the findings from the bivariate analysis concerning social class are largely confirmed for men, multivariate regression pinpoints an even more important role of class regarding work exit norms for females. Class membership not only affects work orientations but also gender norms.42 Therefore, the classed-age-norms hypothesis is supported. In contradiction to the individualisation hypothesis, social-class membership proves to be important in shaping retirement age norms, most clearly along the broad distinction of service class versus working class.

The country coefficients in tables 4.3 and 4.4 roughly correspond to the descriptive findings discussed in section 4.5.2. In light of significant country effects, often of large magnitude, the age-culture hypothesis is again underpinned in the multivariate framework. Considering the particular effects, the results by and large confirm the conclusions from the descriptive analysis above. The next section analyses cross-national variation in age norms in detail.

4.7 Determinants of Age Cultures at the Macro Level

4.7.1 Modelling Strategy

In this section, the macro determinants of age cultures are assessed more closely. Since a dynamic approach would require longitudinal data, country-level institutions are here assumed exogenous.

The preceding analyses have been conducted for a sample composed of the birth cohorts 1930 to 1957. Unfortunately, reliable indicators about the monetary early retirement incentives for a large number of pension systems are only available for men. The best pension-wealth measure to date is provided by Whitehouse (2006) (see section 4.4.4 above). It is problematic to apply this central indicator to the older cohorts in the sample, however, because it only reflects the legal situation around 2004. For example, the oldest persons in the main sample are born in 1930, and consequently turned 60 in 1990. But given that there have been reforms of the pension system for early exit in many countries since the 1990s, these retirees often faced different financial conditions in their retirement decision than those born later. Therefore, I decided to exclude the oldest respondents from the sample used for the macro-level models. In detail, the following analyses are restricted to those respondents born later than December 1939, that is, those born from 1940 to 1957.43

While estimating the impact of macro-level factors, all micro-level variables discussed above are simultaneously controlled for. Results are readjusted to give each country equal weight. By cancelling out compositional effects, this procedure facilitates an assessment of the leverage of institutional and structural factors at the country level. As before, the analysis proceeds in various steps in order to gain an impression of the possible causal mechanisms involved.

The discussion of macro-level results starts by evaluating the impact of pension-system generosity on age cultures. The first model specification introduces the OECD pension-wealth measures that capture the early retirement incentives inherent in European public pension schemes. Next, the early and normal-retirement age boundaries are introduced to the model. The third specification adds the unemployment rate in each country among senior workers, aged 50 to 64 years, in order to assess the importance of labour market conditions. Finally, the fourth model taps into the question of interdependent age cultures and retirement behaviour by introducing the mean retirement age at the time respondents turned 50. To this purpose, the variables referring to individual age have to be dropped from the last specification.

4.7.2 Empirical Estimation Results

Table 4.5 shows the estimated effects of the macro factors from the tobit censored regression model. The models in the first column test how far pension-wealth measures alone capture the observed cross-country variation in age norms. It turns out that the variable containing the change in pension wealth due to postponement of retirement from age 60 to 65 returns the hypothesised positive sign, but this effect is not significantly different from zero. For the average level of pension wealth at age 60, in turn, we expected a negative relationship. Again, the empirical evidence supports the direction of the effect, which, however, stays below conventional levels of statistical significance for both sample populations. As for the preference-regulation hypothesis, if individuals form their preferences as a function of their opportunity structure, the effect is not strong enough to pass the t-test.

As a next step, I introduce the normal and minimum age of retirement. The results indicate that the higher the official retirement age of a pension system, the greater the support for norms of late labour-force exit in a society. To be more specific, one additional year in the normal statutory pension age increases the age of being considered too old to work by almost one year. Among the employed respondents the effect is somewhat weaker. There is no significant association to be found between the earliest age for retirement permitted by a country’s pension system and the age of being considered too old to work.44

Table 4.5
Tobit Model, Age After Which a Man Is Too Old to Work, Macro.
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Source: ESS 3 2006
* p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
Note: All models include full list of micro level variables (cf. Table 4.3).

Judging by these findings, age thresholds are the single most influential features of pension systems when it comes to international differences in retirement preferences – more important than discount factors and replacement rates. Therefore, the normative age boundary hypothesis (H5b) finds support, adding a caveat to the preference-regulation hypothesis (H5a).

The explained variance of the regression models is exceptionally high, especially when considering that attitudes are usually much less susceptible to statistical explanation. Although the used pension-wealth variables should be fairly good proxies for the differential incentives provided by public old-age-pension systems, they are nevertheless imperfect measures. Moreover, it should be kept in mind that both the variation on these variables and the country sample size are low. Nevertheless, the empirical evidence makes it appear likely that institutionalised age markers indeed exert an impact on age cultures that is independent of monetary incentives.

In the third column of table 4.5, the level of unemployment in a country is added to the regression equation. The revealed work-preferences hypothesis (H6) to be tested implies that higher unemployment among elderly workers translates into lower retirement age norms at the societal level. The model returns the expected negative coefficient. But the effect is small enough not to be significant. This result is independent of the employment status of the respondents, although the coefficient is somewhat bigger among the labour-force population. Apparently, it is not only because unemployment is higher among elderly workers that people change their views on the adequate timing of retirement. People do not seem to adapt their work attitudes simply according to labour market conditions. In short, evidence is not supportive of the revealedwork-preferences hypothesis.

By accounting for the average age of exit from the labour market, the fourth model finally addresses the interdependence between institutions, behavioural regularities, and age norms. The association of the mean retirement age of the foregoing cohort with current views on late retirement is markedly strong. A one year difference in the average age of retirement corresponds adds eight to nine month to the age at which someone is regarded as too old to work. This lends tentative support to the age-norms-as-conventions hypothesis (H7). Holding constant the incentive structure of the pension system and the unemployment rate, the average retirement age of the foregoing cohorts stands in close relation with retirement preferences. Insofar as the other macro variables validly measure institutional characteristics and labour market conditions, it can be speculated that there is some traditionalism in retirement age norms. However, it has already been mentioned above that the model estimates for this variable do not allow for bold causal claims. In any case, the results demonstrate that, at face value, people’s opinions regarding the timing of retirement follow a conventional pattern to a considerable degree.

4.8 Summary

Age norms of retirement are real. The empirical evidence presented in this chapter leaves little room for doubt that the majority of Western Europeans aged 50 or older hold stylised retirement age norms. Probably as a consequence of the long-lasting trend towards early retirement, older workers’ attitudes are today mostly favorable of early exit from work. At the same time, social norms prescribe clear age boundaries for the transition from work to retirement. Very early or very late exit from work is considered inappropriate.

The analyses have furthermore shown a considerable degree of social diversity. For a considerable minority, a conventional work biography ending with retirement at 65 still functions as a binding normative reference. Of course, this minority is not a random sub-group of the elderly population. Instead, the pervasiveness of age norms corresponds to robust empirical regularities.

In essence, retirement preferences are manifestations of class-graded work orientations and gender roles. The central relevance of social class for retirement age norms leads to a rejection of the second-modernity hypothesis, which posits the disappearance of traditional class disparities with regard to life-style preferences. Instead, class remains a crucial driving force of age norms towards work and retirement. Remarkably, this result stands in contrast to previous research, which could not find significant class disparities (Esser 2005). The main divide is between the salariat and the working class. In detail, service-class employees and the self-employed consistently favor late retirement. With respect to male retirement norms, they approve of a later exit from work than any other occupational group. Skilled manual workers stand out for displaying an exceptionally weak labour market attachment at the end of working life. The analyses revealed even sharper class disparities in relation to female retirement norms.

With regard to the comparison of men and women, the empirical analyses point to a complex pattern of gendered retirement attitudes. As expected, early exit from work is generally considered more apposite for women than for men. Moreover, women largely agree with men that lower retirement ages are appropriate for women than for men. When looking at each sex separately and controlling for socioeconomic characteristics, however, women show greater approval for a long working life than men. The fact that this is true for norms directed towards men and women alike runs counter to Hakim’s “preference theory.” At the same time, however, the great heterogeneity established for women’s age norms is well in line with her account. Working women’s remarkable approval of norms of late exit is contrasted to inactive women, who exhibit a clear preference for early exit from work. In conclusion, it appears that there is no global gender effect; some women subscribe to traditional gender roles (like most men do), while some are even more work-centered than men.45

As for the interaction between class and gender it is noteworthy that female-dominated service jobs mostly show a low level of work attachment. An affinity towards early exit from work is thus by no means limited to the male-dominated blue-collar jobs. Correspondingly, the blue-collar–white-collar distinction is not the most pertinent criterion for explaining heterogeneous retirement preferences. Instead, within both domains, the specificity of skills is fundamental, and class ordering in retirement norms depends on the target gender. For the working population, the affinity towards early retirement is equally pronounced among the intermediate administrative occupations and lower service employees as it is among manual workers. Looking at the entire population aged 50 or older, it can be concluded that – in accordance with class theory – the type of employment relationship is the decisive criterion for the structuring of social norms directed at female retirement.

The interpretation of the observed class-attitudes relationship put forward here assumes an important role for class-dependent work experience. Accordingly, social classes partly differ in their views on the timing of retirement because they work under very diverse conditions, which lead to diverging work satisfaction. However, this social mechanism could not be empirically reconstructed, as model estimations remained inconclusive with respect to job-satisfaction variables. The main reason for this is that objective job quality and the subjective evaluations on behalf of workers do not coincide. Nevertheless, the theoretical relevance of social class goes beyond the issue of working conditions, the central dimensions being asset specificity and the nature-of-employment relationship, which clearly exerts a strong impact on norms of late exit from work. In conclusion, the influence of social class on retirement age norms seems to stem from the difference between contract and service employments as well as from skill requirements and the workers’ positions in the command structure.

In comparative perspective, the presented evidence reveals huge variation in age cultures across Western European societies. It was confirmed that the cross-national diversity in age norms corresponds with the relative generosity of pension systems towards early retirees. On a closer look, however, it could be shown that this association is mostly due to the age boundaries prescribed by pension regulations. The clustering of responses at quinquennial ages likewise highlights the normative salience of institutionalised retirement ages over and above financial incentives. This incentive-incoherent “customary retirement age effect” even convinced orthodox economists of the existence of social norms for retirement. Astonished, Gruber and Wise (2004b: 13) acknowledge: “Since age sixty-five is the normal retirement age, many employees may think that sixty-five is the age to retire.” Analogously, tentative evidence suggests that mere conventionalism may shape people’s views on the appropriate age for retirement. The observed behavior in the foregoing generations yields a significant partial correlation with retirement attitudes. As for the level of unemployment, the results are ambiguous. This puts into question the related revealed-preferences hypothesis, according to which high unemployment leads older workers to prefer earlier retirement.

In sum, the country level remains a major leveling field for age norms of retirement. The configuration of national pension systems has emerged from the analyses as the most relevant macro-level determinant of retirement attitudes. Due to their signaling power, the age boundaries of the pension systems function as normative guidelines in retirement planning, over and beyond the inherent monetary incentives. Due to data limitations, the macro-level regressions could only be estimated for male age norms, however, limiting the scope of the findings. Moreover, it was impossible to discern age and cohort effects.

Overall, the (comparative) study of the age norms of retirement has proven a fruitful endeavor. In particular, the class gradient in age norms detected in the present study not only fills a gap in this specific literature but also calls into question conventional wisdom concerning the importance of monetary incentives in retirement behavior. Econometric approaches to retirement nearly exclusively make the assumption of a homogenous preference function. The foregoing analyses have shown, however, that modelling class-graded norms and preferences can help to further disentangle the structure-agency nexus in retirement timing. Employing empirical data on norms and preferences in the analysis of life course transitions emerges as a particularly promising research agenda.



27 See section 3.1.5 for details on the employed terminology.

28 To illustrate the argument that the statutory pension age is essentially a reference point for benefit calculation, imagine two pensions systems, A and B. Both are identical, except that A foresees a normal retirement age of 65 years and B of 66 years. Let us assume that both have an adjustment factor of 5 percent for each year of retirement before the normal retirement age. For the sake of the argument, let us further ignore inflation, taxation, pension benefit indexation, and mortality. Under these conditions, if B offers pension benefits at the normal retirement age of 66 years that are 5 percent higher than they are in A at age 65, the economic incentives for early exit in A and B are in fact the same while having different normal retirement ages.

29 The ESS won the 2005 Descartes Research Prize. For further details, see the web page of the project: <www.europeansocialsurvey.org>.

30 The sole exception is the Cypriote respondents, who have been exempted from the sample because the macro indicators applied in the second part of the analyses were not available for Cyprus.

31 Scaling analysis revealed that the three items on retirement attitudes do not measure the same thing.

32 For illustrative reasons, these response categories have not been itemised in the descriptive figures of section 4.5.1.

33 For the ideal age and the age after which one is too old to work, those narrowly defined outliers represent less than 1% of the valid responses. In case of the age before which one is too young to retire, there are 3% and 7% of outliers for women and men respectively (most of them below the 40 year threshold).

34 Specifically, the imputation procedure employs Patrick Royston’s ice module for Stata, cf. Royston (2004).

35 If, on the other hand, the worker would like to stay longer on the job, trade unions can be expected to advocate the rights of the worker, thereby protecting them from involuntary early exit (Teipen 2003).

36 Civil partnerships are treated as equivalent to marriage. The employment status of the partner distinguishes between active (working or unemployed and actively looking for job), retired, and inactive (unemployed and not looking for work, homemaker, retired, or other).

37 The equivalent indicator by Eurostat provides information on average retirement ages only from the year 2001 onwards.

38 As the measurement relies on quinquennial age groups, in this example the indicator would in fact be based on the labour-force surveys 1985–1990. As the German data refer to East and West Germany together, this data is missing for the five years after unification. The value for 1996 has therefore been imputed to the cohorts 1940–45.

39 For the years prior to 1996, much data was missing in the data base. In the present operationalisation, the only missing data points were for Norway for the years between 1997 and 2003, which have been imputed using the mean of the adjacent data points.

40 Note that the means of the latter variable are slightly downwards biased due to the imputation of “never” answers.

41 A somewhat odd pattern emerges for Belgium, as well as the Netherlands and Ireland: the mean age for a woman to be too old to work is lower than the respective mean ideal age of retirement. It is noticeable that this occurs only in countries with highly gender-segregated labour markets, but the reasons are unclear.

42 Because of space limitations, no interaction effects of class and gender are presented. In further analyses not shown here, it turned out that the only class effect that was crucially mediated through the sex of the respondent relates to farmers. While farmers did not differ significantly from routine workers in their opinions on the age at which women become too young to retire, the marginal effect was as large as four years among female farmers only. Curiously, a similar pattern could be found among male farmers and their opinion on the retirement of men. It appears that both male and female farmers would like to work longer than their spouses find appropriate.

43 Robustness checks have been conducted to verify that this sub-sample responds to the same micro-level regularities as the full sample. Deviations are negligible.

44 Further analyses (not shown) indicate, however, that the youngest age of eligibility is positively related with the age of being considered too young to retire. On this item, the normal statutory pension age, conversely, does not yield a significant association.

45 Note, however, that the analyses compiled in this chapter did not assess Hakim’s more controversial claim that preferences would be more important for behaviour than institutional constraints.


5. Differential Retirement Behavior in Western Europe: Social Stratification and Cross-National Diversity

5.1 Introduction: Examining Retirement Behavior

The second chapter of this study presented a set of theoretical approaches to retirement processes and discussed the implications for the cross-national and social diversity of retirement timing. Drawing on selected approaches from the literature, chapter three introduced an analytical framework for the study of retirement behavior. On this basis, this fifth chapter gathers evidence concerning both macro- and micro-level variation in retirement behavior in order to evaluate the empirical substance of the discussed theoretical premises. Data are taken from the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE), thereby guaranteeing a maximum degree of cross-national comparability.

Looking for answers to the main research question of this study, the first objective of this chapter is to establish the social mechanisms underlying retirement behavior at the individual level, especially in terms of class and gender differences. Some years ago, Kohli and Rein noted that “to the extent that access to the pathways is distributed unevenly, the outcomes are also pertinent to social stratification” (Kohli & Rein 1991: 27). In this vein, I examine the degree of accessibility of the various pathways into retirement for different social groups, particularly with respect to gender and class membership. Secondly, the chapter compares the patterns of exit from work between different Western European societies. Here, the objective is to link potential regime similarities in individual behavior to institutional and structural factors. A series of event-history models is estimated for this purpose with a large-N sample comprised of respondents from 11 European countries.

Throughout the chapter, a focus is put on deepening our understanding of how micro-macro linkages (see section 3.2.2) shape the regularities of retirement behavior. Moreover, by identifying the pertinent patterns of social stratification in retirement processes in Western Europe, the analyses shall also provide a benchmark model against which to evaluate the detailed findings of the country case studies in the later chapters of this study. The central research interest is on current retirement processes rather than on trends of social change.

In detail, the chapter proceeds by formulating a set of hypotheses regarding retirement ages on the basis of the analytical framework put forward above and the findings of chapter 4. The subsequent section characterises the data material and sets out the modelling strategy. It also evaluates different measures of retirement age and explains the operationalisation of the variables of interest. The fourth section starts the examination of the empirical evidence, highlighting the high degree of social diversity in retirement patterns. Then, the core findings of this chapter are gathered on the basis of a set of event-history models that estimate the impact of socio-economic characteristics on the timing of work-exit transitions. Next, we take a closer look at the question of how well international differences in retirement fit the predictions of the welfare-regime approach. Moreover, special attention is paid to country-specific idiosyncrasies, both in terms of micro-level differences and in terms of class composition. The final section summarises the main findings and draws some conclusions for the remainder of this study.

5.2 Hypotheses

Based on the choice-within-constraints approach outlined in chapter 3, the following sections derive a series of testable hypotheses that shall subsequently be confronted with the empirical evidence.

5.2.1 Individual Variation

Gender

As outlined in the third chapter, the difference between the retirement behavior of men and women can be thought of as the result of two social mechanisms: one related to gendered opportunity structures (constraints), and another related to gender-differential norms and preferences (choice). Firstly, a gender effect is likely to come about through women’s lower human capital and lower position in the occupational hierarchy. Less-skilled workers are more likely to be made redundant. As far as push factors are concerned, the disadvantaged job situation of women should thus result in a lower retirement age.

Gendered preferences and age norms of retirement (cf. section 3.1.5) may reinforce this pattern. We have seen in the previous chapter that norms of aging prescribe a lower retirement age among women than among men. Although women find a later retirement appropriate for themselves than men do for women, the retirement norms held by women are overall more favorable of early exit than those held by men. Gendered norms of aging can also restrict women’s employability because of ageism on behalf of the employer. Thus, gender differences in norms and preferences lead us to expect a lower retirement age of women. Yet, the leverage of this effect will generally depend on the degree of latitude in retirement decisions.

Moreover, it has already been mentioned in section 3.1.4 that women are more likely than men to retire in order to care for frail relatives. Although the organisation and intensity of unpaid care work varies across societies, women can generally be expected to be more likely than men to leave the labour market for reasons related to caregiving (Ruhm 1996; Kim & Moen 2002). Again, gender and family norms play an important role here (Haberkern 2009). In conclusion, the first hypothesis regarding gender differences is:

H1a: Women retire earlier than men.

A contrary effect can be expected from the perspective of old-age income adequacy. Since the employment careers of many women are interrupted for childcare and other domestic responsibilities, their expected pension incomes are lower than those of men (Ginn & Arber 1996; Jefferson 2010). Higher incidence of part-time work and the gender pay gap exacerbate this disadvantage (Ginn & Arber 1993). On the one hand, this disadvantage represents an incentive to work longer, especially for divorced or widowed women who lack a husband’s contributing to the household income with his wage or pension. On the other hand, it is more difficult for women with fragmented working lives to qualify for public early retirement benefits, which often require a minimum number of pensionable years. Similarly, many women are not covered by occupational pension schemes (Ginn & Arber 1993). In brief, pull factors should induce later retirement of women because of their shorter employment careers.

Another mechanism is potentially relevant for women’s retirement behavior: many women return to work in the empty nest phase, but many married European women never return to work (Anxo et al. 2007). According to the adopted conventional definition of retirement (cf. section 3.3.1), only those persons who have been working beyond age 50 enter the target population. Correspondingly, it has been observed that the age of retirement and labour-force participation rates do not necessarily move in the same direction (Gendell & Siegel 1992). Many inactive women are not “eligible” for retirement, as they leave the labour market too early. Since traditional housewives are excluded, retirement analysis is subject to a selection process that, according to human capital theory, can be expected particularly to affect low-skilled women (Dahl et al. 2003: 193). Vice versa, there is a self-selection of employment-centered women in the sample. In sum, structural gender differences point to a higher retirement age of women. We therefore formulate a competing hypothesis concerning the gender effect:

H1b: Women retire later than men.

The literature has paid more attention to the first hypothesis than the second. However, which effect dominates is an empirical question. Because of institutional filters, such as gender-graded pension legislation, we expect the gender-retirement nexus to differ across countries. Everything else being equal, countries with a lower pension age for women are likely to be characterised by a traditional gender divide in retirement. Conversely, according to the selection argument, we would expect women to work relatively longer in countries with high female inactivity.

Social Class

Class membership, like gender, can be associated with two constraints as well as with preferences (cf. section 3.1.5 above). The most important constraints in retirement behavior stem from limited employability and limited economic resources. On the one hand, the possibility to stay in gainful employment is a precondition of a long working life. On the other hand, the chances to opt for early retirement are conditional on the available income portfolio.

A theoretical overview of expected constraints by class categories is given in table 5.1. The upper service class is naturally mostly free from constraints. Its high private and occupational pension claims allow for early retirement. At the same time, late retirement is possible, as employability is normally high even at an older age. Due to their marked preference for late exit, found in the previous chapter, this is likely to be the most frequent behavior. The lower service class is in a similar situation. But while this group usually does not have to fear unemployment either, their old-age provision is somewhat lower. This makes early exit from work less viable than among the higher service class. On the other hand, in the previous chapter, we detected a less pronounced preference for a long working life among the lower salariat than among the higher salariat.

Intermediate occupations are characterised by a medium level of employment risks as well as a medium level of old-age provisions. People working in these jobs, which are defined by a mixed employment relationship, will encounter financial problems if they wish to retire very early, as long as it is not for disability. At the same time, this class is characterised by a high share of public sectors employees, who have favorable early retirement options once they reach the age threshold of public pension eligibility.

Self-employed persons and small employers can often adjust working hours more flexibly than dependent employees. Therefore, they have the chance to work (at least) as long as they wish. On the other hand, they are often not eligible for a full state pensions, such that welfare in old-age depends largely on private savings. The typical small shopkeeper or farmer will not be able to retire early because of financial constraints. However, there is considerable variation in this class in terms of incomes, and particularly in terms of assets.

Table 5.1
Constraints in Retirement by Social Class for a Typical Actor.
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Source: own elaboration.

The working class is generally defined by high employment risks and a modest income. At the same time, there are some notable differences between the three working-class categories distinguished by the European Socio-economic Classification. On the one hand, low-skilled workers in sales and services carry a somewhat lower risk of health-related early exit than manual workers, because work strain is typically lower. On the other hand, their vulnerability with regard to job loss is lower than for skilled manual workers, because unlike the latter, they are not usually employed in shrinking industries. Conversely, skilled manual workers are normally better paid, and they can often benefit from special pension schemes. This opens up options for voluntary early retirement unavailable for the service proletariat or unskilled workers, who also have been found above to have a pronounced preference for early exit.

Routine workers, finally, are in the worst situation. Their employment risks – both in terms of unemployment and of disability – are high, but their economic resources are limited. If they do not exit the labour market through a disability scheme, it is likely that they have no other choice than working until reaching the official retirement age.46 In the aggregate, this sort of opportunity set should result in about average retirement ages. Table 5.2 gives an overview of these hypotheses (H2) on the association between occupational class categories and retirement behavior.

Table 5.2
Hypotheses – Social Class (ESeC) and Early Retirement.
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Source: own elaboration.

Gender and Social Class

As has been discussed in chapter 3, a heated controversy evolved around the alleged “gender blindness” of class theory (Goldthorpe 1983; Crompton 1989; Sørensen 1994). Gender-segregated labour markets and gender inequality in pension benefits were identified as pertinent issues for analysing differential retirement behavior. The literature has shown how gender stratification takes place in the form of lower pay for equal work for women and in the form of fewer chances to climb up the career ladder than their equally qualified male colleagues (Goldin 1990; Blau et al. 1998; Polavieja 2008). In this chapter, I want to test whether we can also find gender stratification in retirement opportunities. Are women at a higher risk of being pushed out of the labour market as compared to men within the same occupations? In the long run, favorable early retirement conditions for particular groups have often resulted in increased pressure to exit the labour market. It would thus be no surprise that this occurred as well for women who in many countries were able to receive an old-age pension at an earlier age than men. Our next hypothesis thus postulates significant class-gender interactions in retirement behaviour:

H3a: Women exhibit different retirement behaviour than men in the same occupational class.

Apart from a lower retirement age among women than among men when controlling for class membership, we would then expect a greater importance of push factors for women within all classes. As already mentioned, we can also expect to find gender-specific class effects when it comes to choices within constraints. According to the gendered-preferences paradigm, women should have a lower work attachment and fewer career ambitions than men in comparable positions. The previous chapter evidenced that class effects in age norms indeed prescribe a younger retirement age for women than for men. The traditionalist difference in age norms by target gender turned out to be much more pronounced than the reversed effect established for respondents’ sex. In consequence, we would expect women to retire earlier than men, even if there are no serious restrictions in terms of employment chances or financial resources.

Note that a class-gender interaction with respect to agency is not in contradiction with mainstream class theory, which neither postulates nor excludes possible class-attitudes linkages. However, if H3a is supported along the lines sketched above, i.e. with respect to push factors, this would represent a serious caveat on a class-analytical approach to employment constraints, and in fact on stratification theory in general. This is because “class analysis begins with a system of positions, which are associated with a specific historical form of the social division of labour” (Goldthorpe 1983: 467). According to this view, the (dis)advantages that are linked to each class position are viewed as inherent to the relational situation within the occupational hierarchy. While gender may have an impact on access to attractive jobs, the rents connected to these positions should not be dependent of the sex of their incumbent. This line of argument leads us to formulate a competing hypothesis on the gender-class relationship in retirement, which can be called the primacy-of-class hypothesis:

H3b: There are no differences in the retirement behaviours of men and women within a given occupational class.

Household Effects

The majority of Western Europeans between 50 and 70 years are married or in a civil partnership. The coupled-retirement hypothesis states that most couples decide about their respective retirements together (cf. section 3.1.4) and hence that the retirement behaviour of the spouses is mutually dependent (cf. e.g. Ruhm 1996). Accordingly, the fact that one spouse is already retired will prompt the other partner to retire as well. To be sure, this alleged effect is essentially driven by choice. We would thus expect that having a retired spouse leads to a (preference-driven) anticipation of retirement:

H4: The presence of a retired spouse is related to a lower retirement age.

On closer inspection, however, the theoretical case is not clear cut. From a financial perspective, it would rather be better for couples to retire some years apart in order to smooth household income over time. The situation should also be different if one partner has already been out of paid work for many years. In line with role theory, it is not to be expected that people would hasten to change this custom of one partner working at home and one partner working outside of the home. One could even imagine, conversely, that retirement is postponed in order to avoid a revolution of the every-day life routine.47

5.2.2 Comparative Perspectives

Institutional and Structural Factors

The main arguments related to macro-level determinants have been discussed at length in the second chapter. The dimension that has received the most attention is the financial incentives embedded in pension systems. A widely accepted prediction of labour-supply theory is that countries with more generous early retirement benefits will be characterised by lower work-exit ages. Moreover, previous research has pointed to the importance for retirement of other institutional factors, such as unemployment benefits, employment-protection legislation, union density, and the degree of corporatism in wage setting (Ebbinghaus 2006a; OECD 2006b: chap. 7).

It is also widely acknowledged that adverse labour market structures affect retirement patterns from the demand side. Specifically, high unemployment rates, lack of life-long training, and rigid seniority payments have been stressed as factors preventing prolonged careers (Kohli et al. 1991; Blossfeld et al. 2006; Ebbinghaus 2006a; OECD 2006a, b). In sum, there are a whole variety of country-level contextual factors that can be assumed to alter individual retirement behaviour.

It is beyond the scope of this study to test the relative influence of country-level factors in a causal fashion. Instead, the welfare-regime typology serves as a short-hand reference to institutional and structural differences between Western European national states. Specifically, this chapter looks at two of the most prominent macro-level factors: retirement incentives and unemployment rates. Both the rate of unemployment and the generosity of early retirement schemes should be negatively related with average retirement ages.

Table 5.3
Hypotheses from the Welfare-Regime Approach.
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Source: own elaboration.

Welfare Regimes

As explained above, the welfare-regime approach entails a number of expectations regarding national retirement patterns. Arguably, crucial country differences concern the setup of pension systems and the configuration of labour markets, both of which have been central dimensions in the formulation of the welfare regime approach (Esping-Andersen 1990). The fifth hypothesis, which is summarised in table 5.3, follows from this approach. In essence, the regime perspective predicts a U-shaped relationship between the degree of decommodification and age of retirement. Whereas liberal as well as social-democratic regimes retains elderly workers in employment, early exit is widespread in both conservative and fragmented regimes (H5).

Furthermore, Mayer (2001) maintains that the degree of social variability in retirement timing differs widely between regimes (H6). Retirement ages are concentrated in the social-democratic regime because of the equalising effect of the universalist welfare state. On the contrary, retirement timing is expected to be more dispersed in a liberal or conservative welfare regime, where push factors have greater leverage on work-exit patterns. The highest diversity in retirement ages will accordingly be found in the fragmented regime, as a consequence of a marked insider-outsider divide and pronounced gender inequality.

5.3 Data and Methods

5.3.1 Data

The data for this chapter are taken from the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE). This cross-national and interdisciplinary survey targets the European population aged 50 and above. It is being built up as a panel, with two waves available thus far. The list of countries in the first wave includes Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Israel, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland.48 The first phase of data collection took place between March 2004 and December 2005. The interviews were carried out between September 2006 and October 2007.

The sample population covers the birth cohorts 1930 to 1949, which by the time of the first interview, were between 55 and 75 years old. Since SHARE is a panel, a refresher sample was drawn in the second wave in order to counter-weight panel attrition. However, no ISCO codes for previous and current occupations were collected in wave two. Given the central importance of occupational social class in this study, the envisaged analyses are not possible for the refresher sample. Moreover, several other breaks in survey methodology complicate an integrated analysis of both waves. The present study therefore draws on the first wave of SHARE alone.

In accordance with the concept of retirement adopted in section 3.3.1, homemakers have been excluded from the analysis. Although the majority of respondents was already retired at the time of the interview, more than a third or respondents were still in the labour force. The age of retirement is measured using a survey question asked to non-working respondents about the year in which their last job ended. This information was built into a retirement-age variable on a yearly scale and is used as dependent variable here.

5.3.2 Statistical Model

A survival-analytic Piecewise Constant Exponential Model (PCEM) is estimated to examine the influence of the covariates of interest on retirement ages (cf. Cleves et al. 2002; Box-Steffensmeier & Jones 2004; Jenkins 2004; Bernardi 2006; Blossfeld et al. 2007). Respondents enter the risk set when they turn 50. Retirement is defined as the event of leaving the last job for respondents who call themselves retired or disabled as self-assessed employment status. If subjective “retirees” reported 20 hours of paid work or more, they have been coded as active instead. The baseline hazard is defined by the following intervals: ages 50–54 years; 55–59 years; 60 years; 61–62 years; 63–64 years; 65 years; 66–75 years. The choice of the age brackets follows conceptual considerations regarding the most common age boundaries in pension systems and takes into account the structuring of age norms in quinquennial intervals (cf. chapter 4). The number of analysis time dummies were limited for computational reasons.

Note that in proportional hazard models (like the PCEM), estimated covariate effects capture the joint effect of incidence and timing (Bernardi 2001). A higher hazard ratio for group A can either mean that the event in question occurs more frequently than among group B or that it occurs earlier. In the present case, the first source of variation is not very important, since few people are right-censored due to continued work beyond age 75. In any case, the possibility of partly taking account of selection effects via the inclusion of right-censored cases is one of the key methodological strengths of event-history analysis. Although there are virtually no censored cases at the end of the observation time, it is still necessary to assume independent censoring. That is, conditional on the covariates in the model, there shall be no difference between censored and uncensored observations. In the present case, this implies that the younger persons in our cohort 1930–1949 behave just as the older members within the cohort.

5.3.3 Operationalisation of Independent Variables

Social Class: The European Socio-economic Classification (ESeC) is used to examine the relationship between social class and retirement behaviour (cf. section 3.3.2). The class coding is based on the characteristics of the last job (i.e. ISCO-88; employed/self-employed; supervisory status) for retired and unemployed respondents; for respondents who are employed at the time of the interview, it refers to their current main job.

Income: The household income has been adapted from the survey direction of SHARE, which makes this information available in the form of a multiply-imputed variable. Disposing of cross-sectional data only, the usefulness of the information on income sources available in SHARE is limited. In particular, income and wealth levels at the time of the interview do not reflect with due accuracy the economic situation at the moment of the retirement decision. To circumvent potential problems of endogeneity, household income is therefore only included in the form of income quintiles, which within each country, are calculated for the labour force and the retired population separately. The assumption is that despite changes in income portfolios, the retirement event will not alter relative income positions significantly. Moreover, the income position is supposed to be stable after the transition into retirement. Household income includes imputed rents and is adjusted for household size using the square-root equivalence scale.

Household Context: In SHARE, employment status of spouses can be assessed directly, because cohabitating spouses form part of the population sample. Yet as the sample does not only include couples, the operationalisation of spouses’ employment situations have been combined with the information on marital status into a single categorical variable. Moreover, an appropriate measure should capture eventual changes in the family situation, as respondents are followed from age 50 to retirement. Therefore, a set of time-dependent dummy variables was created that reflects the family situation of the respondent at any given moment after age 50. The categories are as follows: Married and spouse employed; married and spouse retired; married and spouse unemployed; married and spouse homemaker; unmarried; divorced; and widowed.49 A missing category furthermore comprises married or cohabiting respondents whose spouses have not responded to the survey’s employment module; it also includes the first spells of respondents who are divorced or widowed at the time of the interview if the divorce or death of the spouse occurred after they turned 50.

Number of grandchildren: All respondents are asked about the number of grandchildren they have at the time of the interview. Moreover, for each of the respondents’ children, it is asked whether the respective child has children of his or her own. If this is the case, the year of birth of the youngest child is also registered. Taking account in this way of grandchildren born after the respondent’s fiftieth birthday, the number of grandchildren can be captured in time-dependent form. However, as only the years of birth of the youngest children of the respondents’ offspring are known, this measure is not totally accurate. It overestimates the number of grandchildren at the beginning of the observation time.

Missing data: SHARE provides a number of multiply imputed variables such as age, household income, and the number of grandchildren. The number of imputations is five, by convention. These variables have been adopted as such. Additionally, most other missing data have been imputed employing a variety of multiple imputation procedures, using Patrick Royston’s module ice for Stata (Royston 2004).50 Eventually, memory-space limitations made it impossible to handle the full dataset when spells were split for survival analysis. Therefore, the fifth imputation had to be dropped. The final analyses were thus conducted using a set of four imputations per subject.

5.4 The Determinants of Retirement Timing in Western Europe

This section examines the individual-level determinants of retirement ages empirically. Let us first have a look at gender. Figure 5.1 shows Kaplan-Meier survival curves for men and women for the pooled sample across the eleven countries examined. Somewhat surprisingly, the curves do not differ all that much. Only after the age of 60 does it seem clear that more men are left in the labour force than women. Otherwise, the female survivor function is close to the male curve.

As the evidence on the basis of the Kaplan-Meier estimates is not univocal, we perform a formal test of the equality of the survival curves. The Cox test shows that women, in all likelihood, do retire earlier than men. With a p-value of 9%, it is legitimate to reject the null hypothesis of non-existent gender difference in retirement timing in Western Europe. However, the significance level is borderline according to conventional standards. We shall scrutinise gender differences in greater detail below.

5.4.1 Survival Analysis: Estimation Results

The estimation results from the PCEM are displayed in table 5.4. The first parsimonious model is intended to show the total effect of social class on retirement behaviour. Besides class and gender, it includes family situation, the number of grandchildren, and the country of residence as control variables. The second specification adds the years of education alongside various job characteristics and the relative income position of the household to the model. In this way, the direct effect of social class beyond important correlated variables, such as income and education, shall be singled out. Since H3a claims that the social mechanisms in retirement transitions differ by gender, the last two models add interaction effects of class and gender. Whereas the third model again explores the total class effect, this time differentiated by gender, the fourth model includes the same set of job-associated control variables as the second. All models control for period effects. The corresponding coefficients are not shown, however. They have no straightforward meaning because the crosss-ectional data set produces a risk set that is unbalanced in terms of birth cohorts.
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Fig. 5.1 Kaplan-Meier Survival Curves by Gender.

Table 5.4
Piecewise Constant Exponential Model (PCEM) of Employment Exit.
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Source: SHARE 1 2004 /05, Rel. 2, own calculations. * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
Note: Coefficients for analysis time and period effects not shown.

Let us begin by considering the hazard ratio of women as compared to men. The result shows that women do not retire significantly later than men. Holding class position and family situation constant, retirement behaviour of the average Western European woman does not differ from the average man. With respect to the competing hypotheses H1a and H1b, evidence is thus inconclusive. Possibly, the two opposed mechanisms cancel each other out. While gender stratification and gendered preferences push women towards early exit, pension constraints and mid-career selection effects pull them towards later retirement. In effect, women appear to behave similarly to men in terms of retirement.

Furthermore, we observe accentuated class differences. In detail, the higher service class and petty bourgeoisie– i.e. employers, managers, professionals, and other self-employed – retire far later than routine workers, who act as a reference group. There are also some less pronounced class differentials between the other classes of dependently employed. Particularly, skilled manual workers, lower sales and service workers, and the intermediate occupations retire even earlier than unskilled workers. The only class that does not differ notably in its retirement behaviour from routine workers is that of lower service-class employees. The evidence presented thus far underpins the argument (H2) that occupational social class plays a significant role in retirement behaviour.

Late exit of the privileged classes is a recurrent finding in retirement research, but its explanation is not univocal. Their peculiar behaviour could be attributed either to the absence of push factors or to a strong work orientation (see previous chapter), which in turn originates in the characteristic high work autonomy. Probably, it is a combination of both. Not based on a work contract, self-employment lends itself especially easily to a gradual transition into retirement. Yet, the overall pattern in retirement timing is not a linear function of employment constraints or skill specificity. Instead, as hypothesised in H2 above (cf. table 5.2), the relationship between the propensity to retire early and the position in the occupational hierarchy describes approximately an inverse U-shape.

Turning to household context, the estimations show that the retirement status of the partner influences retirement behaviour. A retired spouse makes retirement significantly more likely. We thus find H4, the “joint lunches” hypothesis, supported by the data. The effect is as strong as an 80% increase in instantaneous retirement probabilities.51 There is no indication that workers with long-term inactive spouses would postpone retirement. Unmarried, divorced, or widowed persons do not seem to behave differently than married persons with a working spouse. Further, when family information is missing due to the non-response of the spouse, the retirement risk is also somewhat higher – probably because some of the unobserved spouses are actually retired. The presence of grandchildren also significantly increases retirement propensities.52 However, at this stage, we are unable to assess whether this is the consequence of a greater desire on behalf of the grandparents to spend time with them or of differential fertility leading to more grandchildren among respondents with higher employment risks.

In the second model specification, a series of socio-economic characteristics are entered into the equation. Notably, neither class nor family effects are altered in any relevant way, despite the fact that some of the newly-entered variables significantly influence the timing of retirement. Education exhibits a strong and significant negative effect on retirement hazards. The more time people spend in education, the later they retire. By contrast, job tenure is positively correlated with the risk of early retirement. The two effects are to some extent complementary. The longer people have been working for their last employer, the earlier they retire, because access to firm-sponsored early retirement programmes typically depends on tenure. At the same time, the longest working careers are to be found in occupations with low entry ages and few requirements of formal education. Since these are often characterised by difficult working conditions, the risk of early retirement is higher.

The modest magnitude of the coefficient corresponding to years of education should by no means be interpreted as a low relevance of education in general. Instead, the impact of schooling on retirement behaviour is largely indirect, because it is mediated by class membership. In other words, the effect of education mostly takes place in early life, when career paths are chosen. Within given class positions, the direct effect of original educational attainment is limited. In fact, as class differentials are hardly affected by the introduction of job-related variables, the corresponding coefficients in model 2 largely reflect intra-class differences in work biographies. While the evidence concerning tenure suggests that many people are willing to retire early if they can afford it, the class-independent retirement-delaying effect of education may be driven by a specific work ethic, which takes as a normative criterion the total years spent in work rather than biological age.

A larger firm size also increases the likelihood of early retirement. It is not clear whether this is due to push or pull effects, or both. On the one hand, larger firms have greater capacities for early retirement programmes, so their employees have more opportunities for early exit. On the other hand, big companies are often found in the manufacturing sector, which is characterised by high work strain and which, in Western Europe, has seen considerable downsizing during the last decades (Jacobs et al. 1991a; Ebbinghaus 2006a; Hofäcker et al. 2006).

In order to account for divergent pull effects, the model also includes the respective income quintile of the household. Curiously, the only significant difference is between the first and the fifth quintile, with the richest male respondents retiring later than the poorest. This result is surprising given that the incentives embedded in the social-security scheme typically vary according to wage positions (OECD 2005a; Whitehouse 2006). Admittedly, however, as the data do not allow for an appropriate measurement of wages at the time of retirement, this interpretation has to be treated with great caution.

The third and fourth columns refer to a model that allows class effects to differ between men and women via interaction effects. However, a general problem of interaction effects between multiple categorical variables is that the interpretation of results is complicated when based on conventional regression tables. In the present case, the overall effects are obtained by multiplying the respective hazard ratios for the categories of interest. For instance, to compare women in routine occupations (hazard rate=0.924) with women in the higher salariat, this involves calculating the product of three terms (0.924*0.719*0.867=0.576). An added inconvenience is the “reference category problem,” namely, that the calculated standard errors (and corresponding p-values displayed in the table) are only valid for the chosen base category.53 Although the primary analyst is capable of conducting t-tests for each pairwise group difference, it impossible for the reader to formally compare the effects of two categories that are not part of the reference category by inspection of regression tables (Gayle & Lambert 2007). For instance, in the above example, the reader cannot know whether the difference between 0.924 and 0.576 is statistically meaningful. To enable the reader to assess the statistical significance of the differences between the estimated effects corresponding to all possible class-gender combinations, one would need to report the full variance-covariance matrix, containing 120 covariances.

To circumvent the reference-category problem, Firth (2003) has proposed “quasi standard errors” as a tool that facilitates tests of the contrasting effects of categorical explanatory variables. In essence, the method assumes that the betas corresponding to the category dummies are uncorrelated with the respective standard errors. This allows for the summarising of the whole covariance among the coefficients of interest in only as many parameters: the quasi-variances. Although quasi-variances (and quasi-standard errors) are not available in the standard software packages SPSS or Stata, the method is easily implemented in R. Moreover, Firth provides a web-based calculator that can be used for output from other packages.54 Gayle and Lambert (2007) contribute an applied presentation of the method in relation to common sociological research contexts.55

In figure 5.2, the quasi-variance approach is used to calculate 95% confidence intervals – Firth suggests referring to these as “comparison intervals” – of all class-gender combinations. Now we can see clearly that the opportunities and constraints that go along with class position operate largely in the same way for both sexes.56 Among both men and women, workers from the higher salariat and the self-employed are significantly less prone to retire early than skilled manual workers or lower sales and service occupations. One apparent gender discrepancy in class effects is that female routine workers – unlike their male counterparts – do not retire significantly earlier than women in the service class (that is, the above-cited difference is not statistically significant). Women in lower service-class jobs in particular do not exhibit a low retirement rate. This could be due to the fact that many lower-salariat jobs for women are in the educational and health sectors, where the psychological stress is higher than in comparable “male” office jobs. However, this disparity is the only exception. Elsewhere, class effects seem largely gender insensitive. In sum, the findings lend support to Hypothesis H3b, whereas the affirmation of influential class-gender interactions in H3a is partly discredited.

An interim conclusion is that retirement research can profit from the heuristic power of social class as analytical category. On the one hand, the discrete metric of class schemes has the advantage of making regression results more tangible since, unlike income or socio-economic status scales, it refers to concrete groups of people. We have seen that – in line with the hypotheses developed above – position in the occupational hierarchy strongly affects the age of retirement. On the other hand, it has been shown that other job-related characteristics, including income and education, cannot account for the variation between occupational groups. It is further revealed that we are not simply dealing with a tripartite retirement-class nexus, in which the manual workers would retire earliest, followed by all service employees and, finally, by the self-employed, who retire latest. By contrast, it seems that distinctive social mechanisms govern the retirement behaviour of different classes. As postulated by H2, the relationship between retirement propensities and skill specificity describes what is roughly an inverse U-shape pattern.
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Fig. 5.2 Estimated Hazard Rates and Comparison Intervals (Quasi-Variances) in Model with Interaction Effects (All Transitions).

At this stage, however, it is not possible to clearly attribute class effects to push, pull, or soft factors. Is the high risk of early retirement among the low-skilled majorly driven by choice or by labour market constraints? Is the low propensity to retire early among the privileged classes due to the absence of constraints, or to a strong work attachment of the member of these occupational groups?

5.4.2 Divergent Pathways to Retirement: A Competing Risks Framework

The literature has established that the timing of retirement varies greatly between the different pathways available to the actors (cf. section 3.3.1). Therefore, the pathway concept has been integrated into the analytical framework of this study. On this basis, I propose a three-fold typology of transition modalities, which rests on the degree of control and the subjective motivation for retirement:

1. Involuntary Early Retirement: Exit from work without the opportunity to remain in the labour market. The reason is either a low level of employability or bad health conditions. While involuntary retirement usually occurs early the defining characteristic is a low degree of individual control with regard to the possibility of continued work.

2. Conventional Retirement: Direct work-to-pension retirement when reaching eligibility for public old-age pension. This transition modality implies relatively late retirement. The timing of retirement may be driven by financial concerns linked to the lack of eligibility for an early retirement scheme. Alternatively, it can also be driven by preference, in the form of high work attachment or normative commitment to the statutory retirement age.

3. Voluntary Retirement: Work withdrawal as a consequence of an individual decision that gives priority to other life domains, such as leisure or family. Often, voluntary retirement will occur early, but the choice of leaving the labour market can also be taken later. This retirement modality requires considerable latitude in terms of financial resources. Supposedly, workers reject the existing alternative option of continued work.

The three transition modalities are classified on the basis of a question in SHARE on the main reason for retirement.57 Although it was possible for respondents to name more than one answer category as reason for retirement, less than 10% actually mentioned two or more reasons.

The first exit modality – involuntary early retirement – comprises everybody who mentioned “made redundant,” i.e. who lost their jobs, or “own ill health” as the reason for retirement.58 In the case of multiple answers, unemployment or ill health was treated as dominant with respect to the other two modalities. The intention is to subsume under this category all individuals who face severe limitations of their possibilities to continue working. Presumably, workers who exit the labour market via the unemployment pathway, but did so voluntarily by negotiating some form of retirement package, would rather select the answer category “Was offered an early retirement option/window.”

The second destination state of conventional retirement applies to all respondents who exclusively named the eligibility for a public old-age pension as the reason for their retirement.59 That is, this category only applies to respondents who mentioned reaching eligibility for a public pension as the unique reason. When another reason was named, respondents were placed into the corresponding category. Arguably, this answer pattern should capture well the (conscious or unconscious) normative commitment to working until the official retirement age. Moreover, I expect to also capture persons who only retire late because they lack the financial resources to have withdrawn from work earlier. Unfortunately, survey participants were not explicitly asked why they did not retire earlier.

Respondents who said that they retired because they wanted to enjoy life, spend more time with the family, or to retire together with their spouses form the third transition modality labelled voluntary retirement. Also respondents who retired because of ill health of a relative or friend have been placed here. The latter categorisation is certainly debatable, because the need to care for someone is typically a burden. Yet, from an agency point of view, there usually exists the alternative to keep on working and use the wage to pay for professional care. In this sense, the autonomous cluster fits better than the one of involuntary early exit.

The proposed typology, alas, follows a data-driven rather than an ideal-typical approach. The sample size of the data in hand does not allow for further distinctions. For example, the possibility of forming an additional cluster of family-related transitions was explored but had to be discarded due to low case numbers. In consequence, it is clear that this classification cannot map the whole variety of transitions modalities and that some ambiguity remains within the clusters. Nevertheless, the typology discriminates with sufficient rigour between a set of qualitatively distinct transition modalities and arguably represents a good compromise between accuracy and parsimony.

How do the thus-defined pathways differ with respect to empirical retirement patterns? Figure 5.3 shows the Kaplan-Meier survivor estimates for the three transition modalities among current retirees. Since the respective transition patterns for men and women do not differ much, they are plotted together in this graph. We see that the chosen pathway implies different retirement ages. In particular, people leaving the labour market involuntarily via unemployment or disability retire very early. By age 57, half of this group has already exited the labour force. The conventional pathway, i.e. the direct employment-pension transition, is related with the latest retirement. More than half of the people that use this direct exit pathway retire at age 60 or later.

The voluntary type marks an intermediate trajectory, with a median survival time of 58 years. That is, those elderly workers that are in the position to decide about their retirement age with considerable latitude choose an age that is about average. This finding possibly refers back to the configuration of preferences. In particular, the observed pattern is in accordance with the findings from the previous chapter, where it was demonstrated that social norms prescribe a certain minimum age for retirement. In summary, the evidence shows a non-linear relationship between the degree of individual control and the age of retirement.

Figure 5.4 shows the relative importance of the various retirement pathways for men and women in each class. Let us start with the men in the upper panel of the graph. In terms of involuntary exit, the graph reveals a marked difference between the working class on the one side and the service class, self-employed, and intermediate occupations on the other. The former exit the labour market far more often involuntarily than the latter. More than one out of three skilled manual workers retires due to health problems or unemployment, whereas only one out of five service-class employees retire in this precarious way.

With respect to the other two transition modalities, the class clustering is less bipolar and more varied. The salariat and intermediate occupations show a high incidence of conventional retirement. Ironically then, the share of voluntary early exit among the salariat is comparatively modest, at similar levels as for skilled manual and routine workers. Not surprising is the fact that the relative importance of voluntary retirement is highest for the self-employed.

The distribution of pathways for women is illustrated in the lower panel of the figure. Overall, the pattern is similar to the one for men. We find that conventional retirement is the main exit modality for the service class and intermediate workers. Voluntary retirement is very common among female skilled manual and routine workers. Women in skilled manual occupations have a lower incidence of involuntary early exit than men. Women in routine occupations exhibit a high share of voluntary retirement going along with a low share of conventional retirement.
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Fig. 5.3. Divergent Pathways into Retirement.
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Fig. 5.4. Retirement Pathways by Social Class, Men and Women.

Why is voluntary retirement a prevalent main exit mode among working-class women? Dealing with an economically disadvantaged group, it is striking that they frequently leave the labour market voluntarily. It is unlikely that they dispose of some attractive retirement plan. Further in-depth analyses have revealed that family reasons are a factor here. Overall, coupled retirement is the reason for work withdrawal among 4% of women, but only 1% of men. Family-related retirement decisions are a key element especially for working-class women. Instead of working until the official retirement age, it is especially low-skilled women that withdraw from their job in order to retire together with their husbands or to care for a relative. Albeit of limited scope overall, linked lives processes are an important reason for early exit among working-class women.

5.4.3 Class Elasticities in Retirement Timing: Agency or Constraints?

Survival-analytical methods are a powerful tool when dealing with research objects that unfold over time. In this section, a further elabouration of the above event-history analysis by means of a competing risk model shall help to detect stratification processes underlying retirement behaviour. The aim is to “decompose” covariate effects into effects that are due to differences in the opportunity structure and effects that are due to different choices within the given constraints. By disentangling push and pull effects as far as possible, I attempt to address the black-box problem inherent in social class as an analytical category. Building on the presented distinction of transition modalities, the competing risks model distinguishes three possible destination states by way of ideal types.

Note that the standard competing risks model is based on the so-called “independent-risks assumption” (Blossfeld et al. 2007: 101 ff.), which should be kept in mind when interpreting the results. Like other survival models that do not differentiate risk types, the competing risks model assumes random censoring. But now, spells that end in another event are technically treated as censored as well. In detail, for the estimation of the cause-specific hazards (“sub-hazards”) associated with each destination state, transitions to the respective other destination states are censored at the time of the event. The conditional independence of risks implies that for each given risk, the fact that subjects drop out of the risk set by experiencing other cause-specific events is unrelated to the particular risk that is being estimated.

With this caveat in mind, the estimation results from the competing risk models are presented in table 5.5, which shows the risk-specific hazards corresponding to the three transition modalities.

By singling out involuntary early retirement transitions in the first two models of table 5.5, the critical importance of the degree of control over the timing of retirement becomes strikingly clear. In particular, it turns out that compared to routine workers, nearly all occupational groups carry a significantly lower risk of being pushed out of the labour market. Only skilled manual workers exit the labour force even earlier following unemployment or health problems. The empirical ordering of hazard ratios – with the higher salariat and self-employed on the one extreme, followed by the lower salariat, intermediate occupations, and lower service workers – corresponds nearly perfectly to the theoretical ordering of social classes according to employment risks (see table 5.1 above).

On the one hand, the finding of a weak labour market position of blue-collar workers reaffirms the fact that health-related invalidities, which are often a consequence of physical work strain, are very common in manual occupations. Similarly, manufacturing and agriculture are two sectors that have been strongly affected by structural change, which entailed frequent dismissals among manual workers. On the other hand, it is shown that the problem of a low employability of elderly workers is not confined to manufacturing but can also be found to a lesser extent in the lower realms of the service economy. The higher risk of involuntary early exit of skilled manual workers as compared to routine workers could reflect the instrumental use of the unemployment or disability pathways by skilled production workers – an option that is less affordable for routine workers.

In terms of household income, the lower two quintiles of the distribution unsurprisingly face a higher probability of retiring due to unemployment or disability than the members of households with a higher income. Yet, the relationship is not linear but rather bipolar, with the two bottom quintiles carrying a higher risk than the top 60% of the income distribution. Interestingly, the only class effect that can be accounted for entirely by these characteristics is the difference between lower sales/service workers and unskilled workers. As suggested by the rent-based class approach (Sørensen 2000), class positions are obviously defined not only on the basis of different wages but are furthermore related with unequal access to job-related assets such as employment security.

The next two models assess the timing of conventional retirement transitions that, by definition, are triggered by reaching eligibility for a public old-age pension.60 As shown above, this direct transition from employment intoretirement usually takes place rather late, as most public pension schemes do not grant eligibility before age 60 or 65.

Table 5.5
Competing Risks Models of Employment Exit (PCEM).
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Source: SHARE 1 2004 /05. Rel. 2. own calculations.
p<0.1. ** p<0.05. *** p<0.01
Note: Coefficients for analysis time and period effects not shown.

Despite losing some strength, all class differentials persist after introducing a series of covariates related to job characteristics in model 2. The related results are similar to the aggregate model comprising all risks. A better education effectively helps to prevent involuntary early retirement. In accordance with human capital theory, human assets thus turn out to be a safeguard against push factors. As class and income are controlled simultaneously, this finding suggests that productivity is a crucial criterion for employers to select elderly workers for redundancy. A longer tenure and larger firm size likewise increase the risk of experiencing forced early exit from work.

Altogether, the results are roughly comparable to the aggregate (risk-deleted) model. Women and men exhibit similar behaviour, but there are some pronounced class differences. Both the lower salariat and the intermediate occupations retire as prematurely as routine and skilled manual workers. Lower sales and service workers also exhibit a higher propensity to retire early when looking at direct employment-to-pension transitions. Moreover, for the higher salariat and self-employed, we find the usual tendency towards late retirement. Most members of these classes probably withdraw from the labour market only after reaching the official retirement age (65 years for most countries).

Notably, interpretation of conventional retirement is less straightforward than in the latter case of involuntary retirement. On the one hand, we may be dealing with norm-guided decisions to work until the official retirement age. On the other, class differentials in conventional retirement may also emerge as a consequence of income constraints that lead individuals with low pension entitlements to work longer. However, household income in terms of quintiles does not exert a strong effect on the timing of this form of retirement – only members of the richest households differ significantly from the poorest quintile. Moreover, class effects are hardly affected by the inclusion of the income variable. Therefore, an explanation in terms of heterogeneous preferences seems preferable. It seems plausible that intrinsic work orientation is responsible for conventional retirement among the higher salariat and partly among the self-employed.

Model 4 shows that tenure is negatively related to the age of conventional retirement. As eligibility for public old-age pensions usually depends on contribution periods, the positive effect for tenure is not surprising. A person who has worked for a greater number of years qualifies for a full pension at an earlier age. Being employed in a larger firm is also associated with an earlier exit.

Finally, voluntary retirement transitions are analysed in models 5 and 6. This transition type subsumes family-oriented and hedonistic as well as opportunistic work-exit motivations. The model attempts to isolate retirement transitions that are taken with the necessary room for maneuver to make a planned early exit decision.61 Under these circumstances, the lower-salariat and intermediate employees as well as skilled manual workers exhibit a high propensity to retire earlier. In the absence of push factors, routine workers also retire rather late. As in all earlier-examined circumstances, the self-employed retire very late. This propensity for a prolonging working life is in accordance with expectations, given that self-employed workers often exercise relatively interesting jobs. By contrast, the hazard rate for managers, employers, and professionals – members of the higher service class – is surprisingly indistinguishable from that of routine workers. In other words, if routine workers had the same chances of remaining in work, their behaviour would perhaps not differ as substantially from high-skilled managerial occupations. Nevertheless, the higher salariat works until relatively late. Since there is little need to improve income in old-age, long working careers in the higher salariat are probably also due to high work attachment.

For each individual risk type, models with interaction effects have been additionally estimated, analogously to the risk-deleted models above. Not all the results are shown, however, because no new patterns emerged with further scrutiny of two of the three risk types. In fact, the relaxation of the assumption of gender-invariable class effects for involuntary early exit showed that within the same class position, men and women are also subject to the same late-career risks. There are no significant interaction effects. This finding suggests that employment constraints indeed mainly operate on the level of occupational groups. That is, there is no indication of gender-specific processes behind the labour-shedding of elderly workers. Similarly, no important differences in class effects by gender were found for conventional retirement. The social mechanisms connected with direct employment to pension transitions seem to be equivalent across the sexes.

Moreover, the introduction of class-gender interactions in the model for voluntary retirement transitions yields some interesting results. Figure 5.5 contains the estimated hazard ratios and comparison intervals for all class-gender constellations using the quasi-variance method (see section 5.4.1 for details). Firstly, the estimations reveal that female routine workers who opt for early retirement withdraw from their jobs significantly later than their male counterparts. The low retirement propensity of routine jobs in the risk-deleted model (table 5.4) is therefore mainly driven by women. Women in routine occupations also retire later than (male or female) skilled manual workers, employees in intermediate occupations, and women in lower-salariat jobs. Besides, women in lower sales and service jobs exit the labour market relatively late in this way. By contrast, women in intermediate occupations and female skilled manual workers exhibit the strongest propensity to retire early. According to the findings from the previous chapter, this pattern is – at least partially – attributable to a taste for early retirement.
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Fig.5.5. Estimated Hazard Rates and Comparison Intervals (Quasi-Variances) in Model with Interaction Effects (Voluntary Retirement).

Let us also take a look at the results for other covariates displayed in columns 5 and 6 of table 5.5. With regard to income, a curvi-linear relationship emerges from the model of voluntary retirement. The middle income quintile exhibits a particularly elevated sub-hazard, but the members of the second and fourth quintile also tend to retire earlier than individuals from the poorest households. What is more, the estimation results offer substantial evidence that education not only protects against redundancy but also promotes choices in favour of a longer working life. Many years on the job, in turn, are not only a risk for involuntary early exit but also foster the preference for early withdrawal. In this sense, it is to the detriment of low-skilled workers that most pension systems are based on age – and not on working years – as the main criterion for benefit eligibility. The accelerating effect of a larger firm size, which we found in all foregoing models, is also present for autonomous retirement. Larger firms offer their employees better conditions for early retirement, but they are also often responsible for involuntary early exit and tend to cultivate an occupational early exit culture. Nonetheless, class remains a strong predictor of voluntary retirement after accounting for education, tenure, income, and firm size. The salience of class effects in voluntary retirement points to a decisive role of occupational cultures of aging in determining retirement behaviour.

To summarise, the presented competing risks analyses underline the strong impact of class membership on differential retirement behaviour and, hence, support H2. Moreover, they facilitate a disentangling of the mechanisms behind the effect of class. In particular, the findings suggest that some class differences are due to constraints, whereas others are driven by choice. Most occupations are relatively well protected against involuntary early exit when compared to routine production work. The risk-differentiated analysis of retirement timing suggests that many workers retire as early as possible. The lower service class and those in intermediate occupations exhibit a pronounced propensity to leave the labour market voluntarily. Skilled manual workers diverge in their retirement behaviour from routine workers and low-skilled service employees in that they also tend to exit early by choice. This result is in accordance with the findings from the previous chapter, where a pronounced preference for early exit was found for this class. Further, we have seen that a relatively small share of class variation in retirement timing is due to direct transitions into public pension schemes.

In line with hypothesis H1b, the competing risks framework confirms for all transition modalities that there are no significant gender effects when other observable characteristics are controlled. With respect to the intersection of gender and class, we cannot rule out the hypothesis (H3b) that women and men are affected by class-graded employment constraints in an identical manner. In fact, only for voluntary retirement transitions could we find substantial differences between female and male class differentials. It therefore seems that once social class is taken into account, gender effects are due to differential preferences. Family-driven decisions, particularly of working-class women, are arguably a key element in this nexus.

5.4.4 Time-Varying Class Effects

Many empirical applications of semi-parametric event-history models, such as the piecewise-constant or the Cox model, do not satisfy the underlying proportional hazards (PH) assumption, which demands the effects of all covariates in the model be constant over the analysis period. This is equivalent to assuming the same baseline hazard for all individuals, conditional on all variables in the model. The violation of this much-debated assumption can be particularly problematic if it leads to the confusion of timing and probability effects (Bernardi 2001).

For example, in the present application, the PH assumption implies that class effects on retirement transition rates are the same at age 50 as at age 65. However, the models presented thus far do not satisfy the PH assumption. In consequence, what appeared to be a general temporal patterning attributable to non-observables correlated with analysis time (e.g. occupational pension schemes; age-productivity curves) may actually be a time-varying covariate effect that potentially introduces bias. A straightforward way to deal with time-varying covariate effects is to include interaction terms between the covariates in question and some function of analysis of time. Apart from relaxing the overly rigid PH assumption, estimating a model with time-varying class effects has the additional advantage of facilitating an assessment of how the “average” class effects discussed so far play out over the course of late careers.

The first column of table 5.6 reports the results of a model that allows class effects to be different for workers under 60 years of age than for workers aged 60 and over. The specification corresponds to the first model in table 5.4; the baseline hazard is also displayed this time.

The findings show that class disparities in retirement timing are more pronounced before age 60 than thereafter. In particular, the difference between skilled manual workers and routine workers only exists in the “early late career,” but not after age 60. Similarly, after turning 60, the lower salariat do not differ significantly in their retirement behaviour from routine workers. On the contrary, workers active in lower sales/service jobs exhibit a higher retirement rate only after the age of 60. Other class effects are time-invariable: the higher service class and the self-employed have a lower hazard rate both before and after the threshold established at age 60.

The next three columns of the table display the results from a competing risks model with time-varying class effects. Without going into too much detail, it is noteworthy that classes differ substantially with regard to the age at which their risk of involuntary early exit is highest. During their fifties, no class carries a higher risk of forced exit than routine workers. Class-graded push factors are far more salient during the first age decade of the observation window than during the second. From age 60 onwards, that risk is higher among skilled manual workers and lower-grade white-collar workers. In terms of autonomous retirement, it is remarkable that after turning 60, the higher service class has a much higher transition rate than routine workers. That is, once the age of 60 years is reached, the propensity to exit the labour market due to personal or family motivations becomes high among the privileged classes, but not before this symbolically significant age threshold. Interestingly, the same is true for skilled manual workers.

All these findings have to be interpreted with caution, as the retirement process involves a dynamic selection process: for instance, there are few skilled manual workers that stay on the job until their sixties. Those who “survive” the first early retirement waves among their homologues are precisely the “fittest” members of this class. The fact that the retirement behaviour of some classes changes over the analysis time is therefore partly attributable to a sorting process based on unobserved characteristics (e.g. productivity).

Table 5.6
PCEM of Employment Exit with Time-Varying Class Effects.
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Source: SHARE 1 2004/05; own calculations.
* p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01

Overall, modifications of the other covariate effects due to the relaxation of the PH assumption are small, with this pattern strengthening the conclusions drawn so far. Despite class effects’ time dependency, the other coefficients hardly change at all with respect to the model with time-constant class effects. This diagnostic lends credibility to the above results.62

5.5 European Retirement Patterns in Comparison

This part of the analysis evaluates the predictions of the welfare-regime approach with respect to international differences in retirement behaviour. We compare the degree of social variability across countries and turn the focus again to the gender specificity of retirement processes. Given that the above analyses have shown only a weakly significant gender gap for the aggregate sample, it is intriguing to examine gender differences for each country separately. Subsequently, I examine the leverage of some key macro-level factors on cross-nationally varying retirement ages. In addition to the variable calculated from SHARE, the presented evidence partly draws on the aggregate retirement age indicator by Eurostat in order to enlarge the sample of countries with valid information.

The two concluding sub-sections put an emphasis on understanding how micro-macro relations shape the timing of retirement. Arguably, macro-level differences are not only the result of national institutions but also emerge as the aggregate side-product of various micro-level processes. Vice versa, the set-up of national institutions not only affects how countries rank in terms of retirement ages but also the way in which individual-level characteristics impact differential retirement behaviour.

5.5.1 Country Differences in Retirement Patterns

Figure 5.6 shows the average retirement age by country for the period 2001 to 2007. Given the different employment trajectories of men and women in most European countries, both sexes are analysed separately. We find a high degree of international diversity. For example, the average retirement ages of men in Sweden and France are separated by nearly five years. For women cross-national variation is slightly higher.

In line with expectations from H5 (table 5.3), the mean retirement age for men is comparatively high in Scandinavia: Sweden and Norway are characterised by particularly late retirement; Denmark and Finland are less so. Similarly, as expected by the regime paradigm, the liberal Anglo-Saxon countries, like the UK and Ireland, rank high in this country comparison. Conversely, the age of retirement in continental Europe is rather low, Switzerland being the exception. However, continental Europe is also very diverse in itself: the fact that there are almost three years between the average retirement ages of Dutch and German men on the one hand and Belgian and French men on the other makes it hard to speak of continental Europe as a single country cluster. In Southern Europe, the welfare-regime predictions are even less accurate. For the most part, the Mediterranean countries do not look like “early exit countries” at all, with the sole exception of Italy. Instead, Spain is about average in terms of men’s retirement age, while Greek and Portuguese men leave the labour market comparatively late. In most countries, women retire earlier than men. The gender gap is biggest in the UK, Switzerland, and Denmark. Everywhere else, male and female retirement ages are less than one year apart. Indeed, with a cross-country correlation coefficient of 0.93, the female retirement pattern is markedly similar to the male. The fact that, by and large, women retire late where men retire late highlights the importance of welfare institutions and labour market structures, which have a similar – albeit not identical – impact on both sexes. The gendered order of retirement is reversed only in Ireland and Spain, while in Portugal and Finland, men and women retire at about the same age. In sum, although it is possible to identify regional clusters, the picture only partially reflects the regularities implied by the regime approach.
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Fig. 5.6. Mean Retirement Age by Country and Gender.

How much variation in retirement ages is actually located between countries, and how much is to be found between individuals within countries? I use a multi-level model to find out. Specifically, a constant-only random-effects GLS regression on the retirees in the SHARE sample yields the result that 12.8 % of the variation is found on the macro level of national states. This leaves 87.2 % of the total variation at the micro level. This rough assessment gives an impression of the dimensions of social heterogeneity in Western Europe: when looking at the “Old Continent” as a whole, there is huge diversity to be found within countries as compared to between-country differences. Therefore, it is instructive to assess the degree of social variation of retirement ages by country. Does the variability at the individual level differ between countries? Can we establish regime similarities as postulated by H6 (see table 5.3)?
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Fig. 5.7. Kaplan-Meier Survival Curves by Country.

Survivor functions are an intuitive way to illustrate variation in time-dependent processes. If a survival curve falls in a linear way, there is much social variation. Vice versa, the steeper the decline in a specific section of the observation window, the less variation there is underlying the process in question.63

As figure 5.7 shows, the prediction of the welfare-regime approach (H6) fits quite well here: there is high social variation in Southern European countries, although the conservative and social-democratic countries look quite similar in this regard. The visual impression is confirmed also by the differences in the inter-quartile range of survival time in each country (i.e., the time span between the 25th and the 75th percentile of survival time). Accordingly, the variance in retirement ages is greatest in Italy and Greece (with nine and seven years of inter-quartile range respectively). On the contrary, the countries labelled social-democratic or conservative exhibit a lower variance in the retirement timing of their populations. However, there is no indication of this social spread being lower for the former than for the latter. For instance, the smallest inter-quartile ranges are observed in Switzerland (three years), France (four years), and Denmark (four years).
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Fig. 5.8.Survival Curves by Country and Gender.

To conclude, there is great diversity in retirement ages between countries. The regime perspective helps to bring some order to this cross-national plurality and is particularly accurate for Scandinavia and the Anglo-Saxon world. Yet, the regime approach is too coarse to account for the high variation found within continental Europe. Its predictions also fail when it comes to explaining the relatively high retirement ages found in most Mediterranean countries. In sum, whereas the results only partially support the “regime early exit hypotheses” (H5), regime clusters fit relatively well with the country differences in the social variability in retirement ages. The “regime social variability” hypothesis (H6) is thus largely supported by the evidence.

Against the background of mixed evidence regarding the gender divide above, figure 5.8 plots the survival curves for men and women in every country. Men are represented by solid lines and women by dashed lines. It becomes obvious that under the surface of a small gender gradient for the whole of Western Europe, there lies substantial international heterogeneity. In a number of countries we find a pronounced gender difference, while in others, men and women display virtually identical behaviour. In Austria, Germany, and Switzerland, women retire considerably earlier than men. Remarkably, the gender gap in retirement timing is also substantial in Sweden and Denmark. This interesting pattern is in accordance with the findings above. In all of these countries, the gender gap is especially marked in the middle section of the observation window. That is, it is driven by the high employment-exit rate of women in their late fifties and early sixties. By no means is it the product of many men working past age 65. Instead, at age 65, the survival curves in most of these countries meet again, and there are even signs that postponing retirement after this age – still the official retirement age in most countries – is more of a female phenomenon.

The second country cluster with no significant gender difference is made up of the Netherlands, Belgium, Italy, and Greece. Here, a Cox test confirms the visual impression of indifference. Given the substantial extent of gender-based occupational segregation and wage discrimination in these societies, it is striking how similar retirement patterns are. Finally, in Spain and France, women actually retire later than men. The Spanish example suggests that late female retirement may indeed be also attributable to selection effects that are related to a small female workforce. In France, where female employment rates have been above the European average for decades, this finding is more surprising.

The reassessment of the competing gender hypotheses shows that the evidence does not clearly support either of the two hypotheses. The gender gradient in retirement timing depends on the national context. Nonetheless, hypothesis H1a, according to which women retire earlier than men, seems more appropriate overall than H1b. Occupational gender segregation in the labour market, as well as gendered age norms, arguably play a key role here. Yet, in view of considerable diversity between countries in gender differences in retirement, we cannot reject H1b altogether neither. Women with gaps in their employment careers can have greater financial incentives to continue working than men. Moreover, the education-based drop-out of female homemakers from the labour market leads to a reversal of the traditional gender-retirement nexus in Spain.

5.5.2 Macro Determinants of Retirement Ages: Descriptives

In the previous chapters, the presumed impact of financial early-retirement incentives has been discussed at length. Figure 5.9 plots a useful summary measure already employed in the previous chapter – the change in pension wealth due to postponing retirement from age 60 to age 65 for an average earner – against the mean age of retirement in Western European countries. The OECD pension-wealth statistics are taken from Whitehouse (2006) (see section 4.4.4 for details). Note that a positive value means that the pension scheme produces incentives to continue working, whereas a negative value indicates disincentives to continued employment. Since the indicator is only available for men, this section exclusively analyses the impact of macro-level factors on male retirement timing.
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Fig. 5.9. Pension-Wealth Change and Mean Retirement Age by Country.

As it turns out, the evidence is not unambiguous. Although an incentive-coherent positive relationship seems to be present, the bivariate association is actually insignificant for the sixteen countries for which data are available. Portugal and Greece clearly occupy the position of outliers. Although their pension systems offer the greatest incentives for early retirement in Europe, both countries are characterised by high retirement ages among men. If these two countries are excluded, however, the relationship between retirement incentives and behaviour becomes pretty close. In fact, the explained share of variance is 37% in an OLS model for the restricted sample. Accordingly, the low retirement ages in Belgium and France could be attributed to generous early pension benefits. Conversely, Norway and Sweden, as well as Ireland, the United Kingdom, and Switzerland, each achieve high retirement ages although their pension systems do not sanction early exit more than many continental European countries. Sweden is in fact located below the zero line, which indicates the presence of an implicit tax on continued work.

Figure 5.10 shows the corresponding scatter plot for level of pension wealth at age 60, taken from the same data source, which can be thought of as a refined version of the replacement rate. We expected a negative relationship – i.e. higher pension benefits in a country lead to a lower retirement age – but we cannot find any clear association. On the basis of a corresponding bivariate regression, we cannot rule out the null hypothesis.
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Fig. 5.10. Pension-Wealth Level and Mean Retirement Age by Country.

In short, evidence concerning the impact of financial incentives on retirement ages is inconclusive.64 Of course, the measurement of the differential generosity of pension systems via aggregate indicators at the macro level is not optimal. It shall not be argued here that economic retirement incentives were irrelevant. There is plenty of solid evidence showing that actors are responsive to pecuniary stimuli in retirement (Burtless & Moffitt 1984; Blöndal & Scarpetta 1998; Gruber & Wise 1999a; Casey et al. 2003; Herbertsson & Orszag 2003; Schils 2008).65 Nonetheless it is worth noting that the relationship between pension-system generosity and retirement behaviour is not as plain as one may think. Certainly, the effect of financial incentives on retirement at the macro level is not all-important.

As set out above, one obvious alternative causing international diversity in retirement timing is the constitution of labour markets. In a country with few jobs available for older persons, we expect the retirement age to be lower than in a country where labour demand is greater. Figure 5.11 plots the two variables against each other, using Eurostat indictors for the period between 2001 and 2006 (see section 4.4.3 for details). There appears to be something like a negative trend, but the relationship is far from neat. In fact, an OLS regression does not reject the null hypothesis by conventional statistical standards.
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Fig. 5.11. Unemployment Rate and Mean Retirement Age by Country.

I have argued above that another important dimension of country-level differences is cultures of aging (see section 3.2). The previous chapter has pointed to a remarkably close association between current retirement attitudes and the work-exit behaviour of the foregoing generation of retirees in the same country. In this spirit, we would also expect that retirement-age cultures, to the degree that they are autonomous of institutional differences, exert an independent effect on retirement behaviour. In a mainly illustrative exercise, figure 5.12 shows the association between the mean age of retirement among men and the specific retirement age norm analysed in detail in the previous chapter: namely, the age after which a man is considered to be too old to work.

The association is extremely close. The more age norms in a country are in favor of an extended working life for men, the later men retire. The R-squared for the corresponding OLS model is as high as 0.77. Since causation probably goes both ways, the presented evidence can by no means count as an assessment of the causal impact of preferences on behaviour at the macro level. In any case, the neat linearity of the association gives us reason to think that national age cultures may in fact play an important role in retirement.

5.5.3 Macro Determinants of Retirement Ages: Multivariate Analyses

As a next step, in order to gain a synthetic picture of the question of how macro-level factors are related with retirement age, I estimate a cross-sectional OLS regression. The sample of the OLS model is made up of all fourteen countries for which all indicators were available.66 Of course, the modelling approach is not ideal, as it ignores micro-level differences and is based on a relatively small sample of countries. Especially, the small N is problematic in statistical terms, but it should be taken into account that the universe of cases in Western Europe is not more than 17 or 19 countries.67
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Fig. 5.12. Age Cultures and Retirement Age by Country.

In addition to the indicators discussed in the previous section, the list of covariates also includes the normal pension age in a country (Queisser & Whitehouse 2006b; see section 4.4.4 for details) as well as the percentage of self-employed among elderly workers.68 Since the very low retirement hazard of small proprietors and the self-employed has been an extremely robust finding in the above micro-level analyses, it is plausible to expect that a larger share of independent workers leads to a higher retirement age in a country.

Table 5.7
OLS Regression, Country-Level Determinants of Men’s Retirement Age.
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Source: Eurostat; Queisser & Whitehouse (2006); own calculations based on ESS 3 2006.
* p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01

Table 5.7 shows the results. The first model includes the two pension wealth measures discussed above. We see that there are no significant effects of either of them. The second model adds the normal pension age in a country for men. In the previous chapter, this institutional feature was shown to be decisive for the configuration of age norms.69 Here it turns out that the statutory pension age is also a better predictor of actual retirement behaviour than are the incentive measures of the OECD. The higher the official pension age in a country, the higher the mean age of retirement. Next, model 3 looks at the influence of labour market characteristics. Yet neither the unemployment rate of elderly workers nor the share of self-employed turns out to be significantly related to the mean age of retirement. At the same time, the statutory retirement age maintains its positive effect, albeit at the border of significance. Model 4 introduces all structural variables together with all institutional variables. Nonetheless, the null hypothesis stands for the labour market variables, while the results from this model specification put a caveat on the alleged effect of the official pension age.

To sum up, our assessments of macro-level determinants of retirement age do not give hard and fast answers as to which factors drive country-level diversity in retirement behaviour. This is partly due to limitations in data availability. Thus, the results do not falsify any of our hypotheses at the macro level. In this way, it still seems plausible that both push and pull factors are relevant for the timing of retirement in contemporary Western Europe.

The correspondence of retirement age norms and behaviour at the country level is a telling new piece of evidence that is buttressed in the multivariate models. Notably, age cultures are reflected in different statutory pension ages, which seem to prevail over other features of pension systems. Interestingly, there is also tentative evidence of an impact of class composition, concretely in terms of a higher share of self-employed workers being associated with higher average retirement ages.

5.5.4 Idiosyncratic Patterns in Micro-Level Effects

All analyses in section 5.4 have maintained the assumption that the regressor effects in question are equitable across the 11 countries in the sample. In other words, the influence of micro-level covariates, such as class, have been deemed to be alike. Correspondingly, Western Europe has been regarded as a single society, governed by the same structural regularities. Particularly from a systems-theory perspective, such a transnational approach appears straightforward, considering the increased density of border-crossing social interactions (Luhmann 1975, 1997). Western European countries have become more integrated during the last few decades, most importantly through the multi-faceted influence of the European Union. What is more, class theory traditionally presumes that class positions translate into equivalent relational economic conditions in all capitalist societies, hence the Marxian notion of an “international proletariat.” Given the interconnectedness of the global economy, the division of labour has without doubt become to a substantial extent a transnational process (Sklair 2001).

However, the “transnationalist” assumption may also appear overly rigid. In fact, existing research in social stratification and retirement has nearly exclusively adopted the approach of taking countries as the geographical units of reference. This “container society” perspective has not only been dictated by data availability.70 It also corresponds to the still-dominant view that national institutions remain a crucial leveling field. In particular, the impact of welfare-state intervention on the distribution of economic resources and social mobility legitimises the choice of national societies as geographical universe (cf. Breen & Rottman 1998). Breen and Rottman (1998) conclude that, currently, which level is the most appropriate level for class analysis should be seen an empirical question.

In this spirit, the following analyses examine the generalisability of the foregoing findings with respect to international differences. With this aim, the aggregate model of retirement timing (including all risks) is re-estimated for each of the 11 countries separately. The comparison is based on the most parsimonious (first) model specification, principally because the small sample sizes for women do not permit reliable analyses of class-gender interactions for individual countries.71 This fact also suggests the need for care in interpreting the country-specific results in general. In line with the analytical framework, we here focus on the variables of sex and class.

Figure 5.13 shows the estimation results for each country separately. In comparison with the joint model (model 1 in table 5.4), we see that the non-significance of the gender difference in the global model disguises varying gender effects in the different countries. As we saw in the descriptive analyses above, in most countries, women retire earlier than men, while in a few, they retire later. This latter outlier group is composed of Spain, France, and Italy. Notably, all three countries are characterised by a Bismarckian pension system, in which eligibility for early retirement benefits depends directly on the length of contribution periods. Given the gendered constitution of labour markets in Southern Europe, and in line with H1b, it is also plausible that selection processes play a role here. Where women who are working past age 50 are a less selected group, in turn, it appears that they retire earlier than men.

Country-specificities in class effects are illustrated in figure 5.14. As it shows, the higher salariat has a propensity to retire late in all countries, with the single exception of the Netherlands. For the self-employed, we similarly find a very low hazard rate everywhere. In turn, an affinity towards early exit among skilled workers is a common finding for most countries. Only in Switzerland is the effect clearly the opposite. In contrast to these commonalities, for the remaining three classes, we find considerable cross-national diversity. In the intermediate occupations, the above finding of an elevated retirement rate (vis-à-vis routine workers) is actually representative of most countries, but there are also a couple of countries in which this isn’t the case. In terms of idiosyncratic effects for lower sales/service workers, there are two clusters of countries that are characterised by quite different effects. Evidently, the overall finding of an earlier exit, above, is driven by the largest countries in the sample (Germany, France, and Spain). Further, we observe minor international variation with regard to the lower salariat, for whom the global model showed no significant difference to the reference category.
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Fig. 5.13. Country-Specific Gender Effects on Retirement Hazards (PCEM).
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Fig. 5.14. Country-Specific Class Effects on Retirement Hazards (PCEM).

In sum, although the general conclusions from the last section are not fundamentally called into question, the findings from this section draw attention to some cross-country variation in class effects.72 Further research, ideally using a disaggregated class typology for comparison (Weeden & Grusky 2005), is needed to investigate the way in which class disparities in retirement behaviour are shaped differently depending on national context.

Altogether, the pooled models discussed above appear to be a fair representation of differential retirement patterns in Western Europe. About half of the class effects discussed in the last section are internationally robust. A greater degree of cross-country diversity is found for mid- and lower-ranked service jobs (lower-salariat, intermediate, and lower sales/service occupations). In sum, the country-specific results would not lead us to reject the general conclusions from the pooled model. Nevertheless, there are also some notable country idiosyncrasies, particularly in terms of gender.

5.6 Summary

In examining retirement behaviour within and across Western European societies, this chapter has put to an empirical test six hypotheses on differential retirement timing. Table 5.8 gives an overview of the hypotheses and the respective findings of this chapter. Before assessing what we have learned about the central theme of this study – social stratification in retirement behaviour – let us briefly evaluate the predictions of the welfare regime approach about international variation in retirement patterns.

Table 5.8
Overview of Hypotheses and Results.
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Source: own elaboration.

With respect to the comparative dimension, the regime perspective without doubt helps to bring some order into the international diversity of retirement timing. Both H5 and H6, summarised in table 5.3, are partially supported by the data. It is true that we find lower retirement ages in countries considered conservative than in countries considered liberal or social-democratic. And it is also true that the variation in retirement ages is higher in the “fragmented” regime cluster than elsewhere. However, these stylised hypotheses are not totally accurate. Two adverse findings should be emphasised: firstly, Southern European countries are not adequately categorised as early exit countries. Spanish, Portuguese, and Greek employees have been contrarily shown to retire late.73 Rather than the rule, Italy is an exception here. In terms of retirement, it therefore seems problematic that this country has often served as a showcase for the fragmented welfare regime.

The recurrent misconception of Southern Europe is also rooted in the usage of labour market participation rates as indicator of early exit from work. This measure tends to substantially underestimate the age of retirement for countries with low labour market participation. In this way, an imprecise interpretation of country differences has been established as common knowledge in literature on retirement. If we focus on the people who have been active in the labour market, it turns out that retirement ages are actually rather high in the Mediterranean countries, Italy aside.

The attempt to attribute the observed international differences to concrete country characteristics also yielded some noteworthy results. Accordingly, incentives embedded in pension systems are not as closely related to average retirement ages as often suggested. In fact, the only institutional characteristic that could be shown to be significantly related to men’s mean employment-exit age in a country is the statutory age of retirement. Surprisingly, no significant influence of the unemployment rate among older workers in a country could be found. While many macro-level factors thus did not yield the expected associations, we found a very close correlation between the prevalent age culture and actual retirement behaviour in a country. Further research, using longitudinal data, is needed to better understand the interplay of work-related preferences and retirement behaviour.

At the micro level, the widely accepted hypothesis that women tend to retire earlier than men (H1a) needs to be modified in light of the presented evidence. For Western Europe as a whole, the gender gap turned out to be rather small and disappeared once family and class position were controlled. The fine-grained, country-specific analyses have shown that although the gender gap exists in many countries, the difference is not as sizeable as expected. In some countries, particularly in Southern Europe, the gender relation is instead consistent with H1b. The fact that previous research has largely neglected these empirical regularities is again a consequence of using the employment rate of older persons as an indicator rather than the age of retirement strictly defined as exit from late working life. This leads to a downplaying of the extent to which women have become similar to men in their retirement behaviour.

In line with the classed-retirement hypothesis (H2), the impact of social class on retirement behaviour proved not only strong but also irreducible to other socio-economic variables, such as income or education. The groups of elderly workers who retire latest are found at the upper and lower ends of the occupational ladder. As routine workers generally have low pension entitlements and no access to firm-sponsored retirement plans, they tend to retire late, if health problems do not lead to disability. The late retirement of the service class appears less a consequence of a strong work attachment than of their being sheltered from labour market constraints, which often lead to involuntary early exit among the working class. The case is somewhat different for the self-employed and small proprietors, who under all circumstances work until late in life. Skilled manual workers have the highest risk of early exit because, on the one hand, they are likely to be pushed out of the labour market or suffer disabilities, while on the other, they are frequently offered financially attractive early exit arrangements. Remarkably, employees in a mixed-employment relation also exit the labour force rather early. While lower sales and service workers rely heavily on public pension arrangements, those in intermediate occupations often enjoy favourable employer-sponsored conditions for early exit from work.

Furthermore, the analyses have demonstrated that social class influences retirement timing in largely the same way for women and for men. Except in the case of the self-employed, there were no appreciable differences between the effects of social class on male and female retirement behaviour. When scrutinising involuntary early exit, no significant class-gender interactions were revealed. We therefore cannot reject the primacy-of-class hypothesis (H3b), which asserts that job opportunities are a function of occupational position, independent of sex. In turn, the gendered-classes hypothesis is rejected as far as employment constraints are concerned.

Then again, we found that class effects differed notably by gender in voluntary retirement transitions. In line with the findings from the previous chapter, this suggests that preferences with respect to early exit from work are molded differently for men and women. These differences become effective in actual behavior when actors dispose of “agency freedom,” i.e. opportunities to decide about the timing of work exit. In this sense, the data also lend partial support to the gendered-classes hypothesis (H3a). This finding is broadly in accordance with the recent literature on female work-family decisions, which has stressed the interactive influence of constraints and preferences (cf. section 3.1.3; Kan 2007; Kangas & Rostgaard 2007; Debacker 2008; Stähli et al. 2009).

Observed gender differences in voluntary retirement could also be due to micro-class differences. Although the ESeC schema captures the relevant differences in employment relations noticeable in different opportunity sets, it may be incapable to take account of finer differences between occupations that make jobs more or less attractive. This interpretation follows the pleading by Grusky and Sorensen (1998) for disaggregated class analysis (cf. Weeden & Grusky 2005 and section 3.3.2), which is especially appealing when it comes to the class-attitudes linkage. Unfortunately, this approach could not be pursued further here due to sample-size limitations. Both interpretations of the class-gender interactions seem plausible, and we cannot determine whether one is more valid than the other.

In terms of household effects, the analysis underpins earlier findings regarding the influence of “coupled retirement” (H4). The accelerating effect of having a retired spouse on exit from work is statistically significant throughout. In the subjective evaluations of respondents, this was more salient among women than among men. Furthermore, there are also women who state that the ill health of a relative led to their retirement, while virtually no men mentioned this motive. Findings with SHARE, though hampered by sample-size problems, point to these women’s tendency to be low-skilled workers. Given the rising needs of care in aging societies, it is important for future research to better explore the socio-economic situations of older female workers giving high priority to family obligations.

The findings related to involuntary retirement have clear policy implications. Ill health and unemployment remain insurmountable obstacles to prolonging work for many people in the 21st century – not only for manual workers but also for routine service employees. Decision-makers should not overstretch citizens’ capacity to comply with the new paradigm of “active aging.” From a social policy point of view, an important progressive feature of pension systems is to strongly take into account the number of years worked for pension eligibility and benefit levels. The more the age of retirement matters for the calculation of old-age pension benefits, the more detrimental it is for working-class individuals who are unable to work later in life.

Furthermore, this chapter has explored new territory by scrutinising the micro-macro linkage in the class-retirement nexus. In doing so, it contributes to a growing body of research that attempts to take into account the high degree of transnationalisation in the division of labour. Despite existing idiosyncratic country-specific class effects, an aggregate model of an integrated Western European society is able to serve as a meaningful representation of micro-level effects in this region. At the same time, varying class structures seem to contribute to cross-national differences in retirement behaviour. In particular, a higher share of self-employed workers in a country is an important structural feature that favors later retirement. Future research should further explore to what extent a transnational European society can be considered an adequate reference of analysis when examining not only retirement but also work and welfare issues. The differences or similarities between Western Europe and the new Central and Eastern European member states of the EU will be of particular interest here.



46 This may be not be the case for unskilled blue-collar workers in countries with generous early exit schemes, such as Italy, where industry-wide collective agreements often also include less-skilled workers.

47 The German-speaking reader knows this situation as the “papa-ante-portas”-effect: <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6lyI0WEqa9Y&feature=related>.

48 However, as a consequence of late enrollment to the survey, Israeli data were still incomplete by the time of the analyses and therefore are not used.

49 For simplicity, “married” always includes registered partnerships and excludes spouses living separately. The latter are treated as divorced. Disabled spouses are treated as retired.

50 Firm size, tenure, and years of education have been imputed via OLS regression. For the imputation of social class and of employment-exit pathways (see below), a multi-nomial logit model was applied. Additional to the full set of variables used in the following analyses, three more variables have been used in the imputation process that are likely linked to missing responses: (1) the year in which the interview takes place, (2) the educational level of the interviewer measured in years, and (3) the scale of activities of daily living (ADL).

51 Further sex-specific model estimations (not shown) have revealed that spousal characteristics are actually more important for women than for men, albeit the joint retirement effect was found significant among men as well.

52 Different functional forms of the number of grandchildren have been tested without affecting the results.

53 To make things worse, the reference category is a “moving target,” as it varies with the envisaged comparison.

54 See <http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/sci/statistics/staff/academic/firth/software/qvcalc>.

55 Their related homepage gives further guidance on the calculation and use of quasistandard errors:<http://www.longitudinal.stir.ac.uk/qv/>.

56 Additional cross-category t-tests confirm the approximation through quasi-variance– based confidence intervals.

57 The survey question in the generic questionnaire reads, “For which reasons did you retire?” The response categories are: 1. Became eligible for public pension; 2. Became eligible for private occupational pension; 3. Became eligible for a private pension; 4. Was offered an early retirement option/window (with special incentives or bonus); 5. Made redundant (for example pre-retirement); 6. Own ill health; 7. Ill health of relative or friend; 8. To retire at same time as spouse or partner; 9. To spend more time with family; and 10. To enjoy life. In some countries, there was an additional option “Other Reason.” There are some departures in wording due to translation and country-specific legislation, but the variation in meaning should remain within reason.

58 Respondents who reported “disabled” as their employment status were not asked this question. It has been assumed that for them health problems have been the cause for retirement, and there are consequently included in the group of retirees that retired involuntarily.

59 In some countries (France, Germany, the Netherlands, as well as for the French and Italian-speaking parts of Switzerland), respondents could choose an alternative answer category that made reference to reaching the legal/official/mandatory retirement age. Respondents who replied positively to this option are also coded as conventional retirees.

60 In some countries, there was an answer category “Reached official retirement age.” Retirees in this category have also be coded as “conventional.”

61 Due to methodological limitations, however, the model cannot be the basis of strictly counter-factual evaluations of choices.

62 The analyses have been repeated with other functions of time, but yielded very similar results.

63 Note that there is no case with a genuinely polarised retirement process, i.e. with one jump at the beginning and one at the end of the observation period. Such a pattern would indicate large variation as well.

64 Attempts to combine the two measures or to include various levels of the income distribution did not yield substantially different results.

65 A critical review of the economic literature is provided in Section 2.1.

66 These are Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom. Italy and Greece are missing because they did not participate in the third round of the ESS.

67 The list of 19 would be made up the former EU-15 plus Norway, Switzerland, Iceland, and Malta. The N goes down to 17 if we prefer to view Luxembourg and Malta as microstates that are not strictly comparable to larger states as units of analyses.

68 The variable is estimated from the ESS data from 2006, used in the previous chapter. In detail, it refers to the combined share of ESeC classes 4 and 5 among the male elderly work force born between 1930 and 1949.

69 There are only three Western European countries for which the statutory pension age for men was not 65 years at the beginning of the millennium: France (60), Ireland (66), and Norway (67).

70 Vice versa, the method of data pooling adopted thus far in the present study has been dictated by data availability, as the national sub-samples of SHARE are not large enough for elabourate multivariate analyses.

71 Only in Sweden and Germany are there more than 500 women in the analysis sample. The female sample is particularly small in Spain and Switzerland, for which the samples only contain 172 and 175 women respectively, with 81 observations of female retirement transition in each of the two countries. But in the Netherlands and Greece, too, there are less than 300 women available, of whom less than 200 are retired.

72 Additional analyses (not shown here) demonstrate that country deviations for most covariates other than class are less relevant.

73 In this respect, the presented findings based on SHARE are in line with aggregate retirement age indicators provided by OECD and Eurostat.


6. Retirement Timing and Social Stratification in Spain

6.1 Introduction

Continuing with our inquiry into the relationship between social stratification and labour-force withdrawal, in the present chapter, we are interested in unraveling how retirement behaviour in Spain is structured along the dividing lines of gender and social class. One central objective is to disclose potential national peculiarities in the mechanisms governing the transition from work to retirement. Against the background of the recent pension reform’s lifting the official retirement age from 65 to 67 years, understanding the determining factors of retirement timing in Spain is more relevant than ever.

In agreement with the conceptual framework of this study, I pursue three main research questions:

1) What are the typical pathways into retirement for Spanish men and women?

2) What types of workers are most likely to retire early?

3) How does the usage of available pathways differ across social groups?

Seeking answers to these questions, I analyse the Spanish Labour Force Survey (Encuesta de la Población Activa) (EPA). As the survey is largely within the framework of the European Union Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS), it allows for direct comparison to Germany. At the same time, the methodology used in this and the next chapter attempts to mimic the one used in chapter 5 as closely as possible. On the basis of a detailed description of the influential institutional arrangements, I analyse micro-level differences in retirement behaviour in Spain. Unlike most previous studies on Spain, women are included in the analysis, and the gender divide is examined explicitly.

In detail, the chapter proceeds as follows: the next section describes the constitution of the Spanish labour market and summarises its main developments since the mid-1970s. I then outline the relevant institutional characteristics of the Spanish welfare state. In particular, I set out how the pension system creates varying incentives to retire early and how labour market regulation lends social protection to employees. On this basis, I formulate a set of hypotheses regarding the patterns of social stratification that we expect to find. After this, I delineate the methods employed in the event-history analysis of retirement behaviour. Using a piecewise constant exponential model, I examine how individual socio-economic characteristics impact the timing of labour-force withdrawal. Following on from this, I present a series of competing-risks models that discriminate between different pathways to retirement. The results section concludes with an attempt to account for the selection process that shapes the “eligibility” for retirement. For this purpose, a set of duration selection models is carried out as a robustness check for the foregoing analyses. In the final section, I summarise the findings and highlight the particularities of Spanish career-exit processes within the Western European context.

6.2 Labour Market and Structural Change

Social change in the last decades has unfolded in Spain at a higher pace than in most other developed countries. Since the end of the Franco regime, each new cohort has acquired a better level of education than the one before, with this pattern translating into an increasingly late entry into first employment (Garrido & Chuliá 2005). Given the speed of structural change and of educational expansion, “it can be argued that Spain has shifted almost directly from an agricultural to a post-industrial society” (Bernardi & Garrido 2006: 122). Nevertheless, the skill level of the Spanish labour force is still low in comparison with most affluent societies. In terms of its class structure, Spain is also characterised by a high proportion of self-employed and small employers. Occupational boundaries are not very pronounced, as the flexibilisation of the employment system via temporary contracts has occurred across the board, albeit it mainly affects younger cohorts (Polavieja 2005). Labour-force participation among women is still low by international standards, but it is steadily rising.

The Spanish economic expansion that lasted from the mid 1990s until the current recession has been outstanding in Western Europe, comparable only to the upsurge of the Irish economy. However, Spain’s economic model, based on cheap labour, now finds itself under pressure. as manufacturing in the globalised economy is increasingly relocated to developing countries with lower social and ecological standards (Buchholz et al. 2006). At the same time, the heavy weight of the construction sector and tourism in national GDP has proven particularly problematic in times of economic recession. This vulnerability was painfully evidenced in the two employment crises, of 1977–85 and 1991–94. While the better educated were largely sheltered from labour market pressures, a huge number of low-skilled workers lost their jobs (Garrido & Chuliá 2005). This disparity can be seen as a consequence of the dual nature of the Spanish labour market.

In the last ten years, there has been a massive wave of immigration to Spain, without precedence in a country with a negative migration balance during most of the twentieth century (Cebolla & González 2008). The inflow of numerous young migrants with high economic activity rates (Moreno 2009) has also helped to stall the process of population aging in Spain, notwithstanding Spain’s low rate of reproduction. The old-age dependency ratio therefore will not increase as rapidly as in other countries during the next twenty years; it is rather projected to reach peak levels after 2040 (Muñoz et al. 2007: 63). By 2050, then, Spain will probably have one of the oldest populations in the world. Because immigrants are still relatively young, they do not play a role in retirement yet.

6.3 Institutional Context

6.3.1 General Features of the Spanish Welfare State

Although the Spanish system of social welfare has undergone profound changes in the last decades, the foundations laid by the Franco regime are still largely intact. Characteristically, decommodifying social policies, which would grant access to economic resources independent of work, were largely absent in pre-democratic times. Instead, state intervention in the labour market took place mainly through the guarantee of stable employment for the male breadwinner (Lessenich 1995, 1996). The rapid modernisation of welfare policies after the dictatorship was characterised by the flexibilisation of employment legislation. Nonetheless, the Spanish welfare state is still less developed those in many other Western European countries (Navarro 2009).

During the transition to democracy, trade unions regained their strength in the corporatist framework. Although union density is only around 10–15%, the coverage of collective bargaining is about 70% (Palanzuela & Jimeno 1996). Wage setting is largely decentralised, though, with collective bargaining mostly taking place at the branch level within provinces and regions (Hipólito et al. 2005).

Since the 1980s, the main trademarks of the Spanish labour market have been high rates of unemployment and fixed-term contracts, which produce a particularly poor employment situation of young adults (Martínez et al. 2009). Health care is tax financed and provides universal coverage. In order to improve social protection against frailty, a new system of long-term care was introduced in 2007, albeit with serious initial problems. As set out in the second chapter of this study, the Spanish welfare system is conventionally classified as a fragmented welfare regime (Ferrera 1996).

6.3.2 Pensions and Retirement Incentives

Article 41 of the Spanish constitution from 1978 codifies the principle of universalism in the system of social security. In terms of old-age pensions, it proclaims that the state guarantees the subsistence of its citizen in the third age via adequate pensions (Herce 2003: 195 f.). In this sense, it is no coincidence that Spanish welfare expenditures are characterised by a heavy orientation towards the elderly (cf. Lynch 2001).

An encompassing legal framework of social welfare was not established in Spain before 1967 with the introduction of the Régimen General de la Seguridad Social (RGSS). This defined-benefit system, which replaced the fragmented corporatist system of mutualidades, is financed on a pay-as-you-go basis. It covers all dependent employees in the public and private sectors.74 Based on concerted action involving corporate actors and all major parties, in 1996, a reform proposal called Pacto de Toledo became the blueprint for a series of important modifications of the social-security system (cf. Alarcón 1998; Chuliá 2000). It established a mechanism for the price indexation of pension benefits and a clearer separation between the contributory and non-contributory elements of the pension system.

The social-insurance–style pension system in Spain puts major weight on the contributions of the last 15 years prior to retirement. The earning-related contributions during this period determine the regulatory base in the calculation of pension benefits. The other two main elements of the pension formula are the total number of working years and the age of retirement (see below). On the condition of having contributed at least 15 years to the social-security scheme (two of which have to be incurred within the previous 15 years), a person who retires at the statutory retirement age of 65 years is entitled to 50% of the regulatory base.75 For each additional year of contribution between 15 and 25 years, the regulatory base increases by three percentage points. Beyond this point, each additional year is worth two percentage points until 100% are reached at 35 pensionable years.

There have been four major pension reforms during the last thirty years. Reacting to increasing financial pressure, the reform of 1985 introduced several cost-reducing elements. The already-mentioned minimum number of years of contribution to qualify for pension eligibility was raised from ten to fifteen years. At the same time, the contribution period considered to calculate benefits was broadened from two to eight years to stop the common practice of “pension buying” through strategic wage increases in the last years of service. Moreover, the reform restricted access to disability pensions after the number of beneficiaries had seen an increase of 80% within eight years. The 1997 reform extended the calculation period for the regulatory base to 15 years and enhanced survivor pensions. The reform of 2002 has been especially important in terms of work incentives in late careers, as it establishes the current system of adjustment factors. As a recent study by the Bank of Spain shows, it implied an overall reduction of early-retirement incentives and greater actuarial fairness (Vegas et al. 2009: 17). As a consequence, the pension benefits of workers who retire before the official retirement age of 65 years are reduced by a rate of 6% to 8% per year of anticipation, depending on the number of contribution years.76 Finally, the 2011 reform raised the statutory pension age from 65 to 67 years and amplified the calculation period from 15 to 25 years. However, this latest change in legislation only begins to take effect in 2013 is thus not relevant for the present study. The description provided here refers to the situation until 2013.

Table 6.1 shows how the pension level, relative to the regulatory base, varies with pension age and the number of working years. The incentives to stay on the job until age 65 are substantial thanks to the strict penalisation of early retirement. Moreover, it becomes obvious that the system is far from a principle of contributory equivalence. For instance, a worker who retires at age 61 after having worked for 40 years receives a lower pension than a worker with the same wage who retires at age 65 after having contributed for 25 years. The system thus penalises workers that enter the labour market early.

For each year worked beyond age 65, the regulatory base for pension benefits of workers with at least 35 years of social security contributions is further topped up by two percentage points (three points for those having reached 40 pensionable years at age 65). In addition, social security contributions of employees over 60 years with more than five years of seniority are reduced by 50% and diminish gradually thereafter until entirely abolished at 65 years of age. Employers’ contributions for workers over 55 years of age are reduced, too. Moreover, reforms improved the financial conditions for gradual retirement through the introduction of more flexible ways to combine pension payments and income from work. However, the implementation of these measures eventually depends on collective agreements between the social partners.

Generally, pension benefits are capped at a maximum of some 33,000 Euros annually (threshold in 2008). For insured persons entitled to receive an old-age pension, very small pension benefits are topped up to reach a minimum pension. Its level has been improved considerably in recent years by the leftist government to reach a yearly amount of 7,399 EUR in 2008.77 Besides, there exists a means-tested scheme of non-contributory pensions for persons older than 65 years or permanently disabled persons older than 60 years who are not entitled to an ordinary pension. In 2010, this benefit, which is incompatible with other incomes, amounts to 4,755 EUR yearly.78 All pensions are taxed, but they are exempt from social security benefits.

Table 6.1
Relative Pension Level by Working Years and Retirement Age.
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Source: own elaboration.

Notably, the fixating of mandatory retirement at 65 years in collective agreements between the social partners was legal until 2001. Since then, mandatory retirement clauses in collective agreements have been nullified. However, agreements that were effective then remain in place until expiration (cf. Hernández 2005).

Private and occupational pensions only play a minor role in Spain. The public pay-as-you-go pension scheme is still rather monolithic as regards old-age provision in Spain. The market for financial products of old-age provision was established in 1987, and the fiscal treatment of private pension plans has changed several times thereafter (Fundación de Estudios Financieros 2008). However, there has not been a major pension reform at the scale of other European welfare states. Occupational pensions are usually defined contribution plans, and the great majority are taken out in the form of lump-sum payments (OECD 2008: 274). De facto, the Spanish pension system is still largely a single-pillar system (OECD 2005a: 170). For instance, the coverage of occupational pensions was only approximately 8% in 2006.

6.3.3 Institutional Pathways into Retirement

Figure 6.1 gives an overview of the most relevant retirement pathways in contemporary Spain. Besides the standard old-age pension, which is accessible at age 65, there are a number of early-retirement options available to workers under certain conditions. For example, a special pension allows for retirement at 64 years without actuarial reductions if the position gets filled with an unemployed person. This pension type aims at fostering the generational turnover in qualified medium and large firms.

Alternatively, anticipated pension benefits are granted to workers at 61 years of age after they have been unemployed for at least six months.79 Older workers who contributed to the pre-1967 system are entitled to an anticipated pension from age 60 onwards. In either case, adjustments of 6–8% are imposed on the benefit for each year that remains until the standard pension age of 65 years. Special conditions apply to workers in dangerous occupations and to handicapped persons, for whom the effective age boundary is lowered as a function of the years of contribution and, if applicable, the degree of the handicap, but never below 52 years of age.

There are different forms of disability pensions that have no minimum age. Coverage is high, while expenditures are about OECD average. In a country characterised by a high share of semi- and unskilled workers with high exposure to job-related hazards, the disability scheme is important. “Moreover, disability and sickness benefits are relatively well integrated – ensuring adequate connection between the two pillars” (OECD 2003: 71). Although monitoring and controls have been reinforced in recent decades, there are still indications of some misuse of disability payments as retirement bridging benefits (ibid.).
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Fig. 6.1. Overview of Pathways into Retirement in Spain.

6.3.4 Unemployment Benefits and Labour Market Flexibilisation

Spanish unemployment insurance is contribution-based. It grants earnings-related benefits for a period between 3 and 24 months, depending on the prior period of contribution. The minimum required contribution period is one year. The amount of unemployment benefits depends on the number of children and decreases by some 14% after the first six months of receipt. At the same time, the legal framework also establishes a minimum and maximum level of unemployment benefits. The net replacement rate according to OECD estimates is close to the European average at 67% for an average production worker (OECD 2006b: 60).

Because of the ongoing crisis, the government has temporarily set up an extraordinary, means-tested transfer scheme (paying 400 EUR) for long-time unemployed persons whose unemployment benefits have run out. Persons without sufficient income who are not eligible for unemployment benefits can also resort to the social-assistance scheme (Renta Activa de Inserción).80 The threshold used for means-testing is equivalent to 75% of the minimum wage, which is fixed at 624 EUR a month as of 2009. The benefit level is currently at 422 EUR a month.81 Part of the scheme is targeted at long-term unemployed persons and return migrants older than 45 years. Active job searching is required, the final objective being re-integration into the labour market. The maximum period of payment is eleven months. Besides, there also exists a special means-tested scheme for unemployed persons over 52 years of age. The benefit level is equal to the general social assistance, but its may last until the standard pension age of 65 is reached. Therefore, it has been subject to heavy criticism by the OECD (2003: 71 ff.), which demands better enforcement of the job-search conditions: “All too often,” it notes, “this special system is regarded as a pre-retirement scheme” (OECD 2003: 13).

Employment protection legislation has been historically strong in Spain (OECD 2006a: 72). While the conditions of entry into permanent employment have been subject to drastic flexibilisation (Lessenich 1996; Polavieja 2005; Martínez et al. 2009), employment security among elderly workers is still considerable. For instance, compulsory severance payments correspond to 45 days per year of seniority in the standard employment contract (prior to the 2012 labour reform). Employers that due to economic restructuring lay off elderly workers aged over 55 years must continue paying the applicable pension contributions until they turn 61. Note in this context that age-wage curves are steep in Spain, as compared to other developed countries, hence pointing to a persisting principle of seniority payment (OECD 2006a: 66).

Meanwhile, the 1997 reform introduced the possibility to hire persons belonging to particularly vulnerable groups under less favourable conditions and reduced employers’ social security contributions for workers over 45 years of age (OECD 2003: 60). With respect to lifelong learning, Spain ranks close to the European average. According to Eurostat data from 2007, 10.4% of Spanish workers aged 24–64 have received education or further training in the four weeks of reference (EU-15: 10.9%; EU-27: 9.6%).

6.4 Hypotheses

Who is most likely to retire early? What kind of workers are expected to withdraw from the labour market most frequently via risky pathways? In section 5.2.1 we have formulated a series of hypotheses on expected individual-level variation in retirement behaviour. The universe of analysis was the whole of Western Europe in that case, but in principle, the same theoretical claims should also be applicable to the Spanish case. However, based on the idiosyncrasies of the national context described in the foregoing sections, some further considerations shall be made with respect to differential retirement behaviour in Spain.

6.4.1 Gender

It has been stated in chapter five that the question of gender disparities in retirement timing is essentially an empirical one, since theoretically, we can arrive at diametrically opposed arguments, depending on the relative importance attributed to four different aspects: (a) sex-based occupational segregation and (b) gendered retirement preferences on the one hand; and (c) pension-oriented work incentives and (d) selection effects on the other.

With regard to the first two factors, i.e. those that contribute to the earlier retirement of women, the picture is ambivalent. By international standards, Spain is characterised by a relatively low degree of occupational segregation (OECD 2002a: 90).82 Moreover, we saw in chapter 4 that gender differences in retirement attitudes are not particularly pronounced. Concerning the other two factors, i.e. those that foster a later female retirement, we know that women in Spain are characterised by markedly low pension benefits and that the gender divide on the labour market is highly salient (Garrido 1992). In conclusion, since both factors off-set the conventional gender gap in retirement timing, we expect the difference between the retirement ages of men and women to be relatively small. In fact, this has been one of the findings of the previous chapter (cf. sections 5.5.1 and 5.5.4), but given the low number of cases for single countries in SHARE, this central issue still merits further testing.

6.4.2 Social Class

The hypotheses relating to social class have been summarised in table 5.1B. On a very general level, we expect service-class employees to retire later than working-class individuals. Their human capital endowment makes it generally less likely for high-skilled workers to be pushed out of the labour market than for low-skilled workers. Further it has been demonstrated in chapter 4 that the salariat embraces age norms which are more favourable towards late exit than the working class.

Generally, we expect the same pattern for Spain, but there are two reasons to assume that this gap is even more accentuated here than in other countries. First, as set out above, the Spanish pension system provides strong work incentives for high-wage earners who have typically completed a relatively short employment career when they reach the retirement corridor. Second, the financial penalties that go along with early uptake of a public pension are quite harsh, such that pull factors in retirement decisions should be less prevalent vis-à-vis push factors than in countries with more generous early exit schemes. Conversely, the minimum pension produces moral hazard for low-wage earners who are not able to increase their pension benefits by working a couple of additional years (Vegas et al. 2009: 22). Therefore, we hypothesise pronounced class differences in retirement behavior in Spain, with working-class individuals withdrawing far earlier than service-class individuals.

Beyond the question of mere timing, the idiosyncrasies of the Spanish system of social welfare also have implications for the risk of being forced to follow a precarious pathway into retirement. Since employment protection is high among Spanish elderly workers, there should be little pressure to leave the labour market involuntarily for a majority of the elderly work force. At the same time, however, unemployment rates are exceptionally high, and the occupational structure, heavily dependent on construction and tourism, is likely to produce an elevated share of vulnerable workers. The upshot is that we expect to observe a high incidence of early retirement transitions that are a consequence of either unemployment or disability among labour market outsiders. The polarisation inherent in the system of social welfare furthermore leads to the hypothesis that workers in routine occupations are much more exposed to this kind of late-career risks than highly skilled workers.

As set out above, another special feature of the Spanish occupational structure consists in the exceptionally high share of self-employed workers. Although this is partly to do with the country’s economic structure itself, it could be argued that many tasks that are exercised by dependently employed workers in other countries are exercised by self-employed workers in Spain. To the extent that work-exit trajectories are circumscribed by task-specific risks, such as safety hazards, these self-employed workers should behave similar to employees performing the same tasks in other countries. This leads to the question as to how far the large size of this peculiar class affects its average behavior by means of selection effects. The estimates presented in section 5.5.4 tell us that the Spanish self-employed retire about as late as their counter parts abroad. However, given the limited size of the Spanish SHARE sub-sample it is well worth revisiting this hypothesis using the EPA data. Do the Spanish self-employed, despite their multiplicity, stay in the labour market as long as elsewhere?

Finally, given the high level of female inactivity, the issue of class-gender interactions is particularly interesting in the Spanish context. Are women in an inferior position to men when it comes to involuntary employment exit, even when comparing workers within broad occupational groups (i.e., controlling for social class)? Or do Spanish women on the labour market increasingly behave (and are being treated) like men as the less “fit” females tend to restrict their work to the household? Vice versa, an interesting task of this chapter will be to examine in how far class effects on retirement timing differ between the sexes. Moreover, being lower in seniority probably also contributes to a heightened risk among women of exiting the labour market involuntarily (Flippen & Tienda 2000).

6.5 Results

6.5.1 Data and Methods

The empirical analyses in this chapter rely on the 2006 edition of the Spanish Labour Force Survey (Encuesta de la Población Activa) (EPA). Within the framework of the European Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS), a special module on retirement issues was implemented in 28 national European labour-force surveys, using the common questionnaire designed by Eurostat. The module features a number of retrospective questions on careers and the transition to retirement as well as attitudes towards life-long learning, gradual retirement, etc. Only those aged 50–69 years who were either in the labour force in the reference week or had been (self-)employed at age 50 were eligible for the module. Every sixth respondent of the main labour-force questionnaire was also handed out the modular questionnaire.

In order to examine the socio-demographic characteristics related to early and late exit, respectively, I estimate a series of piecewise-constant exponential models (see section 5.3.2 for more details on this method). While the general survival-analytical observation window opens at age 50 and closes at age 69, for reasons related to missing data (see next paragraph), the multivariate models are conducted only for the ages 58–65 years. The corresponding sample size is 5,626 individuals. Retirement is defined as permanent exit from the labour market. Work-exit events are correspondingly observed for persons who self-classified as “retired” or “disabled or permanently sick.” Moreover, retirement ages are registered for persons that were otherwise subjectively inactive in 2006 if their last job ended after age 50 and they had no intent to return to work. Respondents who were still employed at the time of the interview are treated as censored. Censoring also affects unemployed and inactive persons (home workers or otherwise inactive) who expressed the intention to return to work. Consistent with the adopted definition of retirement (see section 3.3.1), the survey module’s methodology does not sample persons who are economically inactive at age 50. Furthermore, respondents with less than fifteen lifetime years of work in 2006 and less than 10 (approximated) working years at age 50 have been excluded from the analyses.

Social class is measured according to the ESeC schema (Rose & Harrison 2007). Operationalisation in the EPA is based on the Spanish National Classification of Occupations CNO-94, which bears great similarities to ISCO-88. Unfortunately, the occupational codes are only available at the two-digit level, which inevitably induces some noise in the measurement of class. Class membership for retirees refers to the characteristics of the last job. However, information on previous jobs is only available if retirement took place within the eight years immediately prior to the interview. We therefore estimate the multivariate models only for the interval between 58 and 65 years of age, as otherwise, many of the older respondents who retire early would drop out of the estimations.83 This age window captures the great majority of retirement events occurring during the whole twenty-year period, while preserving a balanced cross-sectional sample of retrospective life histories.84 As anticipated in section 3.3.2, an eight-class version of ESeC is used in most of the chapter. It is collapsed into a six-class scheme in section 6.5.4 because of space limitations.

Industry is operationalised on the basis of the 2-digit National Classification of Economic Activities (CNAE-93). The variable is subject to the same restrictions in terms of retrospective information as is occupation. The number of years worked refers to all periods of work for pay. It is transformed into a time-dependent variable by assuming stable employment between age 58 and retirement. In terms of the highest level of educational attainment, five categories are distinguished: less than primary education, primary education, vocational training, secondary education, and tertiary education.

Family situation is measured by a categorical variable that combines marital status and the employment status of the spouse, which is assessed at the household level. That is, the recent employment history of the spouse is taken directly from his or her own data file. As participation in the EPA is compulsory, the fraction of missing spouses is very small, such that their employment status could be even implemented into the person-year file in time-dependent form without great difficulties. For marital status, constancy was assumed during the eight years of the analysis time.

6.5.2 Descriptive Results

Let us start the data analysis with a glance at the evolution of retirement patterns in Spain during the last decades. Figure 6.2 shows the employment rates of men for selected birth cohorts during their late careers phase (age 50–80). Unlike most other OECD countries, where the standardisation of career-exit ages was one of the characteristics of the Golden Age of the 1950s and 1960s (Kohli et al. 1991; cf. Han & Moen 1999), the retirement age of 65 was not normalised in Spain until the mid-1980s (cf. Sánchez 2003: 229). Before that, many people had to work longer. In this sense, it is evident that Spain has been a late-comer in terms of economic development in Western Europe. According to a report from 1975, the mean retirement age then was around 67 years (Informe GAUR, cited in Sánchez 2003: 230).

Spain sees a trend towards early retirement later than most Western European countries and at a comparatively high level. While in 1976 nearly 30% of the birth cohort 1906–10 had still been employed at 66–70, in 1986, less than 10% of men born ten years later were employed. The lowest employment rates of older male workers are observed for the 1936 to 1940 birth cohort, that is, those born during the Spanish civil war. Notably, right before the current crisis, another turnaround in the development seemed to be happening. In comparison with the foregoing cohorts, men born between 1941 and 1945 exhibit considerably higher employment rates. Upon censoring, the youngest observed cohort (1946–50) appears to continue in this trend. The current prolongation of working life in Spain is probably due to recent welfare reforms and rising levels of educational attainment.

Figure 6.3 plots the survival curves of employment exit for men and women. We see that the survival curves of men and women are strikingly similar. It is worth inspecting the course of the retirement process in some more detail, as it corresponds quite closely to the legal framework of old-age pensions set out above. Labour-force activity starts to fall from age 50 at a rather steady pace until age 60, where we observe the first increase in decline in survival rates. This can be explained by workers’ eligibility for the old-age pension for those who contributed to the pre-1967 system. Alternatively, in order to qualify for pension receipt at age 61, younger workers need to have been unemployed for at least half a year, hence they leave work from age 60 onwards as well. After this point, the survival curve continues to fall almost linearly until age 64, when certain workers can opt for the special old-age pension involving generational replacement at the workplace. The most concentrated surge of employment-exit transitions occurs at the standard retirement age of 65, when no special criteria (other than the minimum contribution period of 15 years) have to be met to receive an old-age pension. The incentive-coherent peaks in the retirement process are illustrated once again in figure 6.4, which shows a plot of the smoothed hazard function.
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Source: EPA 1976–2008, taken from Radl & Bernardi (2011).

Fig. 6.2. Men’s Employment Rates During Late Career, by Birth Cohort.
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Fig. 6.3. Survivor Functions of Employment Exit in Spain, by Gender, 2006.

The difference between men and women is significant according to the cox test, but not particularly sizeable. The slope of the survival curves is almost identical, too. The small magnitude of the gender gap runs counter to conventional wisdom, which tends to think of retirement in terms of employment rates (e.g. Kim 2009). Yet it has already been argued in the previous chapter that the relation between retirement and employment participation is somewhat dialectical. As a matter of fact, Spanish women’s general labour-force participation is still considerably behind men’s. Economically active women in Spain are a highly selective group, which explains why they stay in work nearly as long as men. Some women may withdraw late from the labour market precisely because of their earlier employment interruptions. Luis Garrido has referred to this polarisation of productive behaviours between highly-educated active (and often single) women on the one hand and less-educated inactive (and married) women on the other as the “two female biographies“ in Spain (Garrido 1992).
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Fig. 6.4. Smoothed Hazard Function, Employment Exit, Men and Women.

Since women’s pension entitlements are normally lower at each given age because of unsteady employment careers, they also have stronger financial incentives to postpone retirement (cf. Alonso & Pérez 2003: 136). This leads to a higher retirement age among women who work past the childbearing phase (Muñoz et al. 2007: 110). This selection effect, which counterbalances women’s general disadvantage in the labour market, was already observed for Spain in the 1970s (cf. Sánchez 2003: 230).

As discussed above, the existing literature has pinpointed the importance of education for the length of working careers (Garrido 1992; Garrido & Chuliá 2005; Bernardi & Garrido 2006; Pérez 2006: 206). Late retirement is more frequently observed among highly educated employees than among less educated workers. To inspect this relationship in greater detail, the next graphs (figures 6.5 and 6.6) show Kaplan-Meier survivor functions by level of educational attainment, for men and women separately.

Among men, the level of education clearly matters for the timing of retirement. Virtually throughout the whole observation period, men with tertiary education display a higher labour market attachment than men with a lower level of educational attainment. The gap to the less educated is especially pronounced after the official retirement age of 65 years; at age 69, some 20% of people with higher education still remain in paid work. By contrast, workers with vocational training have the lowest survival rates, particularly between the late fifties and age 65. There is hardly a difference between those workers with secondary, primary, and less-than-primary education. These findings, which are largely in line with earlier evidence, point to a positive albeit not strictly linear influence of education on retirement ages.
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Fig. 6.5. Survivor Functions of Employment Exit in Spain by Education, Men.
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Fig. 6.6. Survivor Functions of Employment Exit in Spain by Education, Women.

For women, the pattern is quite distinct. Overall, the differences among them in terms of education are more pronounced than among men. However, only at the start of the observation window are highly educated women retiring at a lower rate. In their early sixties, many highly qualified women retire, such that from age 60 onwards, this group exhibits a lower employment retention rate than women with only secondary education or vocational training. With regard to this latter group, the finding is quite the opposite as for men: between age 60 and 64, a lower share of women with vocational training is retired than among any of the other educational strata. The fastest retirement rate is consistently observed among women without any education.

To sum up, educational attainment is a significant predictor of men’s retirement behaviour, but plays a bigger role in women’s. This result should be seen in the context of other findings pointing to a very strong impact of education on women’s employment rates across the whole life course (Garrido & Chulia 2005). This juxtaposition creates a complex picture that sees less educated women (primary education or less) drop out of the labour market in their prime, leaving only better-educated women and the fittest among women with a low education “at risk” of retirement. This selection process is of course tied to the very definition of retirement, which – in this study as in most of the sociological literature – envisages retirement as the withdrawal from lifetime employment (cf. section 3.3.1).

6.5.3 Multivariate Survival Analysis

Table 6.2 shows the results of a piecewise-constant exponential model (see chap. 5 for details) on the timing of employment exit between age 58 and 65 for men. The first model illustrates the importance of occupational class for retirement timing. At 0.416, the upper service class exhibits a transition rate that is less than half the rate of routine workers. The lower service class stays in the labour force similarly long (HR=0.766), and the petite bourgeoisie (including farmers) also retire very late. The remaining classes retire earlier but do not differ significantly among themselves. While these findings are roughly in line with earlier evidence (Sánchez 2003: 231; Pérez 2006: 206), the modest transition rate exhibited by skilled manual workers is surprising, as the latter are known to be a high-risk group for early exit. We will return to this issue later in this chapter.

The second model introduces the length of the working career as a time-dependent covariate, along with a set of dummies for public sector employment as well as for family situation. It turns out that for each year a man has worked his retirement propensity increases by 3% (HR=1.029). This finding was expected, because a longer contribution period is connected to higher pension entitlements. In addition, retirement is probably perceived as a more legitimate gratification the longer the working life already completed at each given age. Comparable results are reported by Muñoz et al (2007: 115). Class effects are largely unaffected by the inclusion of this set of variables, with the exception of lower sales and service workers, who now exhibit an elevated propensity to retire early.

It had been shown by previous research that public-sector employees retire later than private-sector employees (Bernardi & Garrido 2006), a pattern that may partly be put down to compositional effects (Veira Ramos 2005). In the multivariate estimation results presented here, public-sector employment as such yields no significant effect beyond class membership. We can conclude that although at face value public-sector employees may work longer than others, this is due to the fact that relatively few low-skilled workers are employed by the state. That is, in relation to comparable workers in the private sector, Spanish civil servants are not particularly prone to exit the labour market early, as was observed for other developed countries (cf. OECD 2007).

The respondent’s family situation, as indicated by marital status, and in this case, the wife’s employment situation, also has its impact on retirement behaviour. Married men with a retired spouse exhibit a much higher retirement propensity (HR=1.573) than married workers with an active spouse (working or unemployed). Similarly, the presence of an inactive wife leads to a somewhat earlier exit, too. Among single men (divorced, widowed, unmarried), we find no significant differences with respect to retirement age. Note that these patterns are consistent with the effects of family situation on age norms reported in chapter 4. Therefore, it can be assumed that family effects are due to the way retirement preferences are shaped by the household context.

Table 6.2
Piecewise Constant Exponential Model, Employment Exit in Spain, Men.
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Source: EPA 2006; own calculations
Note: * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01; Baseline hazard not shown.

In the third model, we add the branch of industry in which the worker is (or was) employed. It turns out that early exit from work is substantially more frequent in heavy and specialised industry (automobiles, machinery, chemical, instruments) than in traditional industry (textile, furniture, etc.). The fact that in traditional industry, which in Spain, is still a large employer, early exit schemes are less relevant than in other sectors of manufacturing partially explains why skilled manual workers are not as prone to retire early here as elsewhere. It could be speculated that low-value-added production neither permits nor requires the operation of costly early retirement programmes to renew its workforce and enhance productivity to the same extent as high-value-added manufacturing. Service-sector employees, particularly social services, appear generally to retire rather late. At the same time, late retirement is common in agriculture. The latter is responsible for neutralising the class effect corresponding to farmers. Meanwhile, all other class effects stay virtually the same.

The final model uses categories of educational attainment instead of social class. Notably, there are no significant differences between most of the groups. Only tertiary education is connected to markedly late exit. In comparison with the descriptive findings above, we can conclude that the early exit of men with vocational training can be explained by their long employment careers, a consequence of their early entry into the labour market. In terms of its explanatory power, education is inferior to social class.

For women, the picture that emerges from table 6.3 is quite diverse in terms of class disparities. Remarkably, the female lower salariat has a tendency to exit earlier from the labour force than routine workers. As a more fine-grained analysis of occupational codes shows, this finding is driven by a high proportion of teachers. This gender-graded class effect is thus possibly due to micro-class differences. Moreover, we find that skilled workers retire much more prematurely than routine workers. But there are also strong similarities as compared to the male findings, namely the relatively late exit of the self-employed and of the higher service class. Women in intermediate occupations behave similar to women in unskilled manufacturing jobs.

To further substantiate the class-gender nexus, model 1 has been estimated for men and women together, adding a gender dummy (detailed results not displayed). Although we now know that the assumption of gender-invariant class effects is not fully accurate, it is interesting that being a woman has no significant effect in such a model beyond class membership. This supports the hypothesis that the traditional gender gap in retirement ages is related to gender segregation on the labour market.

Let us return to the results from table 6.3. We detect significant household effects in Spanish women’s retirement behaviour. Again, a retired spouse increases the probability of retirement significantly, although the effect seems to be somewhat smaller than for men (HR of 1.303 versus 1.573). As among men, years of employment exert a positive influence on retirement hazards in the second model (HR=1.018). The findings corresponding to the public sector are gender invariable, too.

The effects related to the sector of economic activity are more pronounced among women than among men. In all parts of the economy, women work longer than in traditional manufacturing. Ill health among female workers is a plausible explanation for this finding. Especially in the service sector and, again, in agriculture, we find markedly low retirement propensities. The final model brings about another curious finding. When including educational categories instead of class, we see that women with tertiary education, after controlling for career length, do not retire later than their less-educated counterparts. This is surprising and contrary to the findings above. Conversely, women with less than a primary education do not seem to retire especially early. Apparently, the educational gradient in retirement timing is mediated by the timing of work entry. The fact that better-educated women have shorter working lives at a given age during their late careers fully explains the educational differences that we observe at the bivariate level.

Table 6.3
Piecewise Constant Exponential Model, Employment Exit in Spain, Women.
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Source: EPA 2006; own calculations
Note: * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01; Baseline hazard not shown.

6.5.4 Competing Risks Models: The Social Selectivity of Pathways into Retirement

As stated by the theoretical model outlined in chapter 3, the pathway taken to retirement is closely connected to the timing of retirement and has lasting financial consequences in old age. In the data set, pathways into retirement can be identified via two survey questions: first, the socio-economic situation after leaving the last job, which is assessed retrospectively for all retirees, taps into the dynamics of sequential retirement processes; second, respondents who claim to have moved directly from work into “retirement or early retirement” are asked additionally about their main reason for retirement. Through this survey question, individual degrees of freedom can also be addressed. In particular, I construct a four-fold typology.

Table 6.4 shows the coding scheme in detail. While differentiating between two different routes of involuntary early exit, the methodology stays close to the one applied using the SHARE data set in chapter 5. In detail, four transition modalities are distinguished: 1) conventional retirement, 2) voluntary early exit, 3) employment constraints, and 4) health-related retirement. The first category of conventional retirement refers to individuals who report having directly entered “retirement or early retirement” after leaving their last job and those who have retired because they reached the legal retirement age. We attribute to the users of this pathway a high level of work attachment. Elderly workers who stay in the labour force due to financial constraints will also be found in this cluster.

Table 6.4:
Operationalisation of Retirement Modalities using EPA Data.
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Source: own elaboration.

The second category, voluntary early exit, intends to capture retirement decisions that are guided by low work attachment combined with a sufficient range of early retirement options. Many respondents in this cluster explicitly made use of some form of “pre-retirement” programme. Commonly, occupational pre-retirement plans are financed with a lump-sum severance pay, often taking advantage of the full two years of unemployment benefits. Large companies often supplement this with regular payments to the unemployed worker of between 60 and 100% of prior earnings until they reach pension age, or even for their lifetime (Muñoz et al. 2007: 104).85 Others reported having retired because of economic incentives or for reaching the “minimum pension age,” i.e. 60 or 61 years, in most cases. Agency is high in this group, although less so for those who exit due to caring responsibilities.

Thirdly, we use the label employment constraints for all workers who were unemployed after their last job. In addition, workers who mention job loss or problems at work as their main reason for retirement are allocated to this category. As table 6.5 shows, this is the minority of the cases in this cluster, representing only a fourth of the cases. Given that respondents were asked for the “main reason” for their retirement, it seems likely that pressure at the workplace, possibly born out of age discrimination, drove early exit here.

The fourth transition modality is the less ambiguous, as it embraces all health-related transitions into retirement. Given diffuse perceptions connected with disability pensions and sick pay, which may distort subjectively reported information on employment status, it is preferable to include not only those retirees who explicitly mention having passed through a similar status but also those who name a disability or long-term sickness as the main reason for retirement. This is true for a third of the respondents in this group.86

Evidently, we cannot accurately subsume all possible combinations of retirement motivations and degrees of agency freedom under the proposed typology. In this sense, the categories are highly simplifying and based on clearly imperfect measurement. Nevertheless, the typology of exit modalities is arguably the best combined operationalisation of two central concepts of this study – pathways and retirement opportunities – that could be found using the data in hand.

Table 6.6 gives an overview of the importance of the various transition modalities among those Spanish men and women who retired between age 58 and 65. According to these descriptive statistics, the majority of current retirees have completed a direct transition from work to retirement. Besides, one in five retirees have exited their last job voluntarily, e.g. with the help of an occupational pre-retirement plan. Health-related retirement via disability is also important, affecting one in six retirees. Affecting less than 9% of workers, work withdrawal via unemployment is less prevalent than expected.

Table 6.5
Distribution of Retirement Modalities by Last Employment Status.
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Source: EPA2006; own calculations.

Table 6.6
Retirement Pathways of Respondents Retiring Aged 58–65, by Sex.
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Source: EPA2006; own calculations.

There are notable differences between men and women in terms of retirement pathways. Women are offered fewer firm-sponsored plans and retire more frequently by directly taking up a pension. Health problems are far more often the reason behind women’s retirement than behind men’s. This difference is likely exacerbated by gender-differential mortality. Yet, contrary to our expectations, we do not observe a higher incidence of unemployment among women.

According to DiPrete (2002) the incidence of risky life events should be studied in the context of the consequences of these events. In this vein, besides the relative importance of a particular pathway and the corresponding labour market risks, the timing of retirement also matters. Figure 6.7 shows the Kaplan-Meier survival curves for the four different transitions modalities for men and women respectively. Note that other than in the survival functions above, we ignore right-censored observations here and only look at the individuals that are already retired.

The figure visualises the huge difference that exists between exit modalities in terms of retirement age. Whereas retirement occurs mostly at age 65 when taking place via conventional retirement, the other pathways are connected with a much earlier withdrawal from the labour market. On the one hand, women exit earlier than men within each given pathway; on the other, the timing consequences inherent in the various pathways differ by gender as well: for men the disability pathway clearly implies the hastiest exit, while retirement due to employment constraints follows a similar temporary pattern as voluntary early exit from work; for women, by contrast, transitions that are due to employment constraints happen as early as the health-related ones. That is, the penalty in terms of retirement age connected with employment constraints is larger for women than for men.

In the following, we discuss the results from a competing risks model that examines the socio-economic profile of the users of the respective pathways into retirement. The reference is model 2 in the aggregated (cause-deleted) analyses. We start by looking at the factors related to conventional retirement for men, in the first column of table 6.7. The results concerning social class reaffirm the above finding concerning the (higher and lower) salariat, which has a lower transition rate into conventional retirement than unskilled workers (HR=0.551). With a hazard ratio of 1.131, the self-employed (now including farmers) do not display the usual low hazard rate, however. Accordingly, most of the independent workers stay active until the legal pension age. This high relevance of the statutory retirement age may be surprising at first sight, but it is actually straightforward given the high coverage of the self-employed under a special social-security regime, which provides an old-age pension after age 65. Besides this, a remarkable finding is the elevated propensity (HR=1.577) for conventional retirement revealed for skilled manual workers. In comparison with routine workers, they are in a better economic position to access the public early retirement pension for contributors to the pre-1967 system (mutualistas).

[image: image]

Fig. 6.7. Survivor Functions of Employment Exit in Spain by Modality and Sex, Retirees Only.

The second pathway refers to older workers leaving the labour market in a voluntary fashion. Notably, with a hazard ratio of 1.509, lower sales and service employees are the most prone to retire early in this way. A more fine-grained analysis revealed that this is due more to a probability than to a timing effect (for this distinction cf. section 5.3.2 and Bernardi 2001); that is, it is attributable to a high incidence of this pathway among this particular group rather than to the low retirement age of the concerned workers. While we already saw in the fourth chapter that work attachment in this group is low, it is interesting that many lower-grade service employees can economically permit themselves to retire early. Conversely, the self-employed exhibit a low propensity to withdraw from work, which adjusts to prior expectations provided that this collective seldom qualifies for any public early retirement pensions. Even so, many self-employed could probably afford an earlier retirement if they drew on their private savings. The fact that they do not give a higher priority to family or leisure may be attributable to a high work attachment or to the endorsement of conventional age norms of retirement. Meanwhile, the finding that skilled manual workers exhibit a 24% lower sub-hazard for the voluntary early exit modality than routine workers (HR=0.759) is surprising insofar as for the latter, it should be particularly difficult to withdraw early under financially attractive conditions.

The next column examines retirement transitions molded by employment constraints. The evidence confirms our expectation that members of the service class rarely run the risk of leaving the labour market via unemployment (HR=0.3). For evident reasons, the same is true for small employers and the self-employed. By contrast, the working classes carry the highest risk of taking the unemployment route to retirement. The hazard ratio of 0.864 for the intermediate occupations is not significantly different. In conclusion, leaving the labour market via unemployment is a common pathway across the mid- and lower-level ranks of the occupational structure, whereas managers and professionals, as well as the petite bourgeoisie, are sheltered from this risk. Interestingly, there is no apparent divide between blue-collar and white-collar workers.

Table 6.7
Competing Risks Model, Employment Exit in Spain, Men.
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Source: EPA 2006; own calculations
Note: * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01.

Finally, there are significant class differences in what regards the health-related pathway. On the one hand, there is a sharp hierarchy between the working class and the service class. In particular, the salariat is 47% less prone to retire due to health problems than unskilled workers (HR=0.530). The intermediate occupations also appear to stay relatively healthy throughout late working life, as they are, roughly, as prone to suffer a retirement-inducing disability as the service class. On the other hand, skilled manual workers stand out even among the working classes. They are, by a distance, the group that is most affected by career-ending disabilities. Routine workers, comprising workers in the service proletariat and non-skilled manual workers, is 58% less likely to end up in this category. Thus, physical work probably remains the risk factor that most commonly leads to health-related retirement.

Beyond social class, the competing risks framework also reveals that the employment status of the spouse only accelerates retirement through the conventional and voluntary early exit pathway (with hazard rates of 1.892 and 1.592, respectively). This is perfectly plausible, since individual choice is really the mechanism through which most household effects are supposed to work. The findings from chapter 4 clearly document this. When retirement is involuntary, in contrast, there are no significant household effects. The number of working years is positively related to the risk of early retirement via all pathways except for disability. Public-sector employment increases the propensity for conventional retirement but decreases the likelihood to exit via the employment-constraints pathway.

Table 6.8 displays the equivalent estimation results for women. There are no significant class differences to be found in what concerns conventional retirement decisions. This is partly to do with the fact that standard errors are larger because of lower case numbers. However, for voluntary early retirement transitions, we do find strong class effects. Interestingly, the female salariat displays a strong tendency to exit the labour force in this way (HR=2.210). This is mostly attributable to a probability effect, i.e. many women from the service class are found in this cluster. It seems that, unlike their male counterparts, highly skilled female workers often voluntarily anticipate their retirement. Women employed in skilled manual jobs display a similar behaviour (HR=2.675). For the latter, this finding was expected, given a propensity towards a low work attachment (cf. chap. 4) and relatively favourable conditions for early exit. For lower sales and service employees, the findings diverge from the male pattern, as women in this class do not show any significant difference to routine workers. Accordingly, if there are any early retirement privileges connected to this kind of jobs, then they are confined to men.

Table 6.8
Competing Risks Model, Employment Exit in Spain, Women.
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Source: EPA 2006; own calculations
Note: * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01.

The next set of estimates, concerning retirement induced by employment constraints, are notable insofar as routine workers are surprisingly not among the high-risk groups. Quite the contrary, both for the skilled workers and the intermediate occupations, we find transition rates that are more than twice as high (HR of 3.146 and 2.320). This is due to the higher incidence of this pathway rather than to a lower retirement age among the users of the pathway. Given the close connection between skill levels and unemployment, it is plausible that this pattern is partly related to an instrumental usage of the unemployment pathway. Compared to routine workers, everybody has a lower risk to retire via the health-related pathway. The only exception is skilled manual workers, who may carry a higher risk (HR=1.866). Thus, also among women, the difference between manual and non-manual jobs is decisive for the disability route into retirement.

Like for men, being employed in the public sector works as a safeguard against being laid off and thus decreases the risk of retiring via the employment-constraints pathway. Public sector employees predominantly move directly from work into the pension system. Although family situation exerts no significant effects, the coefficients for the female sample point in the same direction as men’s point.

We can therefore conclude that class effects at the bottom of the hierarchy work very differently for men and women. In re-assessing the difference between skilled workers and routine workers, we find that among women, the low retirement age of the former is driven by more frequent voluntary early exit and, strangely, stronger employment constraints. Among men, skilled manual workers carry a higher risk of suffering a retirement-accelerating disability, but in terms of their overall retirement timing, they compensate for this disadvantage with a higher incidence of conventional late retirement. With regard to lower-sales and service workers, among women, the retirement behaviour of this collective hardly differs from routine workers. By contrast, among men, this class emerges as privileged when compared to the other members of the working class.

We furthermore find gender disparities with regard to the differential retirement pathways of the working class. Recall that for men there were no considerable differences between skilled and unskilled manual workers. However, among female skilled workers, early exit is more frequently observed than among female routine manual workers via all pathways except for the (often firm-sponsored) voluntary early exit pathway. In sum, class effects in retirement behaviour work quite differently among men and women, especially at the bottom of the occupational hierarchy.

6.5.5 Duration Selection Models: Controlling for Inactivity

In the remainder of the chapter, the above referred selection process is explicitly taken into account in the statistical analysis. This is important as our estimates may be distorted by the circumstance that economic inactivity at age 50 – the moment at which our (retrospective) observation of retirement processes begins – probably depends on individual characteristics, which influence the timing of retirement. Correspondingly, a systematic attempt shall be made to assess the size of selection bias in the foregoing analyses. Yet, the data in hand do not allow us to model the entire process of mid-life employment decisions in a strictly causal fashion. What is more, finding a merely technical solution to the problem of selection effects in event-history models is all but trivial. How can we adjust our estimates to the fact that the population at risk of retirement is not representative of the whole elderly population?

The correction of selection processes in duration models has been at the cutting edge of methodological innovation during recent years (Wu 2003: 496). The estimator proposed by Boehmke, Morey, and Shannon (2006) allows modelling duration selection models in continuous time. Based on the simultaneous estimation of a selection model and a survival model, their approach takes into account the differential probability of enrolment when analysing the risk factors related to the duration of a state until a given event. Beyond its value for statistics, a key virtue of the contribution by Boehmke et al. is to make the estimator available for use within a standard software package (Stata). However, there is an important drawback to this estimator in the present context as well. Namely, it does not allow for time-varying covariates in the outcome equation. This means that our favourite model, the piecewise constant exponential model, is not viable in this framework. In consequence, two kinds of adjustments are necessary in order to integrate the selection process into our models. Firstly, we have to rely on a fully parametric specification of survival time rather than the semi-parametric PCEM. And secondly, it is necessary to implement a number of covariates in time-constant instead of in time-varying form.

As an alternative to the PCEM, I have chosen the flexible Weibull model.87 The years of lifetime employment are converted into a time-constant covariate that now refers to the approximate value at age 50. I have also had to remove the information on the employment situation of spouses (if applicable); instead, a categorical variable indicates the respondent’s marital status at the time of the interview. Given these potentially influential modifications, before advancing to a duration selection model, it was important to verify that the non-weighted Weibull model with a single spell per analysis subject delivers equivalent results to the PCEM used above. The same models as in the last section are estimated again using the Weibull model. As it turns out (results not shown), all coefficients stay virtually identical.88 The single-spell Weibull model thus seems an adequate basis on which to build a duration selection model of retirement timing.

As noted above, eligibility for the ad-hoc module depends on subjects’ being economically active at age 50. Moreover, we restricted the sample to those persons who had more than ten years of employment experience. All these issues imply a systematic selection of the population under study. Besides, there are supposedly non-random patterns of non-response for the ad-hoc module of the questionnaire, for which participation was not obligatory. In the following, the level of educational attainment of the respondents will be adopted as a selection criterion for the inclusion in the risk set. That is, we assume that the question of whether a person is part of our analysis sample is solely a matter of education. Of course, modelling the enrolment into the duration analysis exclusively in terms of education supposes a high degree of simplification. Specifically in the case of the women, it would have been preferable to include the number of children in the selection equation, but unfortunately, this information is not available in the EPA data. Moreover, parsimony was critical given the computational intensity of the simultaneous estimations in question.

Tables 6.9 and 6.10 show the estimation results for men and women respectively. As becomes apparent from the upper panel of the two tables, entry into late careers depends heavily on the level of education. Importantly, there is a large difference in enrolment between respondents without full primary education and those with tertiary education. The latter are most likely to enter the risk set, followed by respondents with vocational training. In general, the educational gradient is larger for women than for men. It can be inferred from the related research that this is due to the fact that female inactivity is often the consequence of task specialisation in the household (cf. e.g. Bernardi 1999; Blossfeld & Drobniĉ 2001). On average, Spanish women from the cohorts in question clearly have less education than Spanish men.

Table 6.9
Duration Selection Model (Weibull), Timing of Employment Exit in Spain, Men.
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Source: EPA 2006; own calculations Note: * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01.

As for the estimated hazard rates displayed in the lower panel, it is striking that these hardly change with respect to the results presented in section 6.5.3. This is true for both men and women. Most importantly, all class effects on retirement timing are practically identical.

Considering the size of the education-based selection effect, there could well have been more important changes in the estimates. That this is not the case lends additional credibility to the results presented above.

It is also worth mentioning the results for the parameter rho, which indicates the estimated error correlation between the selection and the duration equation. For both sexes, we find a strong negative correlation between the error terms of both equations. This suggests the existence of at least one unobserved factor that is positively related to employment in later life and negatively to the retirement rate. This demonstrates homology among the employment exit processes before and after age 58. Factors linked to increased employment participation leading to that age also enhance employment retention thereafter.

Table 6.10
Duration Selection Model (Weibull), Timing of Employment Exit in Spain, Women.
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Source: EPA 2006; own calculations Note: * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01.

It is furthermore comforting that the error correlation never reaches the allowed upper or lower thresholds; the tolerated interval lies between 0.25 and -0.25 (Boehmke et al. 2006). The fact that rho does not change significantly across specifications makes us confident of the robustness of the results.

Note that the competing risk model was also re-estimated within the duration selection framework. The results are not displayed because no new insights emerged from this exercise. Suffice it to say that there are no relevant deviations from the generic model presented in the forgoing section 6.5.4.

6.6 Summary

In this chapter, we have analysed the Spanish Labour Force Survey with respect to (1) the prevalence of different pathways into retirement, (2) the influence of socio-economic characteristics on the timing of the work-exit transition, and (3) the individual risk factors related to various retirement modalities.

A trend towards early retirement has unfolded later in Spain than in other Western European countries and has recently come to a halt. Before the current crisis, it seemed that retirement ages were on the rise again. Unfortunately, within the context of this study, it is not possible to assess whether the observed reversal is due to the modifications of pensions and employment regulations or to the entry of better-educated cohorts into late working life, or to both. In any case, the ongoing changes in the Spanish labour market make the analysis of retirement behaviour in Spain a rewarding endeavour.

As regards our main theme of social stratification in retirement, one of the key contributions of this chapter has been to include women, who have often been neglected in previous studies on Spain, in the analysis of retirement behaviour. Surprisingly, women do not retire much earlier than men, although the proportion of women who are economically active is much lower at any age. A powerful selection process takes place in Spain during the mid-career phase, with the consequence that only a sub-group of women gets to experience a late career. These work-oriented women do not retire much later than men, although the patterns of social stratification among them turn out to be quite different. In fact, occupational class disparities in terms of retirement behaviour are shaped quite distinctly among female and male workers respectively. Gender differences in class effects on retirement are especially pronounced at the bottom of the occupational hierarchy. For instance, women in lower sales and service jobs do not enjoy the same surprisingly favourable retirement opportunities as their male counterparts. Considering the increase in legal pension age coming into effect in 2013, such evidence makes it appear likely that women will in the future incur notable pension reductions.

For Spanish men, our hypothesis of pronounced class disparities in the timing of retirement has been confirmed by the empirical analyses. The service class is largely sheltered from late-career risks. With labour market push factors practically neutralised for the core work force through heavy employment protection, the comparatively strong work incentives embedded in the Spanish pension system become prevalent. As regards the 2011 pension reform, this means that high-skilled employees are probably well able to adapt their retirement behaviour to the changed actuarial adjustment scheme. On the contrary, skilled and unskilled manual workers exhibit a high propensity to leave the labour market early because of an increased risk of unemployment and disability during their late career. These two groups, as well as to a lesser extent the large class of lower sales and service workers, will likely be adversely affected by the possible increase in the legal pension age.

The self-employed, small proprietors, and agricultural workers in Spain stay in the labour market longer than dependently employed persons. In fact, the estimated hazard rate is nearly identical to the corresponding rate derived from SHARE in the previous chapter. Evidently, the mechanisms that otherwise bring about early exit from work do not operate in the same way for autonomous workers. If it is not for reasons of ill health, these workers stay in work a relatively long time. Their independence as employers and the possibility to gradually reduce working hours allows them to adapt to the increase of the legal pension age. Although the finding concerning the self-employed is in line with evidence from other countries, it gains additional salience in the Spanish context, where the share of self-employed is exceptionally high. The promotion of self-employment could possibly be a viable instrument for policy makers in other countries to enhance the prolongation of working lives.



74 There are still special rules for miners, farmers, agricultural workers, seamen, home workers, and the self-employed, as well as for civil servants (cf. Maldonado 2002: 393-419). Moreover, there is special treatment of high-risk occupations, such as firemen and bullfighters (Spina 2008: 159 f.).

75 This description refers to the legislation pre-2013, when the most recent pension reform started to be rolled out.

76 By and large, the new framework transfers to the younger cohorts the pension rules in place until that point for older workers, who still had contributed to the pre-1967 system of mutualidades.

77 The amount refers to a person older than 65 years without a dependent spouse. For younger retirees, the corresponding yearly amount is 6,895 EUR. In the presence of a dependent spouse, the amount is increased by 25%.

78 For contributors to the pre-1967 system, there still exists an alternative minimum pension scheme, the Seguro Obligatorio de Vejez e Invalidez (SOVI).

79 To qualify for this pension, the state of unemployed must not be caused voluntarily on behalf of the workers. Yet, opting for retirement in case of economic restructuring of the employing company (ERE) is always considered involuntary, as the cease of the work contract is beyond the worker’s control.

80 The Public State Employment Service gives an overview of these and other forms of benefits at the following site: <http://www.inem.es/inem/ciudadano/prestaciones/guias/index.html> (version 23 April 2009).

81 The reference index IPREM is not indexed automatically but updated annually with the general budget. Since its creation, its nominal increase has been below the rate of inflation and below the increase in the minimum wage.

82 The value calculated by the OECD for the dissimilarity index is 0.53. Note, however, that the incorporation of women into the labour market during the late 1990s has mostly taken place in “female” occupations (Maté García et al. 2002: 91), so it seems likely that gender segregation will increase in the future.

83 To be accurate, the considered on-risk period sets in just before respondents turn 58 and ceases just before they turn 66.

84 Specifically, 70% of observed transitions for which we have full information fall into the analysis window.

85 For an interesting analysis of the various schemes of early retirement in Spain from a juridical point of view, see Desdentado and Durán (2003). According to the authors (ibid.: 56), regular compensation payments to bridge the period between work exit and pension age was only been widespread during the heavy de-industrialisation of the 1980s.

86 Table 6.5 also serves to contrast the methodology applied here with one used in Radl & Bernardi (2011), in which the pathway typology is based exclusively on employment status after leaving one’s last job. While the focus in that study is on the seriality of retirement transitions, the present study’s approach is equally guided by the theoretical interest in the concept of agency. Overall differences are not very big, in any case. As the first column shows, most of those who take the direct route from employment to pension receipt also end up in the conventional category here. Another quarter of these respondents is found in the voluntary early exit category, and only a combined 15% are found in the other two.

87 The Weibull model was also used as alternative modelling approach in section 5.5.5.

88 The estimated baseline hazard is monotonically increasing, which is similar to the result in the stepwise function of the PCEM, in which only the peak at age 60 represented a discontinuity in the baseline hazard. NB: based on these results, the critical reader could be tempted to doubt the necessity of using complex models in general. However, it is also true that we would not know if a simpler model would suffice had we not first estimated the most adequate, complex model with time-varying covariates.


7. Retirement Timing and Social Stratification in Germany

7.1 Introduction

The age boundaries of the German pension system have been the subject of numerous political debates. The introduction of far-reaching early retirement policies at the beginning of the 1970s was prompted by a race among political parties to gain credit for popular social spending (Schmidt 2005). A decade later, agreement on the 1984 “pre-retirement” scheme (Vorruhestand) was achieved only after a major power struggle between the government, employer associations, and trade unions. Piece by piece, an eclectic institutional infrastructure was built up that offered multiple routes into early exit from work (Jacobs et al. 1991b). In this way, Europe’s largest economy had become a paradigmatic “early exit country” by the 1990s. Under the perceived pressure of looming demographic changes, the scaling back of incentives to early exit from work was achieved without major upheaval in the 1992 reform.89 In contrast, the Schröder government encountered massive political resistance when it decided to lift the statutory retirement age from 65 to 67 years. Today, many stakeholders continue to regard early retirement as a social right.

Given the prominence of the early exit theme in Germany’s political economy, it is perhaps no surprise that the country has been one the powerhouses of social science research on retirement, as demonstrated by seminal works such as Reforming Early Exit from Work by Ebbinghaus and Time for Retirement by Kohli and colleagues. In recent years, empirical research has been stimulated by the creation of the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) at the Mannheim Research Institute for the Economics of Aging and by the foundation of the Research Data Centre of the German Federal Pension Insurance (FDZ-RV).90

This chapter analyses work-exit dynamics in Germany with a continued focus on understanding the relationship between social stratification and retirement behaviour. Like the preceding chapter, it begins with a characterisation of the national labour market and relevant institutional framework. Specifically, I outline the functioning of the pension system and unemployment insurance to identify the principal pathways from work to retirement provided by the German welfare state. The description focuses on eligibility criteria that render work-exit pathways socially selective. I also discuss some relevant recent changes in German pension legislation. While the new rules are of limited or no relevance for the cohorts studied here, they have to be taken into consideration in order to assess the future relevance of the empirical findings presented.

In the fourth section I reconsider the working hypotheses formulated in chapter five. Where necessary, I adapt these to the conditions specific to Germany. Next, I briefly describe the methods used in the data analysis, which are very similar to those used for the Spanish case study. I then expound on the empirical results, starting with a series of descriptive findings, which are followed by a multivariate event-history analysis of work-exit transitions. As in the previous two chapters, I estimate a set of competing risks models to scrutinise the social mechanisms behind differential retirement behaviour. In the concluding section, I revisit the issue of selection processes leading into late careers.

7.2 Labour Market and Structural Change

In a nutshell, the German “high everything” model (Streeck) combines high wages and high standards of social protection to achieve high productivity and international competitiveness at the expense of high unemployment. The high skill profile of the German workforce is related to the large share of employment that is still found in manufacturing, particularly that of high quality items (Streeck 1997; Streeck & Trampusch 2005). In comparison, the third sector of service employment is less developed than in other affluent societies. However, it has grown of late with the creation of a low-wage service sector (cf. section 7.3.5 below).

The German labour market is characterised by marked occupational boundaries (Giesicke & Verwiebe 2009; Jabsen & Buchholz 2009) that go hand in hand with the stratified educational system (Allmendinger 1989). Many occupations require specific certificates, acquired through the vocational training system (Witte & Kalleberg 1995). Since access to vocational training is largely confined to young people, moreover, job change across occupational boundaries is difficult for older workers. However, for less educated workers, formerly standardised career paths have recently become more discontinuous in terms of job mobility patterns (Giesicke & Heisig 2010).

Unemployment among elderly workers has been historically much higher than among younger workers. In recent years, however, official statistics show that the number of unemployed workers above age 50 – both with respect to short-term and long-term unemployment –decreased markedly until 2008. The years between 1998 and 2008 saw economic growth and therefore declining unemployment across all groups. The rate of reduction was highest among older workers, however. As a result, the gap between older workers and younger workers narrowed both in terms of unemployment and employment rates, particularly for women (Arlt et al. 2009). Nevertheless, the labour market participation of persons aged 60 and over remains far below that of their younger peers.

Before 1990, female economic activity was much lower in the Federal Republic of Germany than in the German Democratic Republic (Himmelreicher & Frommert 2006). Although women’s labour market participation has in recent decades increased in the Western part of the united Germany, regional differences in employment patterns still persist. Similarly, part-time work plays a more prominent role among West German women than among East German women (Matysiak & Steinmetz 2008: 333).

7.3 Institutional Context

7.3.1 General Features of the German System of Social Welfare

The foundations of the German welfare state were laid during the last two decades of the nineteenth century. A steadily growing number of workers were introduced to the new systems of social insurance, which covered the risks of ill health (1883), work accidents (1884), or frailty in old-age (1889). The autonomous but state-regulated bodies of social security have, by and large, maintained their organisational structure until today. Another important and rather stable feature of the German welfare state is the strong reliance on wage-related social contributions as the main source of funding (Schmidt 2005).

The German welfare state has long been characterised by occupational fragmentation. A plurality of socio-legal regimes establishes varying rules for each collective of workers. Although successive reforms have made the regulations across occupational regimes more alike, the formal separation among distinct insurance populations in the pension system has lasted until 2005.91 Despite applying similar rules for benefit calculation, the pension system for civil servants is a separate system.92

Wage bargaining is rather decentralised but highly coordinated at the industry level (Traxler & Kittel 2000: 1161). Union density rates have been comparatively low by international standards and have lately declined further, from 36.6% in 1975 to 28.9% in 1995 (Ebbinghaus & Visser 1999: 147).93 However, the percentage of workers effectively covered by collective agreements is much higher (Hassel 1999).

7.3.2 Pensions and Retirement Incentives

Although the financing of the pension system has always been based principally on a pay-as-you-go mechanism, capital reserves were built up on various occasions in German history, but were usually eradicated through war or economic crisis (Schmidt 2005). The pension system was restituted as a monolithic pay-as-you-go system with the general pension reform of 1957; as such, current expenses for pensions are mostly paid with the contributions from the dependently employed labour force, which mandatorily pays into the system a fixed percentage of its gross earnings. The funding scheme is based on parity with employers, who contribute the same amount to their employees’ social insurance.

Between 1922 and the end of the twentieth century, the statutory retirement age remained constant at 65 years of age for the vast majority of workers. The minimum contribution period has been set at five years since 1984. The pension formula is based on the “equivalence principle,” which demands that yearly benefits are proportional to yearly contributions. More specifically, pension entitlements correspond to the number of “earnings points” a worker has accumulated: one full year during which the worker earns the average wage yields one earnings point; one year earning 50% of the average wage yields half an earnings point.94 In this way, the entire contribution period is taken into account in the calculation of benefits.

Notwithstanding the guiding principle of equivalence, redistribution takes place between contributors, for example, in the form of a pensions bonus for child-care or education. In addition, small pensions are topped up provided that the minimum contribution period is accomplished. Yet another form of redistribution consists in the conversion into beneficiaries of the Eastern German pensioners after reunification. These additional elements of social protection within the pension system legitimise considerable subsidies on behalf of the general government budget, i.e. through taxes (Heidel & Loose 2004).

Private pensions were strengthened by the 2001 “Riester” reform (named after the former minister of social affairs Walter Riester), which steadily introduced state subsidies for voluntary old-age provision until 2008 (cf. Marschallek 2004). The level of subsidies depends on respective income and number of children. Certified pension plans need to include a minimum guarantee and cannot pay out before age 60. Alternative to the supplement, there is a funding scheme for old-age provisions through tax deductions. There is a variety of occupational pensions as well, most of them defined-benefit plans. The coverage in 2006 was approximately 65% of all employees (OECD 2008: 196).

7.3.3 Institutional Pathways into Retirement

All relevant pathways into retirement in Germany eventually lead into the receipt of a public old-age pension. Therefore, the different pension types are very illustrative for the work-exit options typically available to older employees.95 Figure 7.1 shows the legal situation after the major reform brought in from 1999 onwards. It is roughly representative for the majority of individuals under study, although different rules apply for the older cohorts in the sample.96 As the figure illustrates, the standard retirement age of the “regular old-age pension” (Regelaltersrente) was fixed at 65 years during the reference period. Women were allowed to take up an old-age pension from age 60 if they had contributed to the system during at least 15 years. In this sense, the old-age pension for women is an instrument of positive gender discrimination aimed at compensating for sexbased differences in the labour market.
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Fig. 7.1. Overview of Pathways into Retirement in Germany After 1999.

Two further pension types have existed since 1973: the “old-age pension for the long-term insured” made pension entry at 63 years possible for persons with a contribution period of 35 years or longer. It is exemplary of the early-retirement paradigm because no conditions related to employability are required for this pension type. The “old-age pension for severely disabled persons” facilitates the early retirement of workers with a registered disablement of 50% (based on medical condition) who have paid contributions for 35 years. The age boundary for this pension was set at 60 years in 1980; It must be stressed that the pension for handicapped persons is an old-age pension and should not be confused with the various types of disability pensions, for which there is generally no minimum age. Benefit levels of disability pensions depend on the severity of the invalidity and on prior contribution periods. In the past, not only the capacity to work but also labour market conditions were taken into account for the evaluation of disabilities (Wübbeke 2005: 11 ff.), but recent reforms tightened eligibility criteria and introduced a regular reassessment of pensioners’ health status (Moll & Stichnoth 2003). With reaching the standard retirement age disability pensions are automatically converted into old-age pensions.

Moreover, there was a special pension type for older unemployed workers that facilitated access to an old-age pension at age 60. This pension was put into place in 1957 but was of little relevance until the major reform of 1972 made it more attractive by lowering the minimum length of the prior unemployment spell to one year. The minimum contribution period is 15 years, including a required 8 out of the last 10 years. This pension type has been recently abolished (see below for details) but was still available during the reference period.

For inhabitants of the former GDR, a special pathway into early retirement was set up after reunification. Workers over 55 years who lost their jobs during the collapse of the East German labour market were granted an allowance of 65% of the last net salary. The maximum benefit duration within this temporal scheme (Altersübergangsgeld)was five years so as to guarantee direct entrance into the pension system at 60 years of age.97 Although enrolment to the scheme was restricted to the time between October 1990 and December 1992, take-up was massive and went along with an emptying of the Eastern German labour market of elderly workers.98

Another early retirement arrangement called Altersteilzeit was the result of reform efforts concerted among the government and social partners. Its aims were to facilitate a gradual transition from work to retirement and to promote the availability of jobs for younger workers. Introduced in 1996, this “old-age part-time work scheme” requires an agreement between the employer and the employee. Its funding involves both the unemployment insurance scheme and the pension scheme (cf. Viebrok 2001: 224 ff.; Stück 2003; Wübbeke 2005). Under the old-age part-time work scheme, employees aged over 55 years could reduce their working hours by half for up to six years, while earning a minimum of 70% of their previous wage (both net and gross).99 Social security contributions were topped up to 90% of their former level. Afterwards (but not before age 60), these part-timers were eligible for a special old-age pension. Ironically, this arrangement only became popular later in an alternative version:100 within the so-called block model, workers can work full time during the first half of the period and then not work at all during the second half, although they would still be formally employed. In the example included in figure 7.1, a worker enters the regime at age 54 but continues to work full time until 57, leaving the job three years before starting to receive old-age pension benefits at 60. The subsidisation of new Altersteilzeit agreements through the unemployment insurance scheme was terminated at the end of 2009.101

The Altersteilzeit model evidences the inherent tension between labour market performance and the finances of pension systems. The scheme has been widely criticised because it failed to fulfill the original motivation of fostering a gradual transition from work into retirement. Instead, it underwent a process of “institutional drift” (Streeck & Thelen 2005), as the purpose of the scheme was perverted by later modifications to match the needs of its core beneficiaries, which, moreover, turned out to be the privileged strata of the occupational hierarchy. In fact, according to official statistics, the beneficiaries of the regime are mainly male West Germans who eventually received pensions that were far above average (Kaldybajewa 2004). Since many collective agreements provided additional incentives, such as lump-sum payments or compensations for subsequent pension reductions, the arrangement has effectively benefited the well-off (cf. Stück 2003; Wagner 2009). The yearly costs only on behalf of the employment agency amounted to 1.4 billion EUR in 2007 (Wagner 2009: 11).

7.3.4 Raising Pension Ages

Until 1999, none of the pension types available for anticipated retirement were subject to reductions. The pension level of early retirees was calculated in the same way as for someone who retired at age 65. Therefore, as pension benefits are roughly proportional to prior contributions, the only disadvantage of early retirement relative to continued employment consisted in the forgone accumulation of further entitlements. In other words, financial incentives for early retirement were substantial (Börsch-Supan et al. 2004).

With demographic changes threatening to overburden the system of social welfare, the German parliament in Bonn passed a major pension reform bill on 9 November 1989, the day the Berlin Wall fell. Ironically, while reunification would bring about a massive wave of early retirement in the new Länder, this so-called 1992 reform – titled after the year that the first measures became effective – marks a paradigm shift towards a reversal of the early exit trend in Germany (cf. Nullmeier & Rüb 1993).

Significantly, the 1992 reform eliminates most early retirement incentives emanating from the old-age pension system by introducing actuarial reductions for anticipated pension receipt (Verband Deutscher Rentenversicherungsträger 2005; Radl 2006b, 2008).102 Benefits are reduced by 0.3 percentage points for each month that a worker draws an old-age pension before reaching the statutory retirement age. In effect, early pension receipt involves a benefit reduction of 3.6 percentage points per year.103 At the same time, the special pensions for women, for the unemployed, and after Altersteilzeit are faded out entirely.104

In an effort not to burden a particular generation significantly more than others and to leave insurants sufficient time to adjust their retirement planning (Becker 2003: 36), these parallel changes are implemented steadily over decades. In this way each birth-month cohort faces slightly stricter conditions for early pension entry than its antecessor.105 The minimum age for drawing the “old-age pension for the long-term insured” will be lowered to 62 years for the cohorts born after 1950. Although the standard pension age was first being maintained at age 65, the stage was set for the subsequent 2004 reform to increase the regulatory pension age to 67 years between 2012 and 2031. In the long run, the relevant age corridor for entering an old-age pension in Germany will lie between the ages of 62 and 67. Since the preconditions for pension entrance are changing with each birth-month group the above-provided typology of pathways can only offer a stylised and condensed categorisation of the plurality of available arrangements.

7.3.5 Unemployment Benefits and Labour Market Flexibilisation

After the minimum employment duration of twelve months, workers are entitled to unemployment insurance; with two years of employment, a worker is entitled to twelve months of benefits. Unemployment benefits are 67% of net wages for parents of dependent children and 60% of net wages for others. The maximum period of entitlements is normally one year, but special conditions apply for older workers (see below).

During the two decades before 2006 – the relevant period for the data analyses comprised in this study – the longest possible receipt was increased from age 45 onwards to reach a maximum of 32 months with 58 years. But this privileged treatment of older unemployed persons was cut back drastically by the major labour market reform introduced in 2006. Figure 7.2 gives an overview of the respective legislation by age group. It shows how the “Hartz” reforms reduced the duration of unemployment insurance until the reform was partially reversed two years later.106 Since 2008, workers aged 58 and older can receive unemployment benefits for a period of 24 months, provided they have been working during four of the five years prior to being registered as unemployed.

Before 2006, furthermore, there existed a means-tested continuation scheme (Arbeitslosenhilfe) available after the expiration of regular unemployment benefits. It was administered not by the local employment offices but by the federal government. Its latest level was somewhat lower than regular unemployment benefits, at 53% of last wages (57% with dependent children), but there was generally no maximum period of receipt. Long-term unemployed persons had to prove their need and job search activity after each full year. The scheme was abolished with the 2006 reforms, at a time when there were more than two million beneficiaries (Bäcker 2008: 21). The newly introduced “unemployment benefit II” (Arbeitslosengeld II)provides a flat-rate benefit that covers only the most basic needs.107 More, the reform implies a stricter means test and rigorously enforces the job-search criterion. In effect, older workers whose entitlement to regular unemployment benefits expire can now only count on state support on the condition of economic hardship.108 The flexibilisation of the German labour market has drawn much attention from scholars as it seems to question the classified status of the country as a highly coordinated economy (Hassel 1999; Carlin & Soskice 2009).
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Fig. 7.2. Unemployment Benefit Durations by Age Group and Reference Period.

While the described correction of the original “Hartz” reforms increased benefit duration in 2008, other later measures have been restrictive (cf. Dietz et al. 2008). One important recent change refers to the “58er regulation” (§ 428 SGB III),109 which in the past had made the unemployment pathway into retirement especially attractive. Accordingly, unemployed persons aged 58 and older were not required to search for a new job but could instead agree to draw an old-age pension as soon as possible. As the maximal duration of unemployment benefit receipt for elderly workers was extended to 32 months by 1987, this patchwork arrangement had facilitated a comfortable early exit into retirement that large companies in particular frequently used.110 As claimants of this unrestricted receipt of benefits did not count as part of the workforce, the scheme distorted official labour market statistics by disguising unemployment (Brussig & Wübbeke 2007). The “58er regulation” was abolished from the beginning of the year 2008 (Arlt et al. 2009).

Finally, employment protection in Germany is not as strict as it used to be. For the year 2003, the respective OECD index still had Germany above the average of its member countries, but clearly below high-protection countries like Spain or France (OECD 2006a). Generally, dismissal protection becomes only effective after six months of employment duration. Small employers are practically unbound by lay-off protection. The minimum number of employees required in a firm for dismissal protection to apply was raised from 6 to 10 in 1996. After an intermission between 1999 and 2003, which meant a return to the old regulation, the higher threshold of 10 employees was re-established in 2004.

7.4 Hypotheses

In section 5.2.1, I have formulated a series of hypotheses on the influence of various individual-level variables on retirement timing. But the specificities of Germany’s economic model likely yield particular consequences for individual differences in retirement timing. As in the previous chapter on Spain, some amendments shall therefore be made with respect to the hypotheses formulated in chapter 5 about Western Europe in its totality. To this aim, I make reference to the macro-micro chains outlined in section 3.2.2 of the analytical framework: institutional filters, compositional/selection effects, and cultural effects.

7.4.1 Gender

In chapter 5 I have argued that the gender differential in retirement timing is theoretically underdefined because different mechanisms operate in opposing directions. Given this ambiguity, what difference between male and female retirement do we expect to see in Germany during the observation period? As it turns out, the situation is less ambiguous in Germany than elsewhere: in terms of institutional filters, the effect of German pension legislation is likely to amplify the traditional gender gap.111 In particular, the old-age pension for women offers a generous early exit modality at age 60 for women with at least 15 years of employment (or equivalent contribution periods). Thus, only women with short working careers who re-enter the labour market after extended periods of inactivity have real incentives to work until 65 years. Moreover, since the minimum contribution period for the regular old-age pension is only five years, there will be few married women who need to stay on the job to gain eligibility. The expected effect of the German welfare state, hence, is to make women retire earlier than men.

In terms of compositional effects, we would expect women to exhibit a lower retirement age than men if they are concentrated in industries and occupations that are particularly prone to early withdrawal from work. According to OECD calculations, the degree of sex-based occupational segregation in Germany is – with a dissimilarity index of 0.56 – about average by international standards (OECD 2002a: 90). Supposing that women are not only paid less than their male peers (Gartner & Hinz 2009) but also that employment security in “female jobs” tends to be lower on average than for “male jobs,” this mechanism would thus tend to mildly reinforce a traditional pattern of gender stratification in retirement. In short, if anything, compositional effects push women towards an earlier retirement vis-à-vis men.

A third intervening mechanism consists in cultural effects, which may alter the gender gap in retirement by means of women’s retirement decisions, properly speaking. If women prefer to exit the labour market earlier than men (or to adhere to corresponding age norms), the expected outcome under ceteris paribus conditions is a lower retirement age. The analyses of ESS data in the fourth chapter have demonstrated that the gender difference in attitudes towards retirement is indeed considerable in Germany. The likely preferencedriven gender effect thus also points in the direction of the earlier exit of women.

Finally, as explained in section 3.2.2, selection effects have the capacity to counteract the traditional gender gap in retirement: since only the economically active population is “at risk” of retirement, high rates of female inactivity can drive up women’s retirement ages by means of self-selection. However, female employment rates are about average by European standards, and although these are lower in the Western than in the Eastern part of the country, there is no reason to expect selection effects to considerably drive up women’s retirement age. Overall, various factors suggest a pronounced traditional gender divide in retirement timing in Germany. We therefore expect women to exit work much earlier than men. Special attention needs to be paid to the difference between East and West Germany.

7.4.2 Social Class

What kind of class effects on retirement behaviour do we expect to observe in Germany? Should we expect a different pattern than the one postulated by the generic hypothesis regarding social class in section 5.2.1? Because of the “equivalence principle,” the tendency of the German pension system has always been to reproduce existing wage inequality in old-age. In terms of employment protection and unemployment benefits, similarly, the set-up of German labour market policies does not suggest any divergence from the expected class pattern of retirement behaviour (see tables 5.1A & 5.1B).

Nevertheless, there are other factors that could produce an idiosyncratic relationship between social class and retirement timing in Germany. Specifically, access to the attractive Altersteilzeit scheme is not universal but instead hinges on collective agreements. Employers’ agreement is more likely in the case of the salariat, which can exploit trust resources inherent in the service relationship (cf. section 3.3.2). Moreover, the scheme is tailored to fit the needs of highly-educated workers in the sense of only requiring a minimum contribution period of 15 years. As reported above, prior research has correspondingly shown that this scheme is mostly used by high-wage earners in white-collar occupations (Angestellte). We therefore expect a relatively lower retirement age among the German salariat than elsewhere.

Moreover, in international comparison the German social structure stands out for a high share of technicians and skilled manual workers (cf. section 5.5.5). In theory, this feature could induce a regression to the mean (as it has been argued for the Spanish self-employed), i.e. a less pronounced relative propensity for early exit among lower technicians than elsewhere. However, the large size of this class in Germany is backed by an exceptional economic context. The high number of skilled blue-collar workers is a by-product of the prominent role of high value-added manufacturing in the German economy. In areas such as the chemical industry and mechanical engineering, early exit arrangements are supported by a high degree of unionisation and co-determination on behalf of workers councils, which view generous early retirement programmes as a core achievement for their constituency (Ebbinghaus 2001). The varieties of capitalism approach (Hall & Soskice 2001) likewise seems to suggest an earlier exit of skilled workers in Germany than elsewhere. Arguably, the German institutional setup fosters a work organisation based on high productivity and early-retirement premia (Estévez-Abe et al. 2001). Along these lines, we expect German skilled workers to exit relatively earlier than in the rest of Western Europe.

As for particular late-career risks, the German retirement regime has long been known for the salience of the unemployment pathway (Jacobs et al. 1991b). The respective special pension has been phased out recent years, yet our observation period reaches back into the 1990s, when the “58er regulation” was still a popular way among employers to shed older workers. Hence, we expect a high share of workers to have left the labour market in this way. Given the large proportion of manufacturing in the German economy, we also expect a considerable number of disabilities to have led to an early exit from work.

7.4.3 Family Effects

The German pension system establishes specific rules for survivor pensions, which have theoretical implications for retirement. According to § 97 SGB VI, for the recipient of a widow’s pension, other incomes are partly subject to deduction. Specifically, 40% of the amount of additional income that exceeds the applicable allowance (690 EUR per month in 2006) is deducted from the survivor pension benefit. Since old-age pension benefits are typically lower than the last wage, the income loss normally connected with retirement is decreased substantially for widows and widowers. In particular, if the deceased spouse had accumulated a large pension entitlement, the financial incentives to continue working are very low. This should be more often the case for women than for men, because women receive higher survivor pensions than men (but lower old-age pensions) (cf. Hagen et al. 2007). In short, we expect German widows and widowers to enter retirement earlier than a comparable married worker. Such a legal constraint is not in place in Spain.112 As a consequence of mortality differences and marriage patterns (husbands are often older than wives), there are many more widows than widowers,113 so that this mechanism is more relevant for women than for men.

Although divorce also implies the loss of the partner, the economic implications are actually very different. The German public pension system includes pension-share regulations in the case of divorce, which cushion the long-term consequences of the male breadwinner model. Accordingly, divorced persons are compensated for unequal pension accrual of the two spouses during the time of the marriage (Versorgungsausgleich). Accrued entitlements are summed up and divided equally among the former spouses.114 If the divorcee’s entitlements are still insufficient, pension adequacy may be a strong motive for continued work. Pension-share regulations do not include incompatibilities of the kind identified for widowhood such that moral hazard does not play a role. Work incentives for women are likely to be substantial. Moreover, if the former wife had been inactive during most years of the marriage, eligibility for a public pension before age 65 is out of reach. Until this point, alimonies could be a divorced woman’s only source of income if – within a traditional gender division of labour – they were not continuously employed when married. Divorced women should thus exit the labour market later than married women. Some formerly inactive women may even have to re-enter paid work after divorce. The former husband’s pension benefit would be reduced accordingly as part of the pension sharing arrangement, hence inducing additional work incentives for divorced men as well.

7.5 Results

7.5.1 Data and Methods

The empirical analysis of retirement behaviour in Germany is based on data from the 2006 Mikrozensus. As set out in previous chapters, the data set forms part of the European Union Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS). This makes the results presented in this chapter on Germany directly comparable to the findings from the previous chapter on Spain. The Mikrozensus is based on a stratified cluster sample representative of residents of private households in Germany. While the Mikrozensus as a whole covers 1% of the German population, the 2006 adhoc module on retirement was carried out as a 0.1% (sub)sample. The German Mikrozensus is administered by the Federal Statistical Office, and data access is provided by its research data center.115 Data-protection legislation prevented the author from directly accessing the data. The only viable form of access was through remote execution.

As in the previous chapter, there are two observation windows: the full age interval covered by the survey module (50–69 years) is used for Kaplan-Meier estimates of the survivor function of retirement presented in the next section; then, a reduced age corridor (58–65 years) is used for the multivariate survivalanalytical models discussed in the remainder of the chapter. The reduction of the observation window prevents sample selection bias, which would otherwise arise because some of the retrospectively retrieved information is not available in the data set, in case the retirement event lies more than eight years prior.

The basic setup of the event-history analysis is the same as in the Spanish country study (see section 6.5.1): I study the timing of work exit using a piecewise-constant exponential model. Employment status is defined based on ILO definitions, with “retired” here including disabled and inactive persons. People with short lifetime employment (less than 10 years) are excluded from the risk set.

The ISCO-88 code of occupations is fortunately available at the three-digit level, but information for the coding of the ESeC class schema is still incomplete. Particularly, the Mikrozensus data set does not include information on firm size or supervisory status of the last occupation for retired or inactive persons. Following the standard procedures established by the ESeC designers, the coding is therefore based on the modal categories of the respective occupational groups. As advanced in section 3.3.2, the class schema is partly adjusted to the specificities of the German occupational structure and of the properties of the data set. On the one hand, the two groups of self-employed/small employers are merged together because the agricultural sector in Germany is very small. On the other hand, I am able to treat lower technicians as a separate group, because their number is larger in Germany than in most other countries.

The categorisation of industries is taken from the classification of economic sectors WZ 2003 (Klassifikation der Wirtschaftszweige) in its version specifically adapted to the Mikrozensus.116 Educational groups are based on the International Standard Classification of Education classification (ISCED-97) (cf. Schneider 2008).
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Fig. 7.3. Trends in Pension Age and Work-Exit Age in Germany, by Men and Women, 1960–2008.

7.5.2 Descriptive Results

An overview of the evolution of retirement over the last decades is provided in figure 7.3 using two different indicators: the average effective retirement age, as calculated by the OECD (i.e. work-exit age; cf. sections 3.2.1 and 5.3.2 of this study for further measurement details) and the average age at first old-age pension receipt, reported by the German statutory pension scheme (Deutsche Rentenversicherung Bund 2009: 118). While the former is only available from 1996 onwards, the time-series for the pension entry age provided by pension insurance reaches back to 1960; it does not include disability or survivor pensions.

The graph illustrates how quickly the trend towards early retirement brought down the effective pension age. In the decade following the grand reform of 1972, it fell by three years for men, from over 65 years to just above 62 years in 1982. The retirement age of women also declined drastically. The later abrupt rise in 1984 is not manifested in the labour market, however. Rather, it is a consequence of lowering the minimum contribution period to five years, which suddenly made many who had been without coverage before eligible for a regular old-age pension (mostly women). Short employment histories are also the main reason behind the large gap between women’s work exit and their pension uptake that we observe after 1996. For men, the time between leaving the labour market and receiving an old-age pension is approximately one year shorter.

According to these numbers, a reversal of the early exit trend began in the mid-1990s. This counter movement elevated the average ages of leaving the labour market in 2007 to 62 years for men and 61 for women. Particularly, retirement ages have risen steeply since 1999, when early retirement penalties gradually began to be brought in. At the right margin of the observation period, the postponement of retirement seems to have come to a halt, but it is too early to know how much of this is due to cyclical effects.

Let us now look at individual differences in retirement transitions, starting with gender. Figure 7.4 plots the Kaplan-Meier estimates of the survival function for men and women. We observe a substantial gender gap: women exit the labour force earlier than men.117 But the difference between women and men is not constant for all ages. Instead, the graph shows how a gender gap opens up between age 50 and age 55, which then remains about the same until age 60. At this point, the female survival curve dips as about 30% of working women leave the labour market between ages 60 and 61. The decline of male employment participation at age 60 is far less pronounced. In turn, for men, an important threshold is reached at age 63, when many workers become eligible for the old-age pension for the long-term insured. Finally, at age 65, most remaining workers of either sex retire definitively from the labour force. There is hardly any difference in labour-force activity thereafter.

In short, there is a pronounced difference between men and women in terms of late-career employment, which varies over the late working life. The gender gap is modest before age 60 and nearly non-existent after 65, but during the five years in between, it is substantial. There is no obvious reason why compositional or cultural effects should produce such discontinuity. Rather, the pattern suggests a strong influence of social policy regulation, reinforcing the traditional gender divide in retirement timing. In this way, pension legislation acts as institutional filter on the gender gradient.
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Fig. 7.4. Survivor Functions of Employment Exit in Germany, by Men and Women.

Surprisingly, the rate of paid activity is still as high as 10% at age 69. Since Mikrozensus uses the ILO definition of employment status – i.e. all persons count as employed who perform at least one hour of paid work during the reference week – this number is probably inflated by family helpers and part-time jobs that are performed outside of formal employment.

Figure 7.5 further differentiates by region, i.e. by East and West Germany. As expected, men in the Eastern part of the country leave the labour market at a younger age than men in the Western part. Since East German women are characterised by higher levels of labour market participation and are generally associated with greater work attachment, we might have expected a higher retirement age among them than among their West German peers. However, East German women effectively exit the labour market even earlier than West German women. The respective effects of being female and living in the New Länder on retirement ages are largely additive rather than interactive.

There are various explanations for this surprising pattern. First, the economy in the East is weaker than in the West, thereby producing many unemployment-induced retirement transitions. Also, some of the oldest women in the sample were eligible for the temporary early retirement scheme set up for Eastern Germany in the early 1990s (Altersübergangsgeld). Second, the late pattern of work withdrawal among West German women points to a selection effect. Unlike their peers in the New Länder, married women in the Old Länder often limit their economic activity to the household or other forms of unpaid work. Only a subgroup stays in formal employment to enter a late career.
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Fig. 7.5. Survivor Functions of Employment Exit in Germany, by Men/Women and East/West.

Third, the special old-age pension for women requires fifteen years of contribution. Therefore, East German women have better access to publicly funded early retirement. Moreover, non-married East German women have less necessity to work until reaching official retirement age than their non-married peers in the West because their (public) pensions are much higher thanks to longer working careers. Overall, a variety of factors can be drawn upon to explain the counter-intuitive finding of a lower retirement age among women in the New Länder.

To more closely examine social diversity in retirement timing, figure 7.6 shows survival curves of work exit by education for men. There exists a breach between those with a higher and those with a lower education. The main dividing line runs between those with lower- and upper-secondary education on the one hand and those with post-secondary or tertiary education on the other.118 Workers whose highest degree is from secondary education exit the labour market earlier than those with a higher education. Interestingly, this educational gap opens up during the first ten years of the observation window and stays largely constant after age 60.
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Fig. 7.6. Survivor Functions of Employment Exit in Germany, by Education, Men.

Workers with only primary education exhibit a distinctive pattern.119 Until reaching age 60, they behave similarly to people with secondary education. Then, their survival curve quickly approaches that of workers with tertiary (or post-secondary) education. Among these workers with few educational resources, the statutory retirement age at 65 years has its largest impact. In view of these findings, it seems likely that many of those with only primary education have to stay at work until age 65 because they cannot afford to leave earlier. Notably, the educational gradient persists even after 65 years of age. Working past this age is a relatively marginal phenomenon that is confined to the better-educated workers.

The next graph (figure 7.7) shows the same information for women, among whom the pattern is similar. Again, we observe two rather distinct patterns of employment exit, one for highly and one for lowly educated workers. Here, too, the 10 years between age 50 and age 60 are decisive for the educational gradient in retirement timing. And again, workers with primary education start out by exiting the labour force as hastily as those with secondary education until age 60 but then preponderantly remain active until reaching the statutory pension age. If anything, the relationship between education and retirement age is somewhat more linear and less dualistic for women than for men.
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Fig. 7.7. Survivor Functions of Employment Exit in Germany, by Education, Women.

Overall, however, the level of educational attainment is not a strong predictor of work-exit trajectories in Germany. The differences between educational groups are not very substantial. For instance, no difference between lower- and upper-secondary education can be found. Himmelreicher et al. (2010) report similar findings for the age at first old-age pension receipt.120 The fact that highly-educated workers do not work much longer than others may also be due to the imputation of pension contributions for periods of education, which makes it easier for highly educated workers to accept pension reductions for early retirement.121 With the exception of workers with only primary education, the picture obtained here could in fact largely be driven by the later incorporation of highly educated workers into the labour market (cf. Clemens & Himmelreicher 2008: 356). We shall in the next section test to what extent the level of educational attainment exerts an effect that is independent of the length of employment careers.

7.5.3 Multivariate Survival Analysis

Table 7.1 shows the results from a piecewise-constant exponential model of the retirement process for men between 58 and 65 in Germany. The first model only includes social class and a dummy for the new Länder as independent variables. As expected, male East German workers leave the labour market earlier than in their West German counterparts.122 Despite controlling for class, this regional influence is as strong as a 31% increase in the work-exit rate (the hazard ratio (HR) is 1.310). The effect is quite stable and only drops below conventional significance levels when simultaneously controlling for firm characteristics and tenure in the third model, but even then, it maintains its direction. Note that the covered time period is between 1995 and 2006 (cohorts 1936 to 1948), which still includes the last phase of the massive early retirement wave that struck the new Länder at the beginning of the 1990s. The deep economic restructuring following reunification is without doubt one of the main reasons for this strong regional effect.

Interesting class effects are brought to light by the survival analysis. Taking routine workers as reference group, we do not find the usual pattern of the service class exhibiting a smaller hazard rate, as it was established in the previous two chapters. Instead, the retirement timing of the higher service class is undistinguishable from that of routine workers, and the lower service class leaves the labour market significantly earlier (HR=1.214). For nearly all other class categories, the model yields higher transition rates than for routine workers. Skilled manual workers stand out for their particularly early exit from work, with a hazard rate of 1.804, which is much higher than for Western Europe in general (in the fifth chapter, the corresponding HR was around 1.1). Notably, lower sales and service workers exit the labour force at about the same time as higher-grade blue-collar workers. This finding is interesting, as the latter category is not usually considered a group carrying a high risk of early exit.123

The second model adds covariates for the years of lifetime employment, working in the public sector, and family situation. The effect of lifetime employment is unequivocal: the longer a man has worked in his career, the more likely he is to retire. The estimated increase of about 8.5% per year is very substantial and does not change with the addition of control variables (the hazard ratio oscillates only between 1.084 and 1.087). Being employed in the public sector exerts no significant influence on retirement timing in this model. Following the inclusion of controls, all class effects slightly lose intensity but do not change substantially.

Table 7.1
Piecewise Constant Exponential Model, Employment Exit in Germany, Men.
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Source: Mikrozensus 2006; own calculations
Note: * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01; Baseline hazard not shown.

The model shows the hypothesised retirement-accelerating impact of widowhood, although this effect is only weakly significant. Otherwise, the family situation does not seem to matter much for men. Given this ambiguity, we shall pay special attention to the respective results of the competing risks model discussed below. According to the above-outlined argument, the incentive-driven effect of widowhood should be not be operative within the unemployment or disability pathway but ought rather to exert leverage within the less constrained retirement transition modalities.

The third model confirms the divergence of retirement practices in the various sectors of the economy. Some results closely correspond to common knowledge, for instance, that the construction sector is the most prone to early exit. Other industry effects were perhaps less expected. In particular, the estimates show that under ceteris paribus conditions, early retirement in the financial sector is just as widespread as in manufacturing. It should be kept in mind, however, that the class compositions in both sectors are very different. Nevertheless, it is not without irony that all other areas of the third sector retain their workforce longer than banking and insurance companies, which are the spearhead of the discourse calling for later retirement.124

The final model enters a set of dummy variables for the level of educational attainment instead of social class. Controlling for other variables, we obtain a curvilinear relationship between education and work-exit propensities. Specifically, the retirement hazard is maximal for lower- and upper-secondary education but relatively small for primary, post-secondary, or tertiary education. This pattern is incompatible with the predictions of human capital theory (cf. section 2.2), according to which we would expect a negative relationship between skills and early exit hazards. It seems that it is not education per se that drives retirement dynamics. Instead, education likely acts as a mediating variable with respect to occupation and social class.

The results from analogous estimations for women are displayed in table 7.2. Notably, even after controlling for social class and the number of working years, the effect of living in the New Länder is to strongly accelerate work withdrawal. In this sense, the structural and institutional effects identified in the previous section impose a particular pattern of gender stratification upon retirement transitions in the two parts of the country.

Social class also matters for women’s retirement timing, albeit not as much as for men. Apart from the inescapable negative hazard ratio for the self-employed, there are only two other significant class differences: like their male peers, female skilled manual workers exit the labour force comparatively early. Besides, employees in intermediate occupations retire earlier than routine workers. The same effect was found among men, but it is a more important piece of information for women, given that intermediate occupations represent a greater proportion of the female labour force.

The second model adds further job-related information as well as the family situation. In contrast to the results for men, working in the public sector has a notable impact on retirement behaviour for women. Concretely, state employment is related with a longer retention of women in the workforce. Moreover, women with a longer work record are more likely to leave employment at any given age, although the influence of the number of working years is weaker than for men.

Family situation plays an important role among women. We consistently find a pacing effect of being married to a retired spouse as compared to being married to a working spouse. This finding is in line with previous evidence on household-level interdependence. It is also in line with the literature on linked lives (cf. section 3.1.4) that the interactive effects between spouses are weaker for men’s employment decisions for than women’s. Interestingly, in the previous chapter, the findings were different for Spain, where the influence of the wife’s employment situation on their husband’s retirement appeared to be the stronger. In this sense, the family may indeed play a more prominent role in the Mediterranean countries than in the rest of continental Europe.

Furthermore, there are two noteworthy findings with respect to single women. Divorced women work longer than married women with a working spouse. In line with our hypotheses, this difference can be attributed to the economic costs of divorce, which we suppose is an incentive to stay on the job longer. It is straightforward that this effect is present for women but not for men, because in this generation of German workers, divorce is clearly more financially painful for wives than for husbands (Fasang et al. 2009). The empirical evidence, with the effect being robust throughout model specifications, supports the hypothesis that divorce-induced work incentives lead to postponed retirement. It could be speculated that there is a purely social aspect connected to this pattern as well. As divorce often goes along with the partial loss of one’s social network, the workplace may gain additional importance for maintaining and establishing social contacts.

Table 7.2
Piecewise Constant Exponential Model, Employment Exit in Germany, Women.
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Source: Mikrozensus 2006; own calculations
Note: * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01; Baseline hazard not shown.

The decelerating effect of divorce on retirement in Germany is a novel finding that has not been previously reported by existing studies. Particularly, Fasang et al. (2009) did not find a significant effect of divorce on retirement timing. This divergence may be due to the income-based definition of retirement used by the authors. Within this sort of research design, the longer working life of divorced women may be overshadowed by the late pension entrance of married women, who stopped working far earlier (cf. section 3.3.1).

In contrast to divorcees, widowed women retire relatively early. As spelled out in the hypotheses section, the increased propensity of widowed women to retire is likely the consequence of adverse retirement incentives. Arguably, this effect is due to the partial deduction of further incomes from survivor pensions. In order to avoid implicit income losses, workers who lose their spouses retire prematurely. Note that survivor pensions are an important source of income, especially for women. In 2007, 40% of German women over 65 (excluding formerly self-employed women, farmers, or civil servants) receive a deferred pension (Bieber et al. 2009: 10). To the best of my knowledge, the retirement-accelerating effect of widowhood in Germany has not been established empirically in the previous literature.

Other than for men, controlling for other variables brings the hazard ratio associated with the East German dummy down considerably (from 1.812 to 1.285) from the first to the second model. This underpins the above assertion that a good share of the regional disparity is due to different female employment careers between the old and new Länder. Since East German women have far longer working careers (Clemens & Himmelreicher 2008: 356), they may exit the labour force at age 60 when becoming eligible for the special old-age pension for women.

On the contrary, West German women, who often re-enter the labour market after extended breaks dedicated to childcare, do not qualify for this or for other early retirement benefits. In any case, since the strong regional difference also reflects a cohort effect, the results underpin the decision not to include Eastern European countries in the fourth and fifth chapter of the current study.125

As the third model shows, the above-observed influence of the economic sector is also pronounced among women. Notably, women employed in the financial services sector exit the labour market earliest when controlling for other characteristics. Banks and insurance companies are apparently very partial to labour-shedding practices. This also seems to be one of the mechanisms behind the class effect corresponding to intermediate occupations. The remaining sectoral effects are largely comparable to men.

The educational dummies added in the fourth model do not show the same curvilinear pattern as they did for men. Instead, the effect seems monotonically negative: the higher the level of educational attainment, the lower the propensity for early retirement. In comparison with the results for men, nearly all hazard ratios turn out quite differently. The gender disparity in educational effects seems to be buried largely in the base category. While male low-skilled workers retire comparatively late, female low-skilled workers do so rather early.

7.5.4 Competing Risks: The Social Selectivity of Pathways into Retirement

In the previous section, we have seen how various socio-economic characteristics relate to the age of retirement in contemporary Germany. So far, however, the analysis has left some of the social mechanisms behind diverse work-exit processes unexamined. In particular, the models have not yet disentangled the respective roles of incentives, constraints, and heterogeneous preferences. In order to better understand the patterns of social stratification in retirement we need to know precisely how different risk factors influence retirement timing.

For this purpose, the same methodology as in the last chapter is employed in order to identify distinct employment exit modalities in the data set (see section 6.5.4). Table 7.3 shows the coding scheme in detail.126 As in the previous chapter, we distinguish four different agency constellations in labour-force withdrawal: 1) conventional retirement; 2) voluntary retirement; 3) employment constraints; and 4) health-related retirement.

Table 7.4 illustrates the response pattern underlying the pathway typology. The most frequent variable combination refers to respondents who retire conventionally, that is, who remain employed until reaching “normal” retirement age. Judging by the numbers displayed, this probably includes many of those who claim the old-age pension for the long-term insured at age 63. We can also see a significant number of individuals who transit directly from work into “retirement” but mention job loss or problems at work as their main reason for withdrawal from employment. Taking account of subjective reasons for the operationalisation of exit modalities proves crucial when it comes to health-related retirement. 72% in this cluster do not report having left due to long-term sickness or disability yet later mention health problems as their main reason for retirement.

As table 7.5 shows, the relative importance of the different exit modalities varies between the sexes. Among women, the proportion entering the pension system directly from work is higher than among men. While this could have been expected, it is noteworthy that men do not voluntarily retire more often. Partly, this can be attributed to the fact that this cluster of women (and men) includes those who retire due to caring obligations (see table 7.3).

At the same time, men are much more likely to retire due to employment constraints or health issues. The finding that push factors seem to play a greater role for men than for women is probably linked to the fact that men are more frequently employed in manufacturing than women. By contrast, it does not match up against expectations from a gender perspective, according to which women should be in a more vulnerable employment situation than men, particularly in terms of unemployment during their late careers.

Table 7.3
Operationalization of Retirement Modalities Using Mikrozensus Data.
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Source: own elaboration.

Table 7.4
Distribution of Retirement Modalities by Last Employment Status.
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Source: Mikrozensus 2006; own calculations.

Table 7.5
Retirement Modalities of Respondents Retiring Aged 58–65, by Sex.
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Source: Mikrozensus2006; own calculations.

Figure 7.8 shows survival curves for the four transition modalities among male and female retirees respectively. The timing of work-exits via the conventional retirement pathway displays a clear structuring along the age boundaries of the pension scheme. Most “conventional” transitions occur at ages 60, 63, or 65 for men. For women, the single most important threshold is at age 60. A high proportion of those men using the direct employment-to-pension pathway to exit before age 63 probably benefit from the Altersteilzeit scheme. All other exit modalities take place far earlier and are also much less marked by these pension age thresholds.

Although the cluster of voluntary retirement is generally characterised by a high incidence of early exit, there are few men or women who would voluntarily leave the job in their early fifties. After age 55, the curve takes a noticeable dip, which is seemingly unrelated to policy arrangements. Pecuniary considerations certainly play a role in the low incidence of very early retirement but cannot explain the observed discontinuity. Given the clustering of age norms at quinquennial ages revealed in chapter 4, it is plausible that norms of aging interfere as well, preventing workers from giving up work before reaching this age marker.

The earliest work withdrawal is observed within the health-related pathway. By age 58, the majority of men leaving the job due to disabilities or long-term sickness have already exited the labour market. Notably, apart from a small peak at age 60, institutionally or culturally defined age thresholds do not seem to matter. Since health hazards, in all likelihood, do not cluster at any particular age, the category seems to capture retirement transitions that are due to ill health.
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Fig. 7.8. Kaplan-Meier Survivor Functions of Employment Exit in Germany, only Retirees, by Pathway and by Men and Women.

The results for the employment constraints exit modality point to a high degree of gender stratification in late careers. Specifically, the corresponding work-exit process among men is characterised by a similar timing as the voluntary exit modality. Before age 55, relatively few men are laid off or retire due to problems at work. Among women, in contrast, employment constraints become effective far earlier. As a matter of fact, the respective temporal pattern of retirement is virtually identical to the health-related exit modality. In effect, about 90% of German women who leave the labour market due to unemployment or problems at work (have to) do so by age 60. That is, while the incidence of the employment constraints pathway is lower among women, the associated pacing effects are stronger than for men.

In reality, pathways into retirement are even more complex. By means of sequence analysis, recent studies have illustrated how multiple spells with varying socio-legal status often succeed each other (Krause et al. 2008; Jabsen & Buchholz 2009; Fasang 2012). For instance, periods of unemployment benefits may precede periods of inactivity or social assistance. And before being entitled to a disability pension, it is common that workers receive sick pay for up to six weeks. Thus, the degree of heterogeneity captured by the stylised typology of exit modalities used here inevitably falls short of reflecting the whole variety of retirement forms. Neither can the full range of empirical patterns be captured in a description of institutional arrangements. Still, given the limited depth of retrospective information, the methodology employed here does a fairly good job of qualitatively distinguishing different modalities of employment exit.

In the following, the specific risk factors related to each of the four pathways are examined in detail using multivariate regression techniques. The results from a competing risks model for men are shown in table 7.6. It turns out that marked class differences exist in what concerns conventional retirement. Relative to routine workers, most classes have a higher propensity to use the direct employment-to-pension pathway. A more fine-grained analysis (results not shown) reveals that these class effects are mostly attributable to probability effects, i.e. a high incidence of the pathway, rather than timing effects, i.e. a low retirement age of those workers using the respective pathway. Conversely, timing effects are more important for the self-employed and higher-grade manual workers.127

For voluntary retirement we find a different pattern. Higher service class and intermediate occupations often use this pathway, but there are no significant differences among the working class.128 In line with our earlier findings, the self-employed exit the labour market later than all other classes. Meanwhile, the employment-constraints modality curiously shows hardly any class differences. In fact, the only significant effect refers to the self-employed. This regularity is truly independent of transitions modalities. At the same time, there is a huge territorial bias: Residing in the new Länder bears a hazard ratio of 2.547. Curiously, the regional dummy variable does not have a significant impact on any of the other pathways.

In terms of retirement transitions that are triggered by health problems, we observe a strong disparity between the higher salariat and routine workers. Disabilities and grave illnesses far more often lead to the retirement of the latter as compared to the former (and they exit earlier). Skilled manual workers are even more often subject to health problems that induce retirement. At face value, the class that is most frequently affected by health-related retirement is lower sales and service workers. Although the corresponding timing effect points in the same direction, the difference falls short of conventional significance levels because of the small number of men in this category.

Table 7.6
Competing Risks Model, Employment Exit in Germany, Men.
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Source: Mikrozensus 2006; own calculations Note: * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01.

There is also an interesting pattern for public-sector employment, which is negatively related to use of the conventional pathway (HR=0.702) but comes with a doubling of exit rates for employment constraints (HR=2.004). The latter turns out to be a timing rather than a probability effect. In fact, employment constraints are the mechanism behind only 9.5% of retirees from the public sector versus 20.8% in the private sector.

Recall that in the global model there were no significant household-level effects for men. The competing risks framework confirms this finding for all but one exit modality: here we see that, relative to men with a working spouse, men with a retired spouse have a 32% higher propensity to exit the labour market via a direct employment-to-pension pathway. Apparently, some married men choose to leave the labour market earlier because their wives are already retired. It is unclear why this effect is not found for voluntary early exit, but it is consistent with the adopted choice-within-constraints approach that this mechanism is not operative for the employment-constraints and health-related pathways. Under conditions of severely limited agency, retirement preferences shaped differentially by “linked lives” do not affect the timing of labour-force withdrawal.

But why do widowed men have such an elevated hazard ratio (1.806) for conventional retirement? As set out in the hypotheses section, the reason is likely to be found in social-insurance legislation. Incompatibility rules between survivor pensions and further incomes imply that widowers (and widows) face high implicit tax rates on income exceeding a relatively low level of allowance. This effect is rather strong for direct work-to-pension transitions, despite the fact that the survivor pensions obtained by husbands on behalf of their deceased wives are lower on average than wives’ pensions on behalf of deceased husbands. Notably, this effect was not visible in the deleted-risk model above (cf. table 7.1), where the regularities corresponding to the structurally more constrained transitions concealed the presence of a preference-driven household-level interaction.

The corresponding findings for women are shown in table 7.7. Interestingly, the region dummy is more salient for women than for men. Being a resident of the new Länder is connected with more frequent use of the direct work-to-pension pathway, a lower propensity to leave the labour market prematurely in a voluntary fashion, and, once again, a far greater risk to exit involuntarily due to employment constraints. Eastern German women, furthermore, appear to be less likely to suffer retirement-triggering health problems, but the respective coefficient shortly fails to meet conventional significance standards.

The competing risks model reaffirms a finding from the fifth chapter, namely that class effects on retirement behaviour are less pronounced among women than among men. Intermediate occupations and skilled manual workers use the conventional retirement route very often, but otherwise, there are no significant class differences related to this pathway, with the one exception of the self-employed. With respect to voluntary retirement, surprisingly, the propensity is lowest for the higher salariat. This is the product of a timing and probability effect pointing in the same direction. For the lower salariat, the tendency is the same, albeit to a more moderate degree. It seems that the retirement privileges that are enjoyed by male members of the higher service class are not accessible to female members of the same class. Unlike their male colleagues, they seem to be seldom offered a “golden handshake” (HR=0.250). The low hazard ratio may also reflect the circumstance that fewer service-class women than working-class women stay home to care for relatives, however. At least, the female salariat is equally well protected against health hazards (HR=0.244) as the male, but not against employment constraints (HR=1.074). In effect, the most common work-exit modality among high-skilled German women is a direct transition from employment into a public old-age pension.129

It is striking that no significant effects are estimated for work exit qua employment constraints for women. From a glance at the hazard rates, it becomes clear that this is not due to the relatively small number of cases in this cluster; with the obvious exception of the petite bourgeoisie, all are close to one. Only for the lower salariat (HR=0.592; p=0.15) can we speculate as to whether they might be less affected by unemployment or career-ending work problems than routine workers. Similarly, few significant class effects are found with respect to health-related retirement for women. Here, this may be due to the low number of events, however. Although we cannot reject the null hypothesis, we should not conclude from these findings that a woman’s risk of suffering a retirement-inducing disability is equally distributed across social classes or household situations.

Table 7.7
Competing Risks Model, Employment Exit in Germany, Women.
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Source: Mikrozensus 2006; own calculations Note: * p<0.1. ** p<0.05. *** p<0.01.

In terms of family situation, the two effects discussed above are again statistically important for the conventional pathway. While divorced women retire very late, widowhood accelerates direct transitions from work to pension receipt. Welfare legislation proves crucial here. For the voluntary pathway the negative effect of being divorced is present as well. Neither for the employment constraints nor for health-related work exit does marital status matter. Indeed, we would not have expected either of these two mechanisms to influence these late-career risks.

7.5.5 Duration Selection Models: Controlling for Inactivity

In section 6.5.5, I have discussed the selection problem in retirement research, particularly in relation to the standard survival-analytical framework used throughout this study. In brief, since analyses of retirement behaviour conventionally deal with withdrawal from lifetime employment, our at-risk population is inevitably a selected subgroup of the elderly population. The issue of left-censoring is thus inherently tied to the very definition of retirement (cf. chapter 3.2.). Although I contend that the consciously chosen focus on persons who are economically active beyond age 50 is meaningful and constructive, the various references to selection effects made throughout the study call for more careful scrutiny.130 It is thus worthwhile taking a step back and reconsidering the composition of our sample. Analogously to the previous chapter, in this section, I will attempt to examine to what extent our estimates would change if the whole population of older persons eventually retired. Assuming everyone works until age 50, how would the determining factors of retirement age change?

Recent methodological advances offer a technical solution to the problem at stake. As in the previous chapter, I carry out a set of duration selection models using the estimator proposed by Boehmke et al. (2006), which is based on simultaneous estimation techniques (see section 6.5.5 for methodological details) using a bivariate exponential distribution. The duration equation uses a single-spell Weibull specification. Lacking better alternatives, I exclusively include the level of educational achievement in the selection equation, while the list of covariates of the event-history analysis is the same as in the foregoing sections.131

Table 7.8 shows the estimated coefficients for both men and women.132 Odds ratios from the selection model are displayed in the upper panel of the table. Clearly, there is a strong educational gradient in terms of entering a late career. Workers with little education less frequently work past age 50 than better-educated workers. The odds of workers with tertiary education to work past 50 are more than 50% higher than those of workers with only primary education. Workers with upper-secondary education also have high chances of entering the retirement risk set; less so workers with post-secondary education. These processes generally seem to work similarly for men and women, although educational differences are somewhat stronger among men.

The results of the duration analysis shown in the lower section of the table closely correspond to models 2 and 4 of tables 7.1 and 7.2 respectively. In fact, hardly anything has been altered by taking selection into account. There are minor changes in hazard ratios, but all substantial findings remain the same as above. In spite of a strong education-based selection process, the risk factors related to retirement timing do not seem to be affected significantly. This finding lends additional credibility to the results discussed above.

The results for the parameter rho for men are supporting, too. Specifically, the error correlation is strongly negative, which means that there is (at least) one unobserved factor that increases the probability of being included in the risk set and negatively influences retirement transition rates. Accordingly, the observed average retirement age is higher than it would be if the sample was not selected. This is in line with expectations, since employment exit before and after age 50 can be expected to be governed by similar (albeit not identical) processes.

For women, by contrast, the estimated error correlation is positive. This implies that there is some unobserved factor driving up employment participation to age 50 (higher enrolment in the analysis sample) but driving down employment participation afterwards (higher retirement propensity). In other words, according to the estimates, the non-selected subjects would on average retire later than the subjects who actually enter the duration analysis. This result is counter-intuitive, as the non-selected subjects actually exited the labour market too early to be eligible for retirement in the first place (see section 3.3.1). In any case, it should be borne in mind that the duration model is predicated on social class and other characteristics.

Table 7.8
Duration Selection Model (Weibull), Timing of Employment Exit in Germany, by Gender.
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Source: Mikrozensus 2006; own calculations Note: * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01.

Note further that duration dependence is positive, indicating that the baseline hazard increases with analysis time. This fits with the piecewise baseline hazard estimated above. The monotonicity property of the Weibull model is only inexact around the observed peak at age 60, but otherwise describes the retirement process fairly well.133

7.6 Summary

For decades, early retirement has been deeply entrenched in the German political economy. However, employment rates of older workers have been steadily increasing in recent years, lifting the country’s mean retirement age to roughly the European average in 2006 (cf. figures 5.1 and 5.7). These changes at the aggregate level spark our interest about the underlying social differences in retirement behaviour: which groups of workers leave their job early, and which ones remain employed until later in life?

On the basis of official labour-force survey data, this chapter has examined (1) the relative importance of the principal retirement pathways for men and women, (2) the differences in retirement timing across social groups, and (3) the risk factors related to different work-exit modalities. All with the aim of answering our main research question: what is the relationship between social stratification and retirement behaviour in Germany?

The hypothesis of a pronounced gender gap in retirement timing is supported by the empirical analysis. In the late-career phase, there is a sizeable difference in the share of economically active men and women, mostly because many women leave the labour market at age 60. This pattern points to an important role played by institutional filters in the gender-retirement relationship, particularly to the now-obsolete “women’s pension.” Since the gender gap is thus largely attributable to formerly gender-sensitive pension legislation, the gap may diminish in the near future.

In the comparison of East and West German women, I find that the former retire earlier than the latter. This finding is counter-intuitive, in so far as female labour market participation rates in the New Länder are significantly higher than in the Old Länder. I explain this with the confluence of various factors. On the one hand, the restructuring of the East German economy has lead to the shedding of many older workers. On the other hand, in comparison with East German women, the lower mid-life labour market participation of West German women induces selection effects which drive up the retirement age. Another consequence of the longer employment histories of East German women is that a higher proportion of them are eligible for the “women’s pension” at age 60. Finally, temporary policy arrangements aimed at buffering the contraction of the East German labour market following reunification opened an exceptional early retirement window for women in the New Länder.

The established regional pattern within Germany parallels the cross-national differences in terms of gender gaps in retirement timing observed in chapter 5, where later retirement among women was found to prevail in countries with lower female activity rates. Overall, it becomes clear once again that late-life work-exit dynamics are governed by different dynamics than employment patterns in early or mid life.

In terms of class differences in retirement behaviour, the presented results partly diverge from our foregoing analyses. Specifically, the (higher and lower) service class in Germany retires relatively earlier than in other developed countries. The direct employment-to-pension pathway (e.g. through the old-age part-time work scheme, Altersteilzeit) and firm-sponsored early retirement are the most common exit modalities of the salariat. The only class that retires relatively later than in most other countries is that of routine workers. By contrast, skilled manual workers retire exceptionally early in Germany. This pattern is probably due to the strong support by trade unions and work councils of early retirement schemes, which mostly benefits the core workforce of large manufacturing companies (Ebbinghaus 2006a). In this way, the institutional support granted for labour-shedding practices tends to accentuate the early exit pattern of skilled manual workers in Germany. This finding is in broad accordance with earlier evidence as well as with the predictions of the varieties of capitalism model.

Among male lower sales and service workers, we observe a propensity to leave the labour market prematurely (and under quite favourable conditions) that is exceptional in the international context. Similarly, there is an increased likelihood of male intermediate workers to exit the labour market voluntarily, which is not found for their female counterparts. We conclude that social class has different consequences for men and women, with men being in a more privileged retirement situation than women in comparable positions. Further research using a finer classification of occupational categories is needed to establish whether this kind of gender stratification can be explained by within-class differences in terms of job segregation. When it comes to employment constraints or poor health, by contrast, class effects play out similarly for both sexes.

The presented event-history analysis, furthermore, discovered a retirement-accelerating effect of widowhood. Obviously, such a nexus is undesirable from a policy perspective. Given the huge effort made to redesign old-age pension schemes in order to postpone retirement, adverse incentive effects in the parallel survivor pension scheme seem counter-productive. In view of the evidence presented, it could be worthwhile for policy makers to consider softening the incompatibility of rules impacting survivor pensions and labour market income. By contrast, the retirement behaviour among divorced women is exactly the opposite of that among widows. The fact that divorced women tend to stay in the labour market longer than married women probably reflects work incentives related to the negative economic consequences of divorce for women, for which pension-sharing regulations are unable to compensate (cf. Fasang et al. 2009).

In summary, the findings presented here suggest that the past generosity of early exit pathways in Germany helped the privileged social classes achieve a comfortable anticipated retirement. Against this background, pessimistic views on the social repercussions of the current reform process (“new social risks”) may be over-estimating the share of low-skilled workers who have benefited from these arrangements.



89 The reform was made possible by a fundamental reinterpretation of the problems of the existing pay-as-you-go scheme by the central political actors (cf. Nullmeier & Rüb 1993; Marschallek 2004).

90 The FDZ-RV makes available official micro data to the scientific community (cf. Himmelreicher & Stegmann 2008).

91 The formerly distinct pension schemes for blue-collar (Arbeiter) and white-collar workers (Angestellte) have been merged under the umbrella of the Deutsche Rentenversicherung (Standfest 2004).

92 Occasionally, there is debate concerning the pensions of civil servants, which many regard as excessive (cf. Süddeutsche Zeitung, 13 May 2008 and 24 February 2010). While the old-age benefits of civil servants are clearly above average, a comparison with other groups is not straightforward, because of further systematic differences in taxation and health insurance. Moreover, there are strong compositional effects, which are responsible for pronounced differences in longevity between civil servants and others (Himmelreicher et al. 2008).

93 The traditionally high coverage of work councils has decreased considerably as well (Hassel 1999).

94 To be accurate, the actual reference is the average of those earnings that are subject to social insurance contributions. On the one hand, contributions are capped such that the part of monthly earnings that exceeds 5,250 EUR in the West or 4,400 EUR in the East is not taken into account (thresholds refer to 2006). On the other hand, earnings from irregular employment or self-employment do not entail pension insurance.

95 The following refers to the situation prior to the ongoing reform that effectively began in 1999 to raise the different existing age boundaries. See Verband Deutscher Rentenversicherungsträger (2005) for details.

96 Note that the pathways displayed in figure 7.1 represent stylised examples of different retirement transition sequences. Empirically, late-career trajectories can be far more complex (Krause et al. 2008; Fasang 2012).

97 Originally, the minimum age was set to 57 years and the maximum duration three years. Conditions were also differentiated by men and women in the beginning, but the grave situation on the labour market led the government to relax the rules for everyone in 1991.

98 In 1994, there were more than 500,000 beneficiaries (Berliner Zeitung from September 8, 2004).

99 In some firms as well as in the public sector the “replacement rate” was significantly higher.

10080% of beneficiaries used the latter model, according to Koller (2001: 16). In 48% of the private companies offering the scheme, the original gradual form is not even available (Wagner 2009: 2). The genuine part-time arrangement is more popular in smaller than in larger firms (ibid.).

101 In some branches, such as the chemical and metallurgic industries, there are collective agreements that without public funding continue to offer Altersteilzeit under virtually unaltered conditions beyond 2012 (Wagner 2009).

102 Some of the described changes are regulated in later amendments of the original law (Brall et al. 2004).

103 There has been a debate as to whether or not these discount factors are “actuarially neutral” (cf. OECD 2005b: 14). Whereas the pension insurers found them to be cost neutral on their accounts (Ohsmann et al. 2003), labour economists have calculated that in order to eliminate early retirement incentives from an individual point of view, they would need to be much higher, because differences in taxation, other social benefits, and interest rates on capital markets would need to be taken into consideration (Viebrok 2001; Casey et al. 2003; Berkel & Börsch-Supan 2004). However, the relatively modest discount rates also mirror the legislators’ normative objective of guaranteeing adequate income in old-age. The current compromise avoids discount rates to overly lessen the pension benefits of elderly workers involuntarily pushed out of the labour market.

104 The last birth cohort that can claim one of these pension types are those born in 1951.

105 For some occupations, such as miners, lower age thresholds apply. Although the minister of the interior, Schäuble, has announced plans to change this, the official pension age for civil servants has likewise not yet been lifted. This diversity of legal rules creates a number of methodological problems if one wants to quantify incentives in empirical data analysis. Since the valid pension rules are in a constant flux and vary along multiple dimensions (cohort, sex, occupation, contribution period, unemployment history, East/West), it is virtually impossible to accurately identify the opportunity structure for a given survey population (Radl 2006a).

106 The eponym for the reform is former Volkswagen manager Peter Hartz, who chaired the expert commission that proposed the key elements of the labour market reform.

107 For instance, the benefit level for a single person was 345 EUR (plus housing subsidies etc.) during the second half of 2006.

108 The relevant asset ceiling and especially the question of adequate housing prises and owned real-estate were subject to a fierce debate at the outset of the labour market reforms (cf. Holm 2008).

109 As in its most generous form it allowed one to leave the job with uninterrupted social benefits at an age of 57 years and 4 months, it is sometimes also referred to as “57er regulation.” Previous to 1997, the relevant law was § 105c AFG.

110 The government had made several attempts to stop this practice of labour shedding, which externalised immense costs to the public, by holding firms and employees financially responsible for unemployment benefits that were a consequence of consensual lay-offs (Erstattungspflicht) (Mares 2003). Part of this legislation was overruled by the courts, and eventually, very few firms actually had to pay compensation for retiring their workers via §428 SGB III (Wübbeke 2005: 17-20). Brussig and Wübbeke (2007) report that only small proportion of beneficiaries in 2005 claimed that they opted for the “58er regulation” because they did not want to work anymore. This shows that although the scheme clearly works as a work-exit pathway, few workers purposefully used it as a bridge to retirement.

111 However, Meyer and Pfau-Effinger note that the German pension system has never been as gender-discriminative as the British system was in the post war era. Up until 1975, married women in Britain could not earn their own pension entitlements but were treated as dependants of their husbands (Meyer & Pfau-Effinger 2006).

112 In Spain, survivor pensions are generally compatible with income from labour or the receipt of an old-age pension. Only in extreme constellation could work disincentives possibly emerge: survivor pensions are topped up (to 70% of the regulatory base instead of the normal 52%) for widows/widowers who are co-residing with a dependent elderly person or child and who are poor (i.e., have a per capita household income inferior to 75% of the minimum wage). The survivor pension additionally needs to be the most important source of income for the household but must not exceed a maximum threshold. Under these very special conditions, there might be isolated cases in which a widow(er) only by retiring would become eligible for the enhanced survivor pension. However, eligibility rules are too strict and the group of potential beneficiaries too small for this exception to produce more than a marginal effect on retirement behaviour.

113 As a matter of fact, 35.9% of female pensioners in the old Länder aged over 65 years receive both an old-age pension and a survivor pension. Only 8.2% receive a widow’s pension. In the new Länder, the proportions are 41.5% and 1% respectively (Hagen et al. 2007: 54).

114 This social protection scheme for divorced women was put in place 1976, when the “Marriage Law introduced equal pension sharing of entitlements acquired during marriage as the default in case of divorce” (Fasang et al. 2009: 11).

115 Further information can be obtained at <www.forschungsdatenzentrum.de>.

116 Because of space limitations, I have collapsed the categories E (energy and water) and I (communications and information transmission) into one category labelled Infrastructure.

117 This finding is broadly in line with earlier findings (Allmendinger 1994: 207).

118 Note that the cluster of post-secondary education in Germany mostly comprises persons with a degree from so-called “Fachhochschule.” Minimum requirements for enrolment in these four-year programmes, with a mostly technical orientation, are twelve years of schooling and the degree of “Fachabitur” (cf. Schneider 2008).

119 Because of compulsory schooling legislation, most of these persons probably attended secondary school but dropped out early without obtaining a certificate.

120 According to the authors’ results, highly educated workers enter the pension system later than workers with less education, but the difference is not larger than about one year. The educational gradient is stronger in the new Länder than in the old Länder (Himmelreicher et al. 2010: 446 f.). Under ceteris paribus conditions, the effect among men has been found to be sizeable (Radl 2007).

121 Before the 1992 reform, treatment of education was very generous in the pension system, with bonus points being granted for education spells. Under current legislation, compensation takes place merely in terms of acknowledged contribution periods, which may help educated workers to qualify earlier for a pension, but education does not increase pension benefits.

122 Robustness test models have been run a) for West Germans only and b) for the whole sample (but without regional dummy). All results were qualitatively equivalent to those reported here.

123 Similar class effects on retirement timing are reported by Buchholz (2006), using the EGP schema and data from the German Socio-economic Panel (GSOEP).

124 In November of 2007, the chief economist of Dresdner Bank made himself known with the demand to raise the pension age beyond age 67 (FAZ, 22 Nov, 2007).

125 Note that the same models have been estimated for West Germany alone without producing substantially different results.

126 There are some minor differences between the two surveys within the EU-LFS framework. In Germany, the question on last labour market status only offers three answer categories, while in Spain, a fourth one exists (“pre-retirement” with financial benefits). The methodology employed in Germany attempts to capture “golden handshakes“ exclusively through the question on the main reason for retirement, specifically with the answer category “favourable financial arrangement upon withdrawal” (“Günstige finanzielle Regelung bei Einstellung der Tätigkeit”). The response option “minimum pension age” does not exist in the German survey.

127 The low transition rate of the former is entirely due to a timing effect. In fact, a very high share of self-employed use the conventional pathway in comparison with other occupations.

128 On a closer look, it turns out that lower sales and service workers actually exhibit the lowest incidence of voluntary early exit of all classes. However, the retirement age of the members of this class who use this pathway is very low. Thus, timing and probability effects cancel each other out in this case.

129 The higher salariat has the highest usage rate of the conventional pathway, but the corresponding coefficient turns out insignificant.

130 Correspondingly, if what we are interested in is this subgroup, the selection process, if anything, does not induce bias, in the sense of error, because we a priori exclude inactive persons from the target population.

131 The only difference is that instead of the categorical variable for family situation, I only include a set of dummies for marital status. Note that for model identification, the applied simultaneous estimation procedure does not technically require the inclusion of a strictly exogenous variable in the selection equation. Therefore, education can be a predictor in both equations in model 4.

132 Because of convergence problems, not all equivalent models carried out in section 6.5.5 for Spain could be replicated here. In any case, even the obtained incomplete estimation results were in line with the presented results.

133 The usage of this parametric model would be more problematic if we extended the observation window beyond age 65, where the statutory pension age makes the hazard function reach its maximum.


8. Conclusions

The objective of this study has been to enhance our understanding of the individual- and country-level determinants of retirement timing in contemporary Western Europe, with a focus on social stratification. I have gathered empirical evidence about retirement preferences and behaviour using four different large-scale survey data sets and miscellaneous methods of statistical analysis. Special attention has been paid to the patterns of labour-force withdrawal in Germany and Spain.

In the second chapter, I put forward the view that none of the existing theoretical approaches to retirement and early exit from work are by themselves sufficient to explain why certain workers retire later than others. Building on the life course paradigm and social class theory, I have outlined a novel analytical framework for the study of differential retirement behaviour (chapter 3). It is based on the distinction of two kinds of social mechanisms: those which alter the opportunity set available to older workers (constraints) and those which affect these workers’ decisions within a given range of feasible actions (choice). Pecuniary incentives inherent in pension systems as well as firm-sponsored plans influence retirement ages because they dictate the terms of trade in workers’ instrumental work-leisure decisions. Crucially, however, incentives can only alter the timing of work withdrawal of individuals who dispose of the alternative option to remain employed in the labour market. By contrast, the retirement timing of older workers whose employability is severely limited due to disabilities or job loss is determined by precisely these employment constraints, which push them into early retirement. On theoretical grounds, I have identified gender and social class as the most pertinent axes of stratification with respect to group differences in retirement opportunities. Neither dimension had received due attention in studies on retirement behaviour until this point. Hence, the analyses comprised in this study have been tailored to the task of examining the influence of class and gender on retirement timing.

Despite having been addressed in a number of qualitative studies, the previous retirement literature lacks a systematic account that pays heed to the role of soft factors (such as age norms or work orientations) in exit from work. Rather, push and pull approaches to retirement timing make opposed, but equally simplifying assumptions regarding retirement preferences. The available survey evidence about age norms of retirement is limited as well. Correspondingly, there are few representative studies of retirement behaviour which would take age norms or work orientations adequately into consideration. Certainly for Western Europe, there is dearth of knowledge concerning group differences in terms of norms of aging in the population. To fill this void, in the fourth chapter, I have set out and tested a series of theoretical arguments about social heterogeneity in terms of age norms directed specifically at withdrawal from work. The insights gained have then been used to analyse social variability in actual retirement behavior in the subsequent case studies of Spanish and German retirement.

Table 8.1 gives an overview of the key empirical findings of this study, the implications of which are discussed in the remainder of this concluding chapter. The main contributions fall under the following headings: 1) the study places age-graded social norms on the agenda of quantitative retirement research; 2) it has shown manifold ways in which gender differences are relevant for social variability in retirement ages; 3) it has pinpointed the genuine impact of social class on retirement behavior; and finally, 4) the study contributes to the comparative retirement literature by focusing on how micro-macro interactions influence country and regime differences.

Retirement Age Norms

Chapter four of this study has been dedicated to the scrutiny of retirement age norms using micro data from the European Social Survey (ESS). The first notable finding consists in the pervasiveness of these norms. The pluralisation of career trajectories during the last decades notwithstanding, the vast majority of Western Europeans aged over 50 endorse specific social norms regarding the adequate timing of retirement. While many approve of early exit from work there is also a substantial minority that sustains norms of late exit. After all, age norms impose rather clear-cut boundaries on the timing of retirement: 80% of respondents think that men or women are too old to work when they are over 70 years old. And 85% agree that a man or woman is too young to retire before age 40.

Furthermore, my analyses have revealed considerable group-specific differences with regard to the age norms of retirement, which, by this token, are adequately understood as “local norms” (Bicchieri 2006), as they prescribe varying retirement ages for different target groups. Specifically, I have established strong class differentials in terms of norms of aging. Huge differences have been found between the working class on the one side and the service class and petite bourgeoisie on the other. The latter classes hold age norms that are much more supportive of late exit than the former. Employees in a mixed employment relationship (mostly administrative clerks and lower technicians) have similar attitudes towards male age norms to the working class but occupy an in-between position when it comes to women’s retirement. In this way, the type of employment relationship is identified as the crucial determining factor of retirement age norms in Western Europe. Overall, the analysis is a case in point for the continued potential of class analysis in research on work-related attitudes.

Table 8.1
Overview of Key Findings.



	 

	Issue

	Finding




	1

	Pervasiveness of age norms of retirement in contemporary Western Europe

	Age norms are very widely endorsed among older workers. About 85% of respondents come up with an exact age at which someone is considered too young to retire or too old to work.




	2

	Gender differences in terms of social norms regarding the timing of retirement

	Men and women largely agree that women should retire earlier than men. Ceteris paribus, women support a somewhat later retirement, especially for women.




	3

	Role of social class in the differential endorsement of age norms

	Other than gender, social class is the most salient individual-level predictor of retirement age norms.




	4

	Impact of social-class membership on the actual timing of retirement

	Skilled manual workers retire earliest. Routine workers and low-skilled service workers do not work much longer. The salariat and petty bourgeoisie remain employed longest.




	5

	Gender differences in retirement timing

	Women usually retire earlier than men, but the gender age gap in retirement is smaller than conventionally suggested. Moreover, gender disparities in retirement timing differ between countries.




	6

	Relationship between women’s age of retirement and female labour market participation

	Paradoxically, women in countries with a low female activity rate retire relatively late. Selection effects induce a negative relationship between female employment rates and women’s age of retirement.




	7

	Social stratification in the transition to retirement in Germany and Spain

	While social differences in work-exit transitions in Spain are primarily dictated by push factors, in Germany, pull factors gain special salience by fostering a comparatively early retirement of the service class.




	8

	Synchronous retirement of spouses

	Having a retired spouse lowers older workers’ normative work attachment. If work withdrawal is not involuntary, this preference for joint retirement is reflected in actual behaviour.




	9

	Other household effects in retirement behaviour

	In Germany, divorced women postpone retirement, whereas widowhood leads to early exit from work. In other countries, no clear effect of partner loss could be found on retirement timing.





Source: own elaboration.

Striking findings were brought to light with regard to the gender puzzle in retirement-related social norms. It turned out to be crucial to distinguish between the holders and the target actors of an age norm. An earlier retirement age is generally considered better suited for women than for men. Both sexes largely embrace norms supportive of a traditional gender divide in retirement timing, which dictate that women should retire earlier than men. However, women place the age deadline of retirement for women (i.e. the age when women become too old to work) on average one year later than men do. But under otherwise comparable conditions, women also place the corresponding male age deadline higher than men themselves do. In consequence, the perceived gender gap in retirement age norms is about the same in the eyes of women and men, about 4.5 years. One conclusion from this is that women have internalised gendered age norms as much as men have. But everything else being equal, they generally exhibit a greater approval of late-exit norms than men. This finding calls into question the simple hypothesis of the low female work attachment claimed by preference theory (Hakim 1996, 2007).

Retirement and Gender

In chapter five, I have used data from the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) to, inter alia, analyse the gender divide in retirement timing. The results, based on the pooled sample from eleven Western European countries, show that the traditional gender pattern prevails, as women leave the labour market slightly earlier than men. The gender gap in Western Europe as a whole is small but significant. However, there is considerable country heterogeneity lying beneath the dominant pattern of female early exit. While the sex-based difference in retirement ages is large in some countries, it is small or even “reversed” in others.

How can the ambiguity of these findings be explained? On the one hand, women may retire earlier than men because their disadvantaged job position makes them more vulnerable to being laid off. Moreover, many pension systems traditionally established a lower pension age for women than for men. Arguably, gendered norms of aging reinforce this propensity towards early exit among women, which, in fact, is the dominant pattern in Western Europe. On the other hand, there are also factors that make women exit the labour market later than men. Specifically, women with a low number of pensionable years have stronger economic incentives to remain employed. Moreover, many women often miss eligibility for special early retirement programmes or occupational pensions requiring a minimum number of years of contribution due due their higher likelihood of taking time off of work for domestic reasons, such as birthing children or acting as a caretaker to relatives (Ginn & Arber 1993, 1996; Schils 2008).

Countries with a low female activity rate in particular tend to be characterised by a small gender difference in retirement ages. This pattern points to a selection process. Accordingly, labour markets with a low share of female workers are likely to produce self-selection in terms of women with high levels of work attachment remaining economically active beyond age 50. This explanation has not been sufficiently acknowledged in the previous literature, which generally treats women as a high-risk group of early exit (but cf. Dahl et al. 2003).

Based on national labour-force surveys, this nexus has been underpinned in the head-to-head comparison between Germany and Spain carried out in the sixth and seventh chapters. Whereas in Germany, only a small proportion of women retire after age 60 (the age threshold for the now-obsolete old-age pension for women), in Spain, the retirement age difference between men and women is almost negligible. I maintained that this pattern is chiefly attributable to the confluence of institutional filters and selection effects. While the German welfare state has until recently fostered the traditional gender division of labour through a special old-age pension for women, pension regulations in Spain are formally gender-blind. Consequently, women’s retirement behaviour in Spain resembles the behaviour among their male peers to a much larger extent than in Germany.

When comparing the two countries, selection effects gain special salience: the gender gap in retirement is larger in Germany, where many women work past age 50, albeit often part-time. By contrast, in Spain, the gender gap is small, because the labour market essentially only offers women the choice between “exit or full-time” work (Anxo et al. 2007). Correspondingly, Spanish women frequently become inactive during their mid-career phase, particularly if they are low-skilled, married women; in turn, high-skilled women, who often stay single and divorce more frequently, display similar labour market behaviour to men (Garrido 1992).

In conclusion, it is crucial to acknowledge that selectivity is an essential feature of late career exit and that it is inherent in the very definition of retirement. Within a concept of retirement as withdrawal from lifetime employment, selective mid-life labour market participation leads to selective patterns of late career exit. To the best of my knowledge, this study is the first in retirement research to concretely and systematically address the question of sample selection in work-exit transitions by means of duration selection models.

Retirement and Social Class

The focal point of this study has been the impact of social-class membership on retirement timing. Chapter five has formulated and tested a set of hypotheses regarding the class-retirement relation in Western Europe. In the two subsequent chapters, these hypotheses were tested in Spain and Germany, bearing in mind the specific contexts and conditions as they apply to older workers in the two selected countries. By reference to the European Socio-economic Classification (ESeC), which has been used throughout for the operationalisation of the class concept, table 8.2 synthesises the respective empirical findings.

Most importantly, the overview demonstrates that social class is a crucial determining factor of retirement timing. The dominant pattern is that the working class leaves work earlier than the service class. Despite disposing of the necessary financial latitude, the salariat does not predominantly choose to retire early. It was shown that this is partly due to better employment opportunities, which keep down the risk to be laid off or of suffering career-ending disability. It is also plausible that this pattern can be partly attributed to an emphatic work orientation and to the age norms of retirement proscribing a much-anticipated exit from work. Amongst the working class, skilled manual workers tend to stay in the labour market for a shorter time than routine workers or lower sales and service workers. Nevertheless, the divide between blue-collar and white-collar jobs seems to be less prevalent than commonly assumed. Workers with a mixed employment relationship (such as administrative clerks) retire just as early as many working-class individuals.

Table 8.2
Social Class and Retirement Timing in Western Europe.

[image: image]

Source: own elaboration; brackets indicate low degrees of cross-national homogeneity.

While for some classes, the generic Western European pattern is representative for most countries – most notably for small employers and the self-employed, who consistently show a propensity for late retirement – there is greater variation across countries regarding the typical work-exit patterns of certain other classes or by gender. Judging from the presented findings, the retirement behaviour of the lower salariat, intermediate workers, and lower sales and service workers are more easily altered by institutional factors than by the retirement behaviour of other classes.

The head-to-head comparison of Germany and Spain illustrates that while class membership is an important predictor of differences in retirement timing in both countries, class differentials are not identical. In Spain, the higher service class and petite bourgeoisie work until much later in life than routine workers. Female skilled manual workers exit the labour market at the earliest age. Hence, the class ranking established for Spain by and large corresponds to the generic Western European pattern, with the noteworthy exception of male skilled manual workers, who do not exit the labour market as early as their peers in other countries. In Germany, male and female members of the higher and lower salariat exhibit a rather unusual behaviour: instead of retiring later than routine workers, there is no significant difference to be found. For male employees from the lower salariat, there even seems to be an increased retirement propensity vis-à-vis low-skilled workers. These findings are robust insofar as similar results were found for both countries in chapter 5 using SHARE data.

The deviations from the generic pattern regarding the class-retirement nexus found in Germany and Spain underline the importance of “institutional filters” in deciding which kinds of workers retire early and late respectively. Specifically, the explanation of these differences put forward here emphasises the impact of differential incentives embedded in the pension system. Economic incentives are arguably more consequential for the behaviour of high-skilled workers than for low-skilled workers, who are more vulnerable to employment constraints. In Spain, there are harsh penalties on early exit from work. Service-class employees therefore rarely choose to leave the labour market early. In Germany, on the contrary, the generosity of publicly funded early retirement pathways puts highly skilled workers in the position to exit the labour market relatively early. For instance, the adjustment factor applicable in the case of early old-age pension entrance is far lower than in Spain. Besides, the so-called “old-age part-time work scheme“ (Altersteilzeit)fits the specific needs of well-educated workers. Unlike in most countries, the German salariat consequently exhibits similar retirement timing to routine workers. In summary, the institutional design of retirement pathways in Germany has so far promoted an extraordinary pattern of social stratification in labour market withdrawal: the relatively early exit of high-skilled workers.

Social diversity in retirement timing in Spain is essentially structured according to the level of employability of workers. As the table shows, the resultant class-retirement association is similar to most Western European countries. In contrast, in Germany, welfare-state intervention is responsible for a significant modification of the relationship between class position and employment exit, with the service class enjoying privileged access to generous early retirement pathways. I concluded that institutional filters not only affect the average age of work withdrawal but also alter the functioning of class disparities in retirement behaviour.

In comparison with the salience of social class, the importance of education in retirement is limited. As a matter of fact, the level of educational attainment per se does not contribute much to explaining retirement trajectories. This result is consistent across all presented analyses. Education exerts an indirect effect, as credentials and skills act as selection criteria when accessing particular occupations and career paths that eventually shape retirement behaviour. Education also unleashes long-term biographic pacing effects through influencing the age at which one enters the job market. But the direct effect of educational titles, once class and career length are controlled for, is of minor relevance.

With respect to class schemes, the upshot is that sociological research would benefit hugely from a greater degree of standardisation and transparency. I have elected the European Socio-economic Classification (ESeC) as class schema for this study, partly because it stands out for the quality of documentation. Moreover, detailed practical research guidance provided by the designing team guarantees a maximum degree of inter-subjective transparency. For class analysis as a research programme, it would be enormously fruitful to improve the replicability of empirical analyses using different class schemes.

Retirement and Cross-Country Diversity

The previous comparative literature has greatly enhanced our understanding of the way in which the use of early retirement depends on national context (Kohli et al. 1991; Blossfeld et al. 2006; Ebbinghaus 2006a; Schils 2008). In this spirit, the present study has examined cross-country differences in retirement ages in contemporary Western Europe, paying special attention to the alleged regime difference between continental and Southern Europe.

One key conclusion is that the conventional welfare-regime typology does not do a particularly good job of mapping countries according to average retirement age. Specifically, the Southern European countries, usually subsumed under the fragmented regime, do not, as postulated by the regime approach, tend towards lower retirement ages with respect the rest of Western Europe. While Italy indeed exhibits a marked affinity towards early exit, this hypothesis cannot be maintained for the other Southern European countries. Instead, Portugal, Greece, and Spain exhibit at least average retirement ages. This finding, which holds true across different data sources, has been often overlooked because of the common practice of looking at employment rates instead of at retirement ages proper. Nevertheless, what the four countries seem to have in common is a high degree of social variability in retirement timing. In this sense, the notion of a fragmented welfare regime, albeit not defining a homogenous cluster of countries, is not without predictive value for retirement behaviour.

Apart from Italy, the most pronounced early retirement patterns are consistently found in France, Belgium, and Austria. The fact that these latter countries rate quite some years behind Germany and the Netherlands in terms of the prolongation of working life also places into doubt the coherence of the conservative-regime cluster in what concerns retirement timing. Thus, the conventional welfare-regime typology is of limited utility for the analysis of early retirement. This conclusion is not entirely new. In fact, Ebbinghaus’s (2006a) inquiry into the political economy of early retirement already pointed in this direction by clustering France together with Italy under the label of a “Latin” regime.

In conclusion, rather than proposing a new ad-hoc country classification by adding yet another regime type, I advocate for using such country typologies with great caution. Despite being useful to positing hypotheses, the regime approach should not be applied in a reifying manner. In the end, paying attention to particular countries and their specific institutional canvas is irreplaceable for social research on retirement.

In this vein, I have demonstrated that aggregate country rankings of retirement timing are not properly understood without reference to a series of micro-macro mechanisms. Specifically the empirical evidence presented highlights the role played by institutional filters, selection effects, and compositional effects. Beyond their impact on class and gender patterns in retirement, institutional filters have turned out to be crucial in the family realm. The empirical analyses have shown that the “joint lunches” effect leads to coupled retirement within almost all contexts: married older workers are shown to have a preference for joint retirement. Furthermore, this propensity also makes itself noticeable in retirement behaviour, as long as work withdrawal is not involuntary. On closer scrutiny, even German men turn out to follow this pattern.

By contrast, other family effects strongly hinge on institutional filters. Only in Germany were widowed persons found to exhibit a strong propensity to withdraw from work early. Legal incompatibilities between the receipt of a survivor pension and labour income make widows and widowers tend to leave the labour market prematurely. Conversely, divorced women work until a rather late age in Germany. Despite the pension-sharing legislation in place, it seems that divorce creates the need for women to compensate the forgone years of pension-building by working longer. Overall, the German institutional framework fosters idiosyncratic forms of social stratification in retirement, not only with respect to social class but also with respect to family.

Limitations and Future Research

While adding novel results to an as yet underdeveloped area of retirement research, the macro-level analyses in chapter four suffer from lack of adequate data. The presented findings suggest that country-specific age cultures are intimately related to the pension legislation in place. Specifically, the national statutory pension age emerges as the institutional feature most closely associated with cross-national variation in retirement age norms. However, the question of causality must remain open. Favourable attitudes towards early retirement can just as well be rationalisations of retirement incentives as driving forces of institutional change. Further comparative research using longitudinal data is needed to disentangle institutional, structural, and conventional effects on age-graded social norms. For research on retirement behaviour, likewise, better measures of early retirement incentives are required. In particular, we lack adequate comparable indicators on the retirement-age-specific generosity of the second and third pillar of old-age provision. Ideally, we would have access to information on the instantaneous level of pension entitlements from every pillar of old-age provision at the individual level. In the future, projects with the purpose of matching survey and administrative data are needed to enhance the potential of retirement research.

Another limitation of this study relates to the presumed impact of age norms on retirement behaviour. According to the theoretical framework put forward here, differences in age norms and work orientations eventually co-determine differential retirement timing to the extent that individual actors have the possibility to choose between alternative work-exit trajectories. However, in this study, we have only been able to link these dimensions indirectly, using the findings about retirement attitudes from chapter four to formulate hypotheses regarding retirement behaviour, as well as by applying a competing risks framework. With an adequate data set, it would be a promising research agenda to model the influence of age norms and retirement preferences as an immediate predictor of retirement behaviour.

Moreover, the above-emphasised issue of selection effects in retirement timing needs further investigation. In line with the comparative findings from the fifth chapter, the duration selection models presented in the sixth and seventh chapters showed that there is strong self-selection in even late-career employment. However, the gathered evidence could not substantiate the claim that this selectivity subsequently modifies the patterns of social variability in retirement timing. This inconsistency calls for further testing. Future research could estimate more elabourate duration selection models, using richer data sets. It could also assess whether there is a dialectical relationship between female mid-career labour market participation and retirement behaviour in a cross-sectional time-series framework. Such an analysis would ideally be carried out for a maximum number of developed countries, using methods of longitudinal data analysis.

For practical reasons, one fundamental trade-off in empirical social research is between comparisons across time and space. In the present study, I chose to largely put aside questions of social change in order to be able to thoroughly carry out cross-nationally comparative analyses. Although these issues are dealt with extensively elsewhere (Blossfeld et al. 2006; Blossfeld et al. 2011), this dilemma underlines the immense importance of the further development of the data infrastructure for social research. In retirement research, as in many other fields, the sophistication of applied statistical models by far outweighs the quality of the available data material. In particular, there is a genuine need for longitudinal international survey projects. The launches of the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) as well as the European Union Survey on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) are important milestones, but it will still take time until the full benefits of longitudinal data collection can be reaped. Though essentially cross-sectional in nature, the European Union Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS) also has the potential to become an important pillar of the research data infrastructure. However, increased international cooperation is required among data producers in the European community to overcome existing limitations and to enhance the availability of comparable data for cross-national research.134

Concluding Remarks

The relationship between social stratification and retirement is double-edged. The sex and class position of an individual determine his or her opportunities at the end of work life—and hence the age of retirement. At the same time, both characteristics are powerful predictors of internalised social norms concerning retirement timing. In very simplified terms, women and members of the working class tend to retire early, whereas men and members of the service class tend to retire late. The differential endorsement of age norms mimics approximately the same pattern. A key point is thus that the class- and gender-differential molding of retirement age norms and preferences corresponds, by and large, to the structure of employment opportunities during late working life.

There are two diametrically opposed ways of interpreting this stylised fact: one interpretation argues, somewhat sarcastically, that if most older workers eventually end up retiring at about the time they want to retire, there is not much reason for concern from an equality point of view. The second interpretation contends that precisely because it shapes not only career opportunities but also individual norms and preferences, the system of social stratification exhibits an immense impact on retirement behaviour, often internalised so that workers “want” to retire at the time dictated by their genders and/or classes. If norms of early exit are rationalisations of labour market constraints instead of manifestations of free will, the relevance of class and gender disparities is even greater.

While the first line of reasoning sees social variability in retirement timing as ultimately driven by heterogeneous preferences, the second one essentially regards class and gender differentials as a consequence of unequal opportunities among older workers. Both perspectives are compatible with the empirical evidence provided in this study, and it is left to reader to decide which one is more compelling. Either way, there can be no doubt that social class and gender are crucial determining factors of retirement behaviour, and that they ought to be included in every attempt to causally explain differential retirement timing in contemporary Western Europe.



134 The series of European User Conferences for EU-SILC and EU-LFS, which bring together researchers with representatives of Eurostat and national statistical offices, are a step in the right direction.
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