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Abstract

Many European countries want to overcome the early exit

from labour market which was widespread since the 1970s

through pension reform and labour policies. The extension

of working life is hindered by factors that the literature

overlooks. This article focuses on the discontinuity of the

late‐career caused by unemployment. The aim is to inves-
tigate whether older workers are at risk of unemployment

and what are the transitions after spells of unemployment.

The labour market trajectories of workers over 50s in 11

European countries from 2006 to 2019 were analysed,

specifically after the Great Recession and before the Covid‐
19 epidemic. It is based on longitudinal survey data from

the generated Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in

Europe Job Episodes Panel. Event history analysis and

sequence analysis were performed. Older employees are

unlikely to face unemployment. The transition rate high-

lights the difficulty for older workers into re‐employment.
A low education level increases the risk of unemployment

and remaining unemployed. Data by country confirm the

trend towards overcoming the transition from unemploy-

ment to early exit. Divergences concern the higher risk of

being trapped in unemployment in Southern European

countries such as Greece and Italy.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

In the last 20 years, the labour market participation of older workers is changing. There has been a shift from early

exit to active ageing (Ebbinghaus & Hofäcker, 2013). Extending the labour market participation of older workers

and delaying retirement are some of its aims (Phillipson, 2002; Walker, 2019).

The debate on the extension of working life is often approached uncritically, underestimating its problematic

features (Taylor, 2019; Vickerstaff, 2010; Walker, 2019). Older workers do not always voluntarily choose to retire

or find a job if they lose it. Or they are not a homogeneous group (Bennett & Möhring, 2014; Loretto et al., 2007;

Vickerstaff, 2010; Vickerstaff & Cox, 2005). Working careers exhibit gender differences (Leime et al., 2017; Schmitz

et al., 2023). Or related to educational qualifications. Those with low educational qualifications often have a long

working history, even in demanding jobs.

The article contributes to literature in three ways: (1) the topic, the unemployment; (2) the countries studied;

(3) the methodology.

The study analyses the labour market trajectories of workers over 50s from 2006 to 2019 in 11 European

countries (Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland, Spain and

Sweden).

The focus is on the experience of unemployment. Are the older workers at risk of unemployment? Is unem-

ployment transitory or continuous? What are the labour market transitions from unemployed status (re‐employ-
ment, remaining unemployed, or transition to retirement)?

The literature agrees that older unemployed workers face challenges in returning to work (Blossfeld

et al., 2011; Eurofound, 2012; Hofäcker et al., 2015; Johnson & Butrica, 2012; Loretto et al., 2007; OECD, 2019).

They are at a disadvantage compared to young people (Axelrad et al., 2017).

Several reasons justify the need for a specific focus on older workers' unemployment. The impact of raising the

retirement age and active ageing policies on the labour market has not yet been sufficiently studied (Boeri

et al., 2022). The effectiveness of the former stems from individuals being able to postpone their departure from

the labour market and avoid needing other income supports, like unemployment benefits (Rabaté & Rochut, 2020).

Otherwise, the decrease in retirement spending is balanced at least partially by the increase in spending on other

social protection measures. An active ageing policy can be successful if the working life extension does not expose

older workers to the risk of unemployment. And if, once they have lost their job, they can be re‐employed. Else,
overcoming early exit may reduce the social protection enjoyed by older workers affected by unemployment, in line

with the ongoing trend towards individualisation of social risk coverage (Castel, 2004).

There is also a need for research on older workers' unemployment because changes in pension and labour

policies are happening during two crises, the Great Recession (2007–2009) and the Covid‐19 pandemic (2020–
2023). It is important to examine their impact on unemployment on older workers and policies to overcome early

exit. Since the 1970s and until the early 2000s, especially continental and South European countries have used

early exit as a way of managing the employment consequences of the economic crisis and the restructuring because

of the transition from Fordism (Kholi et al., 1991).

The paper only addresses the Great Recession. It contributes to the literature by offering a cross‐country
analysis which also covers less studied countries. Few studies focus on the unemployment experience only of

older workers after the Great Recession (2007–2009) and they concern only some countries (e.g., US, Johnson &

Butrica, 2012; the UK, Parsons & Walsh, 2019; Germany, Heisig & Radl, 2017).

The research's originality is further enhanced by the longitudinal analysis. It is little used in labour market

analysis (e.g., Ponomarenko, 2016; Riekhoff, 2018, 2019), where studies with cross‐sectional data prevail. A lon-
gitudinal analysis makes it possible to study the labour market trajectories of older workers and the transition over

time between different states or events (being employed, being unemployed, being retired). It is based on data from

the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE), from the generated SHARE Job Episodes Panel
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(release 8.0.0) (Brugiavini et al., 2019), updated with the data of wave 8 (2019, release 8.0.0.) (Börsch‐Supan
et al., 2013). It was conducted using two methods, event history analysis and sequence analysis.

2 | LITERATURE REVIEW

The focus of the literature review is on two topics: changes in pension and labour policies and overcoming early

exit; the impact that unemployment of older workers may have on the extension of working life.

Between 2006 and 2022, the labour market participation of older workers of 50–64 has increased in the

countries studied, although rates remain different (ranging from 85.6% in Sweden in 2022 to 64.9% in Italy,

Eurostat data). The reasons are manifold: demographic changes, improved health conditions, the redefining social

role of older adults, and welfare state reform.

The countries under study can be attributed to different welfare regimes (Esping‐Andersen, 1990). They may
affect the labour market participation of older workers for several reasons. For example, the role of the family in

the welfare state of Southern European countries explains the different labour market participation by gender,

which is lower for women.

The changes in the pension and labour policies in European countries affected the labour market tra-

jectories of older workers (Ebbinghaus & Hofäcker, 2013; Hofäcker et al., 2015). Since the 1970, the early

exit was achieved through several tools: low retirement age (e.g., in Southern European countries), pre‐
retirement, disability and unemployment benefits. At least until the early 2000s, the generosity of the

pension system meant that, especially in Continental and Southern European countries, there was an orien-

tation towards an early retirement. In contrast, the Scandinavian countries followed active labour market

policies earlier. Less clear are the trends in Eastern European countries affected by the transition from so-

cialism to capitalism.

Since then, a convergence towards overcoming early exit can be expected. Many European countries have

pursued the financial sustainability of pensions through reforms aimed at delaying retirement (Blossfeld

et al., 2011; Phillipson, 2002). Although there is some heterogeneity between countries, some common features of

the reform are the raising of the retirement age and introducing multi‐pillar pension systems, including private
ones, which offer lower benefits (Ebbinghaus & Hofäcker, 2013; OECD, 2021).

The extension of labour market participation among older workers was also driven by the reform of unem-

ployment benefits, which are less generous and of shorter duration in various countries. For example, in Germany, a

cut in unemployment benefits contributed to the increase in their activity rate (Riphahn & Schrader, 2020). The

activation approach prioritises active labour policies over passive ones to help people move from unemployment to

employment (Ebbinghaus & Hofäcker, 2013).

The changes in pension and labour market policies have discouraged early exit from the labour market. Even in

Southern European countries that were lagging in pension reform at least 20 years ago. Since 2000, the average

effective age of labour market exit is rising (OECD, 2021).

Late‐career discontinuity resulting from unemployment has received limited attention in recent studies on

retirement timing determinants (Blossfeld et al., 2011; Trentini, 2021).

The consequences of unemployment on individuals concern various aspects (Brand, 2015; Ponomar-

enko, 2016): career prospects, income and wealth accumulation, risk of social exclusion, and individual well‐being to
mention a few. They change depending on age and career stage.

For older workers, career continuity and re‐employment may be hindered by factors affecting their employ-
ability (Bowman et al., 2017; Phillipson, 2019): age, gender, low education level, health conditions, job, training,

skills obsolescence, lower productivity, discrimination and stereotyping based on age. Disadvantages or advantages

can accumulate over time (Bennett & Möhring, 2014; O’Rand, 1996).
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Unemployment may affect the type of retirement (voluntary or involuntary) and retirement timing (early, on

time, later) (Dingemans et al., 2017; Fisher et al., 2016; Hofäcker et al., 2015; Stiemke & Hess, 2022; Trentini, 2021).

The literature on early exit differentiates between pull and push factors to retirement. On the institutional

level, the former refers to the labour market exit incentives provided by the social policies (benefits and eligibility

rules), while the latter refers to the labour market situation, such as a high unemployment rate, redundancies due to

corporate restructuring (Kholi et al., 1991). On an individual level, pull factors may include reasons for retirement

linked to desirable aspects such as devoting time to leisure or volunteering, while health status and job conditions

can be push factors (Fisher et al., 2016). Pull factors can cause voluntary retirement and push factors can lead to

involuntary retirement.

Distinguishing between pull and push factors is not always clear. The transition from the labour market to

retirement can be viewed as the outcome of a process in which individual characteristics such as gender, education

level, health conditions, and work history, as well as institutional features such as social policies, the labour market,

and economic trends, play a role.

According to Bennett and Möhring (2014), for older workers unemployment and early retirement are different

processes. In the 12 European countries they studied, unemployed older workers with more stable employment

histories were eligible for early retirement. Individuals with a fragmented work history were at a higher risk of

experiencing late‐career unemployment and were more likely to remain in that condition.
Economic status is another factor that can influence retirement timing (Fisher et al., 2016). The reduced

continuity of employment may negatively affect the pension contributions paid as well as the accumulated wealth

and lead to a delayed exit from the labour market (Ponomarenko, 2016).

The theoretical framework usually applied to address the issue of late‐career unemployment and the transition
to retirement is challenged by changes in pension policies. As early exit is being overcome, there is a need for

studies that address the unemployment experience of older workers (Heisig & Radl, 2017). Research should focus

on the consequences of unemployment on extending working life rather than on work‐retirement transition, in
order to understand if overcoming early exit leads to an extension of working life. Or, instead, transfers the social

risks associated with unemployment to the individuals who can benefit from less social protection. Since older

workers are not a homogeneous group, both the experience of unemployment (transitory, covering a few years or

continuous) and the transition from unemployment can be different.

These topics are little explored even in the recent studies dealing with the unemployment of older workers

after the Great Recession. Axelrad et al. (2018) studied the impact of the recession on older workers' employment

outcomes and job quality in some European countries. The risk of older workers being unemployed increases. Older

workers experience a deterioration in job quality (e.g., lower prospects for job advancement, and lower job se-

curity). In the US, older workers are less likely than younger workers to experience unemployment (Johnson, 2012;

Johnson & Butrica, 2012). However, if unemployed, they have great difficulty to be re‐employed. Or, if they suc-
ceed, they do so in temporary or part‐time employment, with less pay or fewer benefits (Van Horn & Heid-
kamp, 2019). Researchers also found these difficulties in the UK. Already before the Great Recession (Loretto

et al., 2007) and even recently, as studies by the Centre for Ageing Better (e.g., Crawford et al., 2021; Parsons &

Walsh, 2019) have shown. In Germany, too, many over‐55s struggle to find employment, even 5 years after losing
their jobs (Heisig & Radl, 2017).

The few recent research studies reveal a picture of older workers' vulnerability that deserves further inves-

tigation by focusing on their labour market trajectories and broadening the countries studied.

3 | METHODS

Researchers usually look at the trends in indicators such as activity, employment, and unemployment rates through

cross‐sectional research on the labour market participation of older workers. Examples are Eurofound (2012),
Johnson (2012) and Johnson and Butrica (2012), which considered the employment consequences of the 2007–
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2009 crisis in Europe and the US. Less widespread are longitudinal analysis. Unlike surveys based on aggregate

data, they focus on individual employment trajectories and changes over time (Hofäcker, 2010; Orsholits

et al., 2019). Only a longitudinal analysis allows us to study the unemployment experience of older workers,

focusing on individual employment trajectories and changes.

Data from SHARE, the Survey of Health, Ageing, and Retirement in Europe, has been used in this study. SHARE

has been studying ageing‐related topics in individuals aged 50 and up in 28 European countries and Israel since
2004. The generated SHARE Job Episodes Panel (release 8.0.0) was used (Brugiavini et al., 2019, 2022). The SHARE

Job Episode combines retrospective information collected in the Sharelife waves 3 (2009) and 7 (2017) and allows

reconstruction of the entire work history of the respondents up to 2017. Data have been updated to 2019,

considering the latest available wave (8, 2019–2020) (Börsch‐Supan, 2022).
The employment histories were based on three dummy variables (working, unemployed and retired) generated

using the start and end date of each job spell and the question on current job situation in wave 8. Gender, age, year

of birth, educational level, and country of residence were taken into consideration in the analysis. These variables

should make the experience of unemployment different. Some refer to context: the 11 countries are an example of

different models of capitalism and welfare regime (Amable, 2003; Esping‐Andersen, 1990; Hall & Soskice, 2001).
Others to the usual socio‐demographic variables. Not only labour market participation differs according to gender
(the highest differences, as mentioned, are found in Southern European countries. Amable, 2003; Schmitz

et al., 2023), but the patterns of labour market exit are also different (Leime et al., 2017). Women commonly left the

workforce earlier than men because of a variety of reasons, including lower retirement age, difficulty balancing

work and family life, and joint retirement decisions in couples, with women often younger age than their partner.

Low educational qualifications can be a disadvantage because they increase the risk of skill obsolescence and

performing physically demanding work that can worsen health conditions (Mäcken et al., 2022; Phillipson, 2019;

Turek & Henkens, 2019). Age may also penalise because of the obsolescence of skills, health conditions, lower

productivity, discrimination, and stereotyping based on age. Finally, there may be differences related to the birth

cohort, as the life‐course literature has shown (Mortimer & Shanahan, 2003). The educational level variable starting
from the Isced 97 classification was recoded into three levels: lower secondary or less, upper secondary and

tertiary.

A sub‐sample was extracted from the original data file: those who in 2006 were 50 years old and up, and were
employed or unemployed. The individuals have been followed up to the age of 65. Data from the entire employment

history were not analysed, but only from the period between 2006 and 2019 (or earlier for those who have reached

the age of 65 or who drop out for other reasons.). That is, from the year immediately before the Great Recession to

the latest available data. The data concern a sample of 15,024 individuals. Males (54.1%) outnumbered females

(45.9%) (Table S1). The year of birth saw a higher percentage of those born from 1950 onwards (63.7%) than those

born up to 1949 (36.3%). Those with an educational qualification up to upper secondary education (40.7%) pre-

dominated. 27.7% of the respondents had a low educational qualification, while 31.6% had tertiary education. The

sample was unevenly distributed among the 11 countries: from 5.9% in Austria to 12.1% in Sweden. The

employment status in 2006, the first year considered, had 98.5% employed. Only 1.5% were unemployed.

The data analysis was conducted by combining two methods considered in the literature, at least initially, as

alternatives: event history analysis and sequence analysis.

The former focuses more on single‐event transitions and, the latter, on trajectories as a whole (Mills, 2011).
The Kaplan–Meier survival estimate was performed to answer whether those 50s and over are at risk of unem-

ployment, using unemployed status as the dependent variable and for the time the year, since the focus is on the

consequences of the Great Recession. The data have been censored to the right.1 To avoid left‐censored data, only
individuals employed in 2006 were considered (14,799).

To carry out the sequence analysis, the longitudinal data file was converted to a wide format. Sequence analysis

(Abbott, 1995; Abbott & Hrycak, 1990; Abbott & Tsay, 2000) has been used to analyse trajectories in the labour

market. It aims to identify patterns in data by clustering similar trajectories. Especially initially, it was identified with
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optimal matching analysis (OM), a technique that creates clusters of similar sequences from an algorithm that

measures their dissimilarity. Afterwards, additional measures of dissimilarity between sequences have been

introduced (Studer, 2013; Studer & Ritschard, 2016). Following Studer and Ritschard (2016), the dissimilarity of

sequences was measured using the OMstran method, since the focus of the research was on changes in sequences.

The sequence analysis seemed appropriate to describe the trajectories in the labour market of the over 50s.

Starting from the visualisation of the sequences and the description of some of their characteristics, the focus was

on three aspects:

‐ the heterogeneity or otherwise of the trajectories;

‐ the transition rate between the different states;

‐ the identification of a typology of the trajectories of those who experienced unemployment through clustering
the sequences.

The data analysis was performed with BlueSky Statistics 10.3.2 (data management and Kaplan–Meier survival

estimate) and TraMineR, the package for sequence analysis in R (Gabadinho et al., 2011).

To account for attrition bias (participants dropping out over time), a well‐known problem in longitudinal

surveys, the data were weighted. As the data refer to a subsample of the SHARE Job Episodes Panel and the

longitudinal weights were not available, the weights were calculated using Inverse Probability Weights.2

In sequence analysis, a critical issue is the handling of missing values that may affect the length of sequences or

alignment. The default setting of TraMineR codes gaps and left‐missing states as missing. Right‐state missing states
as void elements, leading to the sequence being considered terminated.

3.1 | The risk of unemployment is low, but…

The starting point for analysing the unemployment experience of older workers was to see to what extent they

were exposed to this event.

Both the Kaplan–Meier survival estimate, and the sequence analysis showed that the unemployment risk of the

over 50s was rather low. The former was conducted using unemployed status as a variable and, as said, the year for

the time. The observations were 83,815, the missing data were 66,261 and the number of events (being unem-

ployed) was 1038.

The Kaplan–Meier survival estimates the probability of surviving the unemployment event for individuals aged

50 and over in 2006, followed until 2019 (or, as said, earlier if they left the survey). Over the period considered, the

survival probability has gone from 1.00 in 2006 (starting year) to 0.94 in 2019, so the probability of surviving the

unemployment risk in 2019 was 94%. The trend over time was stable, even in the years following the Great

Recession. The risk of unemployment among older workers did not seem to have increased after the economic

crisis.

The compared difference in Kaplan–Meier survival estimates between groups3 showed that the risk of un-

employment was a bit higher for women (2019 0.92, men 0.95), and individuals with low educational levels (2019

0.87, upper secondary 0.95, tertiary 0.97). The disadvantage of those with low educational qualifications is

confirmed, for the reasons already mentioned (Mäcken et al., 2022; Phillipson, 2019; Turek & Henkens, 2019).

Differences were negligible by birth cohort (2019, 1936–1949 0.91, 1950–1956 0.94). There were also differences

between countries (Figure S1). Italy and Greece were the countries where the risk of unemployment was a higher

(2019, Italy 0.79, Greece 0.87). They were the two countries with Poland, in the Figure S1, standing out from the

6 of 16 - TRENTINI



rest. The values of the other countries in 2019 were between 0.93 of Poland and Spain, and 0.98 of Austria and the

Czech Republic.

Although it is not appropriate to make a comparison between longitudinal data and cross‐sectional data,
collected with different methodologies and sample sizes, the low risk of unemployment of older workers is in line

with the unemployment rate trends of people aged 50–64 in the 11 countries (Eurostat data).4 Unemployment hit

younger people harder than older people after the Great Recession (Eurofound, 2012).

Also, in sequence analysis, the time variable was the year. The sequences containing at least one episode of

unemployment were only 371 out of 15,024 (2.5%). Sequences were rather heterogeneous. The top ten amounted

to approximately 50%. The largest (17.1%) had four work episodes.

The trends were most easily visualised in the State Distribution plot (Figure 1) instead of the Sequence Index

plot. In the early years, the employed status prevailed. Over time, there was a shift towards retirement. The un-

employment episodes were extremely low and stable in time.

3.2 | …Once you are unemployed, getting out is not easy

A key issue of the research was to study what happens to individuals who went through spells of unemployment.

Longitudinal data makes it possible to determine if difficulties in being re‐employed are confirmed or not (Blossfeld
et al., 2011; Eurofound, 2012; Hofäcker et al., 2015; Johnson & Butrica, 2012; Loretto et al., 2007; OECD, 2019).

This can be done in two ways: by analysing the unemployment duration to determine whether it is temporary or

permanent, and by examining the transition from unemployment, which can result in a return to work or

retirement.

To analyse the duration of unemployment, a subsample of individuals (324 and 2356 longitudinal observations)

was selected from the previously used sample for event history analysis. Only the period from the year (t0) in which

they began their unemployment spell was considered. The data were not weighted. In this case, the Kaplan–Meier

survival analysis measures the probability of surviving in the unemployed condition.

Figure 2 shows that the probability of remaining unemployed decreases over time, but the median duration of

unemployment is rather long (5 years).

Sequence analysis allows to measure the probability of transition out of unemployment. Re‐employment or
retirement are possible outcomes. The transition rate between states of the unemployed showed they remained

unemployed (85%). 13% moved into the employed status. Only 2% went to the status of retired. The transition from

unemployment to retirement was not necessarily due to early exit. The data analysed did not take into account the

F I GUR E 1 State distribution plot of the employment status (weighted data).

TRENTINI - 7 of 16



reason for retirement. One can assume that the use of early exit was also extremely low. A long period of un-

employment can bring close to retirement age.

The transition rate of the unemployed changed depending on socio‐demographic variables and the unem-
ployment spells (Table 1).

Permanence in the unemployed status prevailed in all cases except in Denmark, where the transition to

working status was highest (57%) and it was higher than the staying in the unemployed status (36%). Women (88%),

those with a low educational level (92%) and of older cohorts (92%) remained more in unemployed status. Being

male (70%), having a tertiary education (59%) and being born in the cohort since 1950 (82%) favoured re‐
employment. The transition rate confirmed that older workers are not homogeneous (Bennett & Möhring, 2014;

Loretto et al., 2007; Vickerstaff, 2010; Vickerstaff & Cox, 2005). The transition out of unemployment varies ac-

cording to the socio‐demographic variables assumed to differentiate the experience of unemployment.
Countries varied markedly. When considering permanence in the status of unemployed, they could be divided

into four groups based on their values: Greece and Italy presented values above 96%; Austria, Belgium, Poland and

Spain between 75% and 80%; Germany and France between 60% and 64%; Denmark, the Czech Republic and

Sweden between 36% and 52%. While in Denmark and Sweden, the probability of transition to working was highest

(57% e 42%), the Czech Republic was the country where the transition to retirement was highest (17%).

Context affects the transition from unemployment. The data by country confirmed that in recent years there

has been a convergence towards overcoming of the transition from unemployment to retirement. The transition to

retirement was higher, as mentioned, in the Czech Republic (17%), while in the other countries, it was less than 6%.

Southern European countries, where the early exit was widespread, have aligned with other countries.

As might be expected, the longer the unemployment spell, the more problematic re‐employment became. The
probability of returning to work fell from 32% for those with one to four spells to 0.06% for those with five to eight

spells. The transition to retirement (0.1%) remained low even for those with more than eight spells of unem-

ployment, despite their ageing.

Since the research aim, as stated, was to focus on the unemployment experience of older workers, an in‐depth
analysis of the 371 sequences containing at least one unemployment episode was conducted. The clustering of

similar sequences was developed from the measurement of dissimilarity with the OMstran method. Based on the

dendrogram, the number of clusters was three (Figure 3).

The first cluster (81 cases) included those who experienced unemployment in two periods: until 2009 and after

2014. Many individuals in the first cluster have retired since 2010. Individuals in the second cluster (195 cases)

F I GUR E 2 Transitions out of unemployment. Kaplan–Meier survival estimate by time in unemployment.
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experienced unemployment for the entire period considered. The number of unemployed declined a little from

2014 onwards. The third cluster (97 cases) included mainly working people. Since 2014, the number of pensioners

has increased. The unemployed were few. The three clusters showed variations in the unemployment level with the

extremes represented by the second (remarkably high) and third clusters (negligible). And, by the trend of un-

employment over time: a variable trend in the first cluster and a certain stability in the second and the third. The

unemployed status did not seem consequent to the Great Recession. In the first cluster, more people were un-

employed in 2006 than in 2009. In the second and third clusters, the unemployed are widespread throughout the

period considered.

As the study followed individuals over time, as might be expected, the number of those retired increased in all

clusters over the last few years.

TAB L E 1 Transition of the unemployed by socio‐demographic variables and unemployment spells (%).

Working Unemployed Retired

Gender

Male 0.24 0.70 0.06

Female 0.11 0.88 0.01

Year of birth

Until 1949 0.05 0.92 0.03

From 1950 0.17 0.82 0.01

Education level

Lower secondary or less 0.06 0.92 0.02

Upper secondary 0.23 0.73 0.04

Tertiary 0.36 0.59 0.05

Country

Austria 0.18 0.78 0.04

Belgium 0.19 0.75 0.06

Czech Republic 0.34 0.49 0.17

Denmark 0.57 0.36 0.04

France 0.36 0.64 0.00

Germany 0.36 0.60 0.04

Greece 0.03 0.96 0.01

Italy 0.01 0.98 0.01

Poland 0.18 0.80 0.02

Spain 0.16 0.80 0.04

Sweden 0.42 0.52 0.06

Unemployment spells

1–4 0.32 0.64 0.04

5–8 0.06 0.90 0.04

9–12 0.00 0.99 0.01
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4 | DISCUSSION

The longitudinal analysis confirmed that the unemployment risk of older workers is low. There are, however, dif-

ferences between countries, with Italy and Greece having a higher risk of unemployment. In all countries, it

remained stable even in the years following the Great Recession. Job experience and seniority have provided some

protection (Tamborini & ChangHwan, 2022). At least in the sample analysed, the risk of unemployment does not

seem to be related to the economic downturn, but to factors of individual vulnerability, such as low educational

level in the case of Greece and Italy.

Research findings are in line with those of other studies that, however, concern a few or other countries also

regarding the difficulties in exit from unemployment (Heisig & Radl, 2017; Johnson, 2012; Johnson & Butrica, 2012;

Van Horn & Heidkamp, 2019). The sequence analysis enabled the calculation of the transition rate from the state of

unemployment, showing that 85% of the unemployed in the sample studied remain trapped in that state. Only 13%

found work again. The transition rate to retirement is extremely low (2%). As mentioned, since the reason for

retirement is not known, early retirement cannot be ruled out. However, the Great Recession does not seem to

have slowed down implementing measures to overcome early exit.

According to longitudinal analysis (survival, sequence analysis), the unemployment experience of older workers

varies. The differences concern both the risk of unemployment, the transition, and the trend over time (cluster

analysis). The article focused only on several socio‐demographic variables (age, gender, educational level, birth
cohort, and country of residence). Others, such as health status and the whole work history, were not considered.

Women, those with less than secondary education and those living in Southern European countries such as Greece

and Italy, are more at risk of unemployment and of remaining unemployed. The most significant socio‐demographic
variable that affects older workers negatively is low educational qualifications. Changes towards a digital economy

F I GUR E 3 State distribution plot of the sequences of the unemployed by cluster.
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risk further weaken their position in the labour market. The aim of strengthening the employability of older

workers by upgrading their skills (OECD, 2019) seems far from being achieved.

There are also differences in the experience of unemployment between countries. The divergences concern

both the risk of being unemployed, which is higher in Greece than in Italy, and of being trapped in that condition

(from 0.36 in Denmark to 0.98 in Italy). Especially in Greece and Italy, the probability of re‐employment is
extremely low. As mentioned, the higher presence of older workers with low educational qualifications in our

sample could be a contributing factor. It should, however, be kept in mind that the risk of unemployment and its

duration depend on a plurality of factors (economic trends, composition of employment by sector, labour force

characteristics, labour policies and social protection measures) (Axelrad et al., 2017; Hoffmann & Lemieux, 2016),

which the analysed data do not allow us to explore in‐depth and on which further research is needed. Where active
labour market policies are more developed (Denmark and Sweden vs. Greece and Italy), re‐employment is more
likely. In South European countries, the measures to support the unemployed are less developed.

Although there are differences by countries, our sample data on the low transition from unemployment to re‐
employment (even in the Denmark and Sweden), suggest that, while pension and labour policies have pushed to-

ward overcoming early exit from the labour market (Ebbinghaus & Hofäcker, 2013), there is a need for more

policies that support the extension of the working life of older workers. Otherwise, the social risks associated with

unemployment are transferred to workers who, however, may benefit from fewer social protection measures. This

may accentuate inequalities among older workers because of the aforementioned variables.

A topic onwhich further research is needed concerns themost effective policies andmeasures to extendworking

life. The focus should be on active labour policies. They include training, employment incentives, job search assis-

tance. There is a need to understand which of these measures are implemented and which promote the employment

of adult workers. Lifelong learning appears to have a positive effect on adult workers' exit from unemployment

(Orfao & Malo, 2023), but participation in training declines with age (Picchio, 2021; Turek & Henkens, 2019). In

order to promote the extension of working life, acting on labour supply is not enough. The demand side is also

important (Lassus, 2015). The choices of companies in human resources management are important. They should

introduce more age‐inclusive cultures and practices (e.g., overcoming age discrimination in recruitment, introducing
flexible working hours, offering training opportunities also to older workers, etc.) (Wainwright et al., 2019).

The research has some limitations. First, it is mainly descriptive also because of the chosen methods. This does

not enable us to explore the underlying factors that cause differences by country. Second, sequence analysis has

sparked much discussion since its beginning (Abbott, 2000; Levine, 2000; Wu, 2000). Unlike event history analysis,

which is based on data modelling and assumes that stochastic processes generated data, sequence analysis has

exploratory purposes and is based on algorithms (Aisenbrey & Fasang, 2009; Piccarreta & Studer, 2019). Without

looking deeper into methodological aspects, criticism of sequence analysis has concerned both the algorithm‐based
approach and OM.5

Another limitation is that the focus on transitions in employment status (employed, unemployed, retired), does

not allow addressing labour under‐utilisation (because of involuntary part‐time or temporary jobs), which may be
another feature of the vulnerability of older workers. Finally, the data precede the Covid‐19 pandemic. Given that
this is a health‐related crisis, it has to be analysed whether the employment effects of the COVID‐19 also in Europe,
as in the US, differ from those of other economic crisis (Tamborini & ChangHwan, 2022). And what impact it had on

the employment of older workers in Europe, and what happened, especially after the measures taken by govern-

ments to mitigate the effects of the pandemic on employment based on job retention, have ended (OECD, 2020).

5 | CONCLUSION

The article contributes to the debate on working life extension by addressing late‐career discontinuity because of
unemployment. The labour market trajectories of workers aged 50–65 were analysed using a longitudinal meth-

odology, which is not commonly used in labour market analysis. A larger number of European countries were
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included in the study than usual. According to the sample results, experiencing unemployment can undermine the

goal of extending working life. In the 11 European countries studied, the unemployment risk of older workers is

low, but in the case of unemployment, it is not transitory and there is a risk of being trapped in it. The Great

Recession has not delayed the implementation of policies that discourage early retirement, as shown by the

extremely low shift from unemployment to retirement. This may at least partly be due to the low unemployment of

older workers did not make it a significant social phenomenon to be managed. However, it should not be over-

looked that unemployed workers may be in a situation where re‐employment is difficult, and they are not entitled
to a pension. Research confirms the heterogeneity of older workers. It concerns the experience of unemployment:

the risk of unemployment, the unemployed state which may be transitory, cover a few years or be continuous, and

the exit from unemployment. Heterogeneity results from contextual factors such as country, as well as socio‐
demographic variables. The low level of education is one of the most critical aspects.
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ENDNOTES
1 Observations are censored when the information about their survival time is incomplete (for example, loss to follow‐up,
withdrawal from the study, no event by the end of the period).

2 A binary variable was created, equal to one if a respondent was a stayer throughout all the years and zero if they dropped

out. The probability of being a stayer was estimated using binary logit models with age, gender and country as control

variables. The inverse of this probability was then used as weight.

3 The log‐rank test was used to assess whether the difference between survival times between the groups by year and by
age was statistically significant. The p‐value was <0.001 for all the variables.

4 The exceptions are Greece and Spain, which have seen the unemployment rate of the over 50s rise consistently since

2010, with a peak value in 2016 (19.3%) and 2013 (20.6%), respectively. Moreover, in Germany and Poland, the two

countries with the highest unemployment rate in 2006, it fell sharply over the period.

5 Critics have questioned the optimal matching analysis for its arbitrariness with which certain parameters (the so‐called
costs of insertions, deletions, and substitutions) are set to transform one sequence and make it more like another.

Developments over time have led both to additional measures of dissimilarity between sequences (Studer, 2013;

Studer & Ritschard, 2016) and the greater integration between sequence analysis and event history analysis (Piccar-

reta & Studer, 2019; Ritschard & Studer, 2018).
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