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Policy Problem 
• Among advanced industrial economies population aging 

has strained social insurance programs such as Social 
Security  

• Offering opportunities for workers to extend their working 
lives has emerged as the major policy option to combat the 
economic effects of population aging 

• Since there are many countries facing the same problem – 
we look to our European neighbors to see if working 
conditions result in different work sustainability 



Americans Poised for Longer 
Work Lives 

• Employment rates at older ages have risen since the 
mid-1990s 

• Middle-aged and older workers today expect to work 
longer than earlier cohorts 

• Work capacity at older ages is substantial (Cutler et al., 2011; 
Milligan &Wise, 2012; Coile, Milligan & Wise, 2016) 

• Many potential benefits of longer work lives 
o Improve personal health (e.g., Rohwedder & Willis, 2010) 
o Improve financial position 
o Mitigate decline in economic growth (e.g., Maestas & Zissimopoulos, 2010) 
o Ease pressure on government budgets (Smith & Johnson, 2013) 

 



But… 
• Median retirement age still 62 (2015 Retirement Confidence Survey) 

• About 1 in 3 Americans claims early (reduced) Social 
Security benefits at age 62 

• More people plan to work at older ages than actually 
work (Maestas, 2010) 

• Older job seekers less likely to find matches than 
younger job seekers (von Wachter et al., 2009; Chan and Stevens 2001; 
Maestas and Li 2006) 

 



Factors Influencing Job Sustainability 
• Eurofound report (5TH EWCS: 2010) found the following job 

attributes are associated with unsustainable jobs 
o Shift and night work 
o Tiring or painful positions 
o Working to tight deadlines  
o Poor fit between work and other commitments 
o Weak latitude at work 
o Weak social support at work 
o Bad career prospects  
o Job insecurity  



Sixth European Working 
Conditions Survey 

Conducted every 5 years 
• Themes covered include employment status, working time duration, 

work organization, learning and training, physical and psychosocial 
risk factors, health and safety, work-life balance, worker 
participation, earnings and financial security, as well as work and 
health. 

• In each wave a random sample of workers (employees and self-
employed) has been interviewed in person. Following the European 
enlargements and interest from the EFTA countries the geographical 
coverage of the survey has expanded: 
o survey of workers in the EU28, Norway, Switzerland, Albania, the former Yugoslav Republic 

of Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and Turkey 

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/2015/sixth-european-working-conditions-survey-2015
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/2015/sixth-european-working-conditions-survey-2015
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/2015/sixth-european-working-conditions-survey-2015


American Working Conditions 
Survey 2015 

• Fielded on the RAND American Life Panel, nationally 
representative 

• Harmonized with European Working Conditions Survey 2015 
• Panel data, working conditions information collected every 6 

months for three waves 
 

• How do the working conditions of older workers compare to those 
of younger workers? 

• What kinds of jobs are sustainable over a longer work life? 
• How do the U.S. and Europe compare? 

 



Dimensions of Jobs 
 Wages/Benefits Hours  Control over 

hours  
Location of 

work 

Paid time off Pace Autonomy Stress 

Physical 
demands 

Social support 
at work 

Learning on 
the job 

Meaningful 
work  



Working Conditions in the U.S. 
Age < 50 Age >= 50 

Work 10+ hours for 10+ days/month 18.8 16.4 

Work schedule set by employer (no possibility for changes) 35.7 35.6 

No option to telecommute 77.0 77.7 

Work at very high speed (1/2 time+) 73.5 60.1 

No choice of methods of work 25.9 26.2 

Experience stress at work always/most of time 46.1 33.5 

Carrying or moving heavy loads (1/2 time+) 33.8 22.3 

No very good friends at work 15.3 13.7 

No feeling of positive impact on community or society 19.0 9.6 

Not satisfied with working conditions 15.5 13.4 



Job Sustainability 
• “Do you think you will be physically and mentally able to do the 

same job or a similar one when you are [age+10] years old, that is, 
when you are 10 years older than now?” 
o Separate responses for physically, mentally 
o Ages 40-59 asked about 10 years ahead; ages 60+ asked about 5 years ahead 

• 85% ages 40-59 say they can physically and mentally do their same 
job 10 years from now 



Sustainable Jobs Have More 
Favorable Working Conditions 

Non- 
Sustainable 

 
Sustainable 

Work 10+ hours for 10+ days/month 16.4 18.1 

Work schedule set by employer (no possibility for changes) 44.7 33.7 

No option to telecommute 84.3 75.4 

Work at very high speed (1/2 time+) 72.7 65.5 

No choice of methods of work 34.5 25.0 

Experience stress at work always/most of time 59.1 31.9 

Carrying or moving heavy loads (1/2 time+) 50.9 21.3 

No very good friends at work 20.7 14.3 

No feeling of positive impact on community or society 12.1 11.4 

Not satisfied with working conditions 30.3 10.8 



Exposure to Challenging Working Conditions 
US generally better 

Under 35 33-49  50+ 

Painful or tiring positions  
(1/4 time or more) 

EU 42 44 43 
US 40 39 36 

Not learning new things EU 25 27 23 
US 12 17 20 

No training provided in the last 12 
months 

EU 59 57 62 
US 19 32 38 

Fear of losing job in next 6 months EU 19 15 14 
US 7 10 10 

Not able to change methods of work EU 34 31 27 
US 22 27 26 

Sample: AWCS N=2109 

Results weighted using raked sample weights (AWCS). 



Exposure to Challenging Working Conditions 
EU generally better 

Under 35 33-49  50+ 

Shift work EU 26 22 16 
US 44 34 27 

Working at high speed  
(3/4 time or more) 

EU 37 34 28 
US 56 47 33 

Adverse social behavior* EU 18 17 13 
US 21 19 15 

Poor prospects for career advancement  EU 50 63 71 
US 56 62 72 

Sample: AWCS N=2019 
Adverse social behavior is measured by combining seven survey items: verbal abuse, unwanted sexual attention, threats, humiliating behaviors, 
physical violence, sexual harassment and bullying/harassment. 
Results weighted using raked sample weights (AWCS). 



Working hours flexibility 
Can adapt starting and finishing times within designated margins 
(flextime) 

• 20% EU and 44% US 

Changes in working time arrangements happen for 31% of 
employees (both EU and US) 

o Notified of change on same day 
• 5% in EU and 11% US 

o Notified of change the day before 
• 8% in EU and 5% US 



Blurring the Boundaries of Work 
Working in your free time to meet work demands 

o 45% EU, 50% US 
• Daily basis: 3% EU, 9% US 
• Several times a week: 7% EU, 18% US 
• Several times a month: 13% EU, 23% US 

Ability to take an hour or two off during working hours 
o EU: 25% very easy / 40% fairly easy  
o US: 30% not difficult at all / 33% not too difficult 

 



Exposure to Physical Risks 
(percent exposed a quarter of the time or more)  

EU US 
Lifting or moving people 10 15 
Handling infectious materials 12 15 
Handling chemicals 18 16 
Vibrations  20 14 
Noise 28 25 
Carrying or moving heavy loads 32 34 
Tiring or painful positions  43 36 
Repetitive movements 61 70 
Sample: AWCS N=2490 

Results weighted using raked sample weights (AWCS). 



Employee autonomy by sex 
(percent reporting ability to choose or change) 

EU US 

Order of tasks Men 61 68 
Women 67 77 

Methods of work Men 63 75 
Women 67 72 

Speed or rate of work Men 68 78 
Women 69 78 

Sample: AWCS N=1796 

Results weighted using raked sample weights (AWCS). 



Conclusion 
• Proportion of workers with adverse working conditions declines 

with age 
o Likely due to both selection out of the labor force and selection into jobs with 

better working conditions 

• American workers have more flexibility in the timing of work and 
task autonomy, as compared to Europe 

• But, Americans are much more likely to have work and leisure 
boundaries that are blurred  
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Sustainable Work at Older Ages 

 
Howard Iams   
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Comments do not represent the position of SSA. 
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Motivation 

 A longer work life increases resources in older age and shortens the Full 
retirement period.   Working conditions affect the length of employment. 
 

 Sources of income for the aged have been changing.  In U.S.:  
 Increased reliance on earned family income among older persons (>=age 65) 

 
 Increased reliance on assets and asset income (in and out of tax advantaged 

retirement accounts).  Shift from traditional defined benefit to defined contributions 
retirement plans.  Decrease in employer based annuities. 

 Gradual reduction in Social Security benefits among more recent birth cohorts. 
 

 Reliance of a substantial portion of aged on Social Security for at least half of family 
income and benefits decreasing with increase in Full Retirement Age for those born after 
1937.  
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Objectives 

 Compare working conditions across age groups and across countries to look 
for similar patterns related to older workers relative to younger workers.  
 

 Compare by education level ( college educated, other), gender, and age groups 
(25-39, 40-49, 50-59, 60-71; sometimes <50, >=50). 
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Data   

 Estimates based on survey reports (ALP in US.; European Working Conditions 
Survey in 35 countries).  

 Workers aged 18-71 in 2015 survey  
 Work characteristics includes hours, worker control, autonomy, stress, 

physical demands, group work, on-the-job training, meaningfulness, pay, and 
benefits.   

 Ask if worker could do current or similar job in the future (usually age + 10 
years). 
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Results 
 Tabulate worse working conditions by age and education group. 

 
 Shift work, control of speed, adverse social behavior, and opportunity for 

advancement are less likely among older age groups.  Americans have greater 
flexibility in starting and finishing work. 
 

 Sustainable jobs related to better working conditions.  
 

 College educated usually have better working conditions. 
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